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      A friends with benefits romance which begins with a sequined dress and ends with a promise they never meant to keep.

      When Erin finds her high school sweetheart and husband banging the former head cheerleader of their graduating class at their high school reunion, she knows that happy ever afters are not for her.

      Heartbroken, she forms a plan: live her life to the fullest and take chances. And that includes Devin—the man from her past and the hot, bearded bartender who saw her at her worst.

      It was only supposed to be one night, yet both end up wanting more.

      With one look at Erin, Devin has no plans on letting go. That means he’ll have to prove to her that forevers can work. Even if it makes them both breathless in the end.
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      “Oh my God! You don’t look a day older than you did on graduation day!”

      “Did you see her dress? Can you say ‘birthing hips?’”

      “Do you remember the time that David and Jannie got busted under the bleachers right after the pep rally? No wonder the two have like twelve kids now.”

      “Did you see her nose? Total nose job, right?”

      “Why isn’t Becca here? She probably thinks she’s better than us.”

      “I have no idea who that woman is. Is she a spouse, or did she go with us? Why don’t I remember her?”

      I shook my head, holding back a smile as I stood near the punch bowl and listened to the comings and goings of people I’d gone to high school with for four years, many I’d known in middle school, and elementary before that. Time had moved on, lives had changed, and yet…it was still like walking through the hallway between classes.

      A woman in a sparkly red dress waved at me, and I gestured back, but then her gaze drifted to the side. I winced. Apparently, she didn’t remember me.

      Yay for ten-year high school reunions.

      Why was I here again?

      Oh, yeah, because my husband wanted to be here. This was Nicholas’s reunion too, so…here we were. In our best prom attire from the eighties or nineties since, apparently, there had to be a theme.

      It didn’t seem to matter that we’d graduated high school in 2009. Whatever. I just went along with it, though I kind of liked my red sequined dress with the slit up one thigh. It made my breasts look like they did in my early twenties.

      Some people avoided their high school reunions. Some did their best to never think of them. Others tried to remember the good old days while promising themselves they would lose those ten pounds, all while writing down lists of their accomplishments so they could show the world—aka their old, so-called friends—how much happier they were, even if that wasn’t the case.

      As for me?

      I hadn’t put much thought into it.

      No, that probably wasn’t the best answer, but then again, I wasn’t sure many people remembered me from high school anyway. I had been a straight-A student, but I hadn’t spoken up in class too often. Jessica and Jackie spoke up the most. The J-Twins, as we called them, who had dated Robbie and Reese, the R-Twins.

      I kid you not.

      The two sets of siblings were now married and currently holding court on the dance floor.

      “So, are their kids cousins? Siblings?” Jenny said from my side, and I laughed, looking over at one of the few people I still spoke to from high school.

      I shook my head and hugged her tightly. “It’s so good to see you! And their kids are cousins, but…genetically? I don’t know if I want to do a Venn diagram.”

      “I’ve always wondered if they accidentally swapped over the years.” Jenny sipped her punch, and I laughed even harder.

      “We are not going to ask those questions, Jenny D.”

      My old friend just rolled her eyes. “Someone needs to. And I’m Jenny S. now, thank you very much. I married Tony eight years ago.”

      I grinned. “God, has it been that long?”

      “Yup. You and Nicholas have been married for what? Six years now?”

      I nodded, images of the time flying through my mind. “Insane, right? And here we are again, in sequins and cummerbunds.”

      We clinked plastic glasses, and Jenny grinned. “I’ve never worn sequins in my life—before tonight.”

      “Me either. The cheerleading and dance teams did, though. But you do look fancy,” I said, smiling.

      “Aww, thanks, babe. I try. I don’t get out much these days with the four kids and church and all of the various things kids and school bring. But Tony likes to try and take me out on a date at least once a month.”

      “I cannot believe you have four kids.” I shook my head.

      “I thought you wanted kids. I’m surprised you don’t have any.” Jenny’s eyes widened, and she set down her glass. “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. That was the worst thing I could have said.”

      I shook my head, setting down my own glass so I could hold her hand. “It’s fine. We decided to wait until my business was up and running, and when we were at a place where it felt right.”

      “Still. What if you were trying and couldn’t or something? I was crass and a bitch. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Not with me.” And I knew Jenny wouldn’t make the mistake again with anyone else. Talking about the lack of children wasn’t easy, and while I didn’t have any for my own reasons, everyone was different.

      “Jenny!” Tony called out from the dance floor. “Come dance, baby.” He shook his hips, and Jenny blushed.

      “I’ve been beckoned. It was good to see you, Erin. We should catch up again. I hate that we live in the same state and never see each other.”

      I hugged her tightly again, closing my eyes. “We’ll make it happen. Promise. Now, go show off your moves.”

      “I’ve got the moves for sure.” She winked and headed off to her husband. I kept smiling. It was good to see that people were happy now, some probably more so than they had been in school. I was, that was for sure. I loved my job, my husband, and my life. I was happy. Speaking of my husband, I should probably go find him. I hadn’t seen him in a bit. He’d said he was going to talk with some guys he hadn’t seen in years.

      I waved at someone who recognized me and then headed out of the gym towards another part of the building where some other people were congregated. I passed the trophy case and touched the tips of my fingers to the glass, doing my best not to leave any smudges. There were a few football, basketball, and volleyball trophies inside.

      As well as the largest cheerleading trophy in the history of the world. Becca and her girls had won state three years in a row and made sure the rest of the school knew it. They’d worked their asses off, and I’d always been proud of them—even Becca, who openly despised me for dating Nicholas.

      I didn’t hate her back, but we hadn’t been friends either. Teenagers. I sighed.

      I looked closer at the trophy case. I’d been on the swim team, but I’d been firmly on the B-relay. Nicholas had been on the A-relay, but that was only because we hadn’t had enough seniors to actually have a B-relay that wasn’t just freshman who couldn’t attend state.

      I’d had friends, but they’d had other sets of friends who were each part of cliques of their own. I’d had a place to sit at lunch—right next to Nicholas—but we hadn’t been the so-called cool table. We weren’t jocks, or the drama club, or any other label that had been prominent in the day.

      I’d just been…there.

      I’d graduated and gone off to college with Nicholas, my equally average but decent boyfriend. Time had moved on. I’d finished university with him, and we ended up married. We loved each other, dealt with each other like any other couple who had been together since the age of fourteen. Maybe even ten if you counted when we actually met. But all in all, I was happy.

      I just needed to find where Nicholas had gone off to so I could enjoy myself a bit more at this event.

      “Hey, Erin! Did your sister come with you?” a voice asked from behind me. I turned on my heel, frowning. I narrowed my eyes, trying to remember who the familiar voice and face belonged to before I smiled.

      “Hi, Shawnie. No, she didn’t come. Jennifer was a few years ahead of us, remember? I brought my husband, though.”

      Shawnie came over and gave me a big hug. I winced at how tight it was. Shawnie had been a big guy back in high school—wide yet completely built considering his position on the football field. He was even bigger now, yet still totally in shape. Back in the day, he had been part of the team that had gone to the state championship, which was a pretty big deal, since I was pretty sure our high school hadn’t done it since. I hugged him back hard and then pulled away to study his face.

      Shawnie had aged quite nicely. He didn’t look like he’d aged the full ten years at all. His dark skin was clear of lines except for two tiny ones at the corners of his eyes—the man just loved to smile. He always had, and it made me happy that he was still smiling as hard as he was today. That meant that maybe things had been good for him. He deserved it.

      “You’re looking good, Erin,” Shawnie said.

      “Thank you for that.”

      “I’m just sorry your sister isn’t here,” he said, waggling his brows. I snorted, shaking my head.

      “You always had such a crush on her.”

      “Of course, I did. Your sister was hot.”

      “Thank you for making sure I feel like chopped liver,” I said, shaking my head.

      Shawnie put his hands over his heart and took a staggering step back. “How dare you think that I don’t find you attractive, as well. But you were always so attached to Nicky, no one else stood a chance with you.” I could tell he’d held back a sneer at the name Nicky.

      “You know he hates the name Nicky,” I said, cringing.

      “I think that’s pretty much why we all called him that. He was such a douche about it.”

      “Well, that douche is now my husband,” I said, grinning this time.

      Shawnie had the grace to look a little embarrassed, but he just shook his head, another smile spreading across his lips. “Oops.”

      “Yeah, oops. But he’s still my Nicholas. I’m actually looking for him. Have you seen him around?”

      “No, or I probably wouldn’t have called him a douche right to your face. Sorry about that, hon.”

      “No worries.” Nicholas had been called that before, but he was still a sweet man. I was sure I’d been called worse over the years myself. Probably. “So, what have you been up to?”

      “Oh, the usual. Played ball in college, though I didn’t enter the draft like some people thought I would.” He shrugged, and I frowned.

      “I wondered about that. I didn’t really follow everybody from high school. Too hard to do with the size of our class, but I did wonder.”

      “Never really my thing. Oh, football was always my thing. But I was good. I wasn’t great.”

      “That’s not what I remember.” I was pretty sure someone had mentioned that Shawnie’s running yards were still the record here.

      “Well, I also wanted school to get my degree, start my own business. Then I met Tomi, and we had our three babies. I’d rather have that than just do okay in professional sports for a couple of years before my knees gave out.”

      “You’re married? And you have babies?” I smiled widely. He sounded so proud of those babies and his wife. And when he talked ball, it was more like he was done with it rather than like he missed it. That was good. Holding onto the past wasn’t always the best thing.

      “Tomi was the love of my life. Lost her two years back to cancer. But I have my baby girls, all three of them. And they are ridiculously cute. Here, I have photos.”

      Shawnie didn’t give me time to offer condolences or even think about what to say in response to him losing his wife at such a young age. Even though he had been teasing about thinking my sister was hot, he was hurting, and I’d missed it. I didn’t know what to say, but I squeezed his arm, trying to give any form of comfort I could.

      I didn’t know what I would do if I lost Nicholas and, honestly, I didn’t want to think about it.

      Instead, I looked down at the three sweet faces grinning up from the photo and just smiled wide in turn. “Those are some adorable babies, Shawnie.”

      “That’s all Tomi.”

      “Hey, you’re not too ugly,” I teased. He threw back his head and laughed. “I’m sorry, Shawnie.” I whispered the words, and he just smiled at me, sadness in his gaze. But there was strength there, too.

      “Thanks for that. Wish she was here so I could show her off to everybody. But life doesn’t always work the way you want it to. Anyway, I should get back, it was good to see you, Erin.”

      “It was good to see you, too, Shawnie.”

      “And if I see Nicky, I’ll send him your way.” He winked, and I pushed at his shoulder, waving him away as I turned to go look for my husband. I hadn’t seen him for at least thirty minutes, and it was starting to worry me. We weren’t always attached at the hip, but this was getting a little ridiculous. I pulled out my phone and texted him again, but there was no response. I called, no answer.

      “Well, then,” I whispered.

      I kept walking down the hallway and spotted the bathroom, figuring I might as well do my business while I was waiting and searching for my damn spouse.

      As soon as I put my hand on the door, I heard something. I didn’t know what it was, but it felt off. I shrugged and pushed at the door and then froze at what I saw.

      No, this wasn’t a dream. This wasn’t the end of a world, just the end of my world. This wasn’t a horror show, it was just pure horror.

      I wasn’t standing in gray-scale, trying to keep my feet on the ground as if I were flying. This wasn’t a dream.

      This was real life. There was no going back from this point, no going anywhere except to watch exactly what was right in front of me.

      Nicholas—Nicky—my husband, the man who had been in my life since we were ten. The one who had been part of my love life, my only love life, for so long. He had his pants around his ankles, his hands around the thighs of Becca, the head cheerleader, as he slid in and out of her. He grunted and panted, something he had never done with me. At least, not in years. He was always sweet with me, always gentle as if I were porcelain and he didn’t want to bruise me.

      He was definitely going to leave bruises on Becca’s thighs.

      He pushed in and out of her, his butt flexing as he grunted, and then lowered his head so he could sniff the white powder off Becca’s exposed breasts.

      My husband, the love and light of my life, was snorting coke off the boobs of the head cheerleader from our high school while pounding his cock inside of her.

      What fresh hell was this?

      I must have made a sound. I didn’t know what it was, probably a gasp, maybe I had said all of that out loud. Regardless, the two of them turned to me at once. Nicky’s eyes went wide, and Becca grinned like a cat that got the cream. Or the canary. Or maybe some other metaphor that actually had to do with sex that I really didn’t want to think about or try to remember.

      Because my husband was cheating on me, and he was doing drugs.

      And I had no idea what to say to any of that.

      Were there words for this? Was there a fucking Hallmark card? There had to be. We’re so sorry your husband is doing coke and playing with his cock in the cheerleader. Maybe if I put enough C’s in the card, it’d be all alliterated and shit.

      “Fuck, Erin. What are you doing here?”

      He was still inside of her, his hips still thrusting slightly. Apparently, he didn’t even realize he was doing it. He wiped the powder off his nose, and I just blinked.

      “That’s the question you’re going to ask me? What am I doing here?” Dear God.

      “You’re supposed to be at the party,” he stuttered.

      “Yes, darling, you were supposed to be at the party,” Becca sing-songed.

      “I cannot believe I’ve become a cliché,” I said, looking at the two of them as I shook my head. “A goddamn cliché.” My heart should have hurt, it should have felt like it was splitting in two. Instead, all I could do was try to catch my breath. Try to fight through the numbness. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t even cry, scream, or throw anything. There was nothing.

      I was nothing.

      I turned on my heel and walked out of the bathroom, the tapping of my shoes against the tile of the hallway echoing in the emptiness.

      There weren’t shouts, no screams from me. I didn’t hear the sound of footsteps behind me. I didn’t hear anyone following me. Because there wasn’t. He wasn’t going to come after me.

      He would probably finish inside her, make sure he got every last line of coke.

      I needed a fucking drink.

      I pushed past people, and I was pretty sure they weren’t even aware I was there. They were too busy paying attention to their own lives, which might not be perfect but had to be better than mine and what I had just witnessed.

      My hands were shaking, and I knew I probably looked ill, maybe even a little angry, but I didn’t care.

      I walked out of the school, got into my car, started the engine, and found the nearest bar.

      The fact that it was only five minutes away might have worried me for the school itself, but I didn’t care. I just needed a goddamned drink.

      It didn’t occur to me until I opened the door that I was still in a sequined dress from the eighties, my hair likely in disarray. I probably looked like I was just on this side of a psychotic break.

      But I didn’t care. I ignored the looks, the whispers. I stomped my way to an empty barstool and took a seat next to a man with broad shoulders wearing a tight Henley.

      He looked at me and frowned. I ignored him. Instead, I raised my chin and waited for the bartender to see me.

      “Erin?”

      I froze, knowing that voice. Remembering that voice.

      I turned and saw Devin Carr. A friend from school—or at least he had been my sister, Jennifer’s, friend. They had dated for a bit, not that I remembered too much about it or knew any of the details.

      I just shook my head. Of course.

      “Hi, Devin.”

      “I take it the high school reunion didn’t go well?” he said dryly. “Amelia, my sister, mentioned it.”

      “Does watching your husband screwing the head cheerleader while doing drugs count as well?” I asked, surprised that I had even said the words aloud.

      As I blinked, trying to collect my thoughts, he gave me a tight nod and glanced over at the bartender. “We’re going to need two shots of your best tequila.”

      “I take it one’s for you?” I asked.

      “Nope, I had my beer. Both are for you. Figured you needed it.”

      And right then and there, I knew Devin Carr was going to be my best friend.

      At least, for tonight.
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      I grinned down at the woman in the sequined dress, holding out my single beer bottle to clink with her first shot glass. When I came into the bar earlier for a drink after a long day, I hadn’t expected to find such entertainment. But now that I had? I wasn’t going to let it slip away.

      Plus, I’d seen the look in her eyes, the one that spoke of pain and a manic energy that meant she could end up doing something she regretted in the morning. I’d been there before, and since I knew Erin—at least a little bit—I wasn’t about to let her do something she would hate. Not that I’d let someone I didn’t know do that if I knew it might happen, but this was a little more personal.

      Erin tossed back the shot, and I took a sip of my beer, setting the bottle down after. I had a feeling I would have to make sure this one got home safely—after I got the full story out of her.

      I knew Erin from back in the day when I dated her older sister, Jennifer. Jenn and I were the same age, while Erin was a little younger. I thought she was possibly older than Amelia, my baby sister, but I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. All I knew was that she was younger than me. Maybe even younger than my younger brother, Caleb.

      So, with the age difference, we hadn’t actually been at school at the same time, but I did know who she was.

      I also knew that she had married her high school sweetheart. My sister had mentioned it at some point, even though it wasn’t like we’d grown up in a small town. Denver was a big place. Even if we lived in the suburbs, we didn’t know everything about everyone.

      However, the fact that I knew Erin had just come from her high school reunion dressed as whatever the hell she was dressed as…?

      Yeah, I needed to know the story. I was nosy like that.

      “Feel better?” I asked, studying her face.

      She had wide-set eyes, and yeah, they had a bit of a manic look to them, but it wasn’t too bad. The light green of the irises was almost piercing, and it was hard to keep focused when they were right on me. I didn’t think Jenn had those eyes, and I really hadn’t noticed the color of Erin’s eyes during any of the times we had met back in the day.

      But I was noticing now.

      Though considering she still had a wedding ring on her finger—even if it turned out that he might be cheating on her—yeah, I shouldn’t be looking at those eyes. Or the sharp slant of her cheekbones, or the way her blond hair was curled and pinned up on the top of her head in some weird prom hairdo.

      I wasn’t going to notice any of that. Or her curves.

      I was just going to listen. And make sure she was okay. Because that’s what I did. I made sure everybody in my life was okay.

      My older brother Dimitri was the same way. We were the ones that took care of the younger siblings, even if we were a little annoying.

      So I was willing to make sure Erin was okay, too. Because it looked like she’d had one hell of a night already.

      “I haven’t done tequila shots in far too long,” she said, throwing the other shot back.

      My eyebrows rose, and then I snorted, taking a sip of my beer.

      “Looks like you got the hang of it, though,” I said, studying her again.

      “Well, I’ve had a really shitty night. But I shouldn’t have another shot of tequila. I should probably just have some water. Because I drove here. And I really wasn’t thinking about what would happen next.”

      “If you want water, that’s good. If you want something else, we’ll make sure we take care of you. We won’t let you drive home drunk.”

      “Is that a come-on? Because I’m married.” Her eyes widened and then filled with tears. I cursed under my breath.

      “It wasn’t a come-on, Erin. I’ll call your sister, or I’ll get you home. Don’t worry, I’m not a stranger. And I’m not going to take advantage of you. Promise.”

      “Promises mean shit, apparently,” she said, shaking her head. “He cheated on me. He had his cock in the head cheerleader.”

      “The current head cheerleader?” I asked, a little worried.

      She shook her head, taking a big gulp from a glass of water the bartender slid over. I nodded in thanks, and she did the same, even though she was still drinking. “No, the head cheerleader from back when I was in high school. I didn’t even know that stuff happened at reunions.”

      “Well, people make fun of them for a reason. A lot of the old shit and resentment you thought you were over usually comes back to bite you in the ass at those things. Probably why I never went to mine.”

      “Well, you were lucky. Nicholas wanted to go to ours. And I thought it was because he was just tired and waiting for the next job to start and wanted to show the world that he was doing okay. But we really weren’t. I mean, my work…that’s fine. I own a cake-decorating business, and it’s doing great. I do well on my own. Not that Nicholas has ever truly thought that. He thinks it’s just a little side project. But that so-called side project paid for our mortgage. While he was always waiting for the next big thing. To sell the biggest and best property. He’s still waiting for his next realtor job to pop up. Apparently, other things were popping up just fine, though. In the cheerleader.”

      I held back a grin at that, loving the way she was rambling. Yeah, the Rose sisters had been hilarious back in the day, and I liked getting to know them. But now Jennifer was married and not a Rose anymore. Erin was apparently married, as well—also not a Rose.

      I wasn’t quite sure what her last name was now. “Nicholas—Nicky—Taborn?” I asked, holding back another smile as she narrowed her eyes again.

      “He hated being called Nicky.”

      “So you’re going to call him Nicky now?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve known him since I was ten. We were middle school crushes and high school sweethearts and a college couple, and then we were married. Everything. Married. And he cheated on me. I don’t know if tonight was the first night either. Maybe this has been a long-going thing. He was doing coke, too,” she whispered. “I think it was coke. The white powder you put in lines. He was sniffing it right off her boob. Like, what the hell?” She whispered the last part, and I froze, trying to picture exactly what she had seen while also not wanting to. “Jesus Christ,” I muttered.

      “Exactly. Jesus Christ.”

      “Do you want me to get you another drink? Because this sounds like you’re going to need another drink.”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “I’ll get you home, Erin.”

      “What about my car? I just don’t know,” she whispered.

      “I’ll take care of you. You want to drink for the night? You do that. You want to go home? You can do that, too. You want to go back and beat the shit out of your sorry excuse for a husband? We can also do that.”

      “No, I really don’t want to go back there.” She looked down at her dress and picked at a sequin. “They made us dress up in fashion for a decade that we weren’t even in school for. I look ridiculous.” She looked over her shoulder and winced. “Yeah, coming in here probably wasn’t the greatest idea, considering what I look like right now.”

      “You look just fine, Erin,” I said softly. I really wasn’t hitting on her, but she looked so broken. So lost. And I had a tendency to want to help when I saw those things. I probably shouldn’t, not when this wasn’t my problem. But she had been the one to sit down next to me on that barstool. We had a connection, albeit one from long ago that wasn’t actually between us. But I couldn’t just leave her alone.

      So, when she ordered a beer to follow her previous tequila shots, I ordered a glass of water for myself and sat there as she spoke. I just tried to let her know that she wasn’t alone, even if I didn’t know if that was true. Because I didn’t know Erin Rose, no…Erin Taborn anymore.

      I hadn’t really known her back in the day either. No matter, I hated that she was going through this.

      I held back a wince as I thought about my own family and how much cheating could fuck everything up. Because as soon as someone cheated, trust was broken, and everything got messed up. Until someone left or drank themselves to death.

      And though Erin had only had two shots and was nursing a single beer while chugging water, I knew it wasn’t the same. It couldn’t be the same as what I had seen. What I’d had to shield my brothers and sisters from.

      But, still, seeing just a little bit of what had basically been my life while growing up wasn’t easy. I didn’t want Erin to go through this. Even if I didn’t know her well, I didn’t want her to go through it.

      So, when she finished her beer and went to pay, I shook my head and handed over my credit card.

      “I got this.”

      “You shouldn’t. I should just call an Uber or something. I don’t know about my car.” She was muttering to herself, and I had a feeling she either didn’t drink often, or she had a low tolerance. I could see the glassiness in her eyes, and it wasn’t just from the crying. Because she hadn’t cried. She’d been really good about not doing that. When the dam broke…? I wasn’t sure I wanted to be there for that. But I could at least send her on her way and make sure she was okay. I hoped.

      “I’ll pay for this since it looks like you need it. And then I’ll get you home.”

      “I don’t want to go home,” she whispered, looking down at her purse. “What if he’s there? What am I supposed to say?”

      I cursed. “Didn’t think of that. Okay, you got my couch.”

      She wavered on her stool, blinking. “I don’t think that’s a great idea, Devin.”

      “I have a guest room, too. Or whatever. I promise I’m not putting on the moves. We’ll just get you somewhere to sleep, and you can figure out what it is you need to do in the morning. Promise.”

      She studied my face for a bit before nodding, and I wondered if this was the right decision. I wasn’t going to sleep with her tonight, not considering everything going on, but to anyone else, this might look weird. Or off.

      I wasn’t quite sure what to do. I couldn’t just leave her here, and she had nowhere else to go. At least, she hadn’t said so. Hadn’t mentioned friends, or her family, not even her sister. So, I would make sure she was okay for the night, and then I would send her on her way.

      Because I knew what happened when you were the other person. When you had to watch your life fall apart because someone cheated. I might not be the person that had been cheated on, but I had been one of the broken pieces left behind.

      I didn’t know if Erin had children or anything like that. But if she did, I liked to think she would have mentioned them at least once.

      However, I didn’t really know her.

      I paid quickly, and we headed out to my car, with Erin leaning heavily on my arm.

      “Sorry, I didn’t really eat today, and I don’t usually drink, and I’m in heels. It’s how come I’m a mess.”

      She wiped her face, smearing mascara. I just shook my head and helped her into the vehicle. “No worries. We’ve all been a mess.”

      “Yeah? You ever been alone in a bar in a sequined dress getting drunk with someone that you really don’t know?”

      “Well, I don’t know about a sequined dress, but maybe a little wrap dress thing. Less sparkle.”

      She laughed just like I wanted her to, and I closed the door before moving around the truck to slide in.

      I had an old Ford pickup that had once been my grandfather’s. While it had been old even then, I loved it. My dad and I had restored it back in the day, and I had fixed it up even more on my own with some of my brothers’ help over the years. I didn’t take it out often since I had a work vehicle, but I was driving it today. It was one of those trucks that were good for small outings, but it wasn’t in show condition or anything, so I didn’t have to worry about parking or the weather or dealing with things like that.

      It didn’t guzzle too much fuel, and it got me where I needed to go. Connected me to some of the family that I sometimes forgot was there or tried to forget when the pain got to be too much.

      And that was enough of that. Maybe half a beer was just too much if I was reminiscing about old shit like this.

      “I like your truck,” Erin said, looking around.

      “I do, too. It’s a good truck.” I patted the dash and then started the engine. It roared to life, and I grinned. Yeah, I fucking loved my truck.

      “What is it?”

      “A ‘48 Ford F-1 pickup.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something? Sorry, I’m not really good at cars.”

      “It means it’s a good truck. And don’t worry, it’ll get you where you need to go. You sure there’s no one I can call for you?”

      She looked down at her hands, and I wanted to kick myself for mentioning that.

      “Not really. Jenn’s probably sleeping. She has three kids and tends to go to sleep early these days since they all like to wake up before dawn it seems.”

      “Jenn has three kids?” I asked, shaking my head. “I always thought she didn’t want kids.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said. At least when she was a teenager.”

      “Jenn with three kids. That’s crazy.”

      “No kids for you?” she asked, deftly changing the subject from why she didn’t have anyone to call. Maybe I’d ask again later. Or I’d just leave it be. After all, it wasn’t my business.

      “No kids, no wife. Been busy with work and family. But there’s a lot of Carr siblings, so I’m never really alone.” I winced. Yeah, I sucked at conversation.

      “Nicholas and I got married right after college. No kids, though. We wanted to work on our businesses. Our careers. And I was never in a huge hurry to be a mom. Of course, I hadn’t thought Jenn was in a hurry to be a mom either, and now she has three babies.”

      “I bet you’re one kick-ass aunt, Erin.”

      “I hope so. I mean, the kids do adore me. And I try to spoil them, much to Jenn’s chagrin.”

      “Sounds like she’s happy.”

      “She is. Are you okay with that?”

      I chuckled, turning down the street. “I’m just fine. We dated for like a minute if I remember right.”

      “Oh, but she was so in love with you.”

      “Yeah, teenage love, where it isn’t really love.”

      “I used to think teenagers could really love. After all, I thought I loved Nicholas.”

      Once again, I wanted to curse, but I held myself back. “I’m not saying all teenage love isn’t real. And you can still have those feelings. Just because he’s an asshole who deserves to be beaten doesn’t mean you didn’t or don’t love him.”

      “Yeah, what does that say about me? That I could love someone who can do that to someone else. Am I a doormat?”

      I shook my head, then reached out and squeezed her hand. “There’s nothing doormat about you, at least from what I can tell.”

      “You’ve known me for like an hour now.”

      “I knew you when you were a little kid, just like I knew Nicky. You’re a strong one. You’re going to be just fine, okay?”

      “Maybe you’re right. Or maybe I need to forget, just for a minute.”

      I studied her face, wanting to know what she was thinking. “I’ve got beer at the house.”

      “Maybe I’ll be good. Maybe.” By the time I got her to the house, she was already sleeping. Probably exhausted from everything that had gone on and the fact that she was a complete lightweight.

      So, I tucked her in on the couch so she could easily see the door and maybe remember where she was when she woke. I didn’t want to carry her upstairs to the guest room and possibly scare her. Plus, the idea of holding her close as I had when I carried her into the house probably wasn’t such a good idea. Because she had felt warm and soft in my arms. But she wasn’t mine. It would be good to remember that.

      I took off her shoes. I thought about helping her out of the dress, but I wasn’t that much of an asshole. So, I just tucked her in and hoped she was comfortable. But she was passed out, so maybe that was something.

      I went to sleep with the bedroom door open, hoping I’d be able to hear her if she moved. I knew she could call a ride share service if she wanted or needed to, but I never heard her leave. I didn’t know exactly what that meant.

      I woke up the next morning feeling like somebody was looking at me. I blinked open my eyes and held back a laugh—and a scream since Amelia and Caleb were both staring at me.

      The two looked so much alike with their dark hair and wide eyes, but they were both holding back shit-eating grins. I had to wonder what the hell they were thinking.

      And then I remembered.

      Erin. On my couch. In a dress. Passed out.

      Fuck.

      “So, big bro, you want to tell us what’s going on?” Amelia asked, fluttering her eyelashes.

      “Shut up. How did you get in here?”

      “You gave us keys,” Caleb said, sitting at the end of the bed.

      “Get the fuck off my bed.”

      “I don’t think so. What the hell is Erin Taborn doing here?” Caleb asked, folding his arms over his big, broad chest.

      “You know Erin?”

      “Yeah, in passing.”

      “She’s really nice, but I thought she was married. I can’t believe you, Devin. Do I need to call Dimitri? Because he’s going to kick your ass.”

      “I could kick his ass,” Caleb muttered.

      “Of course, you could, but you’re the baby brother.”

      “I’m still your older brother,” he growled out.

      “Okay, that’s enough. You don’t need to call Dimitri. Erin had a bad night last night, and I ran into her at the bar. So, I let her crash on my couch. Nothing happened. But the reason she had a bad night is her business. You can get the story from her if you want.”

      Amelia turned, and I sat up quickly, pulling at her hair.

      “Hey. Watch the hair. I just had a blow-out.”

      “I don’t even want to know what that means,” I growled, sliding out of bed. Thankfully, I had put on pajamas, mostly because Erin was in the house. I was grateful that I had done that now, considering that my siblings were in the room with me.

      “It just means I had a coupon and had someone else blow-dry my hair so I don’t have to wash it for a few days.”

      “Gross,” Caleb said, his eyes dancing.

      “Gross? When do you shower, you ass?”

      “I shower and wash my ass every day, thank you very much.”

      “And I shower every day, too. I just don’t wash my hair every time.”

      “Are we done with this conversation? I really don’t need to know about your cleaning habits. Now, get out.”

      “No, we want breakfast.”

      “You can make your own breakfast. I could actually use your help, though. Can you go get Erin’s car? It’s at the bar.”

      Caleb’s eyebrows rose. “Seriously?”

      “It’s a long story. I swear everyone’s innocent. Well, except for her husband.”

      “Oh, God. Okay, we won’t pry,” Amelia said, holding up her hands and glaring at Caleb.

      “Promise. So, you go make sure she’s awake or something because we tiptoed past. And get her keys. Let her know what’s going on. And then we’ll bring her car here. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried. I trust the two of you. At least, as far as I can throw you.”

      “With those weak-ass arms, I don’t think you could throw me far,” Caleb said with a grin and then ducked as I shot out my fist.

      “No fighting. We don’t want Erin to think we’re heathens.”

      “We are heathens,” my brother and I said at the same time, and then I snorted.

      “Anyway, let’s go see if she’s up and get her keys. And then she’ll figure out the next step.”

      “She will?” Amelia asked.

      “I helped her for one night, but I’m not fixing her problems. Don’t know if she’d want me to. I don’t fix everybody’s problems,” I said, shaking my head.

      “So you say,” Amelia said with a grin. “But we’ll help. I promise.”

      We all walked down the hall just as Erin was folding the blanket on top of the couch. Her face reddened as she looked over at us. “Oh, there’s a lot of you here. Hi.”

      “Hi, Erin,”

      “Amelia, right? I think we’ve worked together on a couple of projects in the past.”

      “Yeah, with my friend Zoey. But, anyway, give me your keys. Caleb and I will go get your car.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that. I was just going to use a ride share service to get there.”

      “Nope, we’ve got you,” Caleb said, reaching for Erin’s purse. Amelia slapped his arm, and Erin reached for the bag at the same time. I just watched the three of them, not knowing exactly what to say. I hadn’t expected the whole family to be here the morning after a woman slept at my house—when there was actually sleeping going on. Hell, what a weird night.

      “We’ve got it. Really. You just sit here and make sure that my big brother makes you some breakfast, and then you can do what you need to do. And you can talk with us if you want. But he didn’t tell us anything. I promise.” Amelia was talking quickly, and Erin’s eyes just kept widening. But, somehow, maybe through the magic of Amelia’s smile, Erin handed over the keys and mentioned what type of car she drove. My siblings were out the door quickly afterward.

      I had no idea how it had happened, but once again, I was alone with Erin. Still, there was no heat. Yeah, there was a weird connection, but it was probably just who we had been in the past and the fact that I had been there when she was at her lowest. At least I hoped that was her lowest. She just smiled up at me and shrugged.

      “Really, I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “He didn’t call,” she whispered. “He hasn’t called all night. Not even to wonder why I wasn’t home. Maybe he didn’t go home.”

      I didn’t say anything, just slid my hands into the pockets of my sweats.

      “Maybe I could use some breakfast. And then I’ll figure out what to do next. That’s what I’m good at. Figuring out the next.”

      “Breakfast I can do. I’m sorry, Erin. Really damn sorry.”

      “Me, too.” When she looked at me with those light green eyes, I wished there was something I could do to make her feel better. But I knew there was nothing I could do. Not just from my own experience, but from everything I had learned over the years. I walked past her and went to the kitchen. I’d make her breakfast, and then she’d walk out of my life—probably forever.

      But that was good. Because she had her own problems. And I didn’t need to be one of them.
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