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For all the runaway brides scared they might be going to hell—it could be worse, you could have settled for someone already living down there.
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CHAPTER ONE
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You’re going to hell, Bethany. Straight up, Lucifer shoving pokers up your ass, hell.

“You had to go for the ball gown wedding dress, didn’t you?” Bethany tutted to herself.

To be fair, at the time, she had no idea she would be trying to cram four layers of tulle out the bathroom window. In hindsight, a simple A-line would have been more suitable for this kind of thing.

Are you seriously thinking about runaway bride attire right now?

She was. Anything was better than thinking about what she was actually doing.

Finally free of the much smaller than she’d thought, bathroom window, she felt her heels sink into the freshly cut grass.

“Okay. Now what? Call an Uber?” she muttered to herself as her eyes darted around the church yard. Thank God everyone was inside. Well. Almost everyone.

Shit!

Before she’d even had a chance to gather her dress and realize that her heart was in her throat, the man in the black fitted suit was walking toward her. Their gazes locked.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“What the hell are you doing?” the man hollered as he continued in her direction.

The nerve. He, of all people, had no right to be angry.

“You’re still smoking?” was her haughty reply.

Those familiar green eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You’re still smoking?” she repeated. “Don’t you know those things will kill you?”

Way to pull off self-righteousness mid-way through ditching your wedding, Bethany.

“That’s what you wanna talk about?” he scoffed, stopping just close enough for the sharp edge of his forest scent to wrap around her. “Not the fact that you just climbed out of that window behind you?” Benny pointed to the cloudy, rippled glass over her shoulder. 

“Did you bring your truck?” she asked with a tilt of her head. 

He blinked. “What?” 

“Your truck, Benny, did you bring it?” She let out an exasperated sigh. 

His look was beyond suspicious. “Of course, I brought my truck, B, I didn’t fucking fly here.”

Fucking smartass. Some things never change.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go!” Her hand was in his seconds later as she hurriedly dragged him across the abandoned courtyard. Dodging uneven cobbles and century-old tree roots as she went. 

Just when she didn’t think this day could get more fucked up, she was gathering four layers of tulle again and cramming it into her ex-boyfriend’s old pickup truck. 

Fuck you too, universe. 

Benny climbed in next to her, not hiding the dirty looks he was casting as he started the old banger. And it was an old banger. He’d been driving the faded red beast for going on thirteen years. She even remembered when he’d first gotten it, the paint was still shiny then, and you could make out the two-tone design on the bench seat fabric. Now, not so much.

Her eyes darted to the threadbare cloth, then to the cracked dashboard as the truck rumbled to life. “Nice to know your fear of commitment doesn’t extend to everything in your life,” she muttered under her breath. 

Benny’s head snapped her way. Dark green orbs narrowing on her. “You got something you wanna say?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe, hurry the hell up!” she impatiently huffed, her arms crossing over her chest. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of in a rush?” 

She didn’t know why she was so mad at him. Actually, scrap that. She knew. She was annoyed he was there to witness the shitshow that is her life. Pissed he’d had the audacity to show up to her wedding. And to top it all off, she was angry as hell that he still looked so damn fine. 

Ten years had been kind to Benjamin Tucker. His boyish features had matured. His toned body had turned muscular. His wild chestnut hair, tamed. Even the bump in his nose he’d received after a classmate slammed open the locker door next to him, looked rugged paired with day-old stubble. 

Men suck.

“I’m sorry I’m not living up to your getaway driver standards, B!” he snorted. “Maybe you want to explain to me what the fuck is going on?”

She stayed quiet. That was definitely not something she wanted to do. At least they were moving. And there were no signs of her being followed.  

“Or, whereabouts I’m taking you?” he pressed.

She didn’t have an answer for that, either. Running out on her wedding wasn’t exactly on her list of things to do today. Right now, she was supposed to be Mrs. Douglas Wright. But she couldn’t do it. Staring at her reflection in that bathroom mirror, it had hit her like a ton of bricks. Her nausea wasn’t nerves. The tightness in her chest on the drive over wasn’t anticipation. And the churn in her stomach certainly wasn’t butterflies.

The adrenaline was waning though, which meant she had to start feeling. It’s why she let her eyes flutter shut at the first sign of stinging.

“B?” Benny called out.

Hello? I’m trying not to cry here!

Hearing her first love’s voice wasn’t helping. It was no wonder the tears won.

“Hey?” She noticed Benny’s voice gentled. “NeNe, baby, you okay?”

The use of his nickname for her, combined with a ‘baby,’ was enough to jolt her back to reality and quite possibly push her over the edge.

“No, I’m not okay. I just ran out on my wedding. My freaking wedding!” Her voice might have risen. “I have nowhere to go ‘cause my parents will be pissed as hell I’ve run out on a wedding they paid for. I can’t go back to my brand-new apartment ‘cause the man I just left standing at the altar lives there. And if that’s not enough of a shit sandwich, I’m currently sitting in a big-ass white wedding dress in a truck I not only lost my virginity in, but with the man who fucking took it—with no money, no clothes and no idea what the hell I’m going to do. So, no. I’m not o-fucking-kay.”

She threw her head back, loudly sighing as it met metal. She forgot there was no headrest. You don’t deserve a headrest. No. She didn’t. She needed to prepare for discomfort before her trip to hell.

You might have already arrived.

Unsurprisingly, her rant was met with silence, which she was taking as a good thing. She didn’t have any answers to his questions. She needed time, quiet, to figure out some sort of a plan.

Ten minutes of charged silence later, she let out a sigh when she still hadn’t come up with one. When the truck began to slow, her attention went from the ring finger she’d been fiddling with to the front window, just in time to watch Benny pull into a cobblestone driveway.

“Where are we?” Bethany asked as she kept her gaze on the modest wood house.

Benny was already out of the truck and rounding the hood when he hollered, “Come on.” Before she knew it, he’d swung open her door and was offering his hand. 

“Where are we?” she repeated as she allowed him to help her out. There was too much tulle to turn him down.

“My place, NeNe. You’re staying with me.”

Like hell she was!

***
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Bethany’s white wedding dress had been mocking her, so after a quick change, she’d come back downstairs to find Benny in his kitchen. It wasn’t at all what she’d expected. With butcher block counters, freshly painted duck egg cabinets and a gleaming cream backsplash, the space had a cozy country cottage feel to it. It was also spotless, as if it had been finished just yesterday. 

Impressive.

Her gaze went to the half bottle of whiskey on the floating island they stood beside. A tumbler streaked with sticky amber residue signaling her ex had just downed a drink. She was tempted to pour a measure for herself. Or five. 

“Are those my boxer shorts?” Her focus went back to Benny. His nostrils flaring as his gaze drifted down the length of her.

She recognized that look. And how dangerous it was. The heat in his eyes. A healthy dose of pissed off tinging the dark green, which was only getting darker as he stalked toward her.

Damnit. She shivered. Her body remembering too much.

You were about to be a married woman, Bethany. Pull yourself together.

The reminder fell on deaf ears. Benny was in her space. All too familiar warm woodsy musk making it hard to breathe.

His hand went to her shirt where he pinched the navy material sitting above her waist. “My fire department tee?” One eyebrow raised, all accusatory. “You think you’re stealing this, NeNe?” That was exactly what she was doing. “Well, think again.”

When she didn’t reply, his grip tightened, the baggy cotton growing tighter and tighter against her skin. Not helping the whole breathing thing.

Benny’s attention went to her hair next. No longer pristinely pinned, it lay loose over her shoulders. Slowly, his fingers traced the length of a messy brown strand, before sliding it between his thumb and forefinger. When he let the strand slip, and his gaze met hers again, she knew she was in trouble. Big trouble. The kind where if you don’t run screaming now, you’ll end up naked on your ex-boyfriend’s kitchen floor regretting your life choices.

Because you’re really acing the whole life choices thing today, aren’t you?

“I-I,” I what? Think. “I should go.” Yes. She should. But where?

I could ask Lucy?

Lucy was the only friend she had that still lived in Woodvalley Pines. But calling her meant turning on her phone. Explaining why she’d run out on her wedding. And what on earth she was doing at her ex-boyfriend’s house...in his boxer shorts. All things she wasn’t quite ready to deal with just yet.

Shit.

She didn’t move. Which was lucky because she didn’t think she’d get very far with Benny still clinging onto her shirt.

“And where have you decided to go—to your parents or to the man you left at the altar?”

Those pathetically sad options were looking better and better by the second as more sharp ex-boyfriend fumes invaded her senses.

“I’ll stay in a hotel,” she rushed out, before remembering the small town didn’t exactly have a thriving tourist district. Benny’s brows lifted, clearly thinking the same thing. But then her memory finally proved useful. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “The Evans brothers!” She was gleefully pointing her finger in his direction now. “They opened guest cabins a while back, I’ll go stay there!”

Benny’s face hardened. “No.”

“No?” she repeated. Unsure what that look on his face was all about.

“No,” he said again. “You’ll stay here. I’ll have Rachel go get your things from your apartment.”

Who the hell was Rachel? Oh. Is that his girlfriend?

Just the thought had Bethany stepping back. Releasing her shirt from Benny’s hold and breaking the spell his eyes had her under.

Her gaze dropped to the floor, suddenly finding the shiny wood beams far more interesting than him. But it didn’t last long, Benny’s black loafers stepped back into her space, and a moment later, his big hand was cradling her cheek, gently tipping her head up to meet him. 

“She’s my friend’s wife.” God, she hated that he knew exactly what she was thinking. And how darn smug that grin was. “She’s also too damn nice to turn away so she’ll have no problem getting your things.”

Nice or not, she had a feeling Doug wasn’t going to just let some stranger waltz into his home and take her stuff.

“That’s nice of you, but it’s not necessary. I’ll grab some bits from the Farm n’ Fresh on my way over to the Evans ranch.”

Are you seriously gonna walk around the Farm n’ Fresh in Benny’s boxers?

Her inner voice made a good point. She’d caused enough scandal for one day. This town was far too small. Back in Denver she never had to worry about small town gossip. She remembered then, more shit to add to the show. She’d just moved her residency to the Goldacre Medical Clinic. 

Just freaking peachy. 

“What was that look?” The concern in Benny’s voice snapped her back to reality.

“Nothing,” she lied. “Can I borrow some sweats?”

He took a moment to run his eyes up and down her again. Heat scorching her skin as he did. When he was done, instead of answering her question, he pulled out his phone.

“Yeah,” he grunted in reply to the mystery person on the other end of his call. “I need a favor.” She resisted the urge to impatiently tap her foot as another second passed. “I need you and Rachel to pass by Bethany’s apartment and gather some clothes and shit and bring them here.”

Really?

The man was infuriating.

“Yeah. I’ll text you the address.”

This is how murders happen. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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It was safe to say, this was not exactly how Benny thought this day was going to go. His plan was to go to the ceremony. Witness Bethany getting married. Leave. Then celebrate his newfound closure with alcohol. That obviously didn’t happen. And his ex, standing before him in nothing but his shirt and boxers clearly wasn’t closure. It was the exact fucking opposite of that shit. 

“Did you hear me?” Bethany impatiently called out. Her arms crossing over her chest as angry jade eyes narrowed on him. “I’m not staying with you, Benny. Just give me some sweats and drop me off at the Evans ranch.”

That wasn’t happening. He knew Bethany. Better than anyone. Right now, she needed quiet. Time to clear her head. Make a plan. As nice as the Evans ranch was, it was a small fricking town, and he’d give it an hour before her parents and a disgruntled ex-fiancé would be knocking down her door.

Unfortunately, he also knew how stubborn she was.

“You really wanna do this, B? Spend the next hour making a pros and cons list?” The daggers she was giving him momentarily faltered. That was enough for him to know her stubborn was penetrable. So, he continued. “‘Cause, I’ll do it if I have to. I’ll tell you all the reasons staying at the Evans ranch isn’t really what you want or need. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired as hell, and I’d rather just skip to the part where you give me the address.”

All right, so he wasn’t tired, per se. But the head fuck that was Bethany Mayer was definitely making it hard to think clearly. Especially standing there in his kitchen looking like a goddamn wet dream.

It might have been almost a decade since they’d last seen each other but his body remembered her all too well. And it was begging him to do something about the fire shooting through his veins.

That wasn’t going to happen. He’d sooner let his body burn than risk his heart shattering again. He’d been picking up the pieces ever since Bethany walked away ten years ago, and he wasn’t about to start over.

“And you’re such an expert on my wants and needs, right Benny?”

Don’t even think about it. 

Benny ignored the warning, his body humming in response, vividly recalling every dirty little thing his ex-girlfriend liked.

Stop.

“Wipe that look off your face!” she scolded, mortified. “You don’t get to do that anymore.”

He felt his lips twitch as he fought back a smile. “I don’t get to do what anymore?” he asked, happily pushing his luck.  

Bethany stomped her foot while her bright eyes flashed. “You know what!”

The pink tinging her cheeks told a very different story to the scowl she was trying to muster. And was enough to propel him forward, back in her space, his fingers instinctively going to her hair again, this time to tuck a loose wave behind her ear. 

“Looks like I’m not the only one taking a trip down memory lane, NeNe,” he muttered, letting the pad of his thumb slowly glide across her heated cheek. “One of the perks of being someone’s ex is that no matter what happens—the shit I got stored up here—is mine.” He made a point of tapping his index finger to his head. “All fucking mine.”

Pink turned to red as Bethany’s breathing hitched. It was safe to say, she hadn’t forgotten any more than he had. Should he be concerned at how pleased that made him?

Um. Yes!

Bethany took a whole step back. Then another. And then one more. Giving her time to rearrange her facial expression from hot and heavy to cold and indifferent. 

Before she put him in his place though, his phone pinged, bringing both their attention to the device he began sliding out of his pocket. Swiping on his friend Hunter’s name, relief flooded him as he read the message. 

Thank God for that.

He really didn’t have the emotional energy to fight. He wasn’t in much of a fit state for anything if he was being honest. Even after the first cigarette he’d smoked in years at the church and an overly generous pour of whiskey once he got home, his heart was still pounding like it was trying to break free. 

“Hunter and Rachel will be over in a little while with your stuff,” he rasped. “They got the address from Mrs. Molly and are heading over there now.”

He watched on as confusion, anger, annoyance, and then some more anger washed over her delicate features. Bringing back even more memories. 

He bit back a smirk as a frustrated growl echoed around the small kitchen. 

“Unbelievable,” she huffed as she spun around and went straight to his fridge. “Fuck my fucking life,” she went on as she pulled out not one, not two, but three cans of his beer before swaying her perfect ass out of there.  

“By all means, help yourself, B,” he shouted after her. 

Resting a hip against the kitchen island, he smiled. A huge grin that was bigger than it should be. He’d allow it for now. Treat himself to five minutes of happy. There was plenty of time to panic. Question what the fuck he’d just done. And then worry about the ache in his chest and the knots in his stomach. 

***
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“You sure you know what you’re doing?”

Hunter’s question wasn’t surprising. Especially since Benny didn’t, in fact, know what the fuck he was doing. Something he suspected his friend was well aware of as he passed him another suitcase.

Not ready to admit that yet though, Benny changed the subject. “Jesus, man. You got her fucking couch in there, too? Why’d you bring so much stuff?”

“Three suitcases is not a lot of stuff, sugar,” Rachel chirped, rejoining them on the porch. “Right.” His fiery-haired friend aimed her finger at him, demanding his attention. “I put the lasagna in the fridge, a few ready meals in the freezer, and the muffins on the counter. Oh, and there’s a double chocolate and peanut butter sponge in the tin next to the microwave.”

Benny’s gaze went from Rachel to Hunter and then back to Rachel. “Am I missing something ...what’s with all the food? Did someone die?”

Hunter remained silent but when Benny looked back, he didn’t miss the goofy grin the six- foot-five hulk had pasted across his face, which only got bigger as his wife began to speak.

“Yes. Love died, Benny. It died a horrible death.” He stood silent as she planted her hands on her hips. “And that poor girl in there is gonna need pasta and chocolate, so you make sure you look after her.”

Benny loved Rachel, but she was dramatic as hell.

“You know that that poor girl, is the one who left some dude at the altar, right?” 

If anything, Doug was the one who could do with some carbs and sugar. He kept that particular thought to himself, though. Rachel may be small, but she was also pretty scary when she wanted to be. He knew better than to anger her.  

Proving his point, Rachel gave him an incredulous look. “She was going to marry that man, Benny. What’s wrong with you?” Me? “She must be absolutely heartbroken. A break-up is a break-up, no matter who left who. You just be nice.” Another finger was jabbed in his face. “And give her the cake. Libby, Bella, Cat and I are all here if she needs to talk to someone who doesn’t have the emotional intelligence of a twelve-year-old.”

Hunter guffawed as Benny shot him a dirty look.

Libby was married to Zach, while Bella was Luke’s girlfriend. Zach, Luke and Hunter all worked together as firefighters for the Woodvalley Fire Department. And Cat was married to Cody, the local police deputy. They’d all been friends for years and now the women were part of that friend group, too. 

“Uh. Hey.” Benny, Rachel and Hunter’s attention all went to the coy voice behind them. Bethany. She was still in his fire department shirt, and boxers. Looking like a goddamn goddess as her fingers drifted over the suitcase Benny was still holding. “Wow. I can’t believe Doug let you take all this stuff.” 

Rachel was the one to reply, unsurprisingly. “He’s...he asked me to give you this.” A note was pulled from his friend’s jean pocket and handed to Bethany. “I’m Rachel, by the way.”  

Benny’s eyes stayed glued to the note. He hated that he wanted to know what it said. Really badly. He wanted to know if Bethany would read it. And if she did, would the words in there make her change her mind. Would she take her three suitcases and go back to this Doug guy? Leaving Benny. Again. 

What the fucking, fuck?

His inner voice wasn’t exactly thrilled with the choices he’d been making today. Now it was pissed with his thought process, too. 

Perfect.  

He faintly heard Bethany introduce herself and thank Rachel and Hunter for collecting her things as she twiddled the folded piece of paper between her fingers. But it was only when he heard her say, “I feel so bad, but I can’t. I’m not ready,” that his eyes went to her face. Her usual light dulling as her gaze hit the ground. 

His hand instinctively shot out and curled around Bethany’s waist as he pulled her into him. 

“Hey,” he waited until her head lifted, and shimmering eyes locked onto his before continuing. “It’s gonna be okay. You did the right thing, B.” He ignored the feeling of his friend’s eyes burning into the back of his head. “I don’t know about Doug, but I sure as hell wouldn’t want to marry someone who was having second thoughts on the wedding day. You both deserve more. You deserve to know, NeNe, that you’re marrying your soulmate.” As her gaze softened, he had to take a second to gulp. “Forever should mean forever.”

He noticed Bethany swallow just as hard as she released herself from his hold. But when she opened her plump lips to say something, she was quick to slam them shut before anything had the chance to come out. Leaving Benny’s mind to race as she offered him nothing more than a single nod before practically running back inside the house.

Letting a sigh slip, he turned back to his friends, both of whom had stupid smiles on their faces.

“What?” he asked impatiently.

Hunter simply shook his head, his large smirk openly mocking Benny.

“I never thought I’d see the day,” Rachel oddly replied.

Benny repeated his question and was met with more words that didn’t make any sense.

“Wait until I tell the girls.” Rachel giggled.

Tell the girls what?

More sighing ensued as Benny came to the decision that he’d rather not know. Today had already been way more than he’d bargained for and it was nowhere near over. 

After saying his goodbyes and thanking his friends for their help, he headed upstairs in search of Bethany. He was under strict instructions to make sure she knew there was pasta and chocolate waiting for her. 

She’d gone straight to his bedroom again. Was it weird that was where she was most comfortable? Not the living room. The kitchen. Or the guest bedroom. His room. Yes, it made sense to change her clothes in there earlier so she could raid his wardrobe, but she’d gone back. First with three of his beers after their exchange in the kitchen, and now after hightailing it off the porch.
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