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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one
part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m
not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do
participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Prologue


I’d learn a long time ago how
to drown out the noise. I wasn’t here
to engage in small talk because I had nothing to say. I wasn’t here
to listen to any town gossip because I didn’t care to hear it. I
wasn’t here to make friends because none of these people were worth
being friends with.

I was here to
work.

That’s it,
that’s all.

I was here
for the same reason that I’d
been showing up five days a week for the past ten years. I was here
to earn enough money to support myself, but that wasn’t the only
reason that I was here. I was still here because I wanted nothing
more than to leave this town, but I couldn’t do that without money.
Oh, I could get up and leave with what I had, but I absolutely
refused to fail once I left this town. I refused to end up a
homeless failure just because I hadn’t been patient
enough.

Nevertheless, reality was
a brutal bitch, and she had no sympathy for best-laid plans. Just
when I thought that I had enough money to make my dreams come true,
my car’s engine would stall. Just when I thought that I had enough
money to leave Carmel Springs, pneumonia would find me, causing me
to miss work and acquire doctor bills that I couldn’t afford. Now,
to people that earned more than minimum wage, life’s unexpected
obstacles wouldn’t necessarily be a problem…well, I didn’t earn
more than minimum wage. Sure, the tips helped some, but not much.
Considering that the people of this town didn’t feel like I
deserved anything extra, I was lucky to get what I did.

See, ten years
later, I was still the town slut. I was still the girl from the trailer park that’d always
had loose morals. I was still the girl that had given her favors to
whichever boy looked my way back in high school. Sure, there were
some townsfolk that felt sorry for me because they’d known my
parents and hadn’t expected me to fare any better, but those same
townsfolks had still done nothing to help my situation. The good
people of Carmel Springs liked to show up at church every Sunday,
but they didn’t like doing much else to get into God’s good graces.
As if God couldn’t see them outside that church building, they went
about their business as if their gossip did no harm.

As for
friends, I didn’t have any. I’d lost the only few that I’d had back
in high school. Not ready or willing to fight the popular crowd,
I’d been left to fight my
demons on my own. No one had wanted to be associated with the easy
girl from the trailer park. High school was where the poor and
unpopular kids still had hope for better lives, so no one had
wanted me and my drama dragging them down back then.

Did I blame
them?

Back then,
I had.

Back then, I’d never felt
so abandoned as I’d had when I’d lost my few friends.

However,
ten years later, viewing life
as an adult, I no longer resented those that had chosen to save
themselves. Yeah, I still stayed away from them if I saw them on
the street, but I no longer judged them as harshly as everyone
still judged me.

Nevertheless,
I didn’t let my hate for the town-or its
people-keep me from showing up
to work every day. I knew that a lot of people thought I kept my
head down out of shame, but that wasn’t true. I served these people
with my head down because I was afraid that any sort of eye contact
might make the truth of how I felt about these people fly out of my
mouth with no regard to how I needed my job.

Yeah, being a
diner waitress wasn’t
glamorous, but I’d gotten this job immediately after graduating
high school and its kept me housed, fed, and clothed ever since.
Sure, my house was a trailer, my food was basic, and my clothes
were thrift-shop quality, but I wasn’t homeless, starving, or cold.
I could still appreciate my blessings, even if they were meager
ones.

So, even
though I was as frugal as I could be with my money, it took a long
time to save the kind of money that I needed to start a new life
somewhere else. While it
sounded incredible to believe that it’d taken me ten years to save
up anything significant, I knew that there were a lot of people out
there that understood exactly what I was dealing with. There were
more poor people in this country than there were rich, and the
struggle was real. Still, I might be poor, but I wasn’t stupid.
When I finally saved enough money to leave Carmel Springs, my new
life was going to start on a strong and positive note.

My immense
desire to leave this town was also why I didn’t date. It made no sense to start something
when I had no intentions of staying in this toxic town. Plus, no
one wanted to date me anyway. Oh, there were plenty of men that
wanted to buy me a beer, but that was about it. I’d always been
good for one thing and one thing only, and the men in this town
weren’t shy about reminding me of that.

Maybe being homeless
in another town wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Chapter 1

 Brett~

It’d been a
no-brainer to come back to Carmel Springs once I’d completed
my second tour of duty. With my
entire family being here, retiring from the military and becoming a
police officer for my hometown had felt like the right decision for
me. Though we’d been raised to spread our wings, we’d also been
raised to always have each other’s backs, and I wasn’t embarrassed
to say that I loved living in the same town as my father and
brothers.

At
twenty-eight, I was the fourth
child of Stanley and Nadine Colter. While Dad had desperately
wanted a little girl, Mom had called it quits after her sixth son,
much to the dismay of my father. Though I was sure that my father
loved us all deeply, he never failed to remind us that one of us
should have been a girl. Secretly, I knew that it was because Mom
was no longer with us and a girl in the family would have helped to
fill the void that Mom’s passing had left, but life didn’t always
work out as planned. At any rate, though none of us were dating
seriously, we were all eager to give Dad his little girl when the
time came.

So, with
nothing but males in the
family, it wasn’t a big surprise that we’d all taken after Dad. Mom
had worked as the director of the local recreational center (made
sense since she’d had a boatload of kids), and Dad had worked as a
Carmel Springs police officer before retiring from the force a
couple of years ago. Nowadays, he worked with Trayce, Keats, and
Max, but that was only when he wasn’t busy being retired and doing
what retired people did.

At any rate, a
retired Marine and Carmel Springs police officer, me and my
brothers had all followed suit like
an assembly line of Colter men. Clayton was the oldest at
thirty-two, and he’d done two tours as a Marine before becoming a
cop for Carmel Springs. Trayce and Keats were both thirty-years-old
and identical twins. After their two tours as Marines, they’d gone
into private security, not too fond of following the letter of the
law, though Dad kept them in line. Colton Security did everything
from home security to corporate security to actual guard duty. Jax
was twenty-six and was about to graduate from the police academy
after his two tours as, yep, you guessed it, a Marine. Maxwell was
the youngest at twenty-four, and he’d only done one tour as a
Marine before going to work with Trayce, Keats, and Dad. He’d been
on the last leg of his military commitment when Mom had gotten
sick, and though he’d been luckily enough to be home when she had
finally passed, being away from her while she’d been sick had
fucked with him, and now he was constantly worried about not being
there for us; especially, Dad.

Max had also been the
only one of us to inherit Mom’s bright blue eyes. On paper, Max
always marked them down as blue, but they were more of a turquoise
or cerulean color. The rest of us had inherited Dad’s hazel eyes,
though the mixed colors varied depending on our moods. As for the
rest of us, we all had Dad’s dark brown hair and his stature. Like
Dad, Trayce, Keats, and Max were all six-foot-three, and Jax,
Clayton, and I were six-foot-two. Max liked to tease Clayton that
he was taller than him, but if it ever came down to fisticuffs,
Clayton could kick all our asses. He’d been doing it ever since the
twins had come into the picture, forcing Clayton to remind the
little assholes of who was in charge.

So, yeah, some
people might say that our
family was the smothering kind, but we weren’t big on giving a fuck
what people thought. My father and mother had always been big on
teaching us to be our own person, though we’d been stupid teenagers
just like everyone else. Still, I liked to believe that we’d
outgrown our teenage idiocy, making Mom proud as she looked down on
us.

All of our
lives had taken a huge turn
once Mom had gotten sick, and after that, what was important in
life versus what wasn’t had been quickly cleared up for us.
Seemingly, out of the blue, Mom had been diagnosed with COPD, and
when she’d contracted a respiratory infection, things had…well,
it’d been a dark time. It hadn’t been until after her death that
Dad had confessed that she’d been struggling with COPD for a while,
but she hadn’t wanted any of us worrying about her, so she hadn’t
told us.

At first,
resentment at keeping such a
secret from us had hit hard. Our family hadn’t been one to have
secrets. However, Dad had quickly put us in our places when he had
reminded us that our happiness had been more important to Mom than
her health, and as our mother, she had made a decision that she’d
felt was best for her children, not her. Mom had been selfless
until the very end, and Dad had been ready to square up with any
one of us if we’d wanted to continue to blame her for loving us
more than she loved herself. He hadn’t been bullshitting, either.
He had also definitely put us to shame when he'd reminded us that
none of us were doctors, so what did we think we could do for her
that the doctors couldn’t. Though we’d gotten through it, it’d been
hard. You couldn’t have seven males with too much testosterone in a
situation where the only woman that they’d ever loved had been lost
to them. Dad was still single, and we all knew that he always would
be, despite being only fifty-three.

So, yeah,
coming home to Carmel Springs had felt right. Even though I could be a police officer
anywhere in the country, especially with my military background,
Carmel Springs was home, and if nothing else, it was worth being
home if only to keep Max from going off the rails with
worry.

Now, while we
all missed Mom terribly, we
also knew that she wouldn’t want us spending our days and nights
mourning her. She’d want us living our lives as happily as we
could, the proof in how she had kept her condition a secret from
us. However, it was also understood in the town of Carmel Springs
that two days a year, we were closed to the public. Dad, Trayce,
Keats, and Max didn’t go to work, and it was understood at the
station that Clayton, Jax, and I would always be granted personal
days for those two days a year. Mom’s birthday and the anniversary
of her death were sacred to us, and we didn’t fuck around with
that. Family was way too important to us.

With that
being said, we were still all
single, and I wasn’t quite sure why. Other than Clayton’s sour
disposition, the rest of us weren’t too bad. Yeah, being in the
military had made it tough to find something serious, but Mom and
Dad had managed it just find; I had five fucking brothers to prove
it. Granted, Jax and Max were still rather young, but there was no
excuse for why Trayce, Keats, or Clayton weren’t family men
already. Okay, Clayton was kind of mean, so I could see him not
wooing anything with any real charm or grace, but Trayce and Keats
had no excuse.

If I had to
describe me and my brothers, I’d say that I was the nice
brother, Trayce was the funny
brother, Keats was the charming brother, Jax was the playboy of the
family, Maxwell was the serious brother, and Clayton was the mean
one. Okay, maybe not mean, but he could definitely benefit from a
stint at charm school. Still, we weren’t ugly and had steady jobs,
so I just didn’t get it.

At any rate, I
had only one woman on my mind these days, but it was like I was invisible whenever she saw me.
The chick acted like she’d rather keep company with man-eating
crocodiles than have a conversation with me, and I really didn’t
blame her.

After all, I had
been kind of an asshole to her in high school.

 


*****

 


Addie~

The
only good thing that I could
say about Carmel Springs was that the weather was never too extreme
one way or the other. The winters were cold, but not
snow-up-to-your-eyeballs cold. The summers were hot, but not
Wicked-Witch-of-the-West-I’m-melting hot. As for spring and autumn,
they were just what you’d imagine from a small town portrayed on
the Hallmark channel. Flowers bloomed beautifully during spring and
leaves fell like colors of confetti during autumn.

It was absolutely
picturesque.

While a lot of
people didn’t give much
thought to the weather, when you lived in a trailer, the weather
felt very important. While the trailer park that I lived in wasn’t
the worst out there, it was still pretty bad, and the trailers
weren’t exactly up to code. Nevertheless, the rent and utilities
were affordable and that felt like a blessing a lot of the
time.

Living in a
trailer park wasn’t anything new to me. Hell, it was all that I’d
ever known growing up. My parents hadn’t been the best around, and
though they were bad, they
still hadn’t been the worst around, either. While a lot of bad
stuff had gone on in my childhood home, worse had been happening in
a few other trailers in the area.

My parents
were Roger and Becky Tilda, and once upon a time, Dad had worked at
the local auto shop, and Mom
had worked as a cashier at the gas station just up the street.
While they hadn’t been rich, they’d been steadily employed, earning
reliable checks every two weeks. However, when you liked to drink,
do drugs, and gamble, those checks didn’t do much in the way of
providing a good living. Dad liked to drink and do drugs, and Mom’s
vice of choice had been gambling.

They’d also
been abusive as hell, though only towards each other. Sure, I’d
gotten slapped around a few times growing up, but
nothing like what my dad used
to do to my mom. My parents had always been either fighting or
groping each other, and no matter how many times I tried to
understand their twisted marriage, I knew that I was never going to
understand that level of disfunction. My father would even share my
mother with his buddies if it put cash in their hands. Lucky me,
I’d been around to witness it all. After all, a trailer was only so
big.

When my
eighteenth birthday had arrived, my parents had been kind enough to
give me one week to vacate the
premises. Since I had refused to ‘earn my keep’ the same way that
my mom had been doing, Dad had made it clear that they’d had no
more use for me.

The day that
my father had announced my impending eviction, I’d gone to every
single business in Carmel
Springs, hoping for a job on the spot. With only being eighteen and
no job experience, I’d been turned down left and right. It also
hadn’t helped that Roger and Becky had been my parents, and they’d
had awful reputations in this town.

Luckily, when I’d gotten
to Peaches & Cream Diner, someone had just quit in a rage of
unfairness, and Mac Franklin had hired me to begin immediately. It
hadn’t been until after my shift that I had completed the paperwork
for my employment, and waitressing at the diner was the only job
that I’d ever had in ten years. Now, because money was my goal and
I had no life outside work, I’d done my best to find a second
and/or third job, but it’d been clear early on that nobody had
wanted to hire me. At any rate, as soon as my week at home had been
up, I’d gone to Mr. Jones, the trailer park manager, had shown him
my proof of employment, and he’d been kind enough to rent me one of
the vacant trailers. Two months later, my parents had taken off to
God knows where, and I still didn’t know where they were or if they
were even still alive.

Over the
years, I still looked for other jobs, wanting to earn as much as I
could to get the hell out of Carmel Springs, but people still
didn’t want to hire me. My reputation from high
school was like a brand on my
chest in this town. Women didn’t want me working near their
husbands or boyfriends, and men only wanted to hire me for some
extra benefits. It also didn’t help that Paul Burrows still lived
in Carmel Springs. As one of the towns councilmen, he was seen
everywhere, pretending to be a good person.

Five months
before graduating high school,
Paul must have needed an ego boost or something because he’d told
anyone that would listen how he had screwed me in the backseat of
his car during winter break. He’d told everyone how I’d been his
own personal slut for winter break, and he’d felt no remorse for
telling everyone something that should have been private between
two people. When I had given him permission to sit down and join me
at the bakery that regretful morning, it hadn’t ever crossed my
mind that he’d be ruining my life only one week later.

After that,
high school had been torture. If people hadn’t been writing awful
stuff on my locker, then the girls had been calling me names, the
guys had acted incredibly
disrespectful, and I’d lost the only few friends that I’d had back
then. When other guys had begun to spill their secrets, my best
friend at the time, Jennifer Johnston, had called it quits, leaving
me to face the school and its assholes all alone.

The ironic
thing was how I’d been
considered trash, but the guys still hadn’t had no shame about
bragging to the entire school that they’d been with me. I hadn’t
been anyone’s dirty secret. They’d all spoken freely, and some of
the guys hadn’t even cared that they’d had girlfriends at the time.
According to some of the most popular guys in school, I’d been the
best sex around.

Now, that
wasn’t to say that everyone had been mean to me. Yeah, some of the
popular girls had been brutal, but most everyone had just ignored me and the rumors. Only
the guys that had wanted to sleep with me had kept bothering me,
and only the girls who’d been jealous had continued to hate on me.
The rest of the school had minded their own business, not caring
about the vile graffiti written on my locker or how guys would make
lewd gestures towards me when I’d walk by.

Ten years
later, all those awful or unaffected teenage high school kids were
now pillars of the community, running businesses, getting married,
having children, and attending
church every Sunday because that’s what was expected when you lived
in a small town. You gossiped, looked down your nose at the less
fortunate, meddled, and judged everyone. However, as long as you
showed up to church on Sunday, all was forgiven.

I hated these
people.

I
really did.

Now, was my
situation all their fault? No,
it wasn’t.

Could I have taken
some responsibility back in high school? Yes, I could have.

Nonetheless, I
didn’t have a time machine to go back and voice my
side of the story, even though
I had no idea if it would have made a difference. Paul had been the
son of a city councilman, and I’d been the girl from the trailer
park. Still, I could have defended myself, I could have told people
my version of that winter break. I could have fought for some
understanding. Instead, I’d given up without a fight, letting Paul
and the others tell whatever details they’d wanted about
me.

Besides, even
back in high school, I’d been mature enough to recognize that my
problems at home had been way
more important than some bullying at school. While school had been
tough to deal with, my mom being passed around to my father’s
friends for extra cash had been tougher.

Sometimes, I
wondered if life was always going to be tough for me.


Chapter 2

 Addie~

Lunchtime was always
busy, but I didn’t mind. I worked the eight to four shift, though
we had a half-hour lunch that had me clocking out at four-thirty,
and I liked it. Between breakfast and lunch, the day went by
quickly, and the sooner that I could go home and free myself from
the prying voices and judging eyes, the better. While some people
might accuse me of being paranoid, old guilts haunting me, I wasn’t
paranoid. I knew for a fact that people still judged me; if they
didn’t, then I would have had a second job by now. Nevertheless, I
did my job, and I did it well, despite my reservations about making
small talk.

There was only
one thing making my shift…uneasy these days, and that was Brett
Colter. For the past couple of months, he’d been coming into the diner, always sitting at the bar
or in my designated serving area. Though he ordered different menu
items, he still came in every day of his shift, always at the same
time, and always at my tables. Sometimes, he had a fellow officer
with him, but most of the time, he was alone. Carmel Springs was a
small town, so the cops didn’t need to partner up. If they did, it
was the night shift that partnered up because, though Carmel
Springs wasn’t a huge metropolis, it still had crime happening
within the town limits and most of that crime happened at night,
something that I’d learned from my parents.

There was also
the fact that the entire town knew who the Colters were. They were
like royalty in this town, and everyone thought that they could do no wrong. Stanley and Nadine
Colter had produced six sons, and though I couldn’t comment on
Clayton, Trayce, Keats, or Maxwell Colter because of our age
differences, I knew for a fact that Brett and Jax Colter had been
raised to be disappointments. Though the entire town heralded them
as brave, honorable, and loyal military service men, I knew better.
There’d been nothing brave, honorable, or loyal about how Brett and
Jax had looked the other way while I’d been tormented in high
school. Sure, Jax got somewhat of a pass because he’d been two
years younger and in his own world, but Brett hadn’t had an excuse
for looking the other way.

Now, had Brett
Colter been responsible for saving me back then? Absolutely not.
It’d been my responsibility to save myself from that mess. However, as popular and as revered as
the Colter boys had been back then, one word from any of them could
have made a difference. Instead, all I saw when I looked at Brett
Colter was a coward and a follower; someone that had chosen an easy
life over doing the right thing. As far as I was concerned, he was
just as bad as everyone else in this town.

Their rise to
sainthood had risen even more with the passing of their mother.
Nadine Colter had been reputed to be one of the kindest souls to
ever exist, and if you
believed the rumors, Stanley Colter had been devastated by her
passing. Almost the entire town had shown up for her funeral, and
it was said that Stanley was just biding his time until he could
see her again in Heaven.

If their
reputations for being perfect
weren’t enough, there was also the fact that all six sons were
gorgeous as sin. They were like sex on a stick, damsels fainting
everywhere whenever they made an appearance. All were tall, all had
dark brown hair, all had mesmerizing hazel eyes-apart from Maxwell,
all had faces carved from marble, all had bodies that you could
bounce a quarter off of, and all looked like they’d make you see
God in the bedroom. No matter how I felt about them, there was no
denying how hot they were. They had the entire female population of
Carmel Springs vying to become a Colter wife, and it reminded me of
those stupid reality shows where they popularized love as a
competition.

The only other
men in town that could give the Colters a run for their money were the Campions. Bennett,
Zale, Quest, and Ransom Campion owned a construction company, and
they were right up there with the Colters in success, looks, and
hotness. They were all tall, muscular, and absolutely gorgeous with
that black hair and grey eyes combination. Granted, Bennett Campion
had light brown eyes, but it still worked for him. His eyes always
looked like they were glowing. Plus, they all had freakin’
dimples.

At any
rate, Bennett and Zale had
already graduated high school when my reputation had been torn to
shreds, and while I don’t remember much about Ransom, Quest had
defended me once or twice back then. There were also rumors that
Quest was gay, but people were stupid. The people in this town
acted like wanting to keep your private life private was a goddamn
crime or something. While Quest did come off a bit reserved, I
didn’t blame him; the people of this town were awful. Plus, if the
rumors were to be believed, he’d always been that way. Bennett was
supposedly a fun time, Zale was supposedly a bit of a nerd, Ransom
was supposedly the fighter of the family, and Quest was supposedly
the serious one.

Still, just
like everything in this town, that was all rumor. Damn near
everything ever said in this
town was based off rumors, instead of actual facts, but that was
typical of most small towns. It didn’t help that social media had
just gone and made things worse with everyone posting all their
business daily.

Back to the
matter at hand, I glanced up
at the clock, knowing that Brett was going to be walking in at any
moment, and I wasn’t the only one that had taken notice of Brett’s
eating habits these past couple of months. My ex-best friend,
Jennifer, also worked at the diner with me, and there’d already
been some comments made about Brett always wanting to sit in my
serving section. Now, while I never encouraged the conversations,
that still didn’t stop her from speculating.

Putting on
another fresh pot of coffee to brew, I didn’t have to turn around to know that Brett had
just walked in. No matter how much I didn’t care for him, I was
acutely aware of the man, and I didn’t like it. However, my
feelings for Brett weren’t all personal; I didn’t want to be aware
of anyone in this town.

Letting out a
deep breath, I turned around to find him already making himself comfortable at the bar. The man
had a thing for unsweetened tea, so I went to make his drink, not
bothering to ask. Not only was I a good waitress, but I’d been
doing this for a lot of years. I had all kinds of tricks for
remembering people’s drinks and food orders.

When I had his
tea ready, I walked over, then
placed it in front of him. Brett looked up at me and smiled, and it
really was blasphemous how gorgeous he was. If I were a lesser
female, it’d be easy to fall victim to his good looks. Not to
mention, who didn’t like a man in a uniform? Yeah, there were tons
of bad cops out there, disgracing that same uniform, but it still
looked good on them.

“Hey, Addie,”
Brett greeted, and like clockwork, I ignored his greeting as I
grabbed my pen and order
pad.

Lowering my
eyes, I asked, “Are you ready
to order?” Like most of the town, Brett knew the menu at Peaches
& Cream without having to look at it.

“I’ll take the
bacon burger with fries,” he answered, though I hadn’t missed the
small sigh
beforehand.

“I’ll put that right in
for you,” I automatically said, then turning to do just
that.

“Thanks, baby,” he
said, and I almost tripped myself because that was new.

 


*****

 


Brett~

I probably
shouldn’t have called her baby, but I didn’t
regret it. There’d always been
something about Addie Tilda, but I’d been too self-absorbed as a
teenager to find out what it was. Like most eighteen-year-old
punks, I’d been all about sports, girls, and my future. I’d known
since reaching the age of sixteen that I was going to go into the
military, so I hadn’t ever tackled anything serious because of
that. Life had been all about that easy living, and I could admit
that I’d been a cocky, entitled, self-centered jackhole back then.
I hadn’t wanted to waste my youth, and I definitely
hadn’t.

Still, when
Paul Burrows had started spilling bedroom secrets about him and Addie, I could have
done more to defend her. Paul hadn’t spared a single detail, and
other guys had quickly followed suit once they realized that it was
okay to tell the business. Addie had been tormented after that, but
for whatever reason, she hadn’t ever stood up for herself. Even
when things had gotten so out of control that the teachers and
principal had needed to step in, Addie hadn’t fought back. She had
taken the abuse, though still graduating with very high
marks.

Of course,
most of us had attributed that to the fact that her parents had
been horrible people. Well, at least, according to the gossip. I’d
been too young to be thinking about Addie’s parents, though it’d been common knowledge that
she’d been living in the trailer park and that she’d been poor. So,
when the guys at school had begun talking, no one had really been
surprised. I mean, anyone with a brain could see that the girl had
probably just been trying to find someone to love her, which her
parents clearly hadn’t. Again, that had all been rumor, but why
else would a poor girl from the trailer park start sleeping around
with half the guys at school? Some people looked to drugs or
alcohol to forget, Addie had turned to sex, and looking back, it
was hard to fault the girl. Besides, we all made mistakes as stupid
teenagers. Lord knows that I’d made plenty; all you had to do was
ask my father.

I could also
admit to being a little jealous back then. Addie Tilda was about five-foot-three, had platinum
blonde hair that fell to the middle of her back, green eyes that
reminded me of jade, and she had one hell of a frame on her. At
eighteen, she’d been the perfect teenage wet dream, and there’d
always been talk in the locker room about those curves of hers.
Take a perfect face, beautiful blonde hair, stunning green eyes,
and a body created for sin, and no one cared that she’d been poor
or had lived in a trailer. Hell, no one cared now, either. Guys
still talked about her, though not as callously as they’d had back
in high school, but they still talked.

Had I been a
better man back then, I would have stood up for the poor girl. I
also would have gotten my head out of my ass and asked her out.
Though her reputation had left
a lot to be desired, my parents had raised us to think about a
situation carefully before judging it. My father wasn’t a big fan
of hypocrisy, and that was probably why he didn’t attend church
during the busy masses. Though we loved this town, and it was home,
we weren’t blind or stupid. People were people, no matter where you
lived, and we had our fair share of gossips and troublemakers. A
couple of homewreckers, too.

At any rate,
I’d always been a firm believer that women didn’t have to save it for marriage if men didn’t
also have to. If a man didn’t like that a woman had a healthy
sexual past, then that was probably because he was scared that he
wasn’t going to come up to scratch in comparison to the men before
him. I didn’t have that problem; I knew what I could do in the
bedroom.

Nevertheless, ten years
later, I was a different person than the one that I’d been in high
school. I was no longer an arrogant teenage boy. After two military
tours, the death of my mother, and graduating from the police
academy, I was a grown ass man, viewing life so much differently
than I’d had all those years ago. The boy in me had been a jerk,
but the man in me was a much better human being. All I had to do
was get Addie to go out on one date with me for her to see
that.

Now, would going out with
Addie get the tongues of this town wagging? Absolutely. Still, I
wasn’t sure if that would be because of her old reputation or
because a Colter was finally dating someone from Carmel Springs. I
wasn’t sure about Trayce, Keats, or Max, but I knew that Clayton
didn’t date anyone from town because the man didn’t like drama. He
had no desire to pull over someone that he’d broken up with. He
didn’t need more awkwardness in this small town of ours.

As for
Jax, I wasn’t sure what his
plans were once he got home, but I could easily see him following
Clayton’s example. The last thing that any of us wanted to do was
embarrass Dad after all the years that he’d put in with the Carmel
Springs Police Department, so you better believe that we all
planned on being on our best behavior. If anyone were to still get
in trouble with Dad, it’d be Trayce. However, since he wasn’t a
cop, he had more wiggle room than me, Jax, and Clayton.

My only
problem was that I had no idea how to approach asking Addie out. The woman barely spoke to
me, and she only did so when she absolutely had to. The eye contact
was brief, and it always felt like she couldn’t get away from me
fast enough. Now, did I blame her? No, I didn’t. I hadn’t left the
best impression when I’d gone off to join the military, so I
understood how she might not care for me much. Still, even though
her wariness was warranted, if she’d just give me a chance, she’d
see that I wasn’t the same person that had let her down back in
high school. Again, I had no idea what it was about this girl, but
there was
something about her.

Maybe it was
in the way that she’d taken the abuse and bullying with her head
held high. Maybe it was in the way that she still lived in this town, unashamed to be serving the
same people that had terrorized her in school. However, as I
thought about it, I knew that there was something more there. I’d
thought so even before Paul had ruined her reputation with the
details of their relationship. Addie Tilda had a quiet strength
about her, and I could respect that.

I wasted time
chatting with Jennifer
Johnston, another waitress and old school mate, and when my food
was ready, Addie walked over to set it in front of me. As soon as
she did, Jennifer raced off, and I found that kind of telling, but
it wasn’t like I was embarrassed to be interested in Addie. Like
I’d said before, we all had our fair share of childhood mistakes
under our belts. In all honesty, the only difference between Addie
and a lot of the girls of Carmel Springs High had been how their
dirty deeds had been kept a secret, but Addie’s hadn’t. Most of the
guys in my grade had lost their virginities during our sophomore or
junior years at school, and who do you think that we’d lost them
to? Yeah, those same girls that had made Addie’s life a living hell
those last few months of school.

“Thanks,
Addie,” I said as she placed
the plate in front of me.

“If you’d like
anything else, just let me know,” she automatically replied like
clockwork.

“Actually, there is
something else that I’d like,” I told her, going for
broke.

Her
green eyes found mine. “More
tea?”

“No,” I replied,
shaking my head. “I was thinking more of a date with you this
Friday night.”

Addie just stared at
me.

No shock,
surprise, disgust, happiness,
confusion…nothing on that lovely face of hers.

Finally, like
a robot, she said, “If you’d
like anything else, just let me know.” She quickly turned from me,
and since I didn’t think that she’d appreciate me causing a scene
at her work, I let it go.

For now, at any
rate.


Chapter 3

 Brett~

After I had
asked Addie out, she had
‘conveniently’ gone on break, and Jennifer had ended up being the
one to cash me out, and my level of stupidity should be logged as a
world’s record or something. In all the years since high school, I
hadn’t once
made an effort to apologize to her
for never sticking up for her, and there I’d gone, asking her out
like she had any reason to say yes. The second that I’d gotten back
into town and had found out she still lived here, I should have
made an effort to befriend her. I should have apologized and gone
from there. I really should have made
the effort when I’d started thinking about her every night, then
going to the diner every day for lunch like a glutton for
punishment.

Okay, I wasn’t
there every day because I
didn’t work every day, but every day that I was in this uniform, I
ate lunch at the diner. I’d been lucky enough to get the day shift
when a veteran cop had wanted to switch to nights for the extra
pay. He was planning on retiring in a few years, and he wanted to
earn as much as he could before he had to rely on retirement for
his primary income.

Driving home,
I decided that I was going to have to come up with a better plan
for wooing Addie. Though some
would call it stubbornness, now that I had Addie in my crosshairs,
I wasn’t about to give up just because earning her trust wasn’t
going to be easy. If the military had taught me anything, it was
that giving up was akin to a mortal sin.

I’d been so
lost in my thoughts about
Addie that I had almost missed the woman in question pulled to the
side of the road, her trunk opened and a crossbar in her
hand.

She had a flat
tire.

Pulling off to
the side of the road, I didn’t stop until the front of my patrol
car was only a few feet away
from the rear end of her car. As soon as she turned and looked, I
saw her entire frame straighten, and the woman sure knew how to
give off don’t-come-near-me vibes.

Getting out of
the car, I smiled as I made my way over to her. “Flat
tire?”

Her green eyes
glanced at the crossbar in her
hand, and she probably wanted to be a smartass but was thinking
better of it. Even if she didn’t owe me anything, I was still a cop
and a Colter. I couldn’t see her eager to start any
trouble.

“I’ve
got it handled,” she said,
still not looking at me.

“Well, I’m
sure that you do, but I can’t very well leave you to change the
tire on your own, Addie,” I replied.

She finally
looked up at me, and though
her expression was blank, those green eyes of hers weren’t.
“Why?”

My brows rose
as I stopped to stand in front
of her. “What?”

“Why can’t you
leave me to change my tire on
my own?” Her voice and expression were smooth, but there was a bit
of green fire in those eyes of hers.

“Because the
sun is going to go down soon,
and-”

“Then quit
wasting my time and let me get
back to changing my tire,” she said, interrupting me.

“There’s also the
fact that I wasn’t raised to stand back and let a woman change her
tire when I can do it in half the time,” I added.

“No, you’re
right,” she said evenly. “You were just raised to stand back and let a woman be treated like
crap by anyone that felt like they’d had the right to.”

My chin came up as
my back straightened.

I deserved that.

“And for that,
I’m sorry,” I finally said,
ten years too fucking late. “I was…I could have been a better
person back then, and had my parents known about my…easy choices,
they would have flayed me alive.” I regarded her closely. “But I’m
not that same stupid kid, Addie. I’m a different man
now.”

Her
face and voice finally filled
with real emotion, and I’d never heard someone sound so damn
resolute. “I don’t care, Brett.” Her brows furrowed seriously. “I
don’t care about anything that has anything to do with you. I don’t
care about your past, your present, or your future. I just want you
to leave me alone and let me get back to changing my
tire.”

Though she had
every right to dislike me, I wasn’t about to let her change her own
tire. “I get that you don’t
like me; I really do. However, even without…our past, my interest
in you, or any of that, I’m a cop in this town, Addie. I’ve sworn
to serve and protect the people of this community, and that
includes helping stranded motorists on the side of the
road.”

“Well, since
I’m not part of your community, you’re
free from that obligation,” she retorted.

“What
in the hell does that
mean?”

“The people
that live in Oaktown Trailer
Park stopped being part of the Carmel Springs’ community years ago,
and you know it,” she replied. “It’s the honest, hard-working,
tax-paying, voting citizens of Carmel Springs that pay your salary,
so it’s them that you’re obligated to, not me.”

“Because you’re not
honest or hard-working?” I fired back. “You don’t pay your taxes or
vote?”

Looking me
dead in the eye, she said,
“Have you really been gone so long that you’ve forgotten that I’m
nothing but trash?”

Her words felt
like I’d been kicked in the
chest.

“Addie-”

“Or is that what
this is?”

I jerked my head
back in confusion. ‘What?”

“You help me
change my tire in exchange for
a quick blowjob in the back of your patrol car? Or maybe you’d like
to just bend me over the hood of my car and show every passing car
what’s available for them if they ever help me out of a
bind?”

“Are you
fucking kidding me?” I snapped. “Is that what you think of me? Because if that’s the kind of
man I am, then I would have taken my turn back in high
school.”

She looked like she
wanted to bash my head in with the crossbar.

Instead, she
just turned from me to go back to changing her tire, but I wasn’t having it. “Addie, I’m
sorry-”

“Leave me
alone, Brett,” she bit out.
“Like you said, the sun is going to set soon, and it’s not going to
set on this side. I’m going to lose my light.”

“Then let me
fucking change the goddamn
tire for you,” I shot back. “You’re the one wasting time by being
stubborn.”

Her lip curled
at the corner. “I’d rather
walk home than let you help me with anything.”

 


*****

 


Addie~

The biggest
problem with challenging a man was that you never knew
what his pride was going to do. Some
men became nasty, some became angry, some got hurt, and some
cowered away.

Brett Colter?

He became
difficult.

Like, testosterone
overflowing his cup.

Eyeing me like
I’d been about to kick his puppy, Brett snatched the crossbar out of my hands, and I’d been
too shocked to stop him. I’d already taken the spare tire out of
the trunk and had set it next to the car, but that’s as far as I’d
gotten before Brett had pulled up behind me.

“What are you
still doing here?” he huffed
as he began loosening the lug nuts like they’d been put on by a
child. “Shouldn’t you be walking already?”

Before I could
even consider what I was
doing, I had my hands on his left shoulder, pushing him aside with
all my might.

Only the jerk
hadn’t budged.

“Nice
try,” he snorted. “Now, leave
me alone and let me change this damn tire before I charge you with
assault on a police officer.”

“Oh,
you want to see an assault on
a police officer?” I asked, sounding unhinged even to my
ears.

I
stormed back towards the trunk of my
car, ready to bash his head in with the jack that I hadn’t taken
out yet. However, before I could grab the weapon, Brett Colter had
his arms around my body, easily lifting me up, turning me, then
setting me back on my feet near my flattened tire.

With his arms still
wrapped around me, he leaned down next to my ear and said, “I will
slap my handcuffs on you and lock you in the back of my patrol car
if you don’t knock it the fuck off, Addie.”

“Isn’t there a
law against accosting women?”
I snapped, not wanting to think about Brett Colter and handcuffs. I
disliked the man, and I wanted no part of whatever game he was
playing. That’d been the very reason why I’d acted as if he hadn’t
asked me out earlier.

“Oh, baby, you
haven’t seen accosted,” he said, and I had to close my eyes, my teeth practically cutting my
tongue in half. “But I’d be more than happy to show you just what
it feels like after I change your fucking tire.”

“You’re
forgetting high school, Brett,” I said through clenched teeth. “I
know exactly what it feels
like to be accosted against my will.”

“Oh, yeah?” he
huffed, not letting me go,
though most men would have after a remark like that. “And what
about all the accosting that happened with your permission?”

The man
sounded jealous, but that was
ridiculous. Brett Colter had no reason to be jealous of anyone or
anything. Back then and now, he was one of the six sons of Olympus
in this town. He was considered a king, and he knew it. He and his
brothers could have any woman that they wanted in this town, which
made him asking me out all the more suspect.

“What about
it?” I fired back, refusing to
excuse, defend, or explain myself to someone that didn’t deserve
it.

I wasn’t sure
what changed, but I could feel Brett’s forehead drop against
the crown of my head, and it
was starting to feel like he was no longer trying to subdue me. It
felt like he was holding me instead.

I didn’t
like it.

“Baby,
just let me change your tire,”
he said, and for some reason, I could feel that embarrassing
pressure behind my eyes. “Just let me change your tire.”

“Quit calling
me that,” I replied, though my voice didn’t sound as strong as I would have liked it
to.

“Not a chance,” he
retorted as he unwrapped his arms from around my body. “Get used to
it.”

I
turned to face him, and I had
to crane my neck back to meet his eyes. “Brett-”

“Addie, I am
not going to leave you here to
change this tire,” he stated firmly. “No matter what…is between us,
ugly or good, I am not going to let you do this. I wouldn’t
let any
woman change her own tire. This is
about more than doing this because it’s you. Chauvinistic or not,
I’m the man in this situation, Addie. While I’m sure that you can
change your own tire, it’s not happening while I’m
around.”

Just then,
another vehicle pulled up, and
when we both turned, it was to see Quest Campion getting out of his
truck. I could feel my eyes watering at the sight of him, and I had
no idea why. Normally, I wasn’t an emotional person, but there was
something about Brett Colter asking me out and wanting to help me
that had me a mess.

“Everything
okay here?” he asked, eyeing
me carefully.

“Addie
has a flat,” Brett told him. “I was
about to change it for her.”

Quest’s grey eyes
looked over at me carefully. “Is that it, Addie?”

I nodded.
“Yeah, I…I have a flat, but…”
I stepped away from Brett until I was practically standing next to
Quest. “I’m sure Officer Colter has more important things to do
than change a tire. So, if you wouldn’t mind-”

“Not a
problem,” Quest said, reading the room correctly. Looking back at Brett, he said, “I can change
her tire for her.” Quest stepped forward until I was slightly
behind him. “That way you can get back to protecting and
serving.”

“Quest, I’ve
never had any problems with you or your family,” Brett
stated. “However, I think that
I should make it absolutely clear to you that I’ve got
this.”

Just then,
Brett’s cellphone rang, and he
looked pissed at the interruption, but answered his phone anyway.
It could only be work or his family, I imagined.

“Yeah?”
he barked into the phone,
which indicated that it had to be family. “Right now? Are you
fucking kidding me?” After a few seconds of silence, he said, “You
have no fucking idea how much you’re going to owe me, Trayce. Don’t
be surprised if Abigail Winchester comes up missing.”

As soon as
Brett hung up the phone, Quest said, “So, looks like I’ve got this from here.”

Brett’s hazel eyes swung
back and forth between me and Quest, and it was easy to tell that
he was struggling with having to leave. “I’ve got a family
emergency, and that’s the only reason that I’m letting this shit
pass.” His eyes locked onto Quest. “You and I will talk
soon.”

“Looking
forward to it,” Quest replied,
not sounding worried at all.

Nothing more
was said as Brett got into his patrol car and left. However, before Quest got started on
changing my tire, he asked, “So, what’s going on between you and
Colter?”

“Nothing,” I
answered honestly.

“Addie, that wasn’t
nothing,” he replied. “But I understand wanting to guard your
privacy.”

“I’m
not guarding anything,” I told him.
“There’s nothing going on between me and Brett.”

Quest snorted.
“Ok, babe. Keep telling
yourself that.”

I let out a
deep sigh. “He asked me out
earlier.”

Quest snorted again.
“It only took the sonofabitch ten years.”


Chapter 4

 Addie~

Even though
Quest had been kind enough to quit questioning me about Brett yesterday, I still couldn’t
help but replay his words in my mind all night long. The only
reason that I hadn’t pestered him to explain what he’d meant was
because Quest had done me a solid by stopping when he hadn’t had
to. My mind had been so rattled from my encounter with Brett that I
hadn’t even asked Quest why he had decided to stop and check on me.
My car was an awful faded magenta color, so almost everyone in town
knew that it belonged to me, but I still didn’t know why Quest had
stopped. Maybe he’d just been trying to be decent, and I was too
jaded and miserable to recognize common manners in a person
anymore.

At any rate, I
was tired from no sleep last night, and I was so grateful that today was my Friday. I
worked Wednesday through Sunday, having Mondays and Tuesdays off,
and that worked perfectly fine for me. Not having a life, working
weekends hadn’t ever been an issue for me.

“I still don’t
understand why you’re playing
hard to get, Addie,” Jennifer said, and I’d been so lost in my
thoughts that I hadn’t even heard her coming my way.

“What?” I
asked, snapping myself back to
the present.

“Brett,” she
sighed dramatically. “It’s
obvious that he likes you.”

I could only
stare at her, wondering how she had no shame about trying to rekindle our friendship after
leaving me high and dry in high school. We’d been friends since the
sixth grade, and while Jennifer’s family hadn’t been as poor as
mine, it’d been barely. Her parents also hadn’t been abusive or
fucked-up in the head, so what Jennifer had lacked in money, her
family had made it up to her with love.

There was also
the fact that Jennifer was as
stunning as they came. Tall and willowy, she had dark, lush, red
hair, hazel eyes, and an outgoing personality. Had she been born
with money, she would have easily been one of the popular kids back
in school. However, she’d hadn’t been, making me believe that she’d
been like me.

Christ, talk about
being wrong.

Ignoring her, I grabbed a
tub of supplies, then went to restock the napkin and straw holders.
Even if I wanted to talk to someone about Brett, it wouldn’t be
her. While I wasn’t exactly holding a grudge, Jennifer had lost my
trust a long time ago, and there was no getting that back once that
happened.

“Oh,
c’mon, Addie,” she whined as
she followed me. We were experiencing the lull between lunch and
dinner, so with our few customers already served, enjoying their
meals, Jennifer didn’t have anything better to do than bug me about
Brett. “You can’t tell me that you don’t find Brett Colter hot as
the sun. Hell, all the Colters are sexy as sin. Why not shoot your
shot with Brett?”

“I’m not
interested,” I semi-lied. While I didn’t want anything to do with
Brett Colter, I couldn’t deny the anxiousness that I’d felt when
he’d had his arms wrapped around me yesterday. His strong arms, the
warmth of his breath on my skin, the sound of his voice calling me
baby…all of it had messed with me pretty good. “Besides, Brett
Colter just wants the same thing that all the men in this town
want.”

“Well…I
mean…whose fault is that?” she asked hesitantly. “Not
for nothing, but you did pass
it out freely in high school, Addie. Why wouldn’t a guy think that
he could get lucky with you? Plus, even if you do have a horrible
reputation, you’re still a gorgeous girl. Seems like a win/win for
everyone.”

It took
everything in me not to snap
at her for her careless words. In her head, she really probably
thought that she’d been complimenting me by mentioning my looks,
but I was so damn tired of the judgements. Especially, when
Jennifer had given her virginity to Gus Styles during our junior
year of high school, and they hadn’t even been dating. Gus had
thrown a party while his parents had been out of town, and Jennifer
had gotten drunk, sleeping with him on a whim. Oh, but that’d been
okay. That’d been perfectly acceptable because Gus hadn’t blabbed
about the incident.

I shook my
head, wondering how she could conveniently forget all the
mistakes in her past, then
lecture me on why guys only wanted one thing from me. Even if I had
screwed every boy in high school, why did that have to be the end
of me? Why did I still have to be that same girl from high school?
Everyone else in this town had been able to grow up and mature, so
why not me? Why were all those party girls in high school now
respectable adults, going to PTA meetings and stupid shit like
that? Why had everyone else been able to move on, but
me?

From the
second that I’d gotten this job and had moved out of my parents’ house, I’d gone out of my
way to keep to myself. I never bothered anyone. I had absolutely no
friends, besides Mrs. Natalie Cornpepper, the widow at the far end
of the trailer park. She was the only person that was worth any
kind of effort, but even then, we only really checked on each other
and that was it. We weren’t exactly friends.

I remember
reading a historical romance
novel once, and there’d been a line in there about reformed rakes
making the best husbands, so why couldn’t the same be said of
women? Why could men be total manwhores, then redeem themselves
with age and maturity, but women couldn’t?

Or maybe it was just
me.

Maybe I was
the only one not worth
redemption.

Watching
Jennifer wipe down the tables, smacking her gum like a cliché, I realized that I
did deserve redemption. I deserved a fair chance
just like everyone else in this town. Even though I still planned
on getting the hell out of here as soon as I could afford to, I
didn’t have to bide my time with my head hung low. I didn’t have to
hold in my anger, poisoning everything good in my life. I didn’t
have to let them get away with their hypocrisy. I had every right
to walk into church and listen to the gospel just like everyone
else in this town.

“You know what? You’re
right,” I told her. “There’s nothing wrong with just having a beer
or two with Brett. Maybe I’ll say yes the next time that he asks me
out-”

“Wait, what?”
Her eyes nearly popped out of
her head. “Are you saying that he actually asked you out and you said no?” Jennifer started looking
around in disbelief. “Are you insane, Addie? He’s Brett freakin’
Colter. No woman in her right mind would turn down a date from him.
Not from any of the Colters. Well,
unless she has her eye on one of the Campions, but
still.”

Ignoring the
truth, I just said, “Well, if he asks again, I’ll say yes.” I
shrugged like it was no big deal, even though the very idea was making me feel anxious. “Of
course, he’s probably moved on. Not many men care to work for it
anymore.”

Jennifer’s brows
rose high. “Well, we’ll see,” she said. “Because he’s walking in
the doors right now.”

Of course, he
was.

Of fucking
course.

 


*****

 


Brett~

A family
emergency was the only thing
that could have made me walk away from Addie and Quest fucking
Campion yesterday, and Trayce had gotten an earful when he had
finally shown up to Dad’s house. Trayce had promised Dad that he’d
help him with a leaning tree in the backyard, and Trayce had given
me the ‘you-know-that-Dad-will-do-it-himself-if-I-don’t-show-up’
guilt trip’, so I’d gone to help Dad until Trayce could get
there.

Now, because
we were such a close family, all my brothers knew that I’d always had a thing for Addie
Tilda, though they’d also known that I’d had no plans to do
anything about it back in school. So, when I’d read Trayce the riot
act because he’d interrupted my only interaction with the woman,
he’d been quick to apologize, but not without giving me all kinds
of shit afterwards. Dad had just ignored us both, something that
he’d perfected years ago. I had also ended up helping them with the
damn tree, not getting home until way past my damn bedtime.
Granted, I could have also gotten home late because I’d made the
effort to hunt down Quest Campion and explain a few things to him.
When I’d made my position clear where Addie was concerned, Quest
being Quest, he’d just said it was about time that I pulled my head
out of my ass, war hero or not.

Quest Campion
was an odd bird.

So,
anyway, now I was back at the diner,
even though it was my day off. I’d also made sure to time my visit
for in between the lunch and dinner rush, so that Addie didn’t have
an excuse to ignore me, which I had no doubt that she would. I
wasn’t stupid enough to believe that our little interaction
yesterday had changed anything between us.

The woman probably
still hated me.

Walking into
the diner, I smiled and
acknowledged the few customers that had made the effort to greet
and acknowledge me, but I still managed to make a quick beeline
towards the woman that had me all wrapped up with need, lust,
jealousy, and a smidge of anger.

“Can we
talk?” I asked as soon as I stopped
in front of her. “Do you have a break soon?”

“Uh…not for
another-”

“The
only reason that I left you
with Quest Campion yesterday was because my father needed some help
with something and Trayce was running late,” I told her, and when
her eyes darted to the side, that’s when I noticed Jennifer not
bothering to even pretend like she wasn’t eavesdropping.

“I didn’t
ask,” Addie pointed out, and
that just irritated the fuck out of me more.

Taking a deep
breath, I asked, “How’s your
car?”

Her head
jerked back a bit. “Are you actually suggesting that Quest might not know how to change a
flat tire? Quest Campion? A man that builds things for a living?”

This stubborn
woman.

Taking in
another deep breath, I said, “There’s more to changing a flat tire than just changing it,
Addie. You have to replace the spare and-”

“Quest helped
me take care of everything,”
she said, and jealousy really was a stupid fucking emotion.
Especially, when Addie wasn’t even mine for me to be jealous
over.

“I’ll pay him back,”
I bit out. “How much-”

Addie threw
her hand up to stop me. “I
drew the line at him paying for anything,” she said. “So, I
replaced the spare with my own money.” Then she had to go piss me
the fuck off. “And I paid with actual money. I didn’t go into the
back of the auto shop to trade favors for favors.”

I
could feel my back molars ready to
crack. “Stop talking about yourself like that.”

“Uh,
can we get some service over
here?”

We both turned
towards the neglected
customer, but Jennifer quickly stopped her eavesdropping to go
attend to the irritated patron. Not sure if it was because that was
really Jennifer’s section or because she’d wanted to give me and
Addie some time to fight more, but whatever her reasons, I was
grateful.

For the third
time in two minutes, I took another deep breath. “My rotation
this week has me off
tomorrow,” I told her. “I’d really like to take you to dinner,
Addie.” She opened her mouth to refuse, but I quickly added, “And I
know that you have the next two days off also, so don’t lie to me
about having to work.”

I watched
Addie take a deep breath of
her own, and I’d never been more shocked when she said,
“Okay.”

“Come
again?” I asked, sure that I’d heard
her wrong.

The woman shot
me a look, clearly indicating
what she thought of me. “Okay,” she repeated. “I’ll go out with you
tomorrow night.”

My eyes
narrowed. “Don’t play with me,
Addie,” I warned her. “I’m serious.”

“I’m not,” she
insisted.

Even though I
wasn’t completely convinced that she wasn’t fucking with me, I
said, “I’ll pick you up at around six for dinner at Kulpa’s.” Kulpa’s Stay was the best
restaurant in town, though it was hardly fancy. Granted, nothing in
Carmel Springs was fancy; it just wasn’t that kind of town. Kulpa’s
was the best restaurant in town because the food was impeccable.
“Unless you’d rather go somewhere else.”

“Kulpa’s is
fine,” she said, though she
sounded a bit unsure.

“Addie if
you’d rather have fast food or
hit up a taco truck, I don’t care,” I assured her. “I just want to
take you out on a date. I suggested Kulpa’s because the food is
good.”

I
wanted to kick myself in the
nuts when she said, “Well, I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been able to
afford to eat there.”

Ignoring my
gaffe and her honesty, I asked, “Can we exchange numbers in case
one of my brothers is stupid again and another family emergency
arises?”

“Sure,” she
replied quietly, and it was
obvious that she didn’t want to. However, what I was asking of her
wasn’t crazy. It was reasonable to exchange numbers in case of an
emergency and someone had to cancel.

Pulling out my
phone, we both made quick work
of trading numbers, and once we were done, I said, “Do not think of
canceling on me, either,”

Her
nose scrunched up. “Why would I agree
to go out with you, then cancel?”

“Oh, I don’t
know,” I drawled out. “Maybe to get my hopes up, then shatter
them as payback for being a
self-centered asshole all those years ago. Or maybe you don’t
appreciate my persistence, and you want to teach me a lesson in
patience. I really don’t know, Addie.”

Her green eyes
flared, and that hint of fire was there again, if
only for a brief second.
“You’ve got me mistaken for all the other cruel, selfish,
mean-spirited, vindictive, hateful hypocrites in this town, Brett,”
she shot back. “Besides, if I were the type to get off on revenge,
then I would have gone after Paul Burrows a long damn time
ago.”

Addie walked
away from me, once again,
leaving me holding my dick like an idiot. It was a wonder that
married men weren’t all fucking insane.


Chapter 5

 Brett~

I’d be lying if
I said that I wasn’t nervous. Even though Addie had
answered the door, had gotten
into my car willingly, had allowed me to escort her into the
restaurant, and was sitting across from me of her own free will, I
was still waiting for her to end our date abruptly. Yeah, she was
here with me, but I couldn’t help but feel like she really didn’t
want to be, and that sucked.

Trying my
damnedest to push away the
awkwardness, I said, “I’m not sure what you’re feeling like, but
they have really good rib-eyes here. Their hamburgers are pretty
good, too.”

“I’m not use
to eating anything that heavy,
so I might just see what kind of salads they have,” she replied,
and the reminder that she struggled with money wasn’t
fun.

“Well, they have a
really good baked chicken salad-”

“Welcome,”
came a greeting, and when we looked over, our server was Becky Capshaw, a fellow high schooler.
“What can-“ Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, my,” she gushed. “If it isn’t
Brett Colter.”

“Hey, Becky,” I
greeted.

“I haven’t
seen you in ages,” she went on, ignoring Addie. “The last time I
saw you, you guys were doing
that safety awareness thing at Ferny’s school.”

I
smiled through the
awkwardness. “I’ve been working a lot.”

She finally looked
over at Addie. “Oh, well…Addie Tilda. Uhm, hello.”

It was obvious
to anyone with a working pair
of eyes that Addie was struggling with Becky’s effort at small
talk. “Hello, Becky,” she greeted, her voice sounding
clipped.

Becky looked
back at me, her smile back in place, menus on the table now. “Well, what can I get y’all to
drink?”

“I’ll take a
beer,” I answered. “Whatever
domestic you have on tap will be fine.”

Becky looked
over at Addie. “And for
you?”

“I’ll take an ice
water.”

“Ice water? That’s
all?” Becky asked, and I wasn’t sure if it was just me or not, but
she sounded a bit judgey.

Addie nodded.
“Just water, please.”

Becky let out
a dramatic sigh before saying,
“Okay, well…just look over the menu, and I’ll be back shortly with
your drinks and ready to take your order.”

As soon as she
walked off, I asked, “Are you sure you don’t want something else?
They have tea, coffee,
wine-”

“Water is
fine,” she said, cutting me
off. “I…I like water.”

I wasn’t sure
if Addie really did like water or if she never felt like she could
afford anything else, but it was starting to bother me how much I’d
let this woman fall through the cracks. I’d always had a thing for her, and I had arrogantly
ignored it to go off and live my life without a care in the world,
and now that I was back, I was beginning to feel like I was a
failure, even though my impressive resume would insist that I
wasn’t.

When Addie
picked up the menu, I took the
hint and picked up the one that had been set in front of me, even
though I already knew what I wanted. I was a meat and potatoes kind
of man, so it was usually steaks or burgers for me. While I had
nothing against fruits, vegetables, or salads, I liked protein. I
never could understand how my parents had been able to afford to
feed us all. Growing boys were no joke, so talk about having your
hands full with six sons.

“So, what do
you think about their salad selection?”

“It all looks
really good,” she replied, and
I was hoping that little bit of praise was a positive
thing.

Just then, Becky
came back with our drinks, ready to take our order. “Are y’all
ready?”

I gestured
towards Addie. “Are you ready, baby?” I could feel Becky’s eyes on me, but I ignored her. Addie
was my date, and that should be obvious enough.

“I think I’ll
go with the baked chicken salad that you suggested
with the house dressing on the side,”
she answered, not correcting me on calling her baby. “It sounds
good.”

Nodding, I
said, “I’ll have the rib-eye
dinner, well-done.”

“Everyone
knows medium-rare is the best, Brett,” Becky teased uneasily.
“No one eats their red meat
well-done.”

“Well, I do,” I
replied politely.

Becky gave me
a tight smile, and I had no
idea why. “Well, I’ll go put in your orders right now.”

As soon as she left,
I tried to get back to my date. “You can try some of my steak if
you want,” I offered. “They really do make a good steak here.”

Addie smiled
softly, and I wanted to throw
my fist up in victory. “I’m sure that they do,” she replied. “But
the salad really does sound good.”

Before I could
keep trying to turn her into a carnivore, Becky reappeared. “Yeah,
I really don’t want to bother you while you’re out with your
friend, but I heard that the
police department was going to partner with the fire department for
the t-ball league’s fund raiser next week.”

I eyed her
carefully. “Yeah, we are.”

Becky’s grin
practically split her face in
half. “Oh, good. Great,” she gushed. “Well, you know Darcy
Matthews, right? She wanted to put something together, and I
thought you’d be perfect to help her. I mean, it wouldn’t hurt to
spend some time with her and help her out, would it?” She gave me a
knowing look. “I mean…you’re both single and all.”

Wow.

“You…you do
realize that I’m on a date
here, right?” I asked, surprised by her blatant
rudeness.

Becky glanced
between me and Addie. “Seriously?” The look of disdain on her
face was unmistakable. “I
thought you might just be…you know, doing something nice for the
less fortunate.”

“No, Becky,” I
answered, doing my best to remember that I was a cop.

“Oh,” she whispered,
but her expression was fake as fuck.

“So, no,” I said. “I
won’t be hanging out with Darcy-”

“Oh, but why
not?” she continued. “I mean,
this is just a date, right? It’s not like Addie Tilda is
your actual
girlfriend, right?”

Before I could
correct Becky, Addie was standing up, throwing some money on the
table, saying, “He’d be more than happy to go out with Darcy,
Becky. And, no, I’m not his
actual girlfriend.”

Addie was out the door,
and I’d never pulled my wallet out so fast in my fucking
life.

 


*****

 


Addie~

People
frowned upon public
spectacles, always choosing politeness over indignation, but…God,
what would it feel like to have someone care about your feelings
more than they cared about being a viral internet clip? What would
it feel like to have a man defend you, no matter the consequences?
What would it feel like to have a man care about nothing
else but
you?

Storming down
the sidewalk, I knew that I
had no one to blame but myself for how I was feeling right now.
Brett Colter had been a coward in high school, and he was a coward
now, and I should have known better than to go out on a date with
him. Not that I was interested in him, but Quest Campion was
probably the only man in this town that was strong enough to date
someone with my reputation. I couldn’t see Quest bowing down to the
masses in a cloak of politeness.

“Addie! Stop!”

I heard Brett
calling for me, but I kept walking, prepared to walk all the way home. I was upset enough
that my adrenaline would make it a quick trip back to the trailer
park. Once there, then I could berate myself in peace for being so
goddamn stupid to want something more out of this town. As long as
the men were cowards and the women were hateful, I’d have nothing
here.

“Addie, goddamn
it!”

Still ignoring
Brett, I thought about my savings account, and while I hadn’t
wanted to leave until I’d felt financially ready, I had enough to get me anywhere that
wasn’t here. I didn’t need anything fancy. I could find another
trailer park, or even a room for rent…anything, really. I could
give my two-weeks’ notice at the diner and be gone the morning
after my last day of work.

“Goddamn it,
Addie,” Brett swore as I felt
his hand wrap around my arm, stopping me from going any further.
“What the fuck, Addie?”

I turned to
look up at him, and I couldn’t believe that he had the nerve to
look upset at me. “Let me go, Brett,” I demanded.

“Not until you
tell me what the fuck that was
about?” he spat. “Why’d you leave?”

I choked out a
dark laugh. “While you might enjoy being humiliated in public, I’m
not a big fan,” I fired back. “I’d had enough of it in high school
that I don’t need it
now.”

“So, you just
leave?” he bit out. “Instead
of defending yourself, you just give up and leave?”

This asshole.

I yanked my
arm from his hold. “Me?” I practically
screeched. “Why didn’t I defend myself?” I could
feel my anger spiking to dangerous levels. “Why didn’t
you? After all, it was you that
she was talking to, not me. So, why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you defend
me?”

His head
reared back in surprise. “What are you talking about? You heard me
tell her that we were on a date. You heard me tell her that I wouldn’t be hanging out
with Darcy Matthews. And I would have corrected her about you not
being my girlfriend had you not lost your shit and left.” His eyes
grew cold when he added, “And if you ever pull out money again in
front of me, I will take it out of your ass, I swear to God,
Addie.”

“Are
you seriously blaming this on
me?” I asked, suffocating on his audacity.

“I told her
that we were on a date,
Addie,” he repeated. “What else did you want me to do? Cause a
fucking scene?”

“Yes!” I
yelled, years of anger bubbling to the surface, ready to erupt and scorch everything it
touched, ready to burn the entire town of Carmel Springs to the
ground.

Brett’s hazel eyes
widened. “Jesus Christ, Addie,” he swore. “I’m a fucking cop, or
did you forget?” I watched as he ran a hand through his dark hair
in frustration. “I’m not looking to get arrested for causing a
scene at a goddamn family restaurant.”

Though what he was saying
was completely reasonable, years of rejection had me hearing how I
wasn’t worth going to jail for. Brett Colter didn’t see me as worth
causing a scene for. Even though Becky had been horribly rude to
me, it still hadn’t been worth it to Brett to be rude to her back.
I mean, what would people at church say if they heard that Brett
Colter had gotten kicked out of Kulpa’s for defending that trashy
girl, Addie Tilda?

Doing my best
to calm down-very aware that we were out on a public
street-I let out a deep
breath, then took a couple of steps back from Brett. Small towns
were small, but they were at their smallest when there was juicy
gossip happening, and we didn’t need to add to Becky’s version of
events by arguing on a public street.

Looking him in the eye, I
said, “Thank you for dinner.” His chin went up defiantly. “However,
I think we both know that this was a mistake.”

“The fuck it
was,” he snarled. “Just because-”

“You don’t
understand,” I said, cutting off whatever bullshit he’d been about to spew. “I’ve seen enough,
Brett.”

“Seen enough of
what?”

“With a
reputation as horrible as mine, shit like what just happened
with Becky is going to happen
all the time if we continue to go out on dates together,” I bit
out. “I don’t want to date a guy that doesn’t think that I’m worth
causing a scene for. I don’t want to date a man that’s going to let
people treat me like dirt. I want to date a man that truly doesn’t
care what everyone in the town says about me. I want to date a guy
that’s going to respect me, no matter what everyone thinks and
believes. I’m worth more than watching you let Becky try to set you
up with another woman right in front of me.”

“Addie-”

“Find someone
else, Brett,” I went on. “Find someone that doesn’t need you
causing scenes for her. Find someone that is worthy of the Colter
name in this town, because I am clearly not her.”

“Stop it,” he
snapped. “I’m not interested
in any other woman in this fucking town, Addie. And just because I
didn’t cause a scene doesn’t mean that I don’t think you’re worth
causing a scene for.” His hazel eyes were glowing with emotion, and
he really was a gorgeous bastard. “I’m a cop, Addie. I’m a fucking
cop, so you can’t expect me to go around causing problems. I mean,
be serious, Addie.”

Staring up
into this gorgeous man’s face,
I knew that it was time. It was time to take control of my life, no
matter how scary the unknown felt. While I wouldn’t consider myself
a victim, I hadn’t done much to prove that I was a lot stronger
than people had given me credit for. I had stayed in this town,
trying my best to do the responsible thing, and I’d gotten nowhere
by doing the safe thing. Keeping to myself, keeping my head down,
letting everyone think what they wanted…I’d been playing it safe
because I’d been so afraid of failing.

Not anymore.

I wasn’t a
weak person; I’d never been.
For years, I’d had to face the horrible people of this town, and it
was time to do something more with that strength. It was time to
start driving and keep going until there was no danger of ever
running into any of these people ever again.

However, I had
one last thing to do before I
finally left this town.


Chapter 6

 Addie~

My heart was
pounding in my chest as I eyed
Brett. Even though there was a good chance that I was going to
regret this later, I just didn’t care right now.

I took a deep,
calming, steady breath before saying, “You’re right, and I’m sorry. I think old ghosts just
had me forgetting about your responsibilities to the community.” I
let out another deep breath. “Even if you weren’t a cop, your
father used to be one, and your brother’s one. Having the police
called on you for something so stupid wouldn’t be a good look
either way.”

“Baby, I’m
sorry that Becky…I’m sorry she
ruined our night,” he said earnestly. “We can go-”

“How about we
forget dinner and just go…Downy Creek is really peaceful at this time of the evening,” I
suggested, feeling a little guilty, but then quickly brushing it
off. “How about we go there and just…just talk and figure this
out?”

Anything to make me forget for just a second.

“Yeah, that
sounds nice,” he rushed out,
probably thankful that I wasn’t acting like a raging shrew
anymore.

Not waiting
for permission, he grabbed my
hand, linked our fingers together, then walked us back towards the
restaurant and his car. Though neither of us spoke, it felt nice to
be holding hands, even if it wasn’t going to mean anything in the
morning.

When we finally got back
to his car, like a gentleman, Brett opened the door for me, then
helped me inside. I sat patiently as he walked around the front of
the car, and once he got inside, he turned on the ignition and let
his playlist fill the silence in the car. We’d have plenty of time
to talk once we got to Downy Creek, so it didn’t feel too
awkward.

Downy Creek
really was quite picturesque.
Imagine all those paintings of the perfect country setting, and
that was Downy Creek. A beautiful flowing river of water that was
surrounded by trees of every variety, and if there’d been any
clearings in the area, it’d be a perfect place for a picnic.
However, Downy Creek only had a trailway that led to a pier that
looked out onto the water.

Parking near
the path, we could still look
out onto the water, though we weren’t anywhere near the pier. If I
wanted to be dramatic, I’d say that this was the scene in the movie
where we both got killed by some deranged serial killer that just
escaped from the local insane asylum.

“It’s so
beautiful out here,” I
murmured truthfully, despite how the date had gone.

“Yeah, it
is,” he agreed.

Even
though I could feel my hands
shaking a little bit, I had agreed to continue this date for a
reason. I had suggested that we drive out here for a reason. Right
or wrong, this mattered. Right or wrong, this was important to me.
Right or wrong, I was here for more than just a good time. I was
here because I was a person, too. I was a person and a good one. No
matter what everyone in this town believed, I was a good person.
Not once had I ever hurt anyone.

When I’d
gotten ready for our date earlier, I had wanted to look my
prettiest. Even though it sounded stupid now, I had wanted to look
my best. I hadn’t wanted to embarrass Brett, knowing that he was already going to be judged
for taking me out. So, I had worn my best summer dress, best
sandals, and had worn my hair down, thinking that the length would
make me look classier. I hadn’t realized that my outfit was going
to play a bigger part in this date until now.

Letting out a
deep breath, I unbuckled my
seatbelt, then crawled across the center console.

“Baby, what
are you doing?” Brett asked, though his hand had worked at the
speed of light to glide his seat as far back as it could
go.

I reached
up after getting settled in
his lap. With my fingers playing with the back of his hair, I said,
“Trying not to let Becky ruin our date.”

Trying to be
the gentleman, he said, “She didn’t ruin it, Addie. We’re here
together, so she didn’t ruin
anything.”

Though he was doing his
best to respect me verbally, I felt Brett’s hands grab onto my
hips, his dick already hardening beneath me. Since I was wearing a
dress, my panties weren’t acting as much of a barrier, and no
matter where my head was right now, my body was feeling the heat
between us like an inferno. Had I really been starved for attention
for so long that the simple feel of Brett’s hands on my hips had me
not caring about the consequences to what I was doing?

“Are you
saying that you don’t want
this?” I asked, playing on the myth that men only thought with one
head. Playing on the hopes that his weakness was a strong
one.
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