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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for reading Fire & Frenzy.

      

      Please note, there are content warnings for this book which include:

      1. Attempted rape and

      2. Extreme violence toward a woman

      Both of the above instances are ON PAGE and not fade to black.

      

      Thank you for taking these warnings into consideration before proceeding.

      

      XOXO,

      Emma

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fire & Frenzy

          

          (TARNISHED ANGELS MOTORCYCLE CLUB BOOK 6)

        

      

    

    
      They say ‘where there’s smoke, there’s fire…’

      

      Well, nothing ignites your rage more than finding out your fiancé is having an affair.

      

      But two can play at that game…

      

      The next thing I know I’m in a biker’s bed being worshiped the way I deserve.

      

      When Smoke touches me, I tremble with need and forget all about the man who let me slip through his fingers.

      

      I’ve never known passion like this, and with Smoke, I’m insatiable.

      

      It was just supposed to be one night…

      

      But Smoke and I can’t stay away from each other. Soon, we’re sneaking around, our couplings desperate and forbidden.

      

      This is everything you’re not supposed to do. Don’t take revenge. Don’t date the bad boy.

      

      And never, ever fall in love with your best friend’s father.
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      “This is bad,” I muttered.

      “It’s definitely not the greatest,” Tavy agreed. “Am I allowed to be completely honest?”

      I looked at my best friend. Her green eyes were glassy, her shoulder-length dark hair was a mess, and she reeked of bourbon. We both did. “I’m not going to like what you have to say, am I?”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t say it…”

      “You should say it.” My hand settled onto the wooden slat of the jail cell bench. “I’m already at the lowest point of my life. I doubt I can go lower.”

      Tavy worked her plump bottom lip between her teeth. Her fair cheeks flushed with color as she blurted out, “I’ve never liked Knox.”

      “Never?”

      “I’ve never trusted him. And he always gave me the creeps.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I demanded.

      “You can’t tell your best friend you don’t like her fiancé. If I’d told you that, you know what would’ve happened? You would’ve chosen him over me and cut me out.”

      “I’d never cut you out!” I denied. “Tavy, you’re my soul sister. My partner in crime.”

      “No pun intended,” she mumbled.

      I tucked my long blonde hair behind my ear and leaned my head against her shoulder. “It’s my fault we’re in jail.”

      “Damn right it is,” she said lightly. “But getting arrested has always been on my bucket list. I just wish our crime was cooler. Like, if we’d gotten arrested for stealing a diamond and then gone on the run. That’s way better than getting caught peeing in an alley and then yelling at a cop. And I thought for sure he’d let us off when you gave him your sob story.”

      “I think he would’ve let us go,” I said. “If I hadn’t also screamed in his face that all men are bastards.”

      “You also puked on his shoes.”

      “Yeah, that might’ve been the thing that pushed him over the edge.”

      I was sobering up and I didn’t like that at all. Sober meant I could feel things. It was easier to be drunk. It was easier to be angry. Anger shoved out the hurt.

      “Who can we call to come bail us out?” I asked. “You’re the only person I’d call if I were in this situation, but you’re sitting next to me. I can’t call a colleague. I’m pretty sure I’d get fired for this.”

      “You could call your dad,” she suggested. “Or one of your brothers.”

      “And tell them they have to get on a plane to bail us out of jail?” I grimaced. “No way. I can only imagine the lecture.”

      “Your dad would definitely pull the young lady card.”

      “Seriously.”

      “My dad,” Tavy said. “I’m an idiot. Of course, I’ll call my dad. He won’t mind bailing us out.”

      “He won’t?” I asked. “Really?”

      “Nah, he’ll probably find this funny.” She grinned.

      “Funny? My life is funny?”

      “No, not funny,” she reassured me.

      “Pathetic is more like it,” I stated with a slump of my shoulders. “Okay. Call your dad.”
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        * * *

      

      Tavy’s dad was young…and hot.

      I couldn’t stop staring at the man. His angular jaw was covered in dark stubble, a slight smile appearing on generous lips. Ink snaked up his muscular arms and dark hair graced his head.

      He wore heavy black boots, jeans, and a leather vest.

      She hopped up from the bench and smiled. “Hi, Daddy. Thanks for coming.”

      “Tavy.” His brown eyes twinkled. “Got yourself into some trouble, huh?”

      “It wasn’t my fault,” she said automatically. “It was Logan’s.”

      “Way to throw me under the bus,” I snapped, my nose wrinkling.

      “Logan.” His voice was deep and raspy.

      Our gazes locked and I suddenly forgot how to breathe.

      “Logan, this is my dad, Smoke.”

      “Smoke.” His name came out more like a croak. “Thanks for coming.”

      His eyes landed on his daughter. “I was on a hot streak.” He cracked a grin. “Your call got me out of there before my luck turned. Thanks for that.”

      Smoke stepped back and let the cop unlock the jail cell. Tavy bounded over to her father and gave him a big hug. He embraced her in his rugged bear arms.

      “You guys hungry?” he asked as we followed him into the lobby of the police station where we picked up our personal belongings.

      “I could eat,” Tavy admitted.

      “Logan?” Smoke prompted when I hadn’t replied.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “I need food too. Hold on a sec.”

      I turned around and approached the cop who had arrested us. “Sorry about your shoes.”

      The aging cop’s lips twitched. “Happens more often than you think. Don’t sweat it.”

      I caught up with Smoke and Tavy at the doors of the building. Smoke’s brow was raised in a silent question as if waiting for an explanation about why he’d had to bail us out of jail, but I didn’t say anything. He could wait to hear about our escapade from Tavy.

      We stepped outside into the warm Las Vegas night. I took a deep breath, smelling clean, dry air. It smelled different than The Strip. No urine. No scent of sweat and desperation.

      Smoke pulled out his cell phone from the inner breast pocket of his leather vest and began pecking away.

      A car showed up a few minutes later. Smoke opened the rear passenger door and Tavy climbed into the back seat. I moved to slide in behind her. As I was about to get into the vehicle, I accidentally brushed against Smoke. A zing went through me, all the hairs on my body standing at attention.

      I didn’t make eye contact with him as I settled into my seat. He closed the door and then went around to the front passenger side.

      My phone chimed in my clutch. I pulled it out, grimacing when I read the text from my fiancé.

      
        
          
            
              
        Knox

      

      
        I miss you so much.

      

      

      

      

      

      I showed Tavy my cell. She made a noise of disgust. “Piece of shit.”

      “Yup.” I shoved my phone back into my clutch and stared out the window. The ride was silent until the car pulled up in front of The Rex Hotel.

      I was surprised that Tavy’s dad was staying at The Rex. The Rex was one of the most luxurious hotels in Las Vegas. It wasn’t even on The Strip. It was just outside the city, and it was sprawling. It rivaled the Bellagio for elegance.

      “Why did you bring us here?” Tavy asked. “You could’ve dropped us off at my place.”

      “You wanted food. We’ll order room service,” Smoke said. “And I’m not sure I trust you criminals to stay out of trouble.”

      Tavy sniggered.

      We walked through the opulent, old-world lobby to the elevators. It was all white marble and gold accents. Our heels clacked against the gleaming floor. Heads turned to survey us, and I quickly realized it was because of Smoke. Tavy and I were dressed for a night on the town, but he stuck out with his leather and ink, heavy boots, and don’t fuck with me confidence.

      The lobby elevator arrived. I went to the back of the carriage, nestling myself into the corner. Tavy and Smoke stepped in behind me. The doors closed and Smoke turned to press the button for his floor.

      The back of Smoke’s leather vest showcased a skull with angel wings along with his club name, Tarnished Angels.

      I’d known Tavy’s dad was a biker. She’d told me the first week we’d met as suite mates during our freshman year of college six years ago, but she hadn’t talked about him much after that.

      The carriage felt small even though there were only three of us in it. I kept sneaking glances at the back of Smoke’s head and neck. He didn’t look old enough to have a daughter my age.

      I didn’t like that I was noticing him. I didn’t like that when we’d accidentally brushed against one another, my body had come alive. I didn’t like that my eyes kept darting back to him, stealing looks when I thought no one was watching.

      The elevator opened and I trekked after them to Smoke’s hotel room. He pulled out his keycard and opened the door.

      He’d sprung for the deluxe suite. There was a sitting room and full kitchen. Tavy plopped down onto the plush gray couch and reached for the red leather-bound room service menu. She flipped it open. “What do you want to eat, Logan?”

      Every calorie dense dessert on the menu.

      “Fries,” I lied.

      “That’s it?” Tavy asked.

      “That’s it,” I said. “We had dinner not two hours ago.”

      “Yeah, but drinking,” she reminded me. “Suddenly it’s like you have two stomachs.”

      Smoke opened the minibar and pulled out two bottles of European water. He handed one to his daughter and then one to me.

      “Drink,” he commanded. “Beat the hangover.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be getting a hangover,” I replied, even as I unscrewed the lid. “Once we were in the back of the cop car, I sobered up really fast.”

      “You sobered up fast because you puked on the cop’s shoes,” Tavy said.

      “Tavy,” I groaned.

      “It’s true,” she pointed out.

      “Doesn’t mean you have to remind me,” I groused.

      “My dad won’t judge. Will you, Dad?”

      “No judgment,” Smoke agreed, but his eyes gleamed with amusement. “I did worse in my heyday.”

      “Yeah?” Tavy asked with a grin. “Like what?”

      He shook his head. “Those days are in the iron vault.”

      “Bummer. I would’ve liked to know.” She opened her bottle of water and guzzled a third of it in one go. “Will you order for me? Burger, medium rare, fries, and the chocolate cake with a glass of milk. I want to go shower the smell of jail off of me.”

      “We were in jail for barely an hour,” I pointed out with a laugh.

      “Still, I gotta scrub my skin.”

      She got up from the couch and headed for the bedroom, taking her bottle of water with her. The door closed and then I was alone with Smoke.

      “Uh, thanks for bailing us out,” I said.

      Smoke let out a booming laugh. “I thought her going away party was going to be chill. She said something about staying in and watching rom-coms.”

      “Change of plans,” I said. “Though we would’ve gotten into less trouble if we’d just done that.”

      Never go out for a night on the town after you find out your fiancé is cheating. Bad decisions run amok.

      “I can’t believe she leaves in a few days,” I said, wishing she didn’t have to go.

      How was I supposed to get through life without her? She was my best friend, my entire support system. And now she was leaving Las Vegas to start a new job where she could live close to her father—the father that hadn’t been around for her childhood.

      It felt like she was choosing him over me at the worst time in my life, but of course that was ridiculous. It wasn’t her fault Knox had cheated on me and that my entire life was in shambles because of it.

      “So, what happened?” Smoke asked as he reached for the hotel phone.

      “Why did you have to bail us out of jail, you mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because we peed in an alleyway and I yelled at a cop.”

      “Why did you yell at a cop?”

      “Look, this is really embarrassing for me. Can I just pay you back the bail money and we forget about all this?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about the bail money.” He dialed room service and put in Tavy’s order. He looked at me. “You sure all you want is fries?”

      “I’m sure.”

      My stomach rumbled loud enough for him to hear.

      “Double that order, please,” he said into the phone. “Thanks.” He set the phone back into its cradle and then leaned against the couch.

      “The fries would’ve been enough,” I protested.

      He shrugged. “Eat what you want, leave the rest.”

      “How do you know how I like my meat cooked?” I demanded.

      “Took a shot. You want me to call them back and have them cook all the flavor out of it?”

      My mouth flickered with an incoming smile, but I tamped it down. “No. Your guess was correct.”

      “So you’re giving me shit because…”

      I sighed. “Because I’ve had a rough night.”

      “You from here?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “You’re chatty.”

      “My night sucked. I don’t feel like being chatty,” I clipped. “Thanks for the bail money, but maybe I should just go.”

      “Stay,” he demanded. “Your food will be here in a few.” He tossed me the TV remote and then stood.

      “Where are you going?” I asked as he went to the door.

      He flashed a grin. “Testing to see if I’ve still got my hot streak.”
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      Tavy moaned in pleasure as she polished off the last bite of her burger. “That was the best thing I’ve ever had. I want to make love to it. I want to have its babies.”

      I dunked my fry into a blob of ketchup. “You’re a weirdo.”

      “Pot, meet kettle.”

      I took a cloth napkin and wiped my greasy fingers.

      “So, are we going to talk about it?” she asked.

      “The jail thing or the Knox thing?”

      “The jail thing happened because of the Knox thing.”

      “I’d rather not talk about the Knox thing. I’d rather burn every memory I have of him out of my mind and pretend he’s ash.”

      She sighed. “What are you going to do?”

      “End it, of course,” I said, glancing down at the two-carat diamond on my finger. I’d been overwhelmed by the ring when he’d proposed.

      Nothing but the biggest and the best for my girl, he’d said.

      I never admitted to him that it felt too big for my hand. Like it didn’t look quite right on my finger.

      An omen, clearly.

      The wedding was in three months. There was more than enough time to cancel and alert the guests.

      And my parents.

      That’ll be fun…

      “I feel like a cliché,” I said to Tavy. “A young, foolish woman who got swept away by a man’s charm and muscles.”

      “Well, he has a lot of them,” Tavy agreed. “Being an amateur MMA fighter will do that.”

      “Why did you never like him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” She frowned. “It was just…a feeling. Like he wasn’t always being truthful or genuine. Like he was showing us what we wanted to see, not what really was.”

      “Classic manipulator and narcissist.”

      “You can’t blame yourself,” she said quietly. “Not for falling for him, and certainly not for him cheating on you.”

      “Do you really have to leave?” I asked. “Do you really have to go be an adult?”

      “I kinda do,” she said sadly. “Plus, this my chance, you know? To get closer to my dad. That’s why I took the job in Waco.”

      “Yeah, I get it. As much as I want to be selfish and demand you stay and be my emotional support animal, I know you’ve got to go live your own life.”

      “Woof, woof,” she jested. “Just do me a favor. Don’t buy a purse dog and take it everywhere with you. A dog is not a crutch.”

      “What if I get a German Shepherd and train it to go for Knox’s gonads on command?”

      “I’d pay good money to see that.” She gathered the empty plates and put them on the writing table and then adjusted the sash of her robe. “I’m fucking wiped.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I guess I should be getting home.”

      “What? No. Crash here.”

      “I can’t crash here.”

      “Why not? I’m crashing here.”

      “Where? Does this couch pull out?”

      “The bed.” She gestured to the bedroom. “Dad won’t mind. He’ll take the couch.”

      “I don’t feel right about it.”

      “Too bad. I’m not letting you take a cab home where you’ll sit and stew over all this. Just stay here.”

      “Well…” I looked in the direction of the bed. I was tired and the alcohol had long since run its course. “You sure your dad won’t mind?”

      “I doubt he’ll even be back before dawn,” she said with a grin. “Not if he’s still on that winning streak.”

      I followed Tavy into the bedroom. She shut the door and then went to the bed. “I have one rule.”

      “What?” I asked, kicking off my heels.

      “Don’t try and spoon me. I’m a violent sleeper. I’m liable to hit you by accident.”

      “Noted.”

      We crawled beneath the covers, Tavy in her hotel robe, me in my black dress. She hit the light switch and darkness engulfed the room.

      “Tavy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for going to jail with me.”

      She sniggered. “Any time, Logan. Any fucking time.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tavy,” I muttered into the pillow, wincing at the early morning light. “Tavy, answer your phone!”

      With a grumble, she reached her hand out toward the nightstand to grasp her cell. “Shit, it’s my job.” She hastily sat up, swiped her phone, and put it to her ear. “Hello?”

      She paused for a few moments, nodding along at whatever was being said. “Sure, that’s no problem. I can make that happen. See you then.” Tavy hung up and tossed her phone aside and immediately crawled out of bed.

      “What’s up?” I asked her.

      “My new boss needs me to start sooner. Someone left unexpectedly and I have to fill in immediately.” She hastily made her way to the bathroom. “This fucks up all my plans. I was supposed to ride shotgun in the moving truck with Dad. Now I’m gonna get to Waco days before my stuff, so I can’t move into the apartment they’re putting me up in.”

      A resounding knock echoed in the room.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      The door opened and Smoke walked in. He was barefoot, but he wore jeans and a tight white T-shirt, showcasing his muscled, inked arms. His dark hair was askew. He looked both masculine and boyish and my stomach flipped.

      “Hey,” he said, his gaze dipping lower.

      I looked down and realized that my dress was no longer where it should’ve been—and my black push up bra was exposed. I hastily covered myself, my cheeks suffusing with heat.

      Tavy came out of the bathroom, wearing her green dress from the previous night.

      “Hey,” she greeted her father. “Sorry we crashed in your bed. Was the couch comfortable?”

      “It was fine,” he said. “Your phone woke me. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. My job needs me sooner. Someone quit last minute so I need to get there as soon as possible to cover.”

      “So, we won’t be doing a road trip,” he said. “Damn. I was looking forward to that.”

      She walked over to her father and kissed his stubbly cheek. “I’m bummed about it too. Trust me. It was going to be fun tormenting you with my choice of music.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can handle the drive myself. I’ll hitch the car up at your place and get out of here this afternoon. We did all the heavy lifting yesterday.”

      “I’ll get to Waco before you—I can’t really stay in my apartment without my stuff. I mean, I guess I could get an air mattress and paper plates⁠—”

      “You can stay at the clubhouse until I get your shit to town.”

      “That would be so much easier.”

      “Hey, Tavy?” I asked.

      “Yeah?” She turned to look at me.

      “How would you like a roommate?”

      She widened her eyes. “You don’t mean—seriously? You want to move to Waco?”

      My gaze darted between her and Smoke, but I settled on my best friend’s face. “I can’t stay in Vegas and have everything remind me of Knox. I’ve got to get out of here. And you moving to Waco… It just makes sense.”

      “What about your job?” she asked. “You love your job.”

      “I’ll figure something out. I’m not staying here for a job.”

      A smile bloomed across Tavy’s elfin features and she bounded toward me. She all but pounced on me, her brown hair getting in my face and clouding my vision. “Yes! Please, yes! This is perfect.” She pulled back but kept her hands on my shoulders. “We can be roomies and you can ride with Dad to Waco!”

      “Oh…” I struggled to keep my face expressionless. “I thought I’d fly.”

      “Why?” Tavy shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense. You’ve gotta move your stuff and Dad is already driving a moving truck to Waco. Just ride with him. Plus, I hate the idea of Dad driving alone.”

      “I’ve only got a few things. I’m not taking any of Knox’s furniture.”

      “You wanna get out of Vegas sooner, or later? Dad’s leaving today and you won’t even have to pay for checked bags. Make it easy on yourself.”

      My gaze drifted from her to Smoke. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Silence permeated the room. Tension swelled as we all waited for Smoke to speak. Finally, he smiled and said, “I don’t mind you tagging along.”

      I gritted out a smile. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll hit Tavy’s apartment first, hitch up her car and then send her off, and then head to your place and grab your stuff.”

      Tavy hugged me. “This is going to be so much fun!”
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      The three of us took a cab to Tavy’s place. She changed quickly, grabbed her suitcase, and was back in the cab in just a few minutes.

      “I’ll see you in a couple of days,” she said to me. “And a word of advice…whatever you do, don’t let Knox know anything’s wrong.”

      I nodded, sneaking a glance at Smoke. He didn’t know the particulars of my dirty laundry, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Tavy waved from inside the cab before it sped off toward the airport.

      “Come on,” Smoke said. “Let’s get the rest of her shit. There’s not much left.”

      There were a few odds and ends she’d left in the bathroom and kitchen, and she’d set up a cleaning service to come in and tackle the deep clean after the apartment was vacant.

      Her place had been vibrant, full of personal touches that made it feel like a home, but now it was empty. It reminded me that it was the people who made the place.

      I shook my head at the maudlin thoughts. Chapters in life ended all the time. It was all part of the journey.

      After we put the rest of Tavy’s belongings into the moving truck, Smoke hitched up her car on a car transport trailer.

      “Where am I taking you to get your stuff?” Smoke asked, holding a set of truck keys.

      “My fiancé’s place. Ex-fiancé.” It was strange to say. Almost like I didn’t really believe that the last three years of my life had been destroyed so completely, and so quickly.

      We climbed into the truck and I took my phone out to punch my address into GPS. The phone’s voice droned directions and fifteen minutes later, we pulled up to Knox’s house. It was a two-story, gargantuan abode with a pool and extensive home gym.

      I wondered what Smoke would think about it.

      Knox loved to show off. Was that why he’d wanted to marry me? Because he thought he could show me off?

      “Fuck him,” I growled as I looked out the window.

      “Fuck who? Your ex?” Smoke asked.

      Oops.

      I hadn’t even been aware that I’d spoken.

      “Never mind.” I reached for the door and then hopped out. I fished my keys out of my bag as I trekked up the stone walkway.

      I unlocked the heavy wooden front door and turned the knob. The foyer was expansive and opulent, mimicking the outward appearance of the home. Knox had leaned into the Spanish, desert motif. Bright woven tapestries adorned the walls and clay pottery decorated the heavy wooden furniture. The couches and chairs were made of the finest leather and wood.

      “Nice,” Smoke said blandly.

      “Nice, yeah.” I turned to look at him. “I need to shower and pack some stuff. Kitchen is through there.” I pointed down the hallway. “Help yourself to anything. I’ll be fast.”

      “You’re not expecting your ex to come home anytime soon, are you?” he asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “He’s out of town for a few days.”

      I felt his eyes tracking me as I ran up the stairs.

      The bedroom I shared with Knox was littered with memories and I had to force myself to enter. I walked over to my nightstand and stood in front of it for a moment before grasping the ring on my finger and pulling it off. I set it on the top of the grainy wood and before I could think too much about it, I went to the closet to grab two suitcases.

      I packed quickly, taking only my favorite clothes. Jeans, comfortable sweaters and T-shirts, and my beat-up white slip-ons that Knox hated.

      I showered, refusing to linger in what was soon to be my former home. I didn’t even get my hair wet, not wanting to waste time blow-drying it after the shower. I didn’t bother with makeup. I wanted to be free, unencumbered. I also didn’t have the energy for it.

      I brought my suitcases downstairs. Smoke wasn’t in the sitting room.

      “Smoke?”

      A moment later, he popped out of the kitchen, holding a sandwich. “You ready?”

      “Almost.” I brushed past him into the kitchen and opened the door to the garage. I flipped on the light.

      Knox’s pride and joy of a vehicle—a brand new look-at-me-green Dodge Charger SRT Hellcat Jailbreak edition took up one side of the garage.

      I went to the corner of the room and picked up a half-empty bag of Quikrete left over from the landscapers. I turned to head back inside. Smoke stood in the doorway. He moved out of the way as I marched toward him.

      Smart man.

      I set the bag on the kitchen table and unrolled the top. I took it to the kitchen sink and dumped it down the drain and then I turned on the water to let it run for a few seconds.

      “So, he cheated on you, huh?” Smoke asked.

      “Yep.” I took the bag of high-strength concrete mix around the house and ruined as many pipes as I could until the bag was empty.

      I came back into the kitchen. The sandwich was gone and Smoke was drinking a can of soda. “You done?”

      “Nope.” My house keys were on the kitchen table and I swiped them before heading back into the garage. I went over to Knox’s car and gouged the word cheater onto the hood and then keyed the car all the way around so every bit of paint would need to be redone.

      I shook small paint chips and clear coat off my keys and then looked over my shoulder at Smoke who’d followed me. “Now I’m done.”
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        * * *

      

      Smoke put my suitcases in Tavy’s car, making them easy to get to when we stopped for the night. I opened the passenger side door of the moving truck and tossed my sweater and brown leather bag onto the seat. I’d grabbed us a couple of bottles of cold water from the house and I put them in the drink holders.

      “I’m just gonna check the tire pressure real quick,” Smoke said. “Make sure we’re road worthy. Don’t need a blowout.”

      I nodded and settled into my seat.

      A few minutes later, Smoke got into the truck. “We’re good. How are you? Do you need to use the bathroom or anything before we go? If you do, you might have to use a bush in the backyard now that none of the plumbing in the house works.”

      He cracked a grin, but when he saw that I didn’t smile, his face went blank. “Not even a snarky clap back, huh? You must really feel like shit.”

      “I vacillate between angry and sad. Right now, I’m sad,” I admitted.

      “Feel what you gotta feel. You want to listen to angry metal music on the way out of town?”

      “Sure. Why not.”

      “Thank God. I was worried you’d want to listen to some angsty, whiny, girl music.”

      “Metal for me.” A small laugh escaped me. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      He started the engine and then fiddled with the radio. A rocker screaming into the mic filtered through the speakers, drowning out the thoughts in my head.

      We got on the road. We didn’t speak as Smoke expertly maneuvered the huge truck through neighborhood streets and then merged onto the highway.

      He reached for the knob on the radio and turned it down. “Okay. I’m ready to listen.”

      “Ready to listen to what?”

      “Your story.” He glanced at me quickly.

      “I don’t really want to talk about it,” I admitted.

      “I’m driving on a few hours of sleep. You gotta keep me awake. So, you gotta talk.”

      “Can’t we discuss something else?” I asked in exasperation. “I’d prefer not to relive my humiliation.”

      “Well, it seems like you got your revenge. That car was his baby, wasn’t it?”

      “Yup. Though now I’m kind of having a bit of remorse over how I handled it.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged and looked out the window. “He’s got a short fuse sometimes. And when he finds his pipes full of concrete and his baby needing a new paint job…”

      “Yeah, about that concrete. How’d you know about that little trick?”

      I glanced at him and grinned. “My dad is a builder. I spent a lot of my childhood on construction sites. I learned a few tricks.”

      He let out a laugh and I laughed with him.

      “There it is,” he said, his laughter dying down.

      “What?”

      “You’re laughing again. That’s a good sign.”

      “Am I allowed to ask you questions?”

      “Sure.”

      “You stayed at The Rex.”

      “That’s not a question.”

      “No. It just seemed…not your style.”

      “And you know my style?”

      “I’m making a muck of this, aren’t I?”

      He shot me a grin. “I know what you’re getting at. Biker at a nice hotel. Out of place. Normally you’d be right, but our club president knows the owner of The Rex Hotel empire.”

      I blinked. “Seriously?”

      My phone rang and I dug it out of my purse. I looked at the screen. “Oh, it’s the lying bastard motherfucker.” I fiddled with the radio knob until the music died down.

      I took a deep breath and answered his call. “Hi, honey.”

      “It sounds really loud. Are you in the car? You’re not with someone, are you?” he asked in way of greeting.

      “I’m in a car and I’m alone.” I gritted my teeth. “How’s the trip?”

      “Going well. I miss you, though.”

      “I miss you too,” I lied.

      “When I get home, let’s go to your favorite restaurant. We’ll sit in a cozy little booth, share a bottle of wine and the chocolate fondue…”

      “Can’t wait. Listen, the traffic is bad and I don’t want to be distracted. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Love you, babe.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I hung up and tossed my phone into my bag. My chest was tight and my skin felt hot and prickly.

      “Hmm. I think ragey-Logan just came out to play,” Smoke said.

      “Ragey, stabby Logan.”

      He fell silent, almost like he was giving me the space to talk if I wanted to. And suddenly I wanted to. I’d spoken a little bit about it to Tavy last night, but we’d quickly gotten drunk and feelings don’t get sorted when you’re drunk. It was almost like the liquor froze the emotion in your body so there was no way to actually process it.

      “I drove him to the airport yesterday,” I said suddenly. “I dropped him off at curbside check-in. I was a few minutes away when I realized he’d left his carry-on bag of comfort stuff. Neck pillow. Noise cancelling headphones. Things that make the flight bearable. So, I circled back around through airport traffic so I could give him his bag and make sure he was comfortable on the flight… He was standing next to the porter and I thought he was waiting for me. Nope, not me. A redhead walked up to him and I watched him pull her to him, grab her ass, and kiss her. Like, with tongue and everything.”

      “Fuck,” Smoke said softly.

      “Yeah. She works in his firm. I’ve met her actually. At the company Christmas party.” I glanced at him. “I never thought I’d be a walking cliché.”

      “And last night, you…”

      “Had dinner with Tavy. We got really drunk and then on our way to another bar, I…”

      “You…”

      I sighed. “What the hell, might as well tell you the entire truth. I had to pee, okay? I had to pee, and I thought it would be a good idea to squat in an alley. It just so happened that a cop car was slowly driving by and saw what was happening.”

      “And he took you and Tavy to jail for that?”

      “No. You get a ticket and a fine for public urination.” I shook my head. “The cop got out of the car and was planning on ticketing me, but I had to open my drunk mouth and start yelling at him and blaming the only man in front of me for all of Knox’s transgressions.”

      “And that’s why he took you and Tavy to jail?”

      “Oh no, it gets better. I think he was going to let us off with a warning, actually. But then I puked on his shoes.” I winced. “And so he took us to jail for our own protection. His words, not mine. I think he has a daughter so he had a soft spot for me and realized we were going to get in real trouble if left to our own devices.”

      Smoke laughed and shook his head. “What a night you guys had.”

      “Thanks for coming to get us.”

      He looked at me. “You’ve already thanked me.”

      Our gazes locked and something moved in my chest. I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

      Again.

      Thankfully, Smoke turned his attention back to the road.

      “Your hot streak,” I blurted out, wanting to cover the strange moment between us.

      “What about it?”

      “You went back to the casino. Were you still on a hot streak?”

      “Enough to pay for the gas,” Smoke said with a wry grin.

      “That worked out well then.”

      He looked at me again and then paused for just a moment before he said, “Yeah. I think it did.”
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      With the phone to my ear, I adjusted the air conditioning in the moving truck.

      “Don’t tell my dad but flying for a few hours versus being on the road for two days is the way to do it,” Tavy said.

      “I won’t tell him,” I assured her. “But I think you owe him a father-daughter hang out.”

      “Definitely. I’ll let him treat me to margs and guac to celebrate my new job. How’s the drive so far?”

      I looked at the gas station that Smoke had disappeared into. The truck hadn’t needed fuel yet, but Smoke had wanted an energy drink. “So far, so good.”

      “Where are you guys stopping for the night?”

      “Not sure,” I admitted.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Okay, I guess.”

      “You talk to Knox?”

      “For a bit. He called. I had to lie through my teeth and pretend to miss him. Left my ring on the nightstand, keyed his car, and poured cement down his pipes before I left though.”

      “Oh man.” She sniggered. “What I wouldn’t give to see his reaction.”

      “I’m glad I’ll be far away.” I sighed. “You think he’ll be more pissed that I left, or about his car?”

      “Well, he really loves that car…”

      “Yeah. I thought so.”

      “Maybe I’ll treat you to margs and guac and we can have a proper deep-dive about this entire thing. We didn’t really get a chance last night before the bourbon hit our systems.”

      The door to the gas station opened and Smoke came out carrying a plastic bag.

      “I thought for sure our heavy meal would’ve soaked up all that bourbon, but I guess not.”

      “We were doing shots,” she reminded me.

      “Never again,” I said.

      “You hungover?”

      “No. Not really. I puked most of the alcohol up, remember?”

      The door to the moving truck opened and Smoke set the plastic bag on the center seat. “Hold on, Tav.”

      I held the cell out to Smoke.

      He took it from me, our fingers touching. Electricity sparked in my fingertips and crackled up my entire arm.

      I clenched my hands and set them in my lap.

      Smoke didn’t take his eyes off me. “Hey. Raze pick you up and get you settled in the clubhouse yet?” He paused. “Good. Yeah. We’re probably gonna stop in a few hours. I’ll text you when we hunker down for the night. Yeah, love you too.” He hung up and handed me my phone.

      He shut the door to the moving truck. “I got us a couple of snacks to hold us over until we stop for the night. You good with that?”

      “Oh, sure,” I said. “We got a late start.”

      “I’m fucking wiped,” Smoke admitted, cracking open an energy drink. I rummaged through the plastic bag and pulled out the candy bars.

      “Didn’t know what you liked, so I got a medley,” he explained.

      I smiled softly. “I see that.”

      “Chocolate is medicinal and necessary to healing a broken heart.”

      I ripped open a candy bar that was crunchy and caramelly. “You are not wrong.” I took a bite and chewed before saying, “It’s too bad you weren’t around during Tavy’s teen years. She could’ve used this.” I closed my mouth and blanched. “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound the way it did.”

      “Forget about it.” He finished the last of his drink and threw the can into the plastic bag. “Let’s get back on the road.”

      He pulled out of the spot and we turned onto the highway.

      I ate the rest of the candy bar and was contemplating going for a another. “She never really told me much about you.”

      “Damn, you’re not pulling any punches today, are you?”

      “I’m sorry, I just mean, she told me that you were a biker and that you guys were reconnecting, but that’s all she said about it.”

      “She told me her best friend was named Logan, so I assumed you were a dude.”

      I chuckled. “Touché. My parents thought I was going to be a boy. I popped out and they decided to go with the name anyway. I like it, though.”

      “It’s a good name.” He glanced at me. “You and Tavy met in college, right?”

      “We were suite mates our freshman year. Inseparable ever since.” I caved and pulled out another candy bar. “You look way too young to have a twenty-four-year-old daughter.”

      “I was seventeen when Tavy’s mom got pregnant. We tried to make it work, but we were young. Too young. We split up and I wasn’t there for Tavy’s childhood. Not the way I should’ve been.”

      “I think it’s good that she’s moving to Waco to be closer to you. She wouldn’t have done well in South Dakota, though. Tavy and winter do not mix.”

      He cracked a smile. “Never thought anything good would come from the South Dakota club chapter disbanding. The Waco boys and their families welcomed us with open arms. They’re good people. Tavy will like them. So will you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you.” Smoke glanced at me. “Tavy’s my daughter, so she’s family, which means she’ll be hanging around the club, who are also my family. And since you hang with Tavy…”

      “One big happy biker family?”

      “Something like that.”

      I sighed. “Family’s nice.”

      “You miss your family?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Parents still together?”

      “Yup.”

      “Siblings?”

      “Four older brothers. Four older, very protective brothers. Not sure I want to tell them the truth about Knox. They might fly down from Idaho and pummel his ass.”

      “I like them already.”

      “Not worth the drama,” I said. “Best to let it go and move on.”

      “Let it go by pouring concrete down his pipes and keying his car?”

      “I had to be petty first,” I said with a wry smile. “He hurt me. I hurt his wallet. Seems like a fair trade.”

      “Not even close.”

      We fell silent for a moment and then I asked, “Tavy’s stepdad…you ever meet him?”

      “No. Never got the chance. Tavy sings his praises though.”

      I nodded. “He’s a good guy. Upstanding. Has a good job. Loves Tavy like she’s his own.”

      “Good man,” he murmured.

      I wanted to ask Smoke why he hadn’t been there for Tavy’s childhood. Sure, he and Tavy’s mom hadn’t worked out, but that wasn’t Tavy’s fault. He could have at least visited.

      “Ask,” he said softly.

      “Ask what?”

      “Ask me why I wasn’t there to see my daughter grow up. I know you want to know. So, ask.”

      “Okay mind reader…why weren’t you there?”

      “The club was involved in a lot of shady shit back then,” he said. “So, I stayed away. Sent money, sent presents. Paid for her college. The club is how I paid for all of it. But what we were doing…” He shrugged. “Sending money was my way of doing what I could without pulling her into my world.”

      “What kind of shady shit?” I asked.

      He glanced at me. “You don’t really think I’m gonna tell you that, do you?”

      “No. But I had to ask.”

      “We’re not involved in that shit anymore.”

      “Illegal stuff?” I prodded.

      He didn’t reply.

      I realized that Tavy’s college education had been funded by criminal activities.

      Smoke was a criminal.

      A modern day outlaw.

      It was hard to wrap my head around what he’d said with the picture he currently presented. He’d been teasing me, bringing me chocolate bars, letting me listen to angry metal music to help me work through my fury.

      The man was a dichotomy.

      “You paid for her trip to Europe,” I said in realization.

      “Yeah.”

      “We had a blast,” I said.

      “Good to know.”

      I thought about my own father. He was there for me when I fell down. He was there to dry my tears. He was there when I got rejected from my dream college. Smoke hadn’t been there for Tavy in the same way, but he’d provided for her in the best way that he could.

      It was still hard to process that Tavy’s life had been funded by illegal means. Tavy never said anything about what her father did aside from the fact that he was a biker—and neither of us really thought too much about it when we were having fun.

      “So, you were suite mates?” he said finally.

      “Yeah.” I grinned.

      “And you were fast friends.”

      “The fastest. We were going to join a sorority together.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “It wasn’t a good fit,” I lied.

      “Nah, there’s a story there. I want to know. Come on, tell me.”

      I bit my lip, wondering if I could spin the story so that he’d get the idea without learning the full truth. “Okay. But you can’t tell her I told you.”

      “I swear on my life that I will not tell Tavy,” he said, his tone solemn in a mocking way.

      “All right. Well, I got accepted into the sorority, but Tavy didn’t. So I refused to pledge. Tavy just sat on her dorm room bed and didn’t even seem like the news had bothered her.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not the end of the story.”

      “She tracked down the president of the sorority’s boyfriend, kissed him, made sure it got committed to photo and sent it to the girl.”

      “Vindictive and effective.” Smoke laughed.

      “I like to think I was channeling Tavy when I ruined Knox’s plumbing and keyed his car.”

      “Tavy doesn’t get mad, she gets even. I’m proud of her for that.”

      “Most fathers would probably tell their daughters to rise above.”

      “I’m not most fathers.”

      “I’m getting that,” I said dryly.

      “Hey, do me a favor,” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Find us a motel about an hour out. I thought I could keep driving, but I’m fucking wiped. And hungry.”

      My stomach growled and I reached for another candy bar and then grabbed my phone. “That, I can do.”
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      Smoke pulled into the parking lot of the motel and cut the engine. We were in some tiny town I didn’t remember the name of, but the highway motel had vacancy and a diner within walking distance.

      After we checked in, we trekked across the parking lot toward the diner. The scent of fresh food hit me, and suddenly the candy bars that had tied me over were no longer fulfilling. I wanted something greasy and heavy.

      A middle-aged waitress gave a terse hello. Dark roots peeked out of her dyed, brassy blonde hair, and the smoker’s lines at the corners of her mouth were caked with pink lipstick too bright for her complexion.

      She escorted us to a vacant booth. The black leather benches were worn and cracked in some places, but the table was clean.

      I grabbed the laminated menus from the old wire menu holder between the condiments and set one down on the other side of the table for Smoke.

      He settled into the booth, and a moment later I felt his large, booted foot graze mine as he stretched out.

      I set the menu down, interlinked my fingers, and set my hands on the table. “I know what I’m getting.”

      He lifted his eyes from the menu. “Yeah?”

      “Yep. Chicken fried steak with extra gravy.”

      “Sounds good.” He set his menu aside as the waitress approached our table.

      “Something to drink?” she barked.

      “Soda for me, please,” I said.

      “You?” she addressed Smoke.

      Smoke smiled up at her, his eyes glancing at the name tag on her faded gray V-neck. “Long day, Sheila?”

      Sheila blinked and some of the animosity drained from her expression. “Long day.” She nodded. “Working a double again.”

      “I remember those days,” Smoke said in commiseration. “Graveyard shift?”

      She sighed. “Yeah.”

      “I actually liked the graveyard shift,” he said. “So many interesting people awake at that hour.”

      “Interesting.” She snorted, but a playful smile appeared on her lips. “Nothing but drunks and lowlifes looking for trouble at night.”

      “Bet you handle them no problem.” He winked.

      Sheila chuckled. “I’ve had practice. A drunk and lowlife ex-husband prepared me.”

      I watched in amazement as Smoke completely changed Sheila’s attitude. By the time she walked away with our order, she was smiling.

      Smoke looked at me and raised his dark brows. “What?”

      “That was kind of amazing,” I admitted.

      “What was?”

      “You made her smile.”

      “She just needed a little kindness. A little attention.”

      I frowned as I looked at the table. “It was thoughtful.”

      “And you didn’t think I could be thoughtful?”

      “Not you. Most people. Most people just seem to sail past someone else’s bad mood. Or they get in a bad mood too and it just escalates.”

      Sheila returned with our sodas, a cheery smile on her face. “Food’ll be out shortly.”

      “Thanks, Sheila,” Smoke said.

      She blushed like a teenager. I didn’t blame her. There was something about Smoke. When he turned his attention to you, you felt like he was really listening. Like he really cared what you said.

      My phone trumpeted in my purse. I pulled it out, silencing it immediately when I saw Knox’s name.

      “Cheating douche?” Smoke inquired, reaching for his drink.

      “Yeah.” I grimaced. “I really don’t have the bandwidth to deal with him right now.”

      “You’re not going to tell him you left?”

      “Nope. He’ll figure it out when he gets home in a few days.” I fiddled with the straw of my soda. “Are all men dogs? Why do they cheat?”

      Smoke paused. “Do you want the answer I’d give my daughter, or the real answer?”

      “Can I have both? But can you be gentle? I’m feeling kind of fragile right now.”

      “Fragile? Says the girl who poured concrete down his pipes.” He flashed a grin. “I can’t believe you did that. That was ballsy as fuck.”

      I bit my lip, but it didn’t stifle my grin. “For once in my life, I said fuck the high road.”

      “The high road is bullshit.”

      “I’m starting to agree with that line of thinking.”

      “Getting back to your question.” He sighed. “It’s really simple, actually.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah. Men cheat because they can, and because they want to. Doesn’t matter what they have at home. If there’s available pussy, and if it’s easy to get, sex is just sex for them. Nothing more.”

      “Nice.” I rolled my eyes. “I appreciate the vulgarity of your language.”

      “Do you?

      “No.”

      He laughed, but then sobered. “I know women want to rationalize the behavior somehow. But the truth is, it’s not complicated. Men aren’t complicated. They’re just walking hormones with dicks.”

      “So basically, you’re telling me that no matter how good or bad my relationship is, a man is going to cheat on me.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then I’m confused.”

      “Women cheat too, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      “Does that mean all women are cheaters? No matter how good they have it at home?”

      “We’re not talking about women; we’re talking about men.”

      “Not all men are cheaters, but those that are cheaters, do it for uncomplicated reasons. Sex is sex. End of story.”

      I glared at him. “You’re ruining my appetite.”

      “You asked.”

      “And this is what you’d tell Tavy?”

      “Yeah, this is what I’d tell Tavy. If she ever asked my opinion on the subject. And for the record, I know what it’s like being cheated on. I know how bad it stings. The betrayal. The lies. The trust that breaks. It’s what broke up me and Leslie.”

      I blinked. “Tavy’s mom cheated on you?”

      “Yep. I was working two jobs, we were fighting all the time when I was home, and Tavy was a colicky baby.” He shrugged.

      “Tavy never told me that,” I said quietly.

      “I don’t know if she even knows that’s why we eventually split. It was the nail in the coffin for her mom and me, but I definitely didn’t tell Tavy about it. Not even when she was old enough to hear it.”

      “Why not?” I asked softly. “Why didn’t you tell her?”

      “Because that shit was between me and her mom. It had nothing to do with her.”

      Shelia brought us our plates of food and I waited until she left before I asked, “Are you still mad about it? What she did?”

      Smoke grabbed the salt and doused his biscuits and gravy without even tasting it first. “Nah. It was a long time ago. She was young, I was young. Shit happens.”

      I sighed. “I hope I get to that place one day. Where I can just say shit happens and I don’t want to punch Knox in his square jaw.”

      “His betrayal is fresh. Maybe this’ll turn out to be a good thing for you.”

      “How?” I frowned. “How could finding out my fiancé cheated on me ever be a good thing?”

      “Be glad you found out before you tied the knot. Before you had kids. Divorces are usually pretty messy. You dodged a bullet.”

      “Valid,” I admitted.

      “And now you’re moving to Waco.”

      “How’s that a plus?”

      “Tavy’s gonna be there,” he pointed out.

      The steel in my spine collapsed. “Yeah, she’s gonna be there.”

      “Having your best friend nearby while you sort through wanting to kill all men everywhere will be therapeutic.”

      “I don’t want to kill all men,” I assured him.

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s good. I’m safe for another day.”
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      I couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t the lumpy mattress’s fault, though that certainly didn’t help. My conversation with Smoke played over and over in my head. I’d asked him for honesty and he’d given it. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but at the same time, I felt absolved of Knox’s behavior.

      I’d hated that I felt at all responsible for Knox’s infidelity. But when Smoke had put it so bluntly, that men who cheat are just going to cheat because they can, the tightness loosened in my chest. It didn’t matter how available I’d been to Knox, nor how supportive I’d been of his amateur MMA career. It didn’t matter how I’d tried to mold myself into the perfect picture he wanted for his fiancée.

      His behavior didn’t reflect on me.

      I flung off the covers and pulled on my overalls. Knox hated when I wore them—he preferred me in heels, a full face of makeup, my hair done. I never realized how exhausting it had been trying to live up to his expectations.

      Why had I let him control me?

      I slid into my slip-on shoes and grabbed my motel keycard. The desert night was warm, but the heat of the day had diminished. I walked around the motel to the back and came to the fenced in pool area. I opened the gate and stopped.

      Someone was sitting on the edge of the pool, feet in the water, enjoying solitude.

      I quickly turned to leave.

      “Logan?”

      Frowning, I turned back around and approached the figure. “Smoke?”

      He raised a bottle of beer to his lips and took a sip. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “I thought it was obvious.” He gestured to the six pack next to him. “That energy drink fucked me up. I’m wired.”

      “I couldn’t sleep either,” I admitted.

      He patted the concrete edge of the pool next to him. “Sit. Have a beer.”

      “You sure?” I asked. “I don’t want to interrupt your alone time.”

      “Interrupt, please.”

      Excitement rippled through me.

      Oh no…I’m developing a crush on my best friend’s father.

      I slid out of my shoes, rolled up my pant legs, and then sat down and stuck my feet into the pool. Smoke grabbed a bottle of beer and opened it before handing it to me.

      “Thanks.” I took a long drink. The dark beer was flavorful and thirst quenching.

      Smoke had scrunched up his jeans and his feet dangled in the water.

      “Been out here long?” I asked.

      “About half an hour.”

      The motel was close to the highway and every now and again I heard a truck zoom past. Other than that, it was peaceful.

      “How’d you meet?” Smoke asked, shattering the silence.

      “Tavy? I thought I told you⁠—”

      “Your fiancé. How’d you meet your fiancé?”

      “How’d you meet Tavy’s mom?”

      He paused and took another drink of beer before looking at me. “She was a waitress at the country club.”

      “You were a waiter?” I asked in surprise.

      “I didn’t say that. I said she was a waitress at the country club.”

      I blinked and then understanding dawned. “Wait. You were a member of the country club?”

      “Yup.”

      “You don’t look like the country club type.”

      “I’m not anymore. Obviously. But I used to be. My parents were big into that world. They still are, from what I know.”

      “You don’t talk to them?”

      He shook his head. “They wrote me out of the will when they found out Leslie was pregnant and that I was going to stand by her.”

      “Wow,” I murmured.

      “Now you,” he said.

      “Now me. Right.” I took a sip of beer. “I got an internship at Brown, Mullins, & Schreiber my senior year of college.”

      “What is that, a fucking law firm?”

      I sniggered. “No. Interior design. Knox is a lawyer. His firm hired BM&S to redesign their firm lobby. I met Knox one day while I was there.”

      “And it was love at first sight?”

      “Not love, but something. Something I’d never experienced before. I was twenty-one and he was older. Attractive. And when he pursued me, I felt special. Tavy never liked him, apparently.”

      “Apparently?”

      “I just found out the truth about how she felt about him. She managed to keep that from me for a long time. Not that I blame her,” I said. “You tell your best friend you don’t like her boyfriend, suddenly you don’t have a best friend anymore.”

      “Tavy held her tongue. Kinda shocking.”

      “Right?” I chuckled. “She was right. In the end.”

      Somehow, under the starry desert night, at a dive motel off the highway, sharing beers with Smoke, I finally realized I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. About who Knox really was.

      “I might not be the reason he cheated, but I’m not innocent.”

      “You’re not innocent?” Smoke’s tone darkened. “What did you do?”

      I whipped my head around to stare at him. His jaw was clenched and he suddenly looked angry, but I wasn’t sure why.

      “I ignored his behavior,” I explained. “I ignored all the red flags even when I shouldn’t have.”

      Smoke’s jaw slowly unclenched. “What red flags?”

      “His temper, mostly. We fought a lot.”

      “About?”

      “My job. My family. Tavy. It got to the point where he never wanted to be around my family when they came to visit. Or Tavy would only come over when she knew Knox was gone or out of town. That kind of thing.” I shook my head. “He wanted me to quit my job. He said he made more than enough to provide for me. But I love my work and I wasn’t going to give that up. Not for him. Not for anyone. It was one of the few boundaries I really set. Knox doesn’t like boundaries.”

      “I think you’re brave,” Smoke said after a long stretch of silence. “Brave for leaving a shit situation and starting over.”

      “Me? No. If I was brave, I would’ve left sooner. I wouldn’t have ignored the signs.”

      “Not your fault for being an optimist.”

      “How do you figure I’m an optimist?”

      “You stayed with him, hoping something would change, yeah?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I admitted.

      “You and I have that in common,” he said, an ironic smile pulling across his lips. “I stayed with Tavy’s mom for the same reason. I didn’t want to break up the family. But in the end, it’s what needed to happen. You needed to leave, too. Don’t punish yourself for your past decisions. Look forward. You’ll be okay.”

      It wasn’t just his words, but the tone of his voice, the earnestness of his expression. He wasn’t condescending. He didn’t make me feel stupid for getting caught up in the lies and manipulation of my ex-fiancé when it was so blatantly obvious what he’d been doing to me for the last few years.

      “Thanks,” I said, lifting the beer bottle. “For this.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We both knew I wasn’t talking about the beer.

      I pulled my feet out of the pool and stood up. “I think I’ll be able to hit the sack now.”

      “I want to get on the road early,” Smoke said. “Like seven-ish.”

      I nodded. “I’ll set an alarm.” After I slipped into my shoes, I lifted my hand in a half-hearted wave and then I turned to leave.

      It took everything in me not to turn around to see if he was watching me walk away.
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      Early the next morning, I was showered and dressed when there was a light rap on the door. I zipped my suitcase closed and then went to answer it.

      Smoke held a cup of to-go coffee and a paper bag from the diner in his hands.

      “Good morning,” I greeted. When he didn’t reply, my brow furrowed. “What?”

      He was staring at me, his gaze trained on my head.

      “What?” I asked again.

      “Your hair.”

      “What about it?” I asked defensively.

      “It’s…you’ve got curls.”

      I hastily touched my blonde wavy locks in concern. “Yeah. I usually blow-dry and straighten it. Is it bad?”

      “No,” he said gruffly. “Not bad at all.” He thrust the cup of coffee toward me and handed me the bag. “Wasn’t sure how you took it, so it’s black. Sugar and creamer are in there.”

      I opened the bag and peered inside. “You got me a pastry…”

      “Thought you might want a quick bite before we hit the road.”

      Pleasure skated through my chest at his thoughtfulness. I immediately squashed it. “What about you?”

      “What about me, what?”

      “Did you eat? Get some coffee?”

      He nodded. “I’ve been up since five.”

      “Oh.”

      Smoke moved past me into the room and went over to the bed and grabbed my suitcase.

      “I’ll meet you in the truck,” he said.

      I shook my head in confusion at his behavior.

      He’d noticed my hair. He’d brought me coffee and a pastry. But he was clearly blowing me off now.

      What the fuck is going on? And why do I care?

      I sugared and creamed my coffee to make it palatable, did one last sweep of the room, and then went out to the parking lot. Smoke was checking the tire pressure on the truck, so I climbed into the passenger side and got comfortable.

      The pastry was halfway gone by the time Smoke was done.

      “You good?” he asked after he climbed into the cab.

      I nodded.

      “You don’t need anything?”

      I shook my head.

      “All right. Let’s get on the road. You can pick the radio station.”

      “Anything I want?” I asked.

      “Anything you want.”

      “Even angsty, angry girl music?”

      “Even that.”

      “I won’t do that to you,” I assured him as I reached for the radio button. I surfed and stopped when I heard a radio personality say, “…a special morning treat for those of you in love with ABBA. That’s right folks, this morning we’re bringing you all ABBA, all hour long!”

      I glanced at Smoke who was staring out the windshield.

      “Even ABBA?”

      He sighed. “Even ABBA.”

      “Will you hate your life if I sing along?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “Whether or not you can sing…”

      “I sing okay.”

      “Prove it then.”

      “I haven’t had a lot of coffee.”

      “I haven’t had a lot of coffee either.”

      “Fair point. Okay, I’ll sit and enjoy, but I won’t sing. At least until you’ve had more coffee. At least until I’ve had more coffee.”

      “I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” he said with a smile as he looked at me. “So, ABBA?”

      I nodded. “ABBA.”

      “You’re a little young to know ABBA, aren’t you?”

      I glared at him. “My parents played them when I was growing up. And the word love isn’t enough to encompass what I feel for ABBA.”

      “Explain.”

      “Explain my love affair with them?”

      “You’ve shown more animation talking about a Swedish music group than when you talk about your ex.”

      “ABBA never told me they loved me and wanted to spend the rest of their lives with me and then turned around and fucked another woman.”

      His shoulders lurched as a laugh escaped his mouth.

      “You know why I love ABBA? Because every song is catchy. Every song gets inside of you and makes you want to dance,” I explained.

      “Dance?” he asked slowly.

      I straightened my spine and faced him. “Yes, dance. Do I know every word to Super Trouper? Yes. Do I dance to it every single time I hear it? Also, yes. Tavy understands this. Tavy also partakes in this. Tavy understands my ways.”

      Smoke laughed again.

      “Don’t laugh at me.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not laughing at you.”

      “But you’re laughing.”

      “I’m laughing because it wasn’t something I expected out of you.”

      “Expected out of me? Like you know me at all to be able to expect anything from me,” I said, disgruntled. I slumped down in my seat like a sullen teenager and crossed my arms.

      “Oh, come on. I’m not trying to get under your skin. I’m just saying I judged a book by its cover, and I couldn’t be more wrong about it.”

      I bit my lip. “I’m afraid to ask what you thought of me when you came to bail us out of jail, but I kind of want to know.”

      “Well, for one, I was surprised to find that Logan wasn’t a six-foot three dude, but instead an attractive blonde.”

      I sailed past the attractive part, not wanting to dwell too much on it. “Okay, what else?”

      “I thought you were a rich bitch,” he admitted. “I saw your get-up. Designer dress. Designer heels. Flawless makeup. Reminded me immediately of the country club set my parents call friends.”

      “Okay, but how did you know my dress was designer?” I asked in surprise.

      “Because of how it fit you.”

      “Fit me how?” I demanded.

      “You can tell when someone is wearing cheap shit. It’s not cut right. Bad stitching, low quality fabric. What you were wearing looked like it had been made for you, like specifically for you. And those heels… Fuckin’ A.”

      “What about my heels?”

      “They made your legs miles long.”

      Sparks of excitement danced in my belly. “It sounds like you were checking me out,” I said lightly.

      “Yeah. I was definitely checking you out. And then I saw the ring on your finger.”

      “And that made you stop looking?”

      “Nah. I didn’t stop looking.”  He flashed a teasing grin. “You can check out the merchandise without buying.”

      My stomach twirled in exhilaration. Smoke was being honest and the fact that he found me attractive soothed my bruised ego.

      “Well, for the sake of honesty, you didn’t match the picture I had of you in my head,” I said.

      “No?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “What was your picture?”

      “Handlebar mustache. Gray hair and a ponytail. Potbelly.”

      “Ouch.”

      “And a bandanna. One of those doo rags the old, fat bikers wear.”

      “Double ouch.”

      “I didn’t expect you to be so...so…”

      “So charming? Sexy?”

      “Young.”

      He was definitely charming, and definitely sexy. But I wasn’t going to admit that to him. It was easy to forget he was Tavy’s father. And easier to forget about his seedy past. But I shouldn’t forget, and I definitely shouldn’t be flirting with Smoke.

      When the ABBA hour ended, Smoke said, “My turn to have control of the radio.”

      “That seems fair.”

      “Would you find me to be a total cliché if I listened to Aerosmith? You’ve heard of them, right?”

      “Dream on,” I quipped. “And yes, Aerosmith is okay by me.” I threw him a smile.

      He glanced at me for a long moment before turning his attention back to the road. “Fuck.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind.” He cranked up the radio and we fell into silence.
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