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Bruce & Melody




It’s been four months since Melody ended things with Dutch. He was a bad habit she couldn’t seem to break. Melody had a moment of weakness. Another lie will force her to cut ties with Dutch for good, but the guy at the diner was a playful flirt with amber eyes and a laid-back vibe. They had chemistry, but Melody was surprised to find out his identity. Bruce left town fifteen years ago after his parents split, but his return will bring a different set of circumstances. Bruce’s older brother and Dutch are friends. Bruce wasn’t worried about his reputation or his brother’s friendship with Melody’s ex-boyfriend. Lines are drawn and crossed, but Bruce is still determined to make Melody his. 













  
  

1. Ashamed


Melody





Seattle, Washington


Dutch groaned, “Babe, I miss you so much.” He worked at the tattoo shop all night on Fridays and Saturdays. His call was a surprise because we didn’t talk in a while. Dutch was a habit I couldn’t shake, and there were times I tried. 

We were high school sweethearts. Dutch was a cute ginger and popular at school. He was a talented artist who could draw anything. Dutch used spray paint on the stalls in the girls’ bathroom. It earned him a suspension. Dutch came back to school five days later to tag his name in the girls’ locker room, proving he was the best. 

Everyone knew Dutch and his friends too, so I felt like the luckiest girl in the world when he asked me out. We had an on and off again pattern two years after we started dating. Dutch graduated high school and it was parties and late nights to build his clientele. 

I was in my last year of school and couldn’t hang out on weeknights. Dutch started cheating. Finding out for the first time was tough. I was still in love with the idea of being in love, so it felt like my world was ending.

Dutch denied it whenever someone said he had been with another girl. I would scream and cry. Dutch would lie until I got tired of his crap. More arguing and then we’d go our own ways. Dutch had fun during our breakups, but he got possessive whenever I dated someone or ignored him. Dutch always claimed he was lovesick. He’d lie about whatever caused our last argument and then make more promises only to screw up again. He was always lying. I knew, and at some point, I was addicted to the drama. 

My twenties passed with laughter, tears, good times, great sex, and disappointments. I couldn’t say our relationship was terrible. Dutch paid the taxes on my house. He was there during my emotional collapse at Nana’s funeral. Dutch stayed at the house for a month while Dad was in town, and they managed to act civilized.

Dutch got a call months later. I was with him the night his cousin had a motorcycle accident. I held Dutch while he fell apart because they were closer than blood brothers. Dutch knew no other woman would have his back the way I did, so finding out he slept with Tara hurt so much. It didn’t matter that it was years after the fact. She threw it in my face. That triggered a reaction, but I didn’t chase Tara when she ran, screaming from my house. 

She sent a text message weeks later to explain how it happened. Tara said she was hanging out at the tattoo shop when things got out of hand. I didn’t believe her for a second. I called. She tried explaining how conversation and drinking beers led to joking around and sex. I knew what Tara was capable of after the situation with Ryan, but I was naïve to think our friendship meant more to her.

There was nothing more to say. Our friends said Dutch wasn’t hanging out at the bars, but I didn’t respond whenever his name was mentioned. It’s been four months since I packed his shit and hauled it to the tattoo shop.

Dutch was a liar, and I became his to break. I had a fantasy of what our life would’ve been like if he was faithful. Our friends settled in, and some started families, but I kept chasing a man who didn’t want to be kept.

Dutch’s voice sounded muffled because I was lost in a different time. I should’ve avoided all the headaches and heartbreak that always seemed to happen with him.

“Say you miss me,” Dutch growled into the phone. “I can’t be without you Mel, I’m fucking sorry. I love you.”

“Tara wasn’t a random woman,” I kept reminding him. “She was my best friend. You two were the people I cared about most. She betrayed me. You broke my heart.” 

“There’s no excuse for what I did, but that was years ago,” Dutch groaned in frustration. “I need to see you. Mel, it feels like I’m fucking dying.”

My hands were trembling because this part was always the hardest. I clutched the phone as if it were a lifeline. Dutch was my first, and the only guy I ever loved, but I would regret taking him back. I took a shaky breath, “How many times did you sleep with Tara?”

Dutch’s hesitation caused more heartache. He cleared his throat, “Mel, that was a long time ago.”

“How long, exactly?” I didn’t tell Dutch what Tara said. They didn’t talk about what their lie would be if I ever found out. Tara left town with her boyfriend. The guy had a job on the East Coast. Dutch was stalling because he never thought ahead when it came to his lies. I sped things up. “Hey, ballpark it. Say when it started.”

“It happened years after Ryan broke up with her.”

I shook my head, “He’s your best friend, damn, you knew what she did, but you had no shame when it came to sexing her up.”

Dutch sarcastically replied. “Maybe it was the time you broke up with me.” 

“Oh, you mean when you screwed the waitress or was it the flight attendant? Sounds like it was a great layover for her,” I sighed, “There was a time when I needed you to love me. We have to end this.”

“I don’t wanna hear that,” his voice broke. “Mel, you’re not dating anyone else.”

“I’ll do whatever I want.” 

Dutch cursed under his breath, “We don't have to keep arguing. I need to know you’re still there. I want another chance. I’ll do whatever you want, and I don’t care how long it takes. Don’t give up on us.”

He was doing it again. Begging and saying he’ll be the perfect guy. Dutch wanted another chance. I covered my mouth and sobbed, “You’ll keep breaking my heart.”

“I won’t. I want a chance to prove it to you,” his voice was a painful caress. “Will you let me do that? I’ll let you call the shots from here on out. Babe, please try. Say you’ll try. I can make this right if you let me.”

My defenses were crumbling. Dutch’s heart to heart on the phone was to temporarily soothe the pain from our broken relationship.

“We’ll take it slow,” my foolish heart betrayed me by saying those words. I struggled to maintain control. “We’re finished if you mess up. I can’t do this anymore.”

“I know, babe, I’ll do right by you,” he promised. “Do you want me to come over?”

“No, this will have to be enough.”

“Alright, I won’t pressure you. Damn, Mel, I can’t wait to hold you in my arms again. I’ll stay on the line until you’re in bed and comfortable.” Dutch confessed his love and promised that our relationship would be better than ever. I didn’t say anything back. We ended the call, and my tears of shame soaked the pillow.








  
  

2. Going Home 


Bruce





I 15 N. Spanish Fork, Utah


Mom fussed all the way to the airport. That was three days ago. She wanted a short plane trip, but I planned on staying in Seattle until Brash hired more help at the auto shop, so I didn’t want to leave my brand-new truck behind. The best option was to break it in on the thirty-two-hour road trip from Dallas to Seattle. 

The scenic route was a damn good time all the way to Amarillo. I should’ve skipped Albuquerque because I ran into a fiery redhead. She was pissed because I didn’t call. I spent the night, made it up to her, and left before noon. 

Farmington was next. Food and a drink at the local bar led to a pretty brunette with a dirty mouth, and she knew what to do with it. I left New Mexico at nightfall with plans to put hours in on the road, but a raven-haired beauty texted to see what I was into. We hung out in Cortez, Colorado until the following day. 

I was leaving when Mom called. She wanted to know why the drive was taking so long. Brash was in the background, talking about the girlfriend I didn’t have. Mom started talking nonstop. A way out wasn’t happening without a promise to be there soon.

The drive through Utah and Idaho was eleven hours. It was late when I exited I15 N. to park at the curb. Dad and Brash’s trucks were in the driveway. I figured the black SUV belonged to Cherish. Brash had plans on buying her a new vehicle. I stopped to check out his motorcycle and whistled in admiration. Brash put more cash into it. 

Being home felt good, but the house was built on a steep incline. Dad had levels of steps installed over the yard. It was cool to look at, but a damn hassle to reach the porch. I felt winded unlocking the door. My four-year old nephew dashed into view. He ran full speed. I dropped my duffle to scoop him up before he crashed into my legs. Little Brash couldn’t stop laughing. The kid was rough and tumble like his dad. I tucked him under my arm on the way to the kitchen. “Hey Cher.” 

Cherish closed the dishwasher, “I’m glad you’re here. Mom was hysterical when you didn’t answer your phone.” 

I chuckled, “I took the scenic route.” 

Cherish shook her head, “I bet. Give me some sugar.”

I kissed her cheek, “Is Brash downstairs?”

“Yes, wash your hands. I’ll bring your plate.”

“Yes Ma’am,” I playfully teased Cherish until she swatted my arm. 

“I’m not that old. Put down the kid. It’s bedtime.”

I set my nephew on his feet to scrub my hands in the kitchen sink. Cherish offered a beer. I thanked her and went down to the basement. Brash was relaxing on the leather couch, looking at a large flat screen television. He glanced up, “It’s about damn time. You probably left a trail of broken hearts from here to Dallas.” 

I flopped down next to him. “I maintain a level of honesty. It was a good time. You finished the remodel.” 

“Yeah, but it was cool the way it was. Cher and her friends have margaritas here once a week. I’m not complaining since I have the entire weekend to relax.” 

I laughed, “She has you trained.” 

“I always had a weak spot for Cher. She was the only girl I ever chased.” Brash sipped his beer. “I have to keep her happy because I want another son.”   

I shook my head, “Little Brash is four. Sylvie just turned two and Mari is only five months old.” 

“I love my little princesses. They’re my heart, but I want another boy to balance it out.” 

“Alright, but what if Cher has another girl?” 

Brash shrugged, “The fifth time should be a charm.” 

I laughed more, “You’re getting married, yeah, it’s about time, but I think another baby so soon will be a hard sell. Cher said three was her limit. Remember?” 

“I’ll convince her,” Brash grinned. “Maybe she won’t hurt me too bad.” 

“Man, you’re insane. What’s up with Dad? Why did he stop working at the shop?” 

“Dad claims time caught up with him. His arthritis flared up a few times, but I think he’s lovesick and ready to retire so he can spend time with Mom.” 

“Hell, if she’ll have him. She loves the house in Dallas. She won’t move unless you and Cher asked her to.”   

“We don’t want Mom sacrificing her happiness. We’ll still drive down to visit. She can fly here whenever she wants.” Brash sipped his beer, “Dad will make a play for her heart. This time he’ll offer to move to Dallas.”   

I chuckled, “He bought the house she wanted but him living there is a different situation.”  

Brash groaned. “Don’t I know it. I expect him to call us within a week.” 

We laughed. Our parents were crazy in love and terrible at it. Mom would make Dad earn her trust. Brash glanced at me, “Our old man wants you to help run the shop. Don’t feel obligated. I’ll send your cut every month.”   

I sipped my beer and thought about it. “I haven’t decided if I’ll stay, but I need a place to crash.”

“Why can’t you stay here?” 

“Our parents have a love nest in the attic, and the girls share the middle room. I’m not bunking with my nephew in my old bedroom. He’ll play all night. I kind of don’t mind that part since he has cool cars up there.” 

Brash chuckled, “I buy them so we both can play.”  

“Yeah, but everyone wakes up at the crack of dawn. I know the guest room is used for storage. I’m not cleaning it out, so I’m thinking about the office space at the shop.”  

“That’s constant noise until eight or so at night,” Brash sipped his beer. “Did you talk to Ray?” 

“Yeah, his girlfriend is there a lot. I won’t interrupt.” 

“I’ll hit Ryan up in the morning. He might have a rental or know a few places you might be interested in.” 

We talked until Cherish came downstairs with my food. I thanked her and started eating. 

“Bruce, are you in a relationship?”

I almost choked when she asked that question. Brash laughed, “Sweetness, he wants to stay single.”  

“How do you know?” Cherish was giving Brash an attitude.

He yanked her onto his lap to kiss her neck. She cuddled in his arms. Brash teased her, “Uh huh, you know better.” 

“Stop,” Cherish pouted. “I want to know if he has a plus one for our engagement party.”  

“And what else?” Brash smacked her ass. 

Cherish squealed, “I wanted to hook him up.”  

My brother and I said no at the same time. 

“Why not? What’s wrong with my friends?” she glared at Brash. “What did you tell him?” 

“I wouldn’t talk about your friends. All I care about is you,” he kissed her. 

Cherish sighed. “Good, you better remember it. Okay, what’s the harm in Bruce hanging out with someone?”  

“What if it doesn’t work out? Do you really want her crying to you all the time? Cher, you’ll stop being friends with her because you have a low tolerance for that kind of shit.” Brash reminded her. “Don’t try it.” 

“I hate when you’re right,” Cherish sighed, “Bruce, do you have a plus one?” 

“No, I’m going alone,” I laughed when Brash gave me a dirty look. Cherish quickly asked if I wanted to meet her friends. She kept talking until Brash prompted her to go upstairs and relax. Cherish tapped her phone on her way up the steps. 

Brash listened until the door closed. “B, don’t fuck around with Cher’s friends.” He growled, “Happy wife, happy life. That’s my damn goal.” 

I laughed, “It was payback for telling Mom I had a girlfriend.”  

Brash shook his head, “Cher won’t stop until you’re shacked up with one of her girlfriends.” 

I cursed and sipped my beer, “I’ll talk to her tomorrow.” 

“Yeah, fix it, or you’ll be in a world of hurt,” Brash stood to stretch, “Now, I have to interrupt her conversation. She’ll give me grief.”   

“You’ll say something to have her riled up.”  

Brash grinned, “You know it. I like when she’s angry.”  

“Cher will hurt you, “I chuckled, “Your black eye will be tender for a few days.” 

“At least it’ll fade before the engagement party, but she’ll be pissed about that too,” Brash went to the steps. “You know where the blankets and pillows are.”  

I relaxed on the couch and thought about the auto shop. Keeping my word was important. Brash would have extra help until I leave, but it felt good to be home for a while. 








  
  

3. Apology Not Accepted


Melody





My exhaustion was too much. I didn’t get my day started until early evening. I started a list of things to be fixed around the house. Dad was a phone call away. I promised to tell him if I needed cash or wanted to leave Seattle for a bit. Dad lived in a beautiful house near Hermosa Beach in Los Angeles County. California was my second home. I had a great relationship with Dad. He never liked Dutch but didn’t judge because his lifestyle was the same. 

I showered, completed my feminine routine, and threw on cute leggings and a sweater. It was mild outside but typical weather, so my rain boots were the best choice. I had my first cup of coffee and felt energized and ready to make the trip to the market. The craft store could wait until the next day. I sell handmade jewelry online through my website. It kept my bills paid, but house repairs were an entirely different situation. 

I might have to ask Dad for cash and take Ryan up on his offer to fix up my place. Dutch might throw his weight around if he found out about Ryan doing the repairs, so it was best to tell him beforehand. 

I grabbed my keys, phone, and leather handbag on the way out the door. It was a short drive to the tattoo shop. I parked in a space near silver flames and black smoke. It seemed like the wall was engulfed in white-hot fire until it burned out near the front entrance. 

Memories came rushing back. Dutch worked under large tarps draped from the roof. It took days to complete because of the weather. I kept him company the entire time. I blushed from the memory of the creative things we did afterward. I walked across the parking lot and into the shop. 
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