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To Katie Crandall, who fell in love with Bennett from the beginning.


You wanted his story the moment you met him.


You always knew his potential and how great he was.


I just hope you know how amazing you are.
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Prologue



The Calm in the Storm


The pain was incredible. It was like someone had drilled a hole into her shoulder. And she was cold, oh so unbelievably cold.


She’d been shot. At least she was pretty sure she’d been shot. The gun had gone off and then someone had been screaming. Was it her that screamed? Was she screaming now? She thought she was. She felt like she was. Or was the screaming all in her head?


No. No, there was definitely something blaring. A loud, piercing noise, and it wasn’t in her head. It was everywhere.


And she was flat on her back. When had she fallen? She didn’t remember going down. Just opening her eyes to a world of pain.


“We’re at Rejuvenate,” a panicked voice said. “We walked in on Chad Sharp and Hoyt Reynolds breaking in, and they shot Mel. They shot her.”


Okay, so she had been shot.


“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” another panicked voice said. This voice was much closer. It was above her.


The room was dark. Blurred images moved around in a dim light, but she couldn’t make them out.


Warmth was leaking out of her, spreading out over her shoulder. There was pressure, pressure, over the pain. Someone was trying to hold her together.


She closed her eyes. Maybe then the pain would go away. Maybe then she’d be okay.


“Mel, look at me,” the panicked voice said.


She opened her eyes and tried to get past the pain. Tried to come back. Harper, it was Harper above her. She focused on Harper’s face. There was blood smeared on Harper’s cheek and she was crying.


The rest of the room slowly came into focus. The loud blaring was the alarm and Grace was on the phone, talking to someone.


“Mel, say something. Please,” Harper begged.


“I’m scared,” she whispered.


“I know, I know.” Harper’s voice shook along with her hands.


“Jax is here,” Grace cried out, shooting across the room.


More voices, and the floor underneath Mel shook as people walked across it. And then someone was kneeling on the other side of her. Mel looked up into the last face she’d expected to see.


Bennett.


His piercing bluish gray eyes were intently focused on her.


“Mel, it’s going to be okay,” he said calmly as he put his hands over Harper’s trembling ones. “Understand? You’re going to be fine.”


“Okay,” she whispered as tears streamed from her eyes.


“I got it.” Bennett looked up at Harper.


Harper nodded and pulled her hands out from under his. And then Bennett was in Mel’s face, his calm, beautiful eyes staring straight into hers and his voice the only thing she could hear.


“Stay right here, Mel. I’ve got you. I promise.”















Chapter One



The Scruffy Man and the Curly-Haired Girl


It had been eight weeks since Melanie O’Bryan had been shot, eight weeks since she’d gone to a spa after hours and walked in on a burglary in progress. She’d been with her two best friends, Harper Laurence and Grace King. It wasn’t like the three girls had done anything wrong; Harper was a massage therapist who worked at Rejuvenate and was able to go in and out of the spa as she pleased. They’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Mirabelle, Florida, was a small beach town. Its six hundred square miles boasted a population of about five thousand. Even though there were very few saints in that five thousand, the burglary spree that had hit the town had been out of the norm. Chad Sharp and Hoyt Reynolds had stolen hundreds of thousands of dollars from over a dozen businesses and houses.


No one had known who was behind the burglaries until Mel, Harper, and Grace had walked in on the one at Rejuvenate. Chad and Hoyt had gotten away that night, but their greed caught up with them, and so had the law. Now the two thieves were sitting behind bars, awaiting trial. With any luck they would be in there for a very long time.


Chad had been the one who shot Mel in the shoulder. The bullet hadn’t hit anything vital, but she had required physical therapy for the past six weeks. She’d actually just finished her last session the day before. Her shoulder was still sore for the most part, but little by little she was getting back to a full range of motion.


Things were slowly getting back to normal for Mel. It was the middle of August and school was starting on Monday. The teachers had spent the last week planning, and Mel couldn’t wait for her students to be back in the classroom.


It was just after four on Friday when Mel pulled up in front of her little two-bedroom house. It had belonged to her grandparents and she inherited it after both of them had died. Otherwise Mel wouldn’t be a home owner; her salary as a math teacher at Mirabelle High School didn’t bring in the big bucks. She’d always loved the little buttercream-yellow cottage, with it’s robin’s-egg blue shutters and doors.


Mel grabbed her purse and groceries from the trunk of her black Jetta. She had just enough time to put everything away, jump in the shower, and get ready for tonight before Grace and Harper came over. There was a crawfish boil over at Slim Willie’s, and they were going to head over together. But only after they spent a little while catching up on each other’s lives. They’d all been so busy lately that they hadn’t really gotten to see each other.


Mel had been best friends with Grace since birth. Well, since two months after Mel’s birth, as that was how long it took Grace to join the world. Their mothers had been best friends as well, so Mel and Grace hadn’t had a choice, and really, they wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. They’d been pretty inseparable over the years, and when Harper had moved to Mirabelle in the sixth grade, they’d eagerly accepted her into the fold.


Harper was now a massage therapist, and she’d been booked solid all summer with clients. Mirabelle had a fancy little resort out on the beach called LaBella. They tended to draw in clientele with pretty thick pocketbooks. Harper also worked at Rejuvenate, the spa in downtown Mirabelle where Mel had been shot. Between the two places, Harper barely had enough time to think, let alone go get dinner.


Grace had been busy planning her wedding to her fiancé, Deputy Jaxson Anderson, and it was about damn time. The girl had been in love with her stubborn redhead since she was six years old, and they’d only just gotten together last April. It had taken Jax a while to figure out he was in love with Grace. The boy had always been ridiculously protective of her, but in his stupid-boy mind he’d thought he wasn’t good enough for her. He’d finally gotten a clue.


Mel opened the door and walked into her house. The air conditioner provided a welcome relief to the humidity that was Florida in the summer. She locked the door behind her and made her way down the hall, dropped her purse on the dining room table, and went into the kitchen. She put her bags on the counter and headed for the cabinet, where she grabbed a cup and filled it with ice water. Once she downed half of it, she pressed the cold glass to her forehead.


In all truth, there was no point in taking a shower to wash off the stickiness from the day. As soon as she walked outside again, the heat was just going to coat her skin and frizz up her hair. Mel had long, honey-blonde corkscrew curls that were a royal pain in the ass to maintain.


But Bennett Hart was going to be at Slim Willie’s, and even if it was just for five minutes, Mel wanted to look halfway decent. She might’ve had a small crush on the guy. Small meaning that whenever he was around she went all warm and gooey and felt like a freaking sixteen-year-old again.


But really, how could she not? He was gorgeous, all six feet and however many inches of him. And he had muscles everywhere. Toned arms and legs and abs of wonder. And don’t even get her started on his eyes. They were some sort of icy gray-blue that sucked her in. He had dark blond hair that he kept cut close to his skull. He hadn’t let it grow out when he’d gotten out of the military. But he had gotten a little more lax with shaving, and he now had perpetual five o’clock shadow on his square jaw. Mel had always been a sucker for a scruffy man.


Not to mention he’d been there the night Mel had been shot. But she’d liked him long before that fateful night at the spa. Him saving her life hadn’t started those feelings.


When the 911 call had gone through to dispatch, the closest deputy to the scene had been ten minutes away, so the deputy had called Jax. He had been hanging out with Bennett that night, and both of them had rushed over to Rejuvenate.


Mel had never been more terrified in her entire life. The pain had been unbelievable, and she’d been on the brink of passing out when Bennett had showed up. He’d been so calm as he talked her past the panic. His voice had been the only thing that had grounded her.


Bennett had stayed at the hospital all through her surgery and waited to see her after. He’d also been around for the last couple of weeks, checking up on her recovery often and going to more than one of her physical therapy sessions with her. He’d dealt with his own recovery a couple of years ago after he’d survived being shot in Afghanistan. He’d been more than aware of what was going on with Mel, and he’d helped her out in more ways than one.


He’d given her something to watch during her recovery time, too. He’d gotten her hooked on Lost, and he’d spent more than one night sitting on her couch with her and watching episodes. And then Bennett just had to go and do something that made her like him even more. He was going to volunteer at the school, working with Mel and her students.


For the last year, Mel had wanted to do a hands-on project with her students to show them how math could be used to build things. The former superintendent, Keith Reynolds, hadn’t given Mel or her project the time of day. But after more than one scandal had hit the Reynolds family, Keith had tendered his resignation over the summer.


As it turned out, Keith Reynolds was Grace’s father. This little tidbit of information had been revealed in a very public way, at a dinner honoring the superintendent. Over the years, Grace and her older brother, Brendan, had been the center of more than a little bit of gossip in Mirabelle. The mystery of Grace’s father had been a big part of it. It had also been a pretty big blow to the Reynolds family when it was discovered that their son, Hoyt, had been involved in all of those burglaries that had plagued Mirabelle.


So there was a new superintendent now. It had been only two months, but Fred Stafford was leaps and bounds better than his predecessor. The library at the high school was in desperate need of some new bookshelves, and Mel wanted to build them. She’d presented the proposal to Stafford, complete with costs and how she planned to raise the money. He’d approved it right away, thinking it was a fantastic idea.


Bennett had helped Mel with that proposal, and Bennett would help her out with the project. He was going to be at the school often, working with her and the students on a regular basis. For free.


But Mel had to keep telling herself that this didn’t mean anything. This didn’t mean he had feelings for her. No, he was just her friend. And so what if she had a little crush on him? Okay, so it was a massive crush.


Mel put the groceries away before she went into the bathroom and promptly stripped down. She hesitated in front of the mirror before she walked to the shower, her amber eyes dipping down to the scars on her right shoulder. One, the size of a dime, was where the bullet had gone in; the three around it, all surgical scars, were about the size of pencil erasers.


She reached up and touched the bullet wound, her fingers tracing around the small pucker on her skin. Even if her arm healed completely, the scar would always be there to remind her of that awful night.


Mel dropped her hand and got in the shower. The hot water poured over her, and as she stretched her arms up to wash her hair, the tight pain in her right arm made her wince. It might still hurt, but it felt loads better than it had.


When she got out of the shower she grabbed her blow dryer. Wrapped in her towel, she methodically dried her hair, doing her best to shape the curls into a manageable style. She put on a light coat of makeup, then went into her bedroom.


Mel stood in front of her opened closet, staring at her clothes and trying to figure out what she was going to wear. The winning combination was a flowing, knee-length, green cotton skirt and a white V-neck shirt. After she was dressed, she went into the kitchen to uncork a bottle of wine. If the girls were going to talk, they were going to be drinking as well. That was just how it was.


She grabbed three glasses from the cabinet, the corkscrew from the drawer, and the wine from the fridge. The kitchen had a view of the front yard, and as Mel finished pouring the wine she saw Harper’s car pull up. Grace got out of the passenger side, and the two girls made their way up the front porch.


There’d never really been a chance for the three friends to share clothes growing up—or even now, for that matter. Grace came in at a whopping five foot four. She had light blonde hair and a heart-shaped face that framed her blue eyes and pouty lips. She was tiny, with an A-cup bust and a slim waist, though she did have a fairly round butt that she was proud of and that Jax was pretty fond of. She wore tight jeans that accentuated said rear and a cute, little hot pink tank top that only she could pull off. Said tank top would’ve looked more than somewhat scandalous on Mel and just downright indecent on Harper.


Harper had been a little overweight when she’d first come to Mirabelle, and most of the boys in school hadn’t been very nice about it. But it had taken her only a few years to grow into her body. Now she was all curves. Men had absolutely nothing negative to say about how her D-cup breasts filled out a shirt or anything else. She was currently wearing a formfitting, light blue dress that made her violet eyes pop, and it looked incredible with her long black hair. Yeah, Harper didn’t have any issues catching a man’s eyes these days. Problem was, no one was catching her eye.


Both Mel and Harper were five foot seven, but that was where all the similarities stopped. Where Grace had most of her curves below the waist, Mel’s were above. She had a decent C cup, no real butt to speak of, and thin legs. But at least she had good thighs and calves, so she didn’t have a lot of complaints.


Mel put the bottle of wine on the counter and went to open the front door.


“Oh, no,” Harper said as soon as she saw Mel. “Oh, no, no, no. You get your skinny ass in that room of yours and change.”


“What’s wrong with this?” Mel asked, looking down at herself.


“It’s flirty. You don’t want flirty. You want sexy.” Harper grabbed Mel’s hand and pulled her down the hallway.


“Yeah, you need to show off those legs of yours,” Grace said as she shut the door and followed them.


“That’s what’s going to help you in your man-catching endeavors,” Harper added.


“What man-catching endeavors?” Mel asked, coming to a sudden stop.


“Bennett,” Grace coughed.


“Excuse me?” Mel, rounded on Grace.


“Oh don’t even deny it,” Harper said as she dragged Mel into the bedroom. “You sooo want to have that man’s babies.”


“Oh. My. Gosh. It isn’t anything like that,” Mel said a little bit too loud.


“Whatever you say. Now take off that skirt.” Harper let go of Mel’s hand and looked at her.


“You’re being ridiculous. My skirt is fine.”


“You don’t want fine, you want fine.” Except Harper pronounced it fwine. “And you wouldn’t be this resistant if Bennett were asking you to take off your skirt.”


Yeah, if Bennett were asking her to take off her skirt, she’d be completely naked in three seconds flat.


“Strip. Now,” Harper demanded.


“I’m going to go get something for us to drink,” Grace said and left the room.


“The wine’s already poured and on the counter,” Mel called out after Grace as she pushed her skirt down her thighs.


“Pretty pink panties?” Harper asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Just find me something to wear so you’ll shut up.”


Harper turned to Mel’s closet and started looking through it. “No, no, no,” she said as she pushed through the hangers.


Grace came into the room holding three glasses of wine. She handed one to Mel and smirked as she looked at Mel’s undies. “Wow, those are nice. Were you planning on someone seeing those tonight?”


“Are the two of you quite finished?” Mel asked before taking a sip of her wine.


“We’re never finished.” Grace handed Harper a glass of wine and then sat on the bed.


“I see that teddy bear he got you is still on your bed,” Harper said, turning to them. She took a drink of wine.


Okay, so Bennett might’ve brought Mel said bear when she was in the hospital. And it was possible that she’d slept with it every night since. It was just because it was soft and cuddly and…


Yeah, she was pathetic.


“Look, it’s just a silly crush, so let’s not make anything of it, okay? We’re just friends. Nothing’s going to happen and I’ll get over it.”


“Uh-huh.” Harper raised an eyebrow. “Just friends,” she said slowly. “A friend who is helping you out with this little project at your school?”


“And by little, you mean this huge and quite extensive project. A project that is going to take months and lots of his time,” Grace clarified.


“He doesn’t have feelings for me.” Mel was getting just a little bit exasperated. These two were like a freaking dog with a bone.


“How do you know? Have you asked him?” Grace asked.


“No, and I’m not going to. And neither are the two of you,” Mel said pointedly, staring at her two friends.


“Who?” Harper tried to look mildly offended.


“Us?” Grace asked innocently.


“We would never.” Harper turned back to the closet and resumed her hunt.


“What about her jean miniskirt?” Grace asked.


“Ohhh, that would look really good with this orange tank top or this green V-neck with the stripes. Take your shirt off, too,” Harper demanded without even turning around.


“I’m going to need more wine.” Mel took a fairly large gulp before she put her glass down and did as Harper ordered.


*   *   *


Bennett Hart had been back in Mirabelle for just over two years now. He moved back when he’d gotten out of the air force. He’d enlisted when he was eighteen and spent eight years in the service before he’d been shot down in Afghanistan. There’d been ten soldiers in the helicopter that day; only Bennett and his commanding officer had survived, and both of them had barely escaped with their lives.


Bennett had been shot in the shoulder, but the bullet that had ripped apart his body was nothing. He’d had his life ripped apart that day.


He knew just how lucky he was to be alive, but that didn’t stop the survivor’s guilt. How could it? He’d watched as his best friends, his brothers, had died, and there’d been absolutely nothing he could have done to save them.


He was still plagued by the nightmares and panic attacks. He’d wake up in a cold sweat, screaming as he fought with his pillows and sheets like they were the demons that had taken his friends. That day would haunt him for the rest of his life.


These days Bennett took things easy. Well, easier. There were a certain number of hazards that came with working in construction, but he wasn’t being targeted on a daily basis. He’d picked up a thing or two in the military, and building schools and hospitals had stuck with him. Now he mainly worked on remodels with businesses and houses.


He was actually branching off a bit lately, doing more specialty jobs for his boss, Marlin Yance. There was a surprising demand for custom woodwork out at the beach houses, so Bennett had been pretty busy with those. He’d also been working on a few of his own creations.


Bennett had started restoring antiques and building his own pieces of furniture. So far it had mostly been for friends and family. He’d made quite a few things for Jax and Grace’s new house, and he had a few customers here and there.


For Bennett, it was more than just a job. He liked working with his hands, liked creating things. It gave him a peace he’d been missing for quite sometime. Another thing that was giving him peace was being back in Mirabelle. It was good for him to live close to his dad and stepmom.


Bennett’s parents had divorced when he was four. Bennett’s mother, Kristi, had run off to Arkansas with a man with whom she’d had an affair for years. Now they were married with three children. Kristi sent a card every year on Bennett’s birthday, which he never opened. Besides that, he’d had absolutely no contact with her.


Bennett’s father, Walker, had remarried when Bennett was six. Jocelyn had been the one who packed Bennett’s lunches when he was in school, taught him how to cook, and sat next to his father at all of his baseball games and his graduation. She’d always been much more than a stepmother to him; for all intents and purposes she was his mother.


Bennett had also fallen back in with a good group of guys whom he’d gone to high school with. Brendan King, Jax Anderson, and Nathanial Shepherd had all been a year older than him and they’d all played on the Mirabelle High baseball team together. The three guys had been best friends since preschool, or something like that, but they’d welcomed Bennett into their fold, and through them he’d gotten a whole other family.


It had been hard for Bennett at first, hard for him to let anybody into his life. When he’d first moved back he’d kept himself pretty isolated from everyone except his dad and stepmom. Losing his friends in Afghanistan had nearly destroyed him. It took him a while to realize that the country roads of Mirabelle weren’t the same thing as the deserts of the Middle East. Yes, tragedies happened every day, but his friends weren’t getting shot at.


Well, except for that one time a couple months ago.


Melanie O’Bryan was a sweet girl. Maybe just a little soft-spoken, but she had a quiet confidence. And she had this sassy sarcastic side to her that came out every once in a while. She’d drop these one-liners that tended to shock the hell out of him.


And damn, did she ever have a killer smile, one that made Bennett never want to turn away from her. She was a high school math teacher, and from what Bennett had heard she had the patience of a saint and was loved by her students. It wasn’t that surprising. Mel was just a good person. A great person.


When Bennett had walked into that spa all those weeks ago and seen her bleeding out on the ground, it had taken everything in him to stay calm. All he’d been able to think was, Not her. But Mel was strong and she’d survived it, and Bennett thanked God for that every time she was around him, which was quite often these days.


Mel had a knack for holding his attention whenever she was in the same room as him. So it came as absolutely no surprise that he zeroed in on her the second she walked up onto the back deck of Slim Willie’s.


The restaurant was more of an outdoor establishment with a deck that took up almost double the space as the actual building, which was pretty packed. The wooden tables were crowded with people digging into the food in front of them. The band played on a stage off to the side, and the dance floor already had a good amount of people on it. But even with all the commotion, Bennett only had eyes for one person.


Mel was wearing a skirt that showed off her killer legs and a purple-and-blue tank top that showed just a hint of cleavage. Her hair was down, and her curls framed her pretty face and ran over her shoulders and down her back.


Bennett was so distracted by Mel that he completely missed what Brendan had just said. The two men were standing at the outside bar waiting for a drink.


Brendan King was a mechanic at King’s Auto, which he and his grandfather owned. Brendan and his wife, Paige, had just had their little baby boy, Trevor, two and a half months ago, and they were taking advantage of a night out. Paige’s mother, Denise, was on babysitting duty.


“Sorry.” Bennett cleared his throat and focused on Brendan. “What was that?”


Brendan turned and looked over his shoulder. Bennett let his gaze travel back to Mel. She, Grace, and Harper were joining the table where Jax and Paige sat. Mel looked up as she pulled out a chair, and her eyes locked on Bennett’s. Her cheeks flushed a soft pink and she smiled at him. She waved and Bennett couldn’t stop himself from smiling and waving back.


“I heard you two were spending a lot of time together lately. And that you’ll be spending even more time together when school starts,” Brendan said, facing Bennett again. “How’s that going?”


“How’s what going?” Bennett asked.


“You and Mel.”


“There is no me and Mel.”


“Oh, really? So you just get smiley for all the pretty girls?”


“I didn’t get smiley.” Bennett frowned as he looked at Brendan.


“Right.”


“We’re just friends,” Bennett said as he tried to get the attention of one of the bartenders.


The two bartenders were giving a little too much attention to a group of about ten college girls. They were loud, bordering on obnoxious, and they were all processed to within an inch of their lives. Their dark tans were fake—too much time spent in tanning beds. Their makeup was on thick and their clothes were on light. They gave off more than a glimpse of their flat stomachs, and their breasts spilled out of their too-tight shirts.


They did absolutely nothing for Bennett.


His eyes automatically found Mel again. She had a natural, sun-kissed tan and her skin glowed. He wasn’t even sure if she wore makeup or not. And he liked the way she dressed. Her clothes gave off just a hint of the sexiness he was sure lay beneath. She was modest, and real. She was beautiful.


“Just friends?” Brendan said skeptically. “Okay, whatever you say.”


*   *   *


“You know he keeps looking at you,” Grace whispered in Mel’s ear.


“Shut up,” Mel said, kicking her under the table. “He is not.”


“Yes, he is.” Grace pinched Mel’s leg.


“Ow, don’t pinch me.” She rubbed the sore spot on her thigh.


“Then don’t kick me.”


“What are you two talking about?” Paige asked, leaning across the table.


Jax had gotten Grace’s, Mel’s, and Harper’s drink orders before he’d joined Bennett and Brendan at the bar. So only Mel, Grace, Harper, and Paige sat at the table.


“Bennett,” Grace said.


“Mel has a little crush,” Harper added.


“What part of ‘Shut up’ do you not understand?”


The noise from the crowd and the music from the band were loud enough that there wasn’t really a chance they would be overheard, but talking about Mel’s crush in public made her nervous.


“Don’t worry.” Paige grinned. “I won’t say anything.”


Mel loved Paige and did trust her not to say anything. Paige had fit right in with their little group when she’d moved to Mirabelle over two years ago, and she’d quickly become a very close friend. She had long, dark brown hair that fell in messy waves, gray eyes, and freckles across her nose and cheeks. She was tall, and her running habit had kept her legs in amazing form; it had also melted off almost all of her pregnancy weight.


“He’s really cute.” Paige looked over at the bar for a second before she turned back. “You should totally go for it.”


Cute? No. Bennett Hart was sexy as hell in a way that made Mel want to put her mouth all over his body.


Oh dear. I should not be thinking about that. “Can we please not have this conversation right now?”


“Oh look how red she’s getting,” Harper said. “She really likes him.”


Yeah, that was why she was blushing, not because she was thinking about how lickable his abs probably were. “I hate you all.”


“No, you don’t,” Grace said. “You love us dearly.”


“That’s debatable.”


“Fine, no more harassing Mel… for now. But we will have this conversation later,” Paige said.


“Count on it,” Grace said with a grin.


“So school starts next week?” Paige asked.


“Yeah, on Monday. I’m looking forward to the kids being back. Sitting in that empty room all week was making me crazy.”


Mel was glad they’d changed subjects, because when she glanced up again, Bennett, Brendan, and Jax were at the table, beers in hand.


“Here you go,” Bennett said, sliding a bottle in front of Mel.


“Thanks.” She smiled up at him.


“So what’s making you crazy?” he asked as he took the seat directly across from her.


Mel didn’t miss the matching smirks on Grace’s and Harper’s faces, but at least they kept their mouths shut.


“The kids not being there. It’s too quiet.”


“I’ll bet. Too much quiet makes me crazy, too. Well, it’s not going to be quiet when we’re in that wood shop with the saw going.”


“I would imagine not,” Mel said, shaking her head.


“Jeez, this place is crowded.”


Mel looked up to see Nathanial Shepherd and Tripp Black standing at the other end of the table. Nathanial, whom everyone called Shep, worked at his family’s bar, the Sleepy Sheep. He was tall with thick, shaggy black hair and piercing blue eyes. His jaw was covered in what could only be described as ten o’clock shadow, and his arms were covered in tattoos. He had the whole bad-boy image down to a tee.


Tripp Black had moved to Mirabelle over a year ago when he became the fire chief. He had dark brown eyes and thick brown hair. He was also a man of the perpetual scruff.


“Yeah, good luck getting a drink unless you’re going to flash something. But I feel like your legs could get you fast service.” Brendan looked at Shep.


“Aww, come on, Brendan,” Shep said. “You know you’re the pretty boy around here.”


“Who are you calling a pretty boy?” Brendan asked before he took a pull on his beer.


“You. You going to do something about it?”


“Nah,” Brendan shook his head. “Because we both know the truth.”


“That Jax is the prettiest of us all?”


“Exactly,” Brendan nodded.


Mel wouldn’t exactly say that any of the men around her could be termed pretty. Hot was a better word. Hot and incredibly built. Yeah, all of them were ridiculously good-looking, but none of them had ever inspired the feelings in Mel that Bennett had.


“I’m not even going to comment,” Jax said, shaking his head, as he put his arm around Grace and pulled her close to him.


“That’s because you have a maturity level higher than these two put together,” Paige said, pointing to Shep and Brendan.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Brendan pulled Paige in and gave her a loud, smacking kiss on the temple.


“We should start heading up for dinner.” Grace indicated the ever-growing line behind them and turned to Paige, Brendan, and Bennett. “You guys should start. You too, Mel,” she added with a wink.


Mel really wanted to glare at Grace, but chose not to draw attention to the not-so-subtle grouping. Instead, she got up from the table and followed behind Brendan and Paige, and Bennett fell in step by her side. She tried not to think about how that made her heart flutter a little bit.


It cost twenty-five dollars to get into the crawfish boil, but the food was all you could eat, the live band was sure to provide hours of entertainment, and a lot of people had thought the price was worth it. The place was packed, and the line for food was already pretty deep when the four of them got to the end of it.


“So when do you guys start the project?” Brendan asked Mel and Bennett.


“The second week of school,” Mel told him.


“So you raised enough money?” Paige asked.


“To build the first ten bookcases,” Mel said.


Shep had been so kind as to let them do a karaoke night at the bar on Tuesday nights. There was a cover charge to get in, and there was a jar behind the counter for those who wanted to be a little more generous. People tended to get very generous when they were drinking.


They’d also had two movie nights out at the big barn, using a projector to show classics on the side of the building. A lot of people had come out for it, spreading their blankets out on the grass. Mel had even borrowed a popcorn machine, and they hadn’t been able to make enough for everyone who wanted to buy it.


There were going to be some other fund-raisers in the weeks to come, so they still had time to get the rest of the money.


Brendan grinned at Bennett. “You ready for all of those teenagers and their hormones?”


“Really?” Paige asked looking at her husband. “You think you’re any better than a sixteen-year-old?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Mmm-hmm.” Paige shook her head at him.


“I’ll be fine. I’m more concerned about them using the power tools,” Bennett said, as the line shifted and they all moved up.


“You think I’d let any of my students lose a limb?” Mel asked.


“Well, I was concerned about your limbs, too,” Bennett said with a smile.


Holy cow, was that man’s smile lethal. Mel was pretty sure if she were using heavy machinery when he was around she’d probably lose those limbs he was so worried about.


But no pain no gain, right?


“I’m sure you were,” Brendan said, looking at Bennett with what could only be described as an amused I told you so look.


And Mel really wanted to know what that was all about.















Chapter Two



Just Friends


Okay, so maybe Bennett had been full of shit when he’d told Brendan that he and Mel were just friends. Maybe he did think Mel was beautiful, and that her laugh was amazing, and that she had the warmest whiskey-brown eyes he’d ever seen. And maybe it was also true he did want to spend more time with her—a lot more time with her.


When Mel had first asked him to help with the project, she’d only wanted advice on planning it, but he’d quickly realized she was going to need someone to help out during the actual process. He might’ve agreed to help out a bit too eagerly.


But there was more behind it than just Mel. Mrs. Sylvester had been the librarian when Bennett had been in high school, and she was still the librarian now.


Bennett had always loved to read books. It was something that Jocelyn had passed on to him. He’d spent many an hour in that library. He felt like he owed something to the place, and he definitely owed something to Mrs. Sylvester. She was one of the kindest women who ever existed, and that library was her second home.


Mrs. Sylvester had always made suggestions to him on what to read. She’d gotten him into murder mysteries and military crime, and told him which of the classics were up his alley. And she’d always been right. When he’d been overseas he’d filled his downtime with books, most of which had been sent to him by her. Those books had kept him from going crazy. And he wanted to do something to pay her back for what she’d done for him.


Yeah, he was looking forward to this project for many reasons. But if he was honest with himself, Mel was at the top of that list.


Not that this changed the fact that he just wasn’t looking for a relationship. He’d come back to Mirabelle wanting a quiet, uncomplicated life. As he looked at the pretty, curly-haired woman sitting across from him, he had a feeling she would be a big complication in his life. She’d have to be—all women were.


He knew he should be smarter about this whole thing. Maybe put a little distance between the two of them.


But he really didn’t like that thought.


Yeah, distance just wasn’t going to happen. He’d spent all of dinner talking to her, watching her mouth move while she talked. She had a pretty mouth, soft and sweet. Her lower lip was slightly fuller than her top, and she was wearing some sort of gloss, and he was more than slightly curious as to what the flavor was.


“You want to dance?” he asked her, as half of their friends left the table to do precisely that. The band was playing country music, and the current song was one that Bennett had heard on the radio. It was fast, and the couples out on the floor were keeping up with the pace.


“Yeah,” she said, smiling.


“Well then, let’s go,” he said, standing up.


He rounded the table and held out his hand for hers. She placed her soft, warm palm in his as she stood. He wrapped his fingers around her hand, held her close to his side, and guided her through the crowd.


When they got to the dance floor he spun her around and pulled her into him. He placed his free hand on her hip, while hers landed on his biceps just below where his T-shirt ended. Her fingers curled around the back of his arm. As they moved around the floor, he couldn’t help but think about how her hand felt on his bare skin, and he wondered what it would feel like in other places.


The band started playing another fast tune and Mel smiled up at him, laughing as he spun her around. At the end of the song he dipped her backward and she stretched her head back, her hair falling toward the floor and exposing her neck. It took everything in him not to bury his face in that sweet spot just below her ear.


The band switched to a slow song, and Bennett looked at Mel, raising his eyebrows. She nodded, and he pulled her in closer. His hand drifted to the middle of her back as she leaned against him.


She was much smaller than him, maybe a hundred pounds lighter and half a foot shorter. The top of her head came in just under his nose. He’d resisted pressing his face into her throat, but only a stronger man than him could’ve stopped himself from pressing his nose into her hair. It smelled flowery; he was pretty sure it was jasmine.


When the song ended she pulled back and smiled up at him, her cheeks a little rosy.


“You want to get another drink?” he asked her.


She nodded, so he held tight to her hand as he led her to the bar. The group of half-naked girls was on the dance floor, so the bartenders were free from flirting it up with them. Bennett held up two fingers and pointed to the farthest bottle on the stand behind the bar. The guy nodded and pulled out two bottles from a massive bucket filled with ice.


Bennett pulled out some cash but Mel put her hand over his.


“I can get it.”


“I don’t think so,” he said, shaking his head.


“Who bought my drink earlier?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.


“I don’t know. We just paid for them.”


“But you bought more than one.”


“Yes, but that isn’t the point.”


“And what is the point?”


“That I asked if you wanted to get a drink and I’m not letting you pay for this.” He pulled his hand out from under hers and handed the bartender the cash.


“Fine, but I owe you a drink.”


“Fine.” He grabbed both bottles and handed her one. “The next one’s on you,” he said, clinking the neck against hers.


They brought the bottles to their mouths and drank.


“Wow, that tastes good,” she said, putting her bottle on the bar. She reached back and gathered her hair, then twisted it up to let the air get to the back of her neck. “It’s so hot out here.”


“You can’t handle the heat?”


“No, I can. But my hair can’t. I’m sure it’s a mess,” she said as she let go of her hair. It fell down, her curls expanding as they stretched down her shoulders.


“Nah.” He shook his head and reached out. He wound one of her curls around his finger. “It’s still beautiful.”


Bennett might’ve had a small fascination with Mel’s hair, small meaning that whenever she was around he had the urge to plunge his fingers in it and bring her mouth to his. He wanted to touch way more than that one soft strand but he pulled his hand back, letting the curl bounce up around her temple.


Her eyes warmed and her mouth curved up into a small smile. “Thank you,” she said softly.


“You up for a few more dances?”


“Absolutely.” She nodded then grabbed her beer and took another long drink.


“We’ll finish these, and then I’m taking you back out there.”


Bennett wanted her in his arms again, and he was pretty tempted to chug the damn beer to make that happen a little bit sooner than later.


*   *   *


Bennett didn’t leave Mel’s side for the next couple of hours, and she had absolutely no complaints about it. Whether they were dancing, walking through the crowd, or just standing around talking, his hand had a habit of finding its way to the small of her back. This was something else she had absolutely no problem with. She liked the steady weight of his palm on her, liked how he stood by her side and guided her around, liked that he touched her.


“You and Bennett look pretty cozy tonight,” Harper whispered in Mel’s ear as they headed toward the bathroom.


“We’re just dancing.”


“Uh-huh.” Harper folded her arms across her chest and eyed Mel skeptically.


“Look,” Mel whispered as they got in line. “I like him, all right. And I’ve liked him for a while now. But I’m just trying not to look too much into it, at least not until he makes a move.”


“He’s been making a move all night.”


“By dancing? Well, if that’s the case, then you and Shep are on the brink of a relationship yourselves.”


“Me and Shep? I don’t think so,” Harper said, shaking her head. “You know I love the man dearly, and I’d be blind if I said he wasn’t attractive, but Nathanial Shepherd is like a brother to me. Always has been, always will be. Besides, Grace told me he’s still in love with Hannah.”


“I’ve always thought that,” Mel said, trying to get Harper onto a new topic of conversation.


Hannah Sterling had spent a summer in Mirabelle almost thirteen years ago, then left and had never come back. Mel had known Shep all her life and seen him with a fair share of women. And even though Mel had been only twelve at the time, she hadn’t been oblivious to the way Shep had looked at Hannah. Nor had she missed the fact that he’d never looked at any other woman the same way since.


“Yeah, me too, but don’t think I’m going to let you change the subject. You and Bennett have been doing way more than dancing. And that boy hasn’t had eyes for any other woman tonight. It’s just you.”


“Harper,” Mel pleaded. She really didn’t want to turn this into something that it wasn’t. She had a crush on him… and as far as she knew that was it. That was all there was, just her insignificant schoolgirl crush.


“I’m serious, Mel. You can bury your head in the sand all you want, but Bennett Hart is totally into you.”


“Whatever you say,” Mel said, trying not to think about the little flutter in her stomach.


But that feeling just couldn’t be ignored, and if it was possible it intensified over the next ten minutes as they waited in line and finally used the restroom.


*   *   *


“Soooo,” Shep said, coming up next to Bennett at the bar. “Are you going to deny there’s anything going on with you and Mel? ’Cause Brendan said you claim to being only friends.”


Bennett groaned internally. He just couldn’t get a break from these guys, could he? “When the hell did you have time to discuss that?”


“When you and Mel were out on the floor dancing a tad too close for just friends.”


“You guys gossip like a bunch of old women,” Bennett said, shaking his head.


“Yeah, we do,” he said, placing his hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “So here’s the deal. Brendan, Jax, and I watched Mel grow up right alongside our little Gracie. And like Grace, we look at Mel as our little sister. Well, when I say we, I just mean me, in regards to Grace being like a sister. Obviously she is Brendan’s actual little sister,” Shep rambled on. “And as for Jax, he apparently didn’t have brotherly feelings for Grace. But you get what I mean.”


“Not really,” Bennett said.


“You’re a good guy, and really it would be great to see the two of you together, but don’t hurt Mel,” Shep said seriously.


“I don’t know where this is going.” Bennett started to feel more than a little uneasy. He didn’t know if it was going anywhere at all. Yes, he was interested in Mel, but that didn’t make them a couple. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted that. Truth be told, he had no idea what he wanted.


“Just be careful.” Shep removed his hand from Bennett’s shoulder and took a step back. “Now I’m off to get a drink.”


“Good luck,” Bennett said. He started to make his way back through the crowd, his mind a bit of a jumble.


How the hell had everything snowballed so quickly?


Bennett had gone out tonight only to have a fun time with his friends. He’d only wanted to have some food, a couple of drinks, good conversation. He hadn’t intended to focus all his attention on Mel. So what if that was what had happened? It didn’t mean anything. He was just doing what felt good, what felt right. And at the moment that was being around Mel.


He wasn’t doing anything wrong: just dancing with her, and maybe flirting a little bit, and enjoying the feel of her body under his hands. Where was the harm in that? He was an adult, and so was she. They were both capable of making rational decisions and not letting everything complicate matters.


Shep didn’t need to be worried about it. It wasn’t anything serious. It was… well, he had no idea what it was, and he didn’t need to be worried about that, either.


*   *   *


When Bennett came back up to the table he slid another beer in front of Mel. She looked up at him, and he smiled back at her.


You’re just friends, she reminded herself.


Harper didn’t know what she was talking about. Bennett wasn’t interested in Mel beyond friendship. So he’d danced with her and bought her a couple of drinks. That didn’t mean anything.


“Thanks,” she said as she grabbed the beer. “I thought I was getting the next round.”


He just shrugged as he sat down. “Now I owe you two drinks.”


“So you do. We’ll just have to figure out how you can pay back your debts.” He smiled as he lifted his beer to his mouth. “I think more dancing might be in order.”


When they both finished their beers, Bennett and Mel returned to the floor. She wasn’t sure how many songs they stayed out there for, but when they got back to the table, Brendan and Paige were getting ready to go.


“We’re going to call it a night. Denise has Trevor all night, so we’re going to take advantage of an empty house,” he said with a grin.


“Brendan.” Paige blushed as she smacked his chest. “Can you not announce stuff like that?”


“Stuff like what?” he asked innocently. “I meant we’re going to get a full night’s sleep without a crying baby. What did you think I was talking about? Sex?” He shook his head and tried to look shocked. “Your mind is always in the gutter.”


“Shut up,” she said, smacking him again. “That wasn’t what you meant and you know it.”


“I do,” he said, grabbing her hand. “So let’s go and take advantage of every second. Bye, everyone.” He waved as he pulled Paige away from the table.


“Bye.” Paige laughed and got in a quick wave before Brendan practically dragged her away through the crowd.


“Harper left, too,” Grace said, as she and Jax got up. “She has an early appointment tomorrow.”


“Oh.” Mel looked down at her watch to check the time. Jeez, it was past midnight. “Well, can you guys give me a ride home?” she asked, looking at Grace and Jax.


“I can take you,” Bennett said before either of them had time to respond.


“Are you sure?” Mel asked, turning to Bennett.


“Absolutely.”


*   *   *


“So how far are you with Lost?” Bennett asked as he drove toward Mel’s house.


“Um, well, I might’ve marathon-watched it last weekend, and I watched a lot during the nights this week. That show’s addictive.”


“It is,” he agreed. He kept his eyes on the road as she shifted in her seat. He might not have looked at her, but he knew her eyes were on him, studying the side of his face before she told him what she was thinking.


“I only have two episodes left.”


“Really?” He laughed.


“Hey, what do you expect? Every single episode ends at a cliffhanger. And they just keep killing everyone off. It’s too much to handle most of the time.”


“It’s true,” he said, nodding. “Well, if you can’t handle it, maybe I should watch those last two episodes with you. What are you doing tomorrow night?”


“I don’t have any plans,” she told him. Bennett knew she was smiling—he could hear it in her voice.


“You want to come over to my house? I can make you dinner.” They might’ve been hanging out a lot lately, but because she’d been recovering, he’d always gone over to her house. So this would be a change, especially if he cooked for her. They’d always gotten takeout before.


“You cook?” she asked.


“Yes, I cook. I’m a little domesticated. I do my own laundry and make the bed, too. I even put the toilet seat down.”


“Well, aren’t you impressive?”


“I like to think so,” he said, as he parked his truck in her driveway.


“Hmmm, it’ll be interesting to see what else you do,” she said.


“Then it’s a date?” He shifted in his seat so he could look at her.


She nodded slowly. “It’s a date.” Even though it was fairly dark in the cab, Bennett could see something change on her face. “And I’ll bring wine, since you were so insistent on not letting me buy drinks tonight.”


“I think I can handle that.” He really wanted to lean across the seat and press his mouth to hers, but instead he unbuckled his seat belt. Mel mirrored his actions, and as she turned for the door he grabbed her hand. “Wait there,” he said before he got out.


Bennett rounded the truck and opened her door. She turned and slid to the edge of the seat; he put his hands on her hips and lowered her to the ground.


“Thank you.”


“It’s no problem.” He shut the door and grabbed her hand. “A man’s always supposed to open a door for a lady,” he said as he turned and started to walk.


“Is this another part of you being domesticated?” she asked.


“Sure is.”


“Your mother taught you well.”


“She sure did.”


He took her keys out of her hands when they got to the front porch. He unlocked the door and Mel went inside, finding the switch and flipping it.


“Well, Ms. Melanie O’Bryan,” he said, handing her the keys. “As always, I had a lovely evening with you. So I’ll see you at my house tomorrow. Six o’clock sound good?”


“I’ll be there.”


“Good night, Ms. O’Bryan,” he said, pulling away from her.


“ ’Night, Bennett.” Mel smiled and took a step back into the house.















Chapter Three



A Date? Or Not a Date? That Is the Question


Friends. They were just friends.


It didn’t matter how many times Mel repeated that to herself, she kept coming back to the fact that Bennett had called tonight a date. Those words had most definitely come out of his mouth.


Which was why Mel might’ve started getting ready at around three. She took meticulous time with her hair, and her curls were in an almost complete state of antifrizz. Her makeup was perfect. And she spent a good amount of time picking out her clothes.


Harper and Grace had told her to stay away from safe and flirty. They said she needed to play to her strengths, so she had. She chose a pair of bright blue shorts that showed off her legs, and a sleeveless black blouse that gave just a glimpse of cleavage. She was wearing leopard-print sandals with straps that wrapped around her ankles, and she’d given herself a pedicure, complete with pretty pink toes.


Not that any of this mattered, because it wasn’t a date.


Mel had to stop doing this to herself. Had to stop thinking this was something. She hadn’t even told Grace and Harper about it, because they would’ve just filled her head with ideas. Ideas she desperately didn’t need to think about.


Mel had never been the type of girl to inspire lust in a man. She wasn’t sexy by any stretch of the word. She was a high school math teacher, for goodness’ sake. What was sexy about that?


Nothing.


Mel had only had a handful of boyfriends in high school, and they hadn’t been anything serious. She’d only ever had sex with one man. Justin Abrahams had been her college boyfriend. He’d been a year older than her, and they’d been together during her sophomore and junior years. He’d gotten a job in Birmingham when he’d graduated from the Florida State University Business School, and they’d decided to end things.


Mel had always known she wanted to move back to Mirabelle when she graduated, and Justin wasn’t cut out for small-town life. It hadn’t ended badly, and they were actually still friends. But she wasn’t pining over him by any means. She just hadn’t found someone she wanted to be in a relationship with.


Or she hadn’t until a certain military man had come back to town.


Mel stopped by LauraAnne’s Liquors on her way to Bennett’s. She walked inside and headed straight to the refrigerated section. She looked through the glass doors and tried to figure out which kind of wine to buy. She had no idea what Bennett liked.


“Melanie O’Bryan. Look. At. You.”


Shit, Mel thought as she closed her eyes. She opened them and slowly turned around. Harper was standing there, her arms folded under her ample chest. She looked Mel up and down and shook her head.


“You got plans tonight?” Harper asked.


Mel sucked at lying. She just couldn’t do it. She wore her emotions plain as day on her face. Always had, and most likely always would.


“Why would you think that?”


“Because you’re looking pretty freaking hot. I don’t think I’ve seen those legs make this much of an appearance in, well, I don’t know how long.”


“They’re just shorts,” Mel said, looking down at herself. Crap, was she that obvious?


“Oh stop second-guessing yourself.”


“I’m not second-guessing myself,” Mel said, looking back up.


“Riiight. So what are you doing tonight?” Harper asked with a more-than-knowing smile.


“I’m having dinner with Bennett.”


“A date!” Harper said excitedly, drumming her fingers together.


“It’s not a date,” Mel said seriously.


“If it walks like a date, quacks like a date, and drinks wine like a date, then it’s a date.”


“He’s making me dinner and we’re watching a TV show. That’s it. It’s nothing that we haven’t done before.”


“He’s made you dinner before?” Harper asked, raising her eyebrow.


“Well, no. We just got a pizza or whatever before.”


“Hmmm. I’d say making dinner for you is a pretty serious thing.”


“And I would disagree with you.”


“All right, but expect a big, fat ‘I told you so’ when you’re wrong.”


“Whatever you say, Harper. Now help me pick something out.” Mel turned back to the wine.


*   *   *


Mel pulled up in front of Bennett’s house just before six. She took a deep breath, grabbed the bottle of Chardonnay that Harper helped her decide on, and got out of the car.


Bennett lived in a town house on the northwest side of Mirabelle. There were about twenty of them in the small neighborhood. Like Mel’s little house, these were far enough away from the water, so they hadn’t been built on stilts. Mirabelle got its fair share of hurricanes. If any of the buildings by the water weren’t built off the ground, they were pretty much guaranteed to flood when one blew through.


Bennett’s slate-gray truck was parked in the driveway. Mel was a Southern girl through and through, and there was just something about a guy in a truck that drove her crazy. And Bennett in a truck? Yeah, there were absolutely no words.


Mel walked up to the front door and knocked. When he opened it a minute later she was struck dumb for just a second. He was wearing a button-up white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and khaki shorts that showed off his toned, tanned calves. His feet were bare.


Why did she find his lack of shoes so freaking sexy? Why?


“Hi,” she said, giving him a nervous smile.


“Hey.” He beamed at her.


He was beaming? Right?


He pulled the door open wider and stepped back so she could come inside. The smell of garlic and oregano hit her nose, and she inhaled deeply.


“Something smells good,” she said, turning to him.


“That would be baked cheese ravioli and chicken parmesan.”


“That would’ve probably paired better with a red wine, but red wine gives me migraines, so I brought Chardonnay,” she rambled.


“Chardonnay will work great.” He took the bottle from her, then put his hand at the small of her back and led her through the hallway.


God, she loved it when he had his hands on her.


There was no clutter in the living room, and the walls were all painted white. The curtains on the windows were a simple green, and the carpet was a light brown. He had a huge black leather couch and a coffee table that looked like a steamer trunk. His TV was mounted to the wall, and a stereo system sat underneath it. That was pretty much it.


“You hungry?” he asked, dropping his hand from her back and going into the kitchen.


“Starving.” She nodded.


Mel hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she’d smelled what he was cooking. She hadn’t really eaten that much all day; she’d been too nervous. Not that any of that nervousness had gone away. Nope. It was still all right there, fluttering around in her stomach.


The dining room was just an alcove off the kitchen, with a table that sat four. It just about fit into the small space. The table was set with plates, silverware, and two folded cloth napkins. A bowl of salad and another of garlic bread were in the center.


So he knew how to set a table. One more thing to add to the list of his domesticatedness.


“Do you need any help?” she asked, standing in the kitchen doorway. The kitchen was small, with barely any counter space around the appliances.


How did such a big man live in such a tiny space?


“Nope. It’s all ready.” He pulled two casserole dishes out of the oven and set them on the table. “So,” he said as he opened a drawer and grabbed a corkscrew. “What did you do today?”


Besides obsess about tonight? Not much. “Got ready for school on Monday, ran a few errands, cleaned. It was a thrilling day.”


“Sounds it.” He poured them each a glass of wine and put the bottle in the fridge.


“You?”


He handed her one of the wineglasses. “A lot of the same. I had to go to the store to get what I needed for tonight. And I cleaned up a little.”


“So you can clean, too?”


“Yes, I clean. You keeping a tally or something?”


“Maybe,” she said as she walked over to the table.


“Well, you can add this to it as well.” He put down his wineglass before he pulled out her chair.


“I guess I can.”


He helped her sit, and when her bottom was firmly in the chair he leaned over and put his mouth very close to her ear.


“So what number am I at?” he whispered.


“Umm,” she said as her mind promptly went blank. “Five?”


He just laughed, his breath tickling her skin. He straightened, moved to his side of the table, and sat down. Mel was still trying to find her tongue as Bennett proceeded to load her plate with food.


Find something to say. Find something to say. Anything. Say. Anything.


“I thought you said you read a lot of books,” Mel said, looking at his living room.


“I do.”


“Where are they? You don’t have any bookcases.” She unfolded her napkin and put it across her lap.


“I haven’t made the ones I want for myself yet. Right now my books are in boxes in a closet.”


“You hide your books?” Mel asked in a mock-horrified tone, putting her hand to her heart. “That’s an offense.” She grabbed her silverware and started to cut into her chicken.


“I know, I know,” he laughed. “This place is only temporary, though, so I haven’t really settled in.”


Mel took a bite of her chicken. It was moist and cheesy and just perfect. “Oh my gosh,” she said after she swallowed. “This is amazing.”


“Thank you.” He looked pleased as he took a bite of ravioli. “Is that number six?”


“No.” She shook her head as she reached for her wine. “Cooking was number one. That was the first thing you said you could do. You just proved you could do it.”


Something flashed in his eyes, and if Mel wasn’t mistaken—and she was sure she was—it looked like he wanted to prove some of his other skills to her. But she had a feeling that those skills wouldn’t prove he was domesticated. Quite the opposite, in fact.


“So this place is temporary?” she asked, taking another healthy sip of wine. “Haven’t you lived here for two years?”


“Yeah, I have. But it’s not where I’m staying. It’s too small. I want to buy a house soon. I just haven’t found the perfect one yet. But it works for now. The garage is convenient, and I’m able to use it to work on pieces here as opposed to having to find some other space.”


“I saw everything you made for Jax and Grace. It’s all incredible.” She took a bite of the ravioli. It had sun-dried tomatoes and basil in the sauce, and it was pretty freaking amazing.


“Thanks,” he said.


“Did you make anything here?”


“That steamer trunk in the living room.”


Mel looked over at it. Even from twenty feet away she could see his attention to detail. The hardware was antique, and the dark mahogany wood had been treated. It looked as if it had survived generations but at the same time it had been cared for.


“Wow,” she said, turning back to him. “Did you restore it or build it?”


“I built it.”


“I’m impressed. But then again, I normally am when it comes to your creations.”


“Thank you,” he said again. But this time he didn’t look pleased so much as humbled.


God, she liked him more and more. This was going to be a problem. Who the hell was she kidding? It was already a problem. A massive one.


*   *   *


Eating dinner while sitting across from Mel was so much better than Bennett had imagined. She’d been a little nervous when she’d first gotten to his house, but she was fine now. They kept up the conversation with each other, and there weren’t any of those awkward pauses where neither knew what to say. She told him what it had been like teaching the last two years. How much she loved what she did.


She had a lot of passion for her students, passion for life.


“So what about you?” she asked, as she put her napkin next to her empty plate. “Did those years in the military help train you to be a proper Southern gentleman? Or was it all your mother?”


Bennett couldn’t help but grin. His stepmother had trained him long before he’d joined the military.


Jocelyn was a short woman, about five foot four, with red hair and bright blue eyes. She’d been taller than Bennett until he was about twelve, and then he shot up right past her. But it didn’t matter that he was bigger than her; he’d always listened to her, not only because she was his mother in every sense of the word and that was what a good Southern boy did, but because what she said went. Always had, always would.


Even Bennett’s father listened to her. But Walker was pretty easygoing, so he and Jocelyn worked well together. She wasn’t overbearing or anything; she let Walker do his thing, and she did her thing, but nobody was going to take advantage of her. Ever.


Bennett had definitely gotten his temperament from his father. Well, at least he assumed he had. He hadn’t spent enough time with his birth mother to really know what he’d gotten from her. Though she apparently didn’t have any difficulties walking out on her family, so she was just easygoing in a different way.


“It was Jocelyn for the most part.” He smiled at Mel. “You know she’s not my birth mother, right?”


“No,” Mel said, sitting back in her chair. “I had no idea. You always call her Mom.”


“That’s because I’ve considered her my real mother since she married my dad. She raised me. She’s been there for most of my life. I wouldn’t trade her for anything. My dad started seeing her when I was five, and even at that age I had no delusions that Kristi, my birth mother, was coming back. I might’ve been a little bit of a troublemaker when I was little. It had just been my dad and me for over a year, and I liked it that way. I didn’t need another mother who was just going to leave.”


“That’s understandable.”


“Jocelyn worked so hard to win me over, and once she did, I always wanted to prove myself to her.”
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