

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication


To my son, who talks about Avengers nonstop.
I got you covered in this book, buddy.





Acknowledgments


IT STILL KIND of amazes me that this series is a little bit of an accident. I never intended to give the Payton brothers a story, not until readers asked for it, and the guys started talking to me. But now that I’m writing them, I can’t imagine not doing it. I love these guys. I love the people. I love this auto shop in the fictional Tory, Maryland.

Brent might be my favorite hero I’ve ever written. So thanks for that. I hope you all love him too.

As always, thank you to my editor, Amanda Bergeron, for being amazing and encouraging. For loving this series and these guys. For not laughing at me when we were in a restaurant in Dallas, and I had to take a picture of my food to text home to my son. Working with you has been a highlight of this crazy year.

Marisa Corvisiero, as always, you are the wind beneath my wings. Thanks for being there for me when I need it!

Thank you to my Mobsters. I love you guys. You are my happy place and encourage me to write and put up with my Tom Hardy obsession.

Natalie Blitt, AJ Pine, and Lia Riley—I love you ladies. So much. You listen to my parenting woes and my writing issues and do it all with such kindness. I couldn’t do any of this without you.

Thank you to the many authors who read this book and lent their name for blurbs, including Jay Crownover and Jennifer Ryan. I love you guys! Your love of Cal means you are clearly my people.

To all the readers and bloggers who have supported me on this crazy year, thank you. Thank you so much. This is all a dream come true, and so many times I want to pinch myself because I just don’t believe it.

To my parents, family, and friends, you all continue to be such an amazing support system for me. Thank you.

To my husband, you have put up with so much as I signed too many contracts and wrote too many words. Yet your support never wavers. I love you with all that I am.

To Crazy Girl and Little Man, hugs and kisses. Now go eat your dinner.

And to Andi, you’ll never be one of the “little people.”



Contents



	Dedication

	Acknowledgments

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	An Excerpt from Dirty Thoughts

	About the Author

	Also by Megan Erickson

	An Excerpt from Right Wrong Guy by Lia Riley

	An Excerpt from Desire Me More by Tiffany Clare

	An Excerpt from Make Me by Tessa Bailey

	Copyright

	About the Publisher






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Title Page









Chapter One


BRENT PAYTON WANTED some decent music while he was working.

Not this pop-rock crap the radio had been playing but real rock ’n’ roll. Hell, he’d take George Thurgood right about now. Some “Bad to the Bone”? Hells to the yeah. That was better than a cup of coffee, which he could really use this Monday morning.

He’d volunteered to spring for an iPod and a docking station so he could play his own music, but his technology-inept father had acted like Brent wanted to buy a spaceship.

So that was out.

“Brent,” Cal’s voice called from the other bay of their garage at Payton Automotive.

“Yeah?”

“What’s this shit on the radio?” his older brother asked. “Turn it down before my ears bleed.”

Brent snorted. Cal was grumpy on a normal basis. But now that he’d quit smoking and wore a nicotine patch, he was even more insufferable. So Brent didn’t argue and turned down the music.

A truck rumbled into the parking lot, and Brent turned around, squinting to see who it was.

Alex Dawn, the new employee they’d hired a week ago, strolled into the garage, a bandana wrapped around her head, wearing baggy jeans and a tight T-shirt. She held a banana in one hand.

Brent grinned and walked over to where she stood outside the door to the office, looking over the schedule for the day. She peeled her banana and took a bite. He leaned in and inhaled deeply. “I love the smell of estrogen in the morning.”

Her lips twitched only slightly before she turned around and socked him in the bicep, hard. The woman could hit.

He howled dramatically and clutched his arm, swinging it limply from the elbow. “I’m injured! I can’t work!”

While Alex gazed at him, one eyebrow raised in amusement, he forgot about his injury, grabbed her banana, and bit off half of it.

“You asshole! That’s my breakfast!” Alex smacked him in the stomach, and he started laughing, nearly choking on the banana. “I’m so stealing the Snickers you keep hidden in the office.”

He straightened in shock. “You wouldn’t.”

She was smug, the witch. “I would.”

“That’s war, woman.”

She took the rest of the banana out of the peel and then tossed it so it landed on his shoulder. “Then don’t mess with my banana.”

“That’s some grade-D dirty talk,” he said, picking the peel off of his shoulder and throwing it in the trash can.

“Will you two quit it and get to work?” his dad, Jack, hollered, sticking his head out of the office door. “It’s like you’re related.”

Brent shrugged and walked over to the minivan to continue rotating its tires. Alex smirked at him from her bay. Brent winked back.

Working with Alex had been rocky at first. She had a chip on her shoulder—which she refused talk about—and Brent really enjoyed trying to knock it off, which only led to their sniping at each other. But when some asshole customer gave her a hard time because she was a woman, and she told him to shove it—Payton and Sons Automotive didn’t really have that customer-is-always-right policy—Brent developed a newfound respect for her. When Brent backed her up in front of said asshole, she began giving him some respect in return. And so they’d fallen into this brother-sister type relationship that was actually kinda fun. Brent didn’t really have friendships with women and especially not women he’d never fucked.

And the thing about Alex was . . . he didn’t want to fuck her. It wasn’t because she wasn’t hot, because she was. But the chemistry between them was . . . lacking. Which surprised Brent. Because he was like hydrogen; he reacted with everyone.

Brent worked quietly for the rest of the morning, singing to himself when decent music came on, taking care of the minivan before moving on to the next job.

He was draining oil from an old Toyota when he heard voices from the front of the garage. He spotted Dick Carmichael talking to Alex. She pointed toward the back room, where Cal had disappeared. The Carmichaels had been coming to the shop since before Brent had started working there. Dick was a retired accountant, and his wife still cut hair in an add-on at their house.

“Can I help you, Dick?” Brent asked as he walked closer.

The man turned to him. “Hey, Brent. Uh, no, that’s fine. I’ll just wait for Cal.”

“Oh, well if you need—”

Dick waved him on. “It’s fine. You can get back to work. I’m sure you want to break for lunch soon.” He patted him on the shoulder, like he was a kid, and chuckled. “Your dad always says that’s your favorite part of the day.”

Brent tamped down the irritation. First, whatever Cal could help him with, Brent could too. Second, yeah, Brent liked eating a hell of a lot, but that didn’t mean he didn’t do his job.

So he nodded and walked back to the Toyota. He didn’t look up when he heard Cal return, when Dick spoke with Cal about some work he wanted to do to his car—work that Brent would probably be assigned to, but he wasn’t Cal, the responsible one.

Nor was he Max, their younger brother, the first of them all to become a college graduate.

Brent was the middle brother, the joker, the comic relief. The irresponsible one.

Never mind that he’d been working at this shop since he was sixteen. Never mind that he could do every job, inside and out, and fast as fuck.

Never mind that he could be counted on, even though no one treated him like that.

A pain registered in his wrist, and he glanced down at the veins and tendons straining against the skin in his arm, where he had a death grip on a wrench.

He loosened his fist and dropped the tool on the bench.

This wallowing shit had to stop.

This was his life. He was happy (mostly) and free (no ball and chain, no way), and so what if everyone thought he was a joke? He was good at that role, so the typecasting fit.

“Why so glum, sugar plum?” Alex said from beside him as she peered up into his face.

He twisted his lips into a smirk and propped a hip on the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “I knew you had a crush on me, sweet cheeks.”

She narrowed her eyes, lips pursed to hide a smile. “Not even in your dreams.”

He sighed dramatically. “You’re just like all the ladies. Wanna piece of Brent. There’s enough to go around, Alex; no need to butter me up with sweet nicknames—”

A throat cleared. And Brent looked over to see a woman standing beside them, one hand on her hip, the other dangling at her side, holding a paper bag. Her dark eyebrows were raised, full red lips pursed.

And Brent blinked, hoping this wasn’t a mirage.

Tory, Maryland, wasn’t big, and he’d made it his mission to know every available female in the town limits and about a ten-mile radius outside of that.

This woman? He’d never seen her. He’d surely remember if he had.

Gorgeous. Long hair so dark brown it was almost black. Perfect face. It was September and still warm, so she wore a tight striped sundress that ended mid-thigh. She was tiny, probably over a foot smaller than he was. Fuck, the things that little body made him dream about. He wondered if she did yoga. Tiny and limber was his kryptonite.

Narrow waist, round hips, big tits.

No ring.

Bingo.

He smiled. Sure, she was probably a customer, but this wouldn’t be the first time he’d managed to use the garage to his advantage. Usually, he just had to toss around a tire or two, rev an engine, whatever, and they were more than eager to hand over a phone number and address. No one thought he was a consummate professional anyway, so why bother trying to be one?

He leaned his ass against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “Can I help you?”

She blinked, long lashes fluttering over her big blue eyes. “Can you help me?”

“Yeah, we’re full service here.” He resisted winking. That was kinda sleazy.

Her eyes widened for a fraction of a second before they shifted to Alex at his side and then back to him. Her eyes darkened for a minute, her tongue peeked out between those red lips, and then she straightened. “No, you can’t help me.”

He leaned forward. “Really? You sure?”

“Positive.”

“Like, how positive?

“I’m one hundred percent positive that I do not need help from you, Brent Payton.”

That made him pause. She knew his name. He knew he’d never met her, so that could only mean she’d heard about him somehow, and by the look on her face, it was nothing good.

Well, shit.

He opened his mouth, not sure what to say but hoping it would come to him, when Alex began cracking up next to him, slapping her thighs and snorting.

Brent glared at her. “And what’s your problem?”

Alex stepped forward, threw her arm around the shoulder of the woman in front of them, and smiled ear to ear. “Brent, meet my sister, Ivy. Ivy, thanks for making me proud.”

They were both smiling now, that same full-lipped, white-teethed smile. He surveyed Alex’s face and then Ivy’s, and holy fuck—how did he not notice this right away? They almost looked like twins.

And the sisters were looking at him now, wearing matching smug grins—and wasn’t that a total cock-block? He pointed at Alex. “What did you tell her about me?”

“That the day I interviewed, you asked me to re-create a Whitesnake music video on the hood of a car.”

He threw up his hands. “Can you let that go? You weren’t even my first choice. I wanted Cal’s girlfriend to do it.”

“Because that’s more appropriate,” Alex said drily.

“Excuse me for trying to liven it up around here.”

Ivy turned to her sister, so he got a better glimpse of those thighs he might sell his soul to touch. She held up the paper bag. “I brought lunch; hope that’s okay.”

“Of course it is,” Alex said. “Thanks a lot, since someone stole my breakfast.” She narrowed her eyes at Brent. Ivy turned to him slowly in disbelief, like she couldn’t believe he was that evil.

Brent had made a lot of bad first impressions in his life. A dad of one of his high school girlfriend’s had seen Brent’s bare ass, while Brent was lying on top of his daughter, before the dad ever saw Brent’s face. That had not gone over well. And yet this impression might be even worse.

Because he didn’t care about what that girl’s dad thought of him. Not really.

And he didn’t want to care about what Ivy thought of him, but, dammit, he did. It bothered the hell out of him that she’d written him off before even meeting him. Did Alex tell her any of his good qualities? Like . . . Brent wracked his brain for good qualities.

By the time he thought of one, the girls had already disappeared to the back room for lunch.

“DO YOU THINK we hurt his feelings?” Ivy picked at a stray piece of lettuce hanging out of her sandwich.

She didn’t meet her sister’s eyes, not even when Alex started making choking sounds across from her at the small table in the back of Payton and Sons Automotive.

“E-excuse me?” Alex stuttered.

Ivy bit her lip and lifted her gaze to her sister’s. Alex had talked a lot about Brent, and while there was an underlying platonic affection to her words, most of her talk was complaining about how much of a pain in her ass he was. Maybe Alex hadn’t been looking at Brent close enough during their conversation out in the garage, but Ivy had been. She’d noticed the flash of frustration over his face when they’d shut him down.

What made her pause was that it seemed like frustration directed at himself, not at her.

Crap. Ivy dipped her gaze back to her sandwich. This would not do. She and Alex had basically stamped a big red X over all dicks—literal and figurative—for a good long time. They’d already moved twice to get away from men who had ruined their lives. Tory was supposed to be where they settled in, got their lives straight, and raised Violet.

Ivy’s defense mechanism was to immediately be cold to Brent. She could have gotten bees with honey, but she didn’t want bees. Or honey. Or whatever. So she was all stinger.

She and Alex didn’t need men. The two of them and Violet would be just fine.

And yet at this moment, Ivy couldn’t stop thinking about Brent. Alex hadn’t warned her that he looked . . . like that. Like six-feet, two-inches of hotness straight out of a Mechanics of Your Dreams calendar. Jesus. That dark hair, those full lips that smirked, those slate eyes that did nothing to hide the fact that this man was trouble with a capital T.

“Iv-eeeeee.” Alex drew out her name in that way only big sisters could do when they planned to interrogate.

Ivy poked the wheat bread of her sandwich. “What?”

“Why are you concerned about Brent’s feelings?”

She didn’t know. Honestly and truly, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t forget that momentary flash of emotion that passed over his face before he covered it with a smirk. “I don’t know; he’s your coworker and—”

“I know he’s basically sex on legs, Ivy, but he knows it. And I’d be hard-pressed to find a woman who hasn’t taken a ride in this town.”

Ivy pressed her lips together, chastising herself for letting her soft heart show. She needed to focus on finding a job and raising her daughter. Those were her priorities. Not going toe-to-toe with some cocky hot guy. “You’re right; forget I said anything.” Ivy held up her index fingers and crossed them in an X. “No men.”

“Ick,” Alex spat.

“Gross,” Ivy said.

Alex grinned at her, and Ivy returned it, sipping from her iced tea. “So, work going okay?”

“Yeah, I like it here. Cal’s fair. Brent’s fun to work with. Jack’s still a hard-ass but I think he’s warming to me.”

Alex had told Ivy that Brent and Cal’s dad was a brick wall of gruff and stubborn. “Good.”

“Violet off to school okay?” Alex asked.

Ivy’s daughter was in first grade at White Pine Elementary School in the Tory school district. They’d moved in time for her start at the beginning of the school year. “Her teacher called me again, saying Vi cried on and off this morning.” Ivy knew moving was hard on her, but they hadn’t had much of a choice. “I hate this.”

Alex squeezed Ivy’s hand where it rested on the table. “It’s school. You’re not torturing her. She’ll get used to it.”

Ivy’s stomach rolled, thinking about it. “I hope.”

“She’s a good kid. She just needs time.”

Ivy sighed. “I guess.”

“Alex,” a deep voice said from the doorway. Ivy craned her head to see a man who looked a lot like Brent but . . . wasn’t Brent.

“Yeah?” Alex answered.

The man nodded at Ivy. “I’m Cal.” He turned to Alex. “Sorry. I know you’re eating lunch, but got that customer of yours out front from last week. I tried talking to her, but she likes you better.”

Alex laughed. “Greta Sherman?”

“That’s the one.”

She balled up her empty sandwich wrapper. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes,” she said to Ivy.

Ivy looked down at her half-eaten lunch. “I can leave—”

“Nah, I’ll be right back. You finish eating.”

Alex tossed her trash into the can on the way out.

Ivy took a sip of her tea and picked at her sandwich. She’d spent all morning on the computer, applying for jobs in and around Tory. It wasn’t necessarily a mecca of job opportunities, but Alex had found a place she fit in, and the pay wasn’t bad. Ivy had some savings, but it wasn’t going to last forever, and she wanted to pull her weight in the little family they’d created.

Her résumé was a bit slim. She had a high school diploma but no college degree, having spent her early twenties raising Violet. Her job options in Tory were working as a secretary for a lawyer, selling furniture at a department store, or being a nanny.

None was appealing.

But at least they all paid.

The chair across from her squeaked, and she lifted her gaze, opening her mouth to tell Alex about her job options.

Except Alex wasn’t sitting across from her.

Brent was.

He leaned back in his chair, feet up on the table and crossed at the ankle. He held a packet of peanuts and tipped it so a couple fell into his mouth. He chewed, steel eyes on her.

She clenched her jaw shut.

He swallowed. “You looked like you were going to say something.”

“Sure I was. To Alex. But you’re not Alex.”

“No, I’m not. But I’m a great listener.”

“I’m sure,” she said drily.

His lips quirked. “Want to hear about what other things I’m good at?”

“Not particularly.”

“Because I can do this thing with my tongue—”

Good God. “I don’t do this.”

“Don’t do what?”

She waved a hand between them. “This. Flirting.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Babe, I haven’t even begun to flirt.”

She took a deep breath to calm her rising blood pressure. “Don’t do that either.”

“Jesus! Now what?” His exasperation might have been cute if she still had a heart.

“Nicknames.”

“Babe?”

“My name is Ivy. I-V-Y. Three letters. Two syllables.” Even she wanted to cringe at how much of a bitch she was being.

He was studying her now, his face a little less amused and more . . . thoughtful. She didn’t like thoughtful Brent. Amused, flirting Brent? Harmless. Thoughtful Brent, who tried to look deeper? Dangerous as hell.

He ran two fingers over his lips and then dropped his hand to the table, cocking his head. “You’re just thorns everywhere I touch, aren’t you?”

She froze at his words, like a deer in headlights because yes—yes, she was a whole lot of thorns because she’d learned long ago they were necessary to protect all her soft parts.

Brent wasn’t done, though; his voice was softer when he spoke again. “You born that way, or something make you that way, Ivy?”

She swallowed. Yep, Brent Payton was dangerous in a sexy-as-hell package. His words were seeping past those thorns, hitting all the spots where she was weak. So she gathered herself and clenched her fists at her sides. “You’re just acting like this because I’m the first woman who hasn’t fallen at your feet.”

He laughed at that. “Fallen at my feet? Nah, there are plenty of women who’ve told me to go to hell. My percentage is good, though. Maybe eighty-twenty.” He grinned that shit-eating grin. “But you got me curious now. I wanna keeping prodding until I find a place that isn’t a thorn. How long do you think that’ll take me?”

Shit, no; that’s exactly what she didn’t want. With those eyes that were smart and trouble at the same time.

She swallowed and straightened her spine. “You’ll never get close enough.”

He cocked his head. “No?”

“No.”

He hummed a little and leaned back in his chair again. He threw a peanut in the air and caught it in his mouth. Then he chewed, with those steel eyes daring her to look away. “Guess I gotta plan my attack better next time, huh? You better work on those defenses.”

She heard Alex’s voice as her sister made her way back to the lunchroom. Ivy smiled and lifted her chin. “Who says I’ll be the one who needs defense?”

He laughed sharply, like he was surprised. “Oh, babe, bring it.”

She gritted her teeth. “Ivy.”

“Babe. I call it as I see it, and you’re definitely babe.”

Ivy growled.

He smiled, and then he was up out of his chair and walking out the door as Alex made her way in. Her eyes trailed Brent as he retreated to the garage.

Alex turned to Ivy, eyes concerned. “Was he bothering you?”

Bothering didn’t even touch it. “No, he’s fine. Nothing I can’t handle.”

Alex shrugged. “I can talk to him—”

“Alex, I swear, it was nothing, and even if it was, I could handle it.”

Her sister eyed her and then stole a bite of her sandwich. “Fine; now eat. You’re getting skinny.”

“Quit mothering me.”

Alex pointed to the sandwich with raised eyebrows, and Ivy glared at her as she took a bite.





Chapter Two


EVERY TIME BRENT had to say this dog’s name, some of his testosterone cried out in a slow, agonizing death. “Honeybear, come on, girl.” He patted his thigh and whistled, but the dog was yards away, sniffing where his property ended and the woods surrounding his townhouse complex began.

Brent stuck his hands in the pockets of his coat and shivered against the fall air that was growing sharper every day. He thought he saw movement in the back window of the townhouse connected to his, but then it was gone. He hadn’t met his neighbor yet. He’d just moved here a week ago. His housewarming present from Cal? This dog, with her stupid fucking name. She was lucky she was cute as hell.

But if he had to yell this goddamn dog’s name one more time . . . “Honeybear!”

She finally perked up, turning her two-toned face—half black and half white—toward him.

“Get inside before I leave ya out here,” he called, and she began to trot toward him.

Honeybear was an Australian shepherd mix that Cal found at the local shelter. She’d been turned in by a family that said she was too energetic and silly. Cal had heard that, cracked up laughing, and immediately said the dog was made for Brent.

Brent wasn’t sure if he should take offense to that, but whatever. Honeybear was perfect, if not for her name. They’d never had pets growing up; their father had said it was too much trouble, so Brent felt like a little kid at Christmas when Cal led Honeybear into his townhouse with a big red bow around her neck.

Brent would have named her something appropriately gender-neutral, like Sam or something. But nope, she only answered to Honeybear, so that was what he found himself yelling at all hours of the day, including this Monday evening.

She reached his side and sat at his feet, her tail swiping the too-long grass, her tongue lolling out of her mouth. It’d taken about five minutes to fall in love with her. Brent scratched her behind the ears. “How’s my girl?”

Her ears swiveled, and then she turned her head toward his neighbor’s. Brent gazed over and saw a man sitting on his back porch. The man didn’t move or make a sound, and Brent straightened, unsure what to say because lately, first impressions weren’t his forte. Then the man raised one hand in greeting, and Honeybear took that as her cue to investigate. She bounded over and began to lick and sniff the palm the man lowered to her.

Brent walked over, and as he entered the fenced-in back porch, he noticed the man was in a wheelchair, his legs covered by a thin blanket.

“Uh, sorry, she gets a little excited,” Brent said, scratching the back of his head. He reached out a hand. “Brent Payton. This your place? If so, I’m your new neighbor.”

The man eyed Brent’s hand and then slowly stretched out his own. His handshake was firm, fingers calloused. He nodded. “Davis.”

“Davis?” Brent asked.

“Yeah.”

“That’s your name? Like, one name? Davis?”

A muscle ticked in the man’s jaw. “My name is Barney Davis. I go by Davis.”

“Barney? Like the purple dinosaur?”

Through gritted teeth, the man said, “That’s why I go by Davis. And is a man with a dog named Honeybear really giving me shit about my name?”

Brent pointed at his dog. “She came with that name.”

Davis raised his eyebrows. “I came with my name too.”

Brent pushed his lips out. “Huh. Okay, that’s a good point.”

The man smiled then, a big one that creased his face. Brent wasn’t in the habit of checking out other guys, but this dude was solid—big shoulders, hands, and chest. His eyes were a deep brown, and he wore a short beard, which was tinted red, in contrast with his dark brown hair.

Davis looked around his bare patio. “I’m, uh, not out here much. Sorry I don’t have a chair or anything to offer you.”

Brent shrugged. “It’s no problem. So have you lived here for long?”

Davis reached down and ran his hand over Honeybear’s head. “Coupla years.”

“I like it here; kinda quiet.”

“Couple that lived here before you had two kids, so that wasn’t so quiet. Now all I hear is you calling for your dog. For a while, I didn’t realize it was a dog, and I thought you were kinda weird.”

Brent laughed. “I’m definitely weird, but I can honestly say I’ve never called a woman Honeybear.”

Davis looked up at him, quiet for so long that Brent was ready to excuse himself. Then Davis jerked his thumb in the direction of his house. “You wanna come inside for a beer or something?”

Brent’s eyes shifted to the sliding glass door leading into Davis’s house. “You don’t mind if my dog comes in too?”

Davis patted her head. “Not at all.”

“Then sure.”

Davis was quick in his wheelchair, turning sharply before reaching up to slide open the door. Brent thought about offering to help, but the guy had gotten out himself; Brent figured he could get back in.

Honeybear was delighted with her new friend. She trotted alongside his wheelchair as he made his way over to the refrigerator. He pulled out two Stellas, popped the caps off with an opener that said Tory Fire Station 22, and then handed a bottle to Brent.

Brent took it with a smile and tipped it toward Davis in a cheers gesture.

The beer went down easy—crisp and cold—and Brent thought he liked the guy already if he kept decent beer on hand. The floor gleamed, and the counter was uncluttered, topped by a couple of clean appliances. Brent was pretty sure he could see his reflection in the smudge-free stainless steel refrigerator.

“So tell me about your dog.” Davis’s head was down, focused on Honeybear.

Brent took a pull on his beer. “Uh, well, my brother thought I needed a dog in the absence of a steady woman in my life. So when I moved in to this place, he came over with Honeybear, here. He got her at the shelter, and of course she won’t respond to anything but that stupid name.”

Davis propped his arms on the shoulder rests of his wheelchair. “It’s not too bad. You could shorten it to Honey.”

“I tried that; it’s not taking.”

“Maybe she just has to get used to it.”

“I’m not giving up; that’s for sure.”

Davis smiled and drank his beer, his eyes never leaving Brent’s face. “What do you do?”

“I work over at Payton and Sons Automotive with my dad and brother.”

Davis nodded. “I thought your name sounded familiar. I think I’ve gotten some work done there a time or two.”

“Come around next time. I’ll comp ya an oil change.”

“Thanks for that. Might just take you up on it, although I don’t drive so much anymore.”

“What do you do?”

Davis picked at his beer label, and Honeybear whined, leaning into his wheelchair in a desperate plea to get more head scratches. “I used to be a volunteer firefighter over at Station 22, but now I just help work at dispatch.”

Brent sat down in a chair at the kitchen table. Being a firefighter was a little-boy fantasy of his that he’d never grown out of. He knew which station Davis mentioned, because he drove by there all time, watching the firefighters clean their vehicles, or train, or respond to calls.

He wanted to be one of them—always had. He’d mentioned it to his dad and Cal one time back in high school, and they’d looked at him like he was crazy. Brent, responsible for other people’s lives and safety? That was preposterous. Ridiculous. Brent couldn’t be taken seriously.

It pissed him the hell off every time he thought about it.

He cleared his throat. “Being a firefighter have anything to do with why you’re in a wheelchair?”

Davis gave in to Honeybear’s whines and began to scratch her again. “Yeah. Coupla years ago, responded to a call for a house fire in Tory—one of those old duplexes. Long story short: I fell through a weak spot in the second floor and fractured some vertebrae. Paralyzed from hips down. So here I am. Not fighting fires anymore.”

Brent’s mouth was dry, and the beer tasted sour on his tongue. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Davis kept his eyes on Honeybear. “Yeah, me too.”

Brent wanted to ask more questions—like, Do you regret it? Would you do it again?—but instead, he took another sip of his beer and watched his neighbor pet his dog. “You’re free to spend time with her. Or walk her. Or clean up her shit. Anytime, really.”

Davis laughed. “Is that right?”

“I’ll just leave some poop bags with you, just in case.”

“I think I’ll just go with visiting every once in a while.”

“Well damn, I tried.”

Davis leaned back in his wheelchair and drained his beer; then he set it on his counter. “Haven’t had anyone in my place except for my sister since I moved in. Sorta weird to have someone here, but it’s also kinda nice.”

Brent spun his bottle on the table. “I’m pretty much at the garage or home lately. I used to go out more, hit the bar scene, but now I got Honeybear and . . . I don’t know. I guess I’m getting a little sick of the grind.” The curvy body and big blue eyes of Ivy Dawn flashed through his mind. He’d surely give up the scene if she was in his bed every night.

Too bad she hated him.

“I’m still in the stage where I miss it,” Davis said softly.

“Miss the bar scene?”

“Miss women,” he said with a grunt.

Brent refused to let his gaze drop into Davis’s lap. He didn’t make it a habit to think about dicks, but he wondered how much Davis’s injury affected his . . . love life. But they’d just met, and Brent wasn’t about to go there. “You’re free to go out with me sometime.”

Davis didn’t look at him. “My sister’s on me to go out. Haven’t since the accident but . . . not sure how I feel about rolling my ass into the bar.”

Brent chewed his lip and thought about how to ask his next question. “You worried about people staring? Or making comments?”

“I thought about it a lot,” Davis said, gazing out his back door. “And I’ve accepted what happened; how I am. This is me now. But I hate feeling like I need to make other people comfortable. Like I have to be the one to apologize for needing handicapped access ramps into restaurants. Does that make sense?”

It did. Brent nodded. “You don’t gotta apologize to me.”

Davis smiled, a bigger one than before. “Yeah. It’s why I invited you in. You made a good first impression.”

Brent raised his eyebrows. “Really? Because I suck at those.”

Davis laughed. They sat in silence for a couple of minutes. Then Davis asked softly, “You want another beer?”

Brent was comfortable here. His dog and a new friend. He propped his feet up on the chair beside him. “Yeah, sure. Why not?”

Davis grinned, and Brent decided that the key to making a good first impression was to always bring his dog.

A SMALL BODY crashed into Ivy’s legs, and she looked down into the wide blue eyes of her six-year-old daughter.

“Mommy,” Violet whimpered, her lip trembling. She pressed herself closer to Ivy’s side, so Ivy wrapped her arms around her daughter’s slender shoulders. Ivy looked up to see a large man standing next to them in the aisle, holding a box of Cheerios and looking at Violet with a confused look on his face.

Ivy wanted to cry. Just break down in the middle of the grocery store on this Sunday afternoon. Because Robby, Alex’s bastard of an ex-boyfriend, had sufficiently done his duty to damage every one of the Dawn girls.

If he stood in front of Ivy right now, she couldn’t be held responsible for her actions.

Through watery eyes, Ivy smiled at the man. “Sorry, she’s, uh, not comfortable with men.”

He jolted a little and threw the box of cereal in his cart. “Oh well, then I’ll just move along—”

“It’s okay—”

“You have a nice day.” He turned his back and made a hasty retreat down the aisle.

Ivy closed her eyes and counted to ten; then she looked down at her daughter, who watched the man’s back with trepidation. “Everything’s okay, Vi.”

Her daughter peered up at her, wiping tears from her face. “I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize. It’s okay. But we talked about this, right? Not all men are like Robby.”

Violet’s eyes darted toward the man and then back to Ivy. “I know, but I still got scared.”

“I know, sweetie.” Ivy didn’t know what to say anymore, how to curb this fear that Robby had instilled in her daughter, the fear Ivy failed to protect her daughter from. It was a failure she thought about every second of every day.

But at the time, with no money and nowhere to live, Alex had been the only one to take them in. None of them had realized how bad Robby had gotten until it was too late to undo the damage.

“Everything okay?” Alex appeared at Ivy’s side. She’d been in the next aisle, getting ketchup that they’d forgotten.

Ivy didn’t want to tell her because Alex was already close to crumbling with guilt.

“It was just a big man,” Violet said softly.

Alex sucked in a breath sharply and let her head fall forward between her shoulders. Ivy wished they weren’t here, in public, in this fucking grocery store, because all she wanted to do was make a blanket fort and crawl under it with Alex and Vi, where no one could hurt them.

Instead, she was surrounded by cereal.

Life sucked.

Ivy placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “She’s fine now; it’s all right. Let’s just finish shopping and—”

“Alex!” a female voice said.

Ivy looked up to see a woman with a mass of brown hair and a wide smile making her way toward them. Trailing her, pushing a cart, with an irritated look on his face, was Cal. Beside him was a teenage boy with . . . purple hair. In a Mohawk.

Violet stayed pressed to Ivy’s side, but the tension had begun to leave her body, especially as Alex stepped forward, a genuine smile on her face. “Hey there, Jenna. Hey, Cal. Ash.”

The boy lifted his hand in greeting, grinning. Cal grunted.

Alex gestured to Ivy and her daughter. “This is my sister, Ivy, and her daughter, Violet. Ivy, this is Jenna, Cal’s girlfriend. You met Cal already, and that’s his brother, Asher.”

“Half-brother,” Asher corrected, elbowing Cal.

Cal grunted again.

Jenna turned to Ivy. “Hi. Nice to meet you.” Then she bent down so she was eye-even with Violet. “Hey, you. I love your dress. How old are you?”

Compliment the little princess on her clothes, and she was a friend for life. Ivy thought this Jenna was pretty smart. Violet smiled and smoothed the skirt of her dress. “I’m six.”

“Wow! You know what? I have a special nail polish that is made only for six-year-olds. I’ll send it home with Alex. How does that sound?”

Yep, this Jenna was brilliant. Violet bobbed on the balls of her feet. “I’d love that!”

Jenna straightened and then held out her hand. “Deal; let’s shake on it.”

Violet held out her little hand, and Jenna gripped it firmly; then she smiled at Ivy. “She’s really cute.”

Ivy smoothed her daughter’s hair
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