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Can a wild child ever really be tamed? Growing up in foster care has made Roxie Cannon tough and self-reliant, but being alone isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. She’s finally found her sisters. Is it time she met her match?

Roxie should be on top of the world. She’s formed bonds with identical sisters she never knew she had, and she’s buying the biker bar she’s managed for years. The feisty brunette has everything she’s ever wanted. Almost. Two things still elude her: answers to why her family was split apart and a man of her own to love. Seeing her sisters with their soulmates has made her aware she’s still the odd one out. Yet that all starts to change when a rough-and-tumble hottie from her past walks in The Ruckus’ door, wanting a second chance.

Billy knows trouble when he sees it, and Roxie is commotion in motion. They’ve always set sparks off one another. This time, he’s promised himself he won’t get burned. Yet things get serious when he learns of Roxie’s quest to find her parents. Can he save his hot-blooded lover from being hurt? Or will the wounded little girl inside her never trust him again?
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​​Chapter One
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The Ruckus was living up to its name tonight.

Roxie looked around the bar. The place was all gussied up. The room was packed, and things were hopping. Confetti littered the floor, and streamers tumbled from the ceiling. A sign at one end of the room said Happy Retirement, Charlie, while another over the jukebox proclaimed Grand Reopening.

Spirits were high, so—darn it—why wasn’t she feeling it?

All around her, people were smiling, and a party atmosphere filled the air. It was a strange vibe for a biker bar. Balloons had been vetoed big-time, but even the burly, tattooed guys were having fun with the noisemakers.

It was a celebration for Charlie. 

And for her.

She took a deep breath.

The Ruckus was hers. Hers and hers alone. 

Well, except that Charlie was still a silent partner. She’d scrimped and saved her entire life, but she hadn’t had enough to cover the cost of taking over the bar when the opportunity had presented itself. Still, she’d gone for it and had been lucky when her old boss had agreed to a compromise. He’d continue sharing in the profits until she could pay him off, but she relished the idea of having something that was truly hers.

The Ruckus was something solid, something tangible. She could touch it and know it wasn’t going away. 

Stability was something new in her life, but the more of it she found, the more she craved. She was building rock-steady relationships with sisters she’d only recently been reunited with. Now, she was a business owner. She might not have a fancy education like Lexie or a trade like Maxie, but she knew how to run a bar. She could do this. 

So why was she feeling so mopey?

She let out a sigh.

“The place looks great,” Lexie said as she balanced a basket of peanuts and a Diet Coke. She and her boyfriend, Cam, had found a table near the jukebox—the spot of their infamous first make-out session—but getting back there without spilling everything would be a trick. The crowd was thick.

“Thanks,” Roxie replied. “It cleans up pretty well, doesn’t it?”

Her sister was being kind. They both knew that underneath all the party decorations, the tables were scarred and the floors were scuffed. The place wasn’t fancy. It was a dive, and everyone knew it. Tomorrow it would go back to having peanut shells wedged in seat cushions and unidentified sticky substances on the bathroom floors. But it was hers.

She passed a bag of limes to the bartender and took the cold glass of water he handed her.

“Can you believe it?” Lexie said, grinning from ear to ear. She lifted her Diet Coke. “Here’s to being entrepreneurs!”

Their glasses tinkled as they touched. “Cheers,” Roxie murmured.

Entrepreneurs of two very different businesses. Lexie and Cam had recently started a hand-me-down toy company for kids. This bar was definitely for adults.

And not the kind who went to church on Sundays.

Spotting a spill on the countertop, Roxie grabbed a towel from behind the bar and mopped it up. She was tired. The past few weeks had been a whirlwind. Charlie wasn’t a planner. Once he’d made the decision to retire, the wheels had started turning and she’d had to run to keep up. Tonight was the first opportunity she’d had in a while to unwind. She just needed to let go and enjoy the night. 

Everyone else was.

She glanced to the back room. Through the open doorway she could see Maxie learning how to play pool—much to the interest of the onlookers. Zac didn’t look comfortable having a group of bikers watching his girlfriend as she bent over the pool table and handled a stick, but he was as surprised as everyone else when two balls went into the pockets on the break.

Roxie grinned. That was her sister, always a surprise.

Then again, they’d all been a surprise. To each other and to everyone they knew. The fact that she even had sisters had been a shock. Roxie couldn’t believe how much her life had changed over the past few months. By chance, she’d stumbled across two identical sisters she hadn’t known she had. She would’ve been stunned to find one sibling, but she’d been flabbergasted to learn that she was part of a set of identical triplets. There were three of them. Three walking, talking copies of each other.

Go figure. For someone who’d grown up in foster care, that was a trip.

She still pinched herself to make sure it was true. Her arms were black and blue, but her sisters were real. She had a family now, and she was fiercely protective of it. It had taken decades for her to get her sisters back. How they’d ever been separated in the first place, nobody knew, but she wasn’t going to let them disappear again. Even though she knew how easily love could slip out of her fingertips... 

Maxie appeared at her side, along with Zac. Reaching over Roxie’s shoulder, she grabbed the glass and stole a quick sip of water. “This place is fun,” she declared.

Roxie snorted. Maxie had been a timid thing when they’d first met, but the girl was coming out of her shell.

“Yeah, well, everyone is on their best behavior tonight.”

“Charlie looks so happy,” Lexie noted.

He did. His eyes were all crinkly around the edges, and his smile was bright against his mahogany-colored skin. Roxie tilted her head to the side as she considered him. That grizzled old man had known her longer than practically anyone in her life, and she’d considered him ancient when she’d first met him. Then again, teenagers don’t have the best perspective.

Still, he’d always been an old and generous soul. Tonight, he was surrounded by everyone he loved and who loved him in return. His family had come for the event, and all the regulars were toasting him. The bouncer, Skeeter, had already led two rounds of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.” She watched as her boss’s ever-patient wife gave him a kiss on the cheek.

The tenderness made Roxie clear her throat. Charlie had Lola, Lexie had Cam, and Maxie had Zac. Funny how things never changed. When she’d been in foster care surrounded by all those other kids, she’d still felt like the odd one out. Except for once.

Well, now she had The Ruckus. It had just officially become her significant other.

Lexie rubbed her shoulder. “You okay?”

“I’m spectacular,” Roxie said. She intercepted a beer that the bartender was passing to a patron and gave the guy a saucy wink. She took a long pull on the cold amber liquid and felt it go down nice and smooth.

“Woo hoo,” Skeeter cheered.

Damn straight to that.

Rounding the bar, Roxie climbed the footstool up onto the shining surface. That got people’s attention fast. Heads turned her way and a catcall rang out.

“Think all three of them can fit up there?” someone in the back called.

Lexie turned an interesting shade of pink.

“No dirty dancing tonight, fellas.” Roxie waved off the grumbles. “Well, maybe later. We’ll see how much we can get Lexie to drink.”

She had no doubt she could get Maxie up here if they could get Ms. Prim and Proper to cave first. But that was for later.

She lifted her mug. “To Charlie!”

Her mentor rubbed his close-cropped hair in embarrassment at the attention.

She decided to play with him just a little. “To celebrate, I say we give away free...”

His eyes widened so dramatically, she almost started laughing. The bar was packed. He was probably having heart palpitations, but she wasn’t about to give away free rounds. At least, not free rounds of liquor. The scavengers were already rushing the bar, but she gestured to the kitchen as one of the barmaids came out with a tray. “... free teeny weenies for everyone!”

“Aw, Roxie,” one of the regulars complained.

“What, Whitey? Already have a teeny weenie?”

Hearty laughter filled the room. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Roxie saw Zac frown. With one step, he positioned himself better to protect her. He was such a cop. Whitey sputtered and guffawed. One of his buddies finally slapped him on the back, and the bruiser got back into the game. Wrapping his meaty hands around his belt, he thrust his hips forward provocatively. “Now, Roxie girl, if you’re interested in my weenie, I’d be more than happy to show you just how big it is.”

Roxie took another gulp of her beer. “Like I said, pork chop, we’ll see after I’ve had more to drink.”

She didn’t add that she’d have to be well above the legal limit to even consider the proposition.

Not wanting to take the attention away from Charlie, she climbed down from her perch, but didn’t get off the bar entirely. Instead she sat on it with her legs swinging back and forth over the edge. The barmaid brought the tray of appetizers over to her, and she snagged some teeny weenies for herself. With the beer to chase them down, they were pretty tasty.

Sitting back, she began to people-watch. These were her peeps, her clientele. She knew them better than anyone, but they always managed to surprise her.

People were funny that way.

Someone cranked up the jukebox and “Back in Black” made the walls start to thump. She nodded along in time with the driving rock ’n’ roll, but her eyes narrowed when she saw Cam cozying up with Lexie against the jukebox. Glowering, she focused elsewhere, but spotted Zac trying to show Maxie how to handle the pool cue without inciting a riot. Roxie’s heel knocked against the bar with a thunk. It seemed like everyone had somebody to keep them warm on a chilly autumn night.

Everyone but her, the girl who was always left behind.

She lifted her beer. Well, The Ruckus would keep her warm. It would pay her bills and put a roof over her head.

“God, this sucks.”

Roxie Cannon, fifth wheel.

She plopped her drink onto the bar, not caring when it spilled over the edge into a sloppy puddle. Hopping down, she headed back to the kitchen, her heels clicking fast. Teeny weenies weren’t what she needed, but they’d have to do.

Because she certainly wasn’t going to take Whitey up on his offer.

* * * * *
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Nobody noticed when the new guy walked into the bar—nobody but the biker babes scattered throughout. Like bees scenting nectar, they started noticing him one by one. He was dressed like any of the other bikers in jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket, but one thing stood out. The guy was freaking gorgeous. Tall and rangy, but built, with an almost baby face and shaggy brown hair that screamed for a woman’s fingers to run through it. Combine that with the bad boy vibe he gave off and mouths were salivating.

He stood just inside the room looking around for someone, and women started arching their backs and sticking out their butts. Their blatant come-ons were ignored. Either the guy didn’t notice, or he was used to it.

Finally, he spotted whomever he was looking for. The look on his face turned determined and he started across the room. One look and Old Martha sat down on her chair with a thump. Not only did the dude look good, he moved like a bad girl’s wet dream. He had the kind of swagger that was easygoing but not showy. It was a natural kind of athletic grace—the kind that couldn’t be faked, but made a woman wonder how he moved in bed.

Soon his destination became clear. His shoulders squared and he reached out to run a knuckle down the arm of a dark-haired woman. It was an intimate touch, not blatant but definitely personal. The woman turned quickly to see who was trying to get her attention, and her head tilted back as she looked up, up, and up.

“Hey, babe.”

Lexie Underhill’s lips parted, and she let out a puff of air. The resistance in her muscles softened and the confusion on her face turned to wonder. Instead of protesting, she just stared.

The man looked down at her and his sly grin faded. “Roxie?”

“Oh.” Lexie continued staring at the man in awe. Self-conscious, she pushed her hair over her shoulder. “She’s over there somewhere.”

This time it was the new guy’s turn to look confused.

She smiled and waved absently in another direction. “Somewhere over... Oh, I don’t know.”

“Okay... My mistake.” The heartthrob backed away a step, looking at her as if she were playing with him. When she didn’t give up the game, he shook his head. His expression was one of clear befuddlement. She continued looking at him all moony-eyed, and he backed off further.

That put him up against someone else. They bumped into each other, back against back. 

“Sorry,” the man muttered. He turned to apologize, but his confidence returned when he spotted whom he’d bumped into. Recognizing the long dark hair and sleek build, he caught the sexy woman by the waist and moved closer. “There you are.”

Maxie Miller’s back stiffened at the feel of hands on her. In front of her, her boyfriend straightened as if a chiropractor had just given him an adjustment. She turned on a dime, lifting her arms to push away whomever had grabbed her. When she got a look at the stranger holding her, though, she gave a visible shiver. Her jaw dropped and her hands relaxed against his chest. 

“Wow.” Her whole body melted like an ice cream cone under a hot sun.

“Wow, yourself.” With a wicked grin, the handsome visitor dropped his head. He tightened his grip on her waist as he pulled her in, but she let out a squeak when she realized he was going to kiss her. The sound made him pause, but then something flashed in his peripheral vision.

Knuckles. A fist. Flying dark hair.

His reflexes saved him.

Pulling back with a jerk, he narrowly avoided the punch. 

When he yanked his hands away from Maxie, she slumped and nearly fell to the floor. He didn’t stop to catch her, because the whirring avenger was coming at him—only it wasn’t the big blond dude she seemed to be with. “Hey!” he yelled as he ducked to protect himself.

The direction of the flying fist changed, hitching to a stop midair. “Oh, my God!”

Momentum already had the man in its grip. He stepped back to brace himself but tripped when another biker’s boot got in his way. He tried to stop himself from going down, but it was too late. In slow motion, all six feet three inches of him tumbled backwards. Once he realized there was no saving himself, he maneuvered so he took the brunt of the fall on his hind end. Over in the corner, Old Martha winced.

Such a fine heinie it was.

In the end, lover boy landed flat on his back in a position most of the women in the bar had dreamed about. But it was a time for fighting, not for loving. His hands were lifted, ready for a continued attack, and his green eyes were sharp as he evaluated the people who hovered over him.

The crowd that bunched around him wasn’t what he expected.

He was used to greasers and tough guys, but the people who surrounded him were different. These weren’t bikers. They didn’t dress the part and they were too... East Side. These were strangers. Except that three of them didn’t look like strangers. His brow furrowed.

Three of the women who watched him so raptly looked like clones of each other.

Clones of Roxie, a one-in-a-million.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

The one he’d spoken to first knelt down beside him. “Are you all right?”

“Did you hurt yourself?” That was another one of the clones, the one he’d tried to kiss.

“I... I’m sorry,” a raspy voice said.

His gaze zeroed in on the third, the one who’d gone pale as a sheet.

Her hair was curling wildly around her shoulders, and her hands were fisted at her sides. Most telling, though, was her right foot. It was cocked back on the impossibly high heel of a leather boot.

Roxie.

Their gazes locked and the air between them started vibrating. The jolt of it ran through the bar, and people turned to watch.

The man on the floor barely noticed when an intense dark-haired man pulled the kneeling copy of Roxie to her feet. He tucked her close against his side and practically snarled, “Keep your hands to yourself, buddy.”

The biker’s jaw locked and some of his cockiness returned. “Looks like there’s enough to go around.” 

And what the hell was that about? His eyes narrowed as he evaluated the women. They looked too much like each other to be true. “What’s going on here?”

“That’s what I’d like you to tell me.” That big blond guy moved into his line of vision again. He didn’t look happy either. The back of his shirt fluttered as he moved, and from his position on the floor, the visitor saw the butt of a gun. He stiffened, but quickly recognized how the guy handled himself. A cop. “Why don’t you and I step outside?” Mr. Law Enforcement said.

“Fuck that.” The man sat up and draped his arms over his bent knees. It was clear he’d had enough. “Since when is it a crime to try to kiss your wife?”

“Wife?” The two copies of Roxie snapped upright in attention. They’d spoken as one.

As if a wave of pressure swept through the room, the group pulled back. Attention swung to Roxie and, this time, she was the one who stutter-stepped backwards.

Only one person moved forward, and it was a huge mountain of a man. He pushed his way through the crowd, searching for the source of the commotion. The muscles in his arms flexed as he prepared to take care of business, but his chin jerked up in surprise when he saw the man sitting on the ground. “Billy! Hey, man.”

“Skeeter,” the guy said in return. He lifted a hand for a little help, and the bouncer hauled him to his feet.

“You made it,” Skeeter said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Welcome back.”

“It’s good to be back.” The guy watched the group around him as suspiciously as they watched him. “Or it was until I nearly got punched.”

Roxie’s pretty face turned ashen. “I said I was sorry. I just saw someone making a move on my sister, and it wasn’t her boyfriend.”

One key word in that sentence caught the visitor’s attention. “Sister?”

Roxie started blinking fast.

“Oh, hey. That’s right,” Skeeter crowed. “You probably haven’t heard the news.”

The bouncer wrapped his beefy arm around the man’s shoulders and gestured to the tightly pressed crowd. “These are Roxie’s sisters. That’s Lexie, and this one here is Maxie.”

The man’s green eyes blinked in stunned fascination, but his gaze eventually swung back to Roxie’s.

And locked tight.

The air pulsed with weight this time, and Roxie took a shuddering breath.

“Heads up, everyone,” Skeeter said loudly. “This is Billy. Billy Cannon, Roxie’s hubby.”
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​Chapter Two
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“Ex,” Roxie said hoarsely. She was surprised she could get that much out. Her mouth had gone dry and her throat felt thick. “Ex-husband.”

Like the distinction mattered with her sisters looking at her wide-eyed in shock. Everybody in the place had turned to watch the spectacle. Everyone, including Whitey and Old Martha.

“You’re married?” Lexie said. 

Roxie gritted her teeth. She might as well have said, “You’re an alien?” Was it so surprising that she’d had someone in her life, too? Once upon a time... long, long ago...

“Divorced,” she said tightly. “Years ago. It was short-lived.”

“Not as short as you like to think,” Billy returned.

Billy. Every time she looked at him, her stomach squeezed, but it was nearly impossible to look away. That familiar old jitter was running through her veins—a hot spicy thrill that she couldn’t ignore. It was like this every time they came within fifty feet of one another. Always had been and probably always would be. The two of them had always been combustible together, like two firecrackers held together by a common wick.

Damn it, why was he here? He couldn’t be here, not tonight of all nights. She was feeling rocky enough as it was. He just might be more than she could take.

But damn, he looked good.

She bit her lip when he brushed off the seat of his pants, and her fingers itched. She knew just how that masculine backside felt. She remembered how it would flex when she ran her fingernails across it. How he’d buck into her and whisper what a bad girl she was...

Low down, her belly gave a delicious squeeze. Heat gathered in her cheeks, and she swore under her breath.

Blushing? Seriously? She rubbed her hand over her cheekbone, trying to brush it away.

Fortunately, Lexie didn’t see because she’d already swung around towards Cam. “Did you know about this?”

Maxie caught Zac’s arm. “You did a background check on her.”

Both men winced, and Roxie’s lip curled up in a snarl. When she’d shared her background info with Zac, it had been to prove that Maxie was her sister, not to let him pry into her life. And as for the Hatchet Man... Lexie’s in-charge boyfriend just liked to meddle.

“It was so long ago,” Cam said.

Zac tilted his head in apology. “I didn’t think it was relevant.”

“Not relevant?” Lexie snapped.

Maxie jabbed a finger in Roxie’s general direction. “Does that not seem relevant?”

No, her marriage to Billy had never been irrelevant.

Roxie’s heart jumped when her ex took a step towards her, and the thrill inside her gave a sharp tug. Their gazes locked, and she fought not to dissolve. His green eyes seemed so deep tonight. They were sharper and darker than she’d ever seen them before.

The noisy bar drifted away until it was just the two of them.

Before she knew it, he was standing right in front of her. Her hair fell back as she looked up into his face. She could smell the musky scent of his cologne, even through the heavy smoke in the bar, and it sparked memories inside her. Memories of intimacy. Physical and emotional.

She remembered being with him. She remembered it being the two of them against the world.

And she remembered it all falling apart.

The ache in her chest moved up to her throat.

“You found your family?” he asked quietly.

She nodded once and the sting was suddenly in her eyes. Four little words. Four little words and it messed her right up. He knew how much that meant to her. He knew what it was like to do without a family, to be looking for the other parts of yourself.

She’d thought that he’d been the other half of her once.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Part of it.”

She nodded towards the other two women who were still arguing with their men. “They’re my sisters. We’re identical triplets,” she said inanely.

Like that wasn’t obvious to anyone with eyes.

He brushed a curl away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “God help me. Three of you?”

His touch was too much. It sent a shiver across her skin but that wasn’t enough to make her pull away. “What are you doing here, Billy?” 

The words came out more harshly than she intended.

She didn’t want him here. Her heart was racing, her nerves were singing, and she felt hot all over. This was purely adrenaline. It was a sign of danger. It was her body’s natural way of warning her that the situation was not good. It wasn’t a thrill or excitement or longing.

His green eyes narrowed. “Charlie invited me. I wasn’t going to let him down.”

Charlie. Of course he had, the traitor. She threw a look across the room at her old boss. He was watching them closely.

“Oh, come on, Roxie,” Skeeter said. “It’s Charlie’s retirement, and he wanted Billy here. All the important people in both your lives should be here.”

It wasn’t meant to be a dig, but that was the way she took it. She caught the sharp jab directly in her gut, but Billy felt it, too. The fingertips against her cheek went stiff.

The “important people” in their lives hadn’t always been around. In her case, most of them headed directly towards the door.

Although, technically in Billy’s case, she was the one who’d left.

A pissed-off look settled onto his face. It was subtle, but she knew all the signs. His eyebrows flattened out and a muscle near the corner of his mouth twitched. “Don’t worry,” he said roughly. “I’ll stay out of your hair. I’ll keep to Charlie’s side of the bar for the rest of the night.”

But then he stepped up to her.

His leather jacket brushed against the back of her knuckles, and their knees bumped.

He dipped his head and the tips of their noses touched. Some of the irritation left his face. “But know that I’m happy for you, too.” 

His voice dropped to an intimate whisper. “For the bar, and for finding your sisters. God, Roxie. What that must have meant for you...”

His mouth settled across hers then. Firm, hot, and sexy.

The jolt went through her as it always did, but it hit her harder tonight. She hadn’t expected him to come. She hadn’t had enough time to prepare for him. For this. There were only so many barriers a girl could put up.

And he knew how much all of this meant to her—the acceptance, the inclusion, and the security.

He’d meant all that to her once. He’d meant even more than that. 

He’d been her everything.

A whimper left the back of her throat.

The tip of his tongue slid over the seam of her lips, and she shuddered. Opening her mouth, she kissed him back. Their mouths sealed and that wick that joined the two of them began burning. Sizzling and sparking.

Sliding her hands underneath his jacket, she clutched at the muscles of his back. It wasn’t enough. Lifting her leg, she rubbed her knee against the outside of his thigh. He flinched a little at that move but came roaring back at her. His hands settled on her hips and his fingers bit into her ass. He pulled her into him, and their bodies sealed tight.

Hoots went up, but they didn’t register.

Roxie’s head fell back as white-hot energy coursed through her. Colors swirled behind her eyelids, and tingles ran across her skin. Her hands had found their way under his T-shirt, and she raked her fingers across his taut muscles.

Oh, God. Nothing had changed.

Yet everything was different.

She stiffened. She knew where this would lead. They did this every time he showed up in town. They’d get all hot and bothered. That wick would burn brightly until their relationship exploded. She couldn’t let them repeat the trend. For once, she had to deny herself.

It might hurt like hell now, but it would feel better in the end.

Feeling her withdrawal, Billy pulled back. Their breaths puffed against each other’s faces. It was all Roxie could do to keep from trembling.

She couldn’t do this, not again.

He knew it, too, and was already shaking his head. “Have a good night, baby.”

He swirled one of her long curls around his finger, but then gently laid the strand of hair against her shoulder. Slowly, he let go of her and backed off. His green gaze was cloudy now. He cleared his throat and stuffed his hands in his back pockets.

With a final nod, he turned away.

Gossip started buzzing through the room.

Roxie couldn’t stop herself from watching as he moseyed across the bar. He’d always been such an eye-magnet when he moved. Tonight was no different. When a bleach-blonde bimbo stepped into his path and thrust her tiny little boobs at him, Roxie nearly reached for the knife the bartender was using on the limes.

Stopping herself in the nick of time, she settled for cinching her belt around her waist.

Unfortunately, she pulled so tight, she could barely breathe.

Reaching out, she steadied herself against the bar. Her nose crinkled when she saw how white her fingers were.

She was acting like a damn girl, all fluttery and delicate.

She blew out a harsh breath. Inside, she didn’t feel like a girl. She felt like a woman. Her body was alive, energized as if it had just woken up from a long nap. Yet her heart was beating like a scared dove’s.

“Ah, hell,” she muttered.

This was too much. He shouldn’t be here.

Especially not with them here, too.

Letting go of the bar, she deliberately fluffed her hair. Her sisters were already closing in. She could see the shock on their faces and practically hear their questions being screamed across the air. The jukebox was pumping out heavy metal, but she could hear her heart drumming steadily in her ears. The combination of all three created such a cacophony that her thoughts scrambled.

She didn’t want to go through this. She didn’t want to have this discussion. Hadn’t she opened herself up enough?

Maxie was the first to make it to her, and she caught her by the arm. “The two of you were married?”

Lexie was close on her heels. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

The roar in Roxie’s ears intensified. Crap on a cracker. Did they have to pile on? 

She let out a sigh that emptied the breath that had been trapped in the bottom of her lungs. “I did tell you,” she said tiredly. “In a way...”

Too many people were still staring at them, and she shook her head. This wasn’t news to a lot of the old-time regulars. At one time, Billy had been around here more than she had.

But she wasn’t going to share her dirty laundry with everyone.

Escape. It was the foremost idea in her head. She had to get out of here.

Her hair tumbled over her shoulders as she searched for somewhere she could go. Her brain just wasn’t working, and so many people were pressed around her. 

Maxie showed her the way out. The grip on her arm changed, and Roxie followed along as her sister cleared a path. The door. She hoped they were heading for the door. Or at least her office. Instead, Maxie directed them towards the booth in the very back corner. Somehow it had opened up.

It was something.

Roxie slid onto the bench but felt her knees give out when she was halfway down. She landed with a plop that stung, but she tried to cover it up. When she lifted her gaze, she found her sisters watching her like a bug under a microscope. They’d both taken seats across the table from her. Talk about teaming up against her.

“This isn’t going to be an inquisition,” she said, establishing the ground rules up front.

“We don’t want to pressure you,” Maxie said.

“But honestly, Rox,” Lexie said softly. “You look like you need to talk.”

Their big brown eyes were round and steady. There was no judgment, just curiosity. And caring.

It was the latter that made her throat choke up again.

She raked a hand through her hair. She couldn’t meet their eyes, but when she looked across the room, she found herself watching Billy as he shook Charlie’s hand. Skeeter gave him a beer and he tilted his head back to take a long drink. His throat worked as he downed half the bottle without taking a breath, but then he glanced her way.

And time stood still.

She broke the look first. Staring at the table, she ran her fingertips over its uneven surface until they bumped into the salt. Snatching up the little glass shaker, she drummed it rhythmically in time with the music. 

Lexie glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t remember you saying anything about him.”

“We would’ve remembered something like that,” Maxie said with a nod.

Roxie rolled her shoulder. “I told you that a friend got me out of the foster care system.”

“That was Billy?” Maxie said, not understanding. “But how—”

“You married him to escape the system?” Lexie gasped.

“Oh my gosh, your name change from Jones to Cannon when you were sixteen.” Maxie’s eyes went wide. “I just thought you did that to make a clean break or something.”

“It was a bit more than that.” Catching herself, Roxie deliberately dropped the edge from her voice. “He was eighteen, and I was sixteen. When he aged out of the system, we got a judge’s order that allowed us to get married.”

“So, you worked the law to your favor,” Lexie said.

“I damn well did.” Because there was no way they were going to be torn apart. 

Roxie raked her hand through her hair again, but then draped her arm over the back of the booth. The marriage hadn’t just been a way out. It had been a way in. She’d always been the one on the outside with her face pressed against the window. With Billy, she’d been welcomed inside. She’d been wanted and needed.

They’d had each other’s backs. They protected one another, trusted one another, and had loved each other. Life had dealt them both a pretty harsh set of cards, but together, they’d thought they’d found a royal flush.

“How long did it last?” Lexie asked.

“Two years.”

“Two years?” Reaching across the table, Maxie caught Roxie’s hand. When Roxie tried to pull away, she just gripped her tighter. “You two were really in love.”

Oh, yeah. They might have been young, but their feelings had been very grown up.

“Why did it end?” Lexie asked.

Twisting her wrist, Roxie pulled her arm away. Maxie’s hand fell limp on the table. Roxie sniffed and looked up at the ceiling fans. That old pain had scabbed over, but she didn’t like anyone picking at it. Not even her sister, whom she loved with all her heart.

She cocked her head. “We were too young, too stupid.”

Her throat felt like it had glass shards poking into it. “I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.”

Lexie sat back and let one eyebrow lift. “You could’ve fooled us.”

Maxie’s expression turned gentle. “That was some kiss, Rox.”

Roxie blew out a breath. Hadn’t it been, though? She still couldn’t feel her kneecaps.

“Just because two people are good in the sack, it doesn’t mean there’s something more between them.” Carefully, she put the saltshaker back in its holder. “It takes more than hormones.”

Because hormones led to other complications and the relationship had to be strong enough to handle the fallout.

Theirs hadn’t been.

And that was that. End of story.

She began scooting across the bench seat. “I need to get back to the party. I’m not being a good hostess.”

“They can wait a little longer,” Maxie insisted.

“Yeah.” Lexie surprised them all when she planted her Steve Madden knee-high boot on the bench across from her, blocking Roxie’s escape. When her sister gave her the evil eye, she lifted a bottle off the seat beside her. “Let’s have the party here for just a little while.”

A weight lifted off Roxie’s shoulders. Just a tiny weight, but it was enough to let her breathe again. The corner of her mouth twitched upwards. “Is that bourbon, Lexie?”

Maxie was a bit more stunned. “I thought you stayed away from that stuff like the plague.”

Lexie also produced three glasses. She poured fast, letting the liquid splash. “Sometimes a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do. I’ve just got to say one thing.” She slid the tumbler across the table and leaned forward. “Damn, but he’s pretty.”

Maxie picked up a glass of her own. “Isn’t he, though?”

Roxie swirled the copper-colored liquor around and watched the whirlpool that formed. She could feel it pulling at her, tugging her down. Tilting her head back, she drank a mouthful.

That was Billy.

So pretty, it hurt.

* * * * *
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“Hey, Charlie,” Billy said, sticking out his hand and giving his old friend a firm handshake. “Congratulations, man.”

Charlie’s wizened face split into a wide smile, and he stood from his chair. With a yank, he pulled Billy in closer to give him a slap on the back. “I didn’t know if you were going to make it.”

Neither had he. The date and time hadn’t been an issue. He just hadn’t known if he could go through seeing Roxie again.

Or if he could keep his hands off her.

The knot in his chest pulled tighter. Strike number one.

“Are you kidding me?” he said, keeping it light. “I wouldn’t have missed your big send-off.”

Charlie was still patting his shoulder, as if to make sure he was really there. “The season just ended last weekend,” he said, offering an out. “I wasn’t sure if you could get away.”

Actually, that part had been tough. “Yeah, well I had some time coming, and I told them I had to go celebrate with my old man.”

Their gazes connected, and Charlie’s grip tightened on his shoulder. Billy cleared his throat. Biology had nothing to do with it. This man had been the steadiest influence he’d ever had on his life. Too bad he’d already been a wild teen with a chip like a cement block on his shoulder when they’d met.

“How long do you plan on staying?” his mentor asked.

“A few days, maybe a week or so. You know me, I’m not big on planning.”

“Enough time to go fishing?”

Billy grinned. “I’m always up for fun.”

“Speaking of which...” He dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out tickets. The old man’s eyes sparked when he saw them. “These are for when the series starts up again in the spring. I figured you and Lola would be up for some traveling now that you’re retired.”

“Whoa.” Skeeter leaned over his boss’s shoulder, and his eyes bugged out as he read the print. “The Brickyard 400? Are you serious?”

Billy pointed. “VIP passes.”

Charlie got a bit choked up. “Aw, you didn’t need to do that.”

Billy gave him a firm poke in the chest. “But you’re glad I did.”

That got a laugh out of Charlie and the bouncer.

“Damn straight, I am.” The bar proprietor signaled for more drinks. He was still owner for one more night. “Drinks are on me.”

Billy cast a look across the room. The place was busy, but he spotted Roxie heading for a corner booth. She couldn’t get much further away from him than that. “Yeah, I could use one.”

Charlie saw the direction of his attention, and the smile on his face faltered just a bit. “I hope I didn’t stir the pot.”
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