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Has the Bromance Book Club met its greatest challenge?


Alexis Carlisle and her cat café, ToeBeans, shot to fame after she came forward as a victim of a celebrity chef’s sexual harassment. When a new customer approaches to confide in her, the last thing Alexis expects is for the woman to claim they’re sisters and to make a life-altering request. Unsure what to do, Alexis turns to the only man she trusts – her best friend, Noah Logan.


Computer genius Noah left his rebellious teenage hacker past behind to become a security expert, using his old skills only for the right cause. But Noah has a secret: he’s madly in love with Alexis and has never found the right moment to confess his crush.


Now that Alexis needs him more than ever, luckily The Bromance Book Club are on hand with their trusty ‘manuals’ to guide this romance-novel-sceptic out of the friend zone and into taking a shot at the best relationship he’s ever had . . .









To Gerry,
my husband, best friend, and dirty-joke maker-upper









CHAPTER ONE


Noah Logan always knew the day would come when he officially morphed into someone he no longer recognized, and apparently his thirty-first birthday was going to be it.


But only if he didn’t put up a fight.


And, hell yes, was he going to fight.


He folded his arms across his chest, adopted a you wanna say that again stance he’d learned from his military father, and clenched his jaw beneath the scruff of his beard. “No. No way. Not in a million fucking years.”


His friend Braden Mack stuck out his bottom lip. “Come on, man. It’ll be the best birthday present ever.”


“It’s my birthday, dipshit,” Noah grumbled. He threw his hand out wide to gesture at the large circle of men and one woman who gathered around a table near the empty dance floor in Mack’s country and western dance club, Temple. “And you can save that pouty thing for them. It doesn’t work on me.”


Which was a lie. Mack’s pouty face was how Noah got here. At first, he’d been honored and humbled when Mack asked him to stand up with him in his upcoming wedding alongside his other close friends. But then came the bottom-lip thing, and the next goddamned thing Noah knew, he was doing all the shit he thought brides were supposed to do. Apparently, Mack’s fiancée, Liv, had turned all planning over to Mack, who in turn had deemed it only fair that his male buddies get a small taste of what society usually required of women.


Which, hey, Noah was all for. But Christ, in the past eight months, he’d helped Mack pick out flower arrangements, considered lighting schemes, debated the mixed messaging of a particular Bible verse, and gotten into one singularly heated exchange with another groomsman over whether Mack should abandon the outdated tradition of tossing the garter. The wedding was next month, and Mack had officially reached epic levels of groomzilla.


And today? Oh, today they were crafting. Mack wanted a handmade archway at the entrance to the reception hall.


Which is why they were all gathered at his club at three o’clock in the afternoon on a Thursday in October to make about five hundred paper flowers. But clearly, it was all a ruse to drop the latest what the fuck.


Mack wanted them to perform a dance routine at the reception. A dance routine.


“Let me put this in words you understand,” Noah said. “Fuck. You. I’m. Not. Dancing.”


Mack glared with all the frustration of a kindergartner who’d been denied a second chocolate milk at snack time. Behind Noah, the scruff of shoes on the well-worn wooden floor told him that Mack was about to get backup. Seconds later, a calloused hand clapped him on the shoulder. Noah pitched forward, and his thick, black-framed glasses slid down his nose.


“We dance for Mack,” said Vlad Konnikov, a hockey player they all just called the Russian because he was, in fact, Russian. His heavy accent dipped into the or else territory.


Which sent Noah’s voice higher into the oh shit range as he tried another tactic. “What about Liam? Your brother lives in California. How’s he going to learn the dance routine if he’s not even here?”


“I’m sending him a video to learn on his own.”


Noah pushed his glasses up and turned around and found an entire table of upturned faces watching him in anticipation of his inevitable defeat. “You all agreed to this?”


“Friends don’t let friends embarrass themselves alone,” said Del Hicks, a player for the Nashville Legends Major League Baseball team. His thick fingers were surprisingly nimble as they folded a piece of tissue paper into something that remarkably resembled a carnation.


“My wife threatened me with bodily harm if I didn’t do it,” added Gavin Scott, another baseball player whose wife, Thea, happened to be Mack’s fiancée’s sister. Del smacked Gavin upside the head. Gavin winced and quickly amended his statement. “I mean, I’m happy to do it.”


The sole woman in the group snorted and dropped a pink tissue-paper flower into the box next to her chair. Sonia was Mack’s longtime club manager and the crankiest person Noah had ever met. “Give it up, Noah. If Mack can convince me to craft, you can set aside your ego enough for one dance.”


It wasn’t ego. It was self-preservation. Yeah, he still wore his hair too long and his clothes too casual, but even with his man bun and geeky comic book T-shirts, his former hacktivist pals would never recognize him today. The man who’d once been arrested by the FBI for attempting to hack into a university research center was about to become a tuxedo-wearing dancing monkey at a million-dollar, Pinterest-worthy wedding alongside the rich and famous.


True, Mack and the rest of the guys were nothing like the warmongering scumbags he used to try to bring down with his computer skills. In fact, these men were the most decent people he’d ever known. But still, he’d come a long way. He was a successful businessman now, the owner of a growing computer security company catering to celebrities and other high-profile clients. He was officially respectable. A millionaire before he was even thirty. He was finally fulfilling his father’s last, dying wish. Do something with that genius brain of yours.


A cheesy-assed groomsmen dance was definitely not what his father had in mind.


He grasped at his last, best excuse. “Dude, how do you even think Liv will respond to this? She hates this kind of romantic stuff.”


Mack shrugged. “But she loves to laugh.”


“So the point is to humiliate ourselves?”


“No. The point is to allow ourselves to be vulnerable in front of the women we love.”


Mack said the last part with a pointed emphasis that made Noah squirm. It was a low blow, and Mack knew it. But Mack never missed an opportunity to harangue Noah about his relationship with his best friend, Alexis Carlisle. Mack and the guys couldn’t understand why Noah had kept things platonic with Alexis, and he was damn tired of trying to explain it.


Noah reached around to squeeze the back of his neck where his bun had become loose. He jerked out the ponytail holder and quickly twisted his hair back up.


“Alexis will love it,” Mack said, eyebrow raised. “You know she will.”


And just like that, Noah let his arms fall limply to his sides. His next words came out in a defeated sigh. “What do I have to do?”


“Just show up Saturday to start learning the moves. I’ve hired a choreographer and everything.”


“Oh yay.”


Mack pounded Noah on the back. “This means a lot, man. And you’ll see. It’s going to be fun.”


More like torture. Noah trudged behind Mack back to the table and dropped into his seat. Sonia slid a stack of pink tissue paper toward him. He mumbled a thanks, but then returned his glare to Mack. “But I swear to God, if there’s twerking involved, I’m out.”


“Dude, no one wants to see the Russian twerk,” snorted Colton Wheeler, a country music star who’d gotten his start in one of Mack’s four Nashville nightclubs and was now a friend to them all. He was also Noah’s newest client. And he happened to be right about the Russian. The hockey player was big, hairy, and had a tendency to fart in public.


“What is twerking?” the Russian asked.


Colton dug out his phone and quickly found a video. The Russian’s face turned beet red, and he returned his attention to his paper flowers. “No twerking.”


“Speaking of your birthday,” Mack said, bending in his seat to grab something on the floor. He sat back up with a plastic bag and passed it to Colton, who handed it to Noah.


Noah peeked in the bag and groaned. A paperback book stared up at him with the title Coming Home. The cover image was of a man and woman embracing, and the man held a football in one hand.


Noah tried to hand it back to Colton. “No. It’s bad enough you’re making me dance.”


Colton pushed the book back at Noah. “Trust us. You need this.”


Noah dropped it on the table. “No, I don’t.”


“But you’ll like it,” Mack prodded. “It’s about this professional football player who comes back to his hometown and discovers that his old girlfriend is still there and—”


“I don’t care what it’s about. How many times do I have to tell you that I am never joining your book club?”


Noah was the only guy there who was not part of the Bromance Book Club, Mack’s male-only romance-novel book club. The guys believed romance novels held all the answers to relationships. And while Noah couldn’t argue with their results—Mack was happily engaged, and nearly all the other members had saved their marriages using the lessons from the books they read—Noah had rejected all of Mack’s literary advances to lure him into the club.


Mack propped his elbows on the table. “All you have to do is read and listen to us, and we can fix this little problem for you.”


Noah ground his molars. “My relationship with Alexis isn’t a problem that needs to be solved. We’re friends.”


“Sure,” Colton snorted. “Just friends. You only spend every other minute with her, go running whenever she calls, play some stupid word game with her on your phone—”


“It’s called Word Nerd.”


“—have a nickname for her that no one else uses, and hang out with her even though you’re allergic to her cat. Did I miss anything?”


“I’m also allergic to Mack, but I still hang with him.”


Mack slapped a hand over his heart. “I’m hurt. Truly.”


Colton raised his hands in surrender. “I’m just saying that I don’t understand why you’re friend-zoning yourself on purpose.”


“Leave him alone,” came a calm but commanding voice from the other end of the table. It belonged to Malcolm James, NFL player, resident feminist, and Zen master. “Men and women can be friends without it needing to be sexual.”


“Except in his case, he actually wants to have sex with her,” Colton said.


Noah clenched his fist against the table. “Watch it.”


“Yeah, dude,” Mack said, shaking his head. “That was uncalled for. We don’t talk about women like that.”


Colton shrugged sheepishly and mumbled an apology.


Malcolm spoke again. “The so-called friend zone is nothing but a social construct designed to give a man an excuse to justify why a woman might not want to have sex with him. It’s a bullshit lie, and we all know that. So leave Noah alone about his relationship with Alexis. We should be commending him for proving that men and women can truly be friends.”


Like a class that had just been chastised by their favorite teacher, the table fell silent but for the crinkle of paper.


It didn’t last long. Mack finally looked up with a sigh. “All I’m saying is that maybe she’s ready, Noah.”


Noah felt something pop in his brain.


“It’s been eighteen months since—”


“Don’t say it,” Noah snapped. As if he needed Mack pointing out the calendar. Noah knew exactly how long it had been since he’d met Alexis. It wasn’t the time that mattered. It was the circumstances.


And they weren’t right. Not then. Not now.


Maybe not ever. Which was as depressing a thought as the idea of dancing.


Noah stared at the plastic bag on the table. He didn’t want it or their help. And he sure as shit didn’t need romance novels to remind him that he was currently a walking romantic disaster. Unrequited love made for a pathetic happy ever after.


But when things broke up an hour later, Noah took the book with him. Because if he had to pretend to read a damn book to get Mack off his back, so be it.









CHAPTER TWO


This was it. Alexis Carlisle could feel it. This was the day the shy young woman was finally going to talk to her.


For a full week, the woman with the long brown hair and rotating collection of sweatshirts had been coming into the ToeBeans Cat Café—the coffee shop Alexis owned—to sit quietly in a corner with a book, alternating between petting one of the café’s resident felines and shooting nervous glances at Alexis.


But today, she didn’t have a book. Today, she simply looked around, her gaze lingering on Alexis whenever she thought Alexis wasn’t paying attention.


In the eighteen months since Alexis had come forward as one of more than a dozen victims of sexual harassment by celebrity chef Royce Preston, Alexis’s café had become a gathering spot for other survivors of harassment and violence. Nearly every week brought a new woman to the café in search of a supportive ear, an understanding hug, or guidance on how to get out of a bad situation. Alexis didn’t choose this, but it had become her responsibility. Along the way, she’d learned to spot the signs of a woman ready to talk.


She turned to the barista—her friend and fellow Royce survivor, Jessica Summers. “Can you handle the counter for a little while? I’m going to try something.”


Jessica nodded, and Alexis jogged into the back and through the kitchen to the closet where she kept the box of gardening supplies she used to maintain the brick landscaping beds that flanked the front door of the café. They were in desperate need of weeding and pruning, and this idea could maybe kill two birds with one stone. She lugged the box through the café, pretending to struggle more than she really was with its weight. As she approached the door, she wedged the box against the window and once again pretended to struggle as she reached for the handle.


The act worked. The young woman approached with a tentative smile. “D-Do you need some help?”


Alexis schooled her face into what she hoped was gentle friendliness and hid the fact that her insides were skipping rope and singing a summer-camp song. “Thank you, yes,” she said, hoisting the box against her chest. “I need more hands.”


The woman reached around Alexis to open the door and then took another step back to allow Alexis to walk outside.


“Chilly today, huh?” Alexis said, bending to set the box on the sidewalk.


The girl let the door swing shut. She pulled her hands inside the cuffs of her sweatshirt as she answered. “Yes. I—I didn’t expect it to be this cold here.”


“You’re not from Nashville?” Alexis crouched to pretend she was looking for something in the box. She wanted to keep the conversation going but didn’t want to be too aggressive. The last thing the women who found their way to her café needed was someone prodding them to talk before they were ready.


“Huntsville,” the woman said. “It’s still a lot warmer there than here.”


Alexis found her gardening gloves and stood, as if that’s what she’d been looking for all along. “I’ve never been to Alabama. How far of a drive is that?”


“Only a couple of hours. That’s why I thought maybe it would be the same weather here.”


Alexis shoved her gloves in her pocket. “We’re just having an early cold snap,” she said, keeping her voice as light and casual as possible.


“Maybe.” The young woman bit her lip.


Alexis extended her hand. “I’m Alexis. I’ve seen you come in a few times, but we haven’t formally met yet.”


The woman swallowed nervously before accepting the outreach. “Candi,” she said, curling her fingers around Alexis’s. “Well, Candace, but everyone calls me Candi.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Candi.” Alexis nodded back toward the door. “Can I make you something to drink?”


“Oh, no.” The girl shook her head almost frantically.


Disappointment silenced the camp song. But then Candi swallowed and said, “I mean, yes. I came for something to drink, but you seem busy, so I can just go to the counter.”


“I’m happy to do it.” Alexis smiled. “And then maybe you can keep me company while I try not to kill these plants.”


Alexis held her breath until Candi offered that hesitant smile again. “Sure. Yes. That—that would be fine.”


“Cinnamon chai latte?”


The smile grew. “You already know my order?”


“Have a seat,” Alexis said, nodding toward one of the outdoor patio tables. “I’ll be right back.”


Alexis kept her gait as natural as possible as she walked back inside. She caught Jessica’s gaze behind the counter. “I need a cinnamon chai latte,” she said with a furtive glance behind her.


“She finally talked to you?” Jessica asked, eyes lighting up as she started to prepare the drink.


Alexis grabbed a muffin and a scone from the bakery case. Food had a way of breaking the ice and giving people something to focus on when eye contact became too painful. Many a secret had been softly revealed to Alexis over a plate of pastries crumbled by worried fingers.


She returned to Candi and set the plate and latte in front of her. Candi pulled a wallet from her pocket. “How much—”


“On the house,” Alexis said, walking back to the box of gardening supplies.


“Oh, I can’t,” Candi rushed.


“Consider it a Welcome to Nashville gift.” She tilted her head. “Have we met before?”


Candi’s eyes widened for a split second before she once again shook her head. “No.”


“You seem so familiar to me.”


Candi blinked. “Familiar how?”


“I don’t know. Something about your eyes, I guess.”


Candi went still. Like a stunned rabbit caught in the act of eating grass.


Alexis grabbed her pruning shears and went after the worst of the potted mums, which had started to wilt from neglect and the growing chill in the air.


Alexis snipped off a deadhead. Waited. Snipped another one. The quiet clink of the mug against the table was the only sound save the clip of her shears.


When the silence dragged on, Alexis finally said, “I want you to know that you should never feel pressured to talk. If all you want is someone to sit with you, I’m here whenever you need me.”


“O-Okay.”


Another deadhead dropped to the ground. “Many, many women just like you have come here looking simply for someone to sit with.”


Candi’s swallow was audible. Alexis lowered the shears into the box and rose. Candi followed her with nervous eyes as Alexis took the seat across from her at the patio table. From her apron pocket, she withdrew a business card reserved only for women like Candi. “My cell number is on there. You can call me anytime.”


Candi studied the card as if Alexis had just handed her a one-hundred-dollar bill.


“I know how hard this is,” Alexis said. “It’s a suffocating secret to keep.”


“I—I do need to talk to you.”


“Whenever you’re ready.”


But then a screeching voice interrupted. “Excuse me, but I have a bone to pick with you.”


Candi’s eyes widened as she turned to look over her shoulder to watch Alexis’s nemesis storm up the front sidewalk and march to the table.


Alexis tried to keep her voice calm. “I’m sorry, Karen. I’m in the middle of something. Can it wait?”


“It absolutely cannot.”


And just like that, Candi blanched, shot to her feet, and stumbled backward. “I—I can come back.”


“Candi, wait.” Alexis tried to reach for the girl’s arm to stop her from fleeing, but Candi slipped from her grasp and disappeared down the sidewalk.


Alexis gathered the dirty plate and coffee mug and stood. Ignoring Karen, she turned toward the door, walked inside, and approached the counter. She set the dirty dishes into a plastic bin beneath the counter and wiped her hands on the towel tucked into her apron before turning to face Karen again. “Something I can help you with today?”


“You haven’t been exactly helpful before, so I seriously doubt it,” Karen responded.


Alexis forced her muscles into some semblance of a smile. “I’m sorry to hear our previous encounters haven’t been satisfactory to you. Would you like to sit and talk? I can make you a cup of tea on the house.”


“I wouldn’t eat in here if you paid me.”


“Then how can I help you?” Her attempt to remain calm wasn’t for Karen’s benefit. It was for her own. If she’d learned anything in the past eighteen months, it was that people were going to believe what they wanted, and few of them were worth the emotional effort it took to try to change their minds. Besides, Alexis was used to dealing with Karen Murray. The owner of the antiques shop across the street had been a thorn in Alexis’s side since the day she’d come forward with her accusation against Royce. Karen had never even spoken to Alexis before then, but now her complaints were a weekly annoyance.


Karen whipped an overstuffed baggie from her purse. “You can help me with this.”


She dropped the baggie on the counter, and Jessica leaped back with a screech as its contents became clear. Two tiny dead eyes stared out through the plastic in a silent plea from what had once been a rat in life.


Alexis stepped closer and lifted the baggie by one corner. “I appreciate the gift, Karen, but I’m a vegetarian.”


“Everything is a joke to you, isn’t it?” Karen hoisted her purse higher on her shoulder. “That thing was left on the welcome mat outside my store this morning.”


Alexis dumped the baggie in the trash can beneath the counter. As soon as Karen left, she’d have to empty it and hose the counter down with bleach. “I’m not following,” she said. “Why is that rat my fault?”


“Because your cat left it there!” She said that part with a disdainful point and glare at Beefcake, the rescue Maine coon who was sound asleep on the cat tree by the window.


Alexis forced her lips into a smile. “Karen, there is no way Beefcake did this. He goes home with me every night, and he has been inside since we arrived this morning.”


Jessica began squirting the glass countertop with industrial cleaner. Karen took a massive step backward, her purse clutched tightly against her stomach. “You know, it was bad enough when we only had to put up with your weekly cat adoption events, but now we have to put up with this too?”


Karen waved her hand toward the dining area, gesturing at the tables full of women who were deep in conversation—some gleefully, others tearfully.


“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Alexis said. “You’re mad that I have a lot of customers?”


“These women aren’t just customers.”


“They all buy food. They look like customers to me.”


“You know what I mean. These women fill up the parking lot and never visit any of the other stores on the block. It’s not fair that you take up all the prime parking spots for your little crusade.”


Alexis crossed her arms. “By crusade, I assume you’re referring to my attempt to offer a supportive, judgment-free environment to women who are survivors of sexual assault and harassment?”


Karen rolled her eyes, which said more than words ever could. “Just because someone claims they were a victim doesn’t mean they were. For all we know, these women just want attention.”


“Yes, because nothing garners positive attention for a woman like reporting sexual harassment against an employer.”


Karen’s face turned a disturbing shade of red. “I will take this up with the city if I have to.”


The old Alexis might have been intimidated by the threat, but that version of herself had disappeared when she finally went public with what her old boss had done to her and a dozen other women. It took a lot more than Karen to scare her now. “Be sure to say hello to the council president for me. Let her know that I’ll be putting the pumpkin spice scones back on the menu soon.”


Karen turned on one high heel and stomped toward the door. It opened from the outside just in time, and Alexis laughed openly when she saw who was on the other side. Her best friend, Liv Papandreas, stood back to let Karen walk out, but then she made an obscene gesture behind the woman’s back.


Alexis gave her a scolding look but loved her for it. She wouldn’t have survived the past year and a half without the support of her friends.


“Do I need to throw hands?” Liv asked, coming to the counter. She carried a garment bag slung over her shoulder.


“I’m going to throw hands soon,” Alexis said, tugging the trash can from beneath the counter.


“Now that I would like to see. It’s about time you fought back against that woman.”


“I don’t think my therapist would call it a healthy coping skill, and it wouldn’t make a difference, anyway.” She looked over her shoulder and nodded toward the back for Liv to follow her. “What-cha got there?”


Liv nearly skipped. “I have a present for you two,” she said in a singsongy voice. She paused behind the counter to fist-bump Jessica. The three of them were bonded for life after working together to expose Royce.


“Bridesmaids dresses?” Jessica asked, grinning.


“Yep. They finally came in.”


Liv followed Alexis through the swinging door that separated the dining area from the kitchen and Alexis’s small office. As Alexis emptied the offending trash can into the dumpster by the back door, Liv hooked the garment bag over the top of her office door. She unzipped it just as Alexis returned. Liv pushed open the sides to reveal two floor-length strapless gowns made of ruby silk.


“Wow,” Alexis said. “They’re even prettier than I remember. Mack did a good job picking these out.”


The fact that Liv had turned all wedding planning over to Mack was all anyone needed to know about their relationship. He was the romantic one. Liv was the Let’s elope to Vegas one. And Alexis loved them both.


Liv stood back with a cheeky smile. “I can’t wait to see Noah’s reaction when he sees you in this.”


Alexis’s cheeks warmed. Her friendship with Noah Logan was a constant source of speculation and teasing among their group of friends.


“Look at you,” Liv laughed. “You can’t seriously expect me to believe that you and Noah are just friends.”


But it was true. They’d met during the crazy fallout of the Royce incident, and they just clicked. Next to Liv, he was her closest friend. He was funny, smart, kind, and, above all else, safe. With Noah, she felt like more than the two-dimensional caricature crafted by the media of a woman scorned. There might have been a time when she’d longed for more with him, but he’d never let on that he felt the same. And Alexis was still too skittish about men in general to risk ruining the healthiest relationship she’d ever had with a man by pushing for something more now.


The kitchen door swung open suddenly. Liv laughed again. “Speak of the devil.”









CHAPTER THREE


It didn’t take a genius to know when you were being talked about. And even though Noah was, in fact, a genius by IQ standards, he could tell strictly by the pink on Alexis’s cheeks and Liv’s grin that he had just walked in on a conversation about himself.


He strode through the kitchen door and held out the white paper bag that was his reason for stopping by the café. “Am I the devil?” he asked.


Alexis’s eyes went wide. “Not if that bag contains what I think it contains.”


“It does,” he said, moving forward. Alexis made a sound of pure lust and lunged for the bag. He laughed as she tore it open and pulled out a foil-wrapped vegetarian taco from the Mexican food truck near his office building.


Alexis scarfed down half a taco and then set it down on the counter next to Liv. “Don’t touch that,” she warned Liv.


“Where are you going?” Noah asked as she disappeared into her tiny office.


She emerged with a wrapped box and handed it to him. “Happy birthday.”


He accepted the gift with a half smile. “I thought we weren’t celebrating until tomorrow night.”


“I know, but I couldn’t wait to give this to you. It arrived this morning.”


She clapped as he tore off the paper. His eyes bulged out of his head. “Holy shit. Are you serious?”


Alexis squealed. “I know! Can you believe I found one?”


In his hands was an impossible-to-get, limited-edition Doctor Who Lego set. “Where the hell did you find it?”


“I’ve been battling some dude on eBay for a week for this thing.”


Noah turned the box over in his hands. “It’s still in the original box?”


“Yes!”


“I don’t even want to know how much this cost,” he said, looking up.


She waved her hand. “Doesn’t matter. The only question is, are we going to leave it in the box or build it?”


“Build it,” he said, nodding reverently. “And we can watch that documentary on how purple dye was discovered.”


Liv snorted and slid from the stool where she’d been sitting. “Okay, this is the nerdiest shit I’ve ever seen.”


Noah made a psh noise. “This isn’t even in the top ten of nerdy shit we do.”


Alexis nodded as she took a massive bite of her food. After chewing fast, she said, “Last weekend, we attended a lecture by a Vanderbilt professor on the history of female Viking warriors.”


Liv mouthed the word wow and then leaned in to give Alexis a quick hug. “I gotta run. More dresses to deliver.” As she walked past Noah, she grinned. “Did you survive today?”


Noah groaned and put the LEGO set on the counter. “Your fiancé is out of control.”


“Go easy on him,” Liv said. “He’s been planning his dream wedding since he was a little boy.”


Liv rose on tiptoe to peck his cheek before sailing from the kitchen. Noah watched her go before turning back to Alexis, who greeted his glance with a teasing smile. “What crazy idea does Mack have now?”


“We have to learn a dance routine.”


Alexis tipped her head back and let out a laugh that made everything worth it. He’d endure any humiliation known to man to make her laugh, because he remembered far too clearly when laughter was a hard-fought victory. She was literally crying when he first met her. It was just hours after they’d exposed Royce Preston for the predator he was. They were at Mack’s house, celebrating, when she suddenly slipped out the back door.


“Alexis.”


At the sound of his voice, Alexis jumped and turned, wiping madly at her face.


He held up his hands in apology. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I saw you run out here and wanted to make sure you were okay.”


Alexis wiped her cheeks and shrugged. “No, it’s fine. I—I was just . . .” She waggled her fingers in front of her puffy eyes. “Letting out some tension.”


“Adrenaline crash.”


“Is that when your body says oh my God what the fuck have you done?”


He chuckled quietly. “I think that’s exactly what it is.”


She sucked in a steadying breath and held out her hand. “You’re Noah, right?”


He closed the distance between them and accepted her handshake. Her fingers were small and warm within his. “Noah Logan.”


Alexis pulled her hand back. “Thank you for what you did. Helping us, I mean.”


“I should be thanking you for what you did.”


Alexis hugged her torso. “I should have done it a long time ago.”


“There’s no expiration date on the truth.”


“How about humiliation?”


Noah felt the first stirring of something he didn’t recognize. Something equal parts respect and longing. “I hope we’re talking about his. Because you have nothing to be humiliated about.”


She looked away as if she didn’t believe him. “So, what’s next?” he asked. “I have no idea. I’ve been living with this secret for so long. I don’t even know what life looks like or feels like without it. I think I’m just ready for some peace.” She blinked then and studied him. “I have no idea why I’m dumping all this on you.”


“Because I’m here?”


She snorted. “Lucky you.”


Little did he know then how lucky he truly was. In a million ways, Alexis was the best thing that had ever happened to him. And he had no idea how to tell her that without ruining it.


The sound of crinkling paper brought him back to the present. Alexis leaned against the counter next to him and opened her second taco. “Thank you. You have no idea how much I needed this.”


“I had a hunch that you would have forgotten to eat again.”


“It’s been nuts in here today.”


“The girl come back?”


“Yes.” She said it with an annoyed groan.


“What’s that noise mean?”


Alexis swallowed. “It means she looked like she was finally going to talk to me but then Karen marched in.”


Noah reached over and plucked a stray piece of cilantro from the corner of her mouth. “What’s she pissed about now?”


Alexis launched into a story involving parking lots and a dead rat.


“It couldn’t have been him,” she said of the part cat, part demon that was one hundred percent terrifying. “He’s been inside all day.”


She gestured toward a cat tree by the front window. Beefcake flexed his paws, and Noah’s life flashed before his eyes. He’d never been high on the cat’s very short list of people he tolerated, but things had taken a turn for the worse a month ago. The vet put Beefcake on a diet, and now the cat stared at him like a platter of BBQ chicken. He had an unkempt, murderous look about him, as if he’d just gone a few rounds inside a clothes dryer and liked it. His hair stuck out at wild angles with spiky tufts atop each ear. Over his eyes was a unibrow of dark, unruly gray fur that gave him the look of a perpetually pissed-off cavalry man in old Civil War tintypes.


“Anyway,” Alexis sighed with a stretch. “She said she was going to take this up with the city, and then she stormed out.”


“What the hell does she think the city is going to do? Change parking ordinances? You’re not breaking any laws.”


“I’m a dirty slut, remember? That’s the only law she cares about.”


Noah stiffened. “She said that?”


Alexis brushed a curl off her face. “Not in so many words. But her meaning was clear. We’re just a bunch of lying harlots.”


Noah scowled. “I hate it when you say shit like that.”


“Just repeating what everyone else is thinking.”


“No one decent thinks that.”


“I think you overestimate human nature.”


Noah snorted. “I’ve definitely never been accused of that before.”


Five years in the hacktivist community had left him with little hope for humanity. But she was also right. The months following the Royce incident had introduced him to a depth of human depravity he hadn’t known existed. His blood boiled just remembering some of the voice mails and emails Alexis had received from Royce’s fans. Even with a dozen credible accusations against him, his most rabid fans still refused to believe that their precious hero would do anything wrong. The women must have been lying. They were just disgruntled former employees or spurned lovers.


Noah had helped Alexis set up a new email filtering system that blocked the worst of the messages, but he knew she still received some of them. She had gotten good at just deleting them, but sometimes she still shared the most egregious with him. She’d shrug and say she was used to it, but Noah could read her body language like a favorite book. Her lips would flatten, and she’d have to swallow before talking. It bothered her. A lot. But anytime he suggested she do more to fight back, she would say it wasn’t worth the time or effort. Her life was about finding peace now.


Noah felt her gaze on him and glanced over. “What’s up?”


“Huh?”


“You’re staring at me. Do I have something on my face?”


“Yeah, this,” she said, reaching over to scratch his beard. “What do you look like under all that scruff anyway?”


He waggled his eyebrows. “You don’t want to know.”


“Wow. That bad, huh?”


“No. That good. I have to scruff myself up, because the level of male beauty under all this is more than mere mortals can handle.”


“So it’s a public service.”


“Absolutely.”


Alexis swallowed another bite. “Is Zoe going to be there tomorrow?”


They were going to his mom’s house for dinner to celebrate his birthday. His sister was supposed to be there, but . . . He shrugged. “Who knows? It’s Zoe. She does what she wants.”


“Marsh?” Alexis asked casually.


“He’ll be there too.”


She offered him a sympathetic smile, because she knew there was nothing else to be said. His relationship with his father’s old army friend, Pete Marshall—or Marsh, as everyone called him—was complicated. Noah wouldn’t be where he was today without Marsh’s help and guidance, but his support came with strings attached. The kind that were a constant reminder that Noah would never be the man his father once was.


Noah stood and raised his arms in a stretch with a loud yawn. “Need any help cleaning up after yoga tonight?”


One of the many things Alexis did for the women who came to her café seeking help and support was a monthly yoga class designed just for survivors of sexual violence. The class was tonight.


“I think Jessica and I can handle it, but thanks.”


“Damn. I was hoping to have an excuse for getting out of going to Colton’s.”


“Why?”


“He opened another phishing email and screwed up his entire system.”


Alexis laughed sympathetically. “Want to start the LEGOs tomorrow night after we get back from your mom’s?”


“Hell yes.” He held out his pinkie finger for her to grasp. It was their own secret handshake. “See you then,” he said, turning to leave.


“Hey,” she said behind him.


He turned around.


“Ask your mom what I should bring for dinner tomorrow.”


He walked backward as he spoke. “You know what she’ll say.”


“‘Just yourselves.’”


He grinned.


“See you tomorrow,” she said.


And the clock in his brain immediately started counting down the minutes until then.









CHAPTER FOUR


“We’re going to run out of space soon,” Jessica said, tugging her hair into a ponytail several hours later.


They stood by the counter to survey the room. Tables and chairs had been pushed to the side and stacked to make room for yoga mats and—if everyone who’d RSVP’d showed up tonight—the nearly twenty women looking to reclaim their lives through the power of mindful movement.


“Maybe we should start looking for another place to host the class?” Jessica suggested.


Alexis nodded absently, because she didn’t want to commit to that, if for no other reason than to not give Karen the satisfaction of thinking she’d driven the class and the survivors away.


“We’ll figure something out,” Alexis finally said, crossing the room to hang a sign on the door that read closed for private event. She shoved a wedge under the door, though, so women could still get in. She’d taken Beefcake home earlier, because two of the class regulars were allergic to cats.


The instructor, Mariana Mendoza, arrived first. She greeted Alexis and Jessica with breezy air-kisses followed by fist bumps. The class had actually been Mariana’s idea. She’d approached Alexis at the café several months ago, and Alexis was sold immediately. Mariana was a licensed counselor as well as a certified yoga instructor. The concept she proposed wasn’t a new one; survivors had been using yoga to reclaim their lives and their bodies for a long time. But there wasn’t anything like it yet in Nashville, and Alexis knew she had to be the one to host the first.


Their initial class four months ago had just three participants, including Alexis and Jessica. But once word spread, more and more women began to trickle in every week until they’d filled every inch of space. Jessica was right. They were going to need to find another location soon if they wished to allow as many women as possible in the class. Something else to add to her to-do list.


While Alexis and Jessica changed into their yoga clothes, several women arrived and began stretching on their yoga mats.


Mariana approached Alexis quietly near the front. “And how are we doing?” Mariana always spoke in the royal we.


“Good,” Alexis said with a shrug. “Busy, but good.”


“We look tired. Are we sleeping well?”


“Yes,” Alexis said, but she must have said it with a bit too much gusto, because Mariana narrowed her eyes.


“Anything you need to talk about?”


“Nothing a good yoga session can’t work out,” Alexis said, carefully sidestepping both the question and the questioner. “I’m going to say hello to some people.”


Alexis greeted a few of the regulars, introduced herself to the new ones, and then took her place on a mat in the front row. She always saved the last row for folks who weren’t yet ready to be fully seen. It took confidence just to show up sometimes, and even though the class was meant for yoga beginners of all fitness levels and all shapes, it could still be disconcerting to women who were there for the first time to practice a downward dog in front of a room full of strangers.


It was still hard for Alexis sometimes. She felt exposed every day of her life. Not as much as when she first came forward with the truth about Royce, but the anxiety was still there. When she went to the grocery store. When she met new people. When strangers stared at her on the street. She’d catch someone looking at her as if trying to place her face, and her first instinct was to turn and hide from scrutiny. Holding your head up high was easier said than done when your face had been front-page news around the country.


“Okay, friends, are we ready to reclaim our power?”


The class answered her with a murmured yes, so Mariana repeated the question. This time, the women responded with a more resounding confirmation.


“We have some new faces with us tonight. We welcome you in peace and healing.”


A murmur of quiet greetings rose in response.


“Let’s start in Sukhasana pose tonight as we state our affirmations.”


The women matched her cross-legged pose on the floor, letting their hands drape across their knees.


“I am strong,” Mariana said.


The women repeated it.


“Tonight, I reclaim my power . . . my body . . . my strength . . .”


Alexis closed her eyes and repeated the words, needing them more than she had in a long time. Though she was used to Karen’s petty complaints, today’s visit was especially annoying because she had chased off Candi. But Alexis soon lost herself in the flow of body, the connection of mind and spirit. The healing power of stretching and pushing her body.


Mariana led them through each pose with calm instructions and encouragement, stopping here and there to assist a newcomer with their body alignment, only putting her hands on them after asking permission to touch them. That was one of the most important aspects of the class—claiming ownership of their bodies once again. Taking back what was once stolen from them.


There was no trauma competition in this room with these women. No one’s suffering measured against another’s for its devastation or its scope. Every person here had been violated and silenced, and every woman had made the decision to find their voice again.


About ten minutes before the end of the class, the soft scuff of the door against the floor drew Alexis’s gaze over her shoulder. She stumbled in her tree pose. Candi stood wide-eyed and red-cheeked in the door as twenty faces turned to look at her.


“I’m sorry . . .” she stammered, hugging a large black bag to her side. “I didn’t know this was . . . I’m sorry.”


“No apologies, love,” Mariana said. “Please join us. Everyone is welcome.”


“I’ll come back,” Candi said, stumbling backward.


Alexis tiptoed out of her line. “Please stay,” she said in an urgent hush. “We can talk in my office, if you’d like.”


“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Candi whispered. “I didn’t know you were having a class tonight.”


“It’s okay. We’re almost done.” Alexis darted another glance at the class, which had clearly lost its collective concentration. “Let’s go in my office.”


Candi worried her bottom lip with her teeth but finally nodded. She walked with her head down like a kid being marched to the principal’s office as she followed Alexis through the café, behind the counter, and into the kitchen. The thwap-thwap of the swinging door was as loud as a firecracker in the otherwise quiet room.


Alexis led her to her closet-size office and motioned to the chair wedged against the wall. “It’s small, I know. But would you like to sit?”


Candi stood indecisively in the minuscule space between the desk and the door. Finally, she dropped into the chair but remained perched on the edge, one knee bopping up and down as she gnawed at her lower lip. “That’s really cool. The yoga class.”


Alexis nodded, sitting in her own chair. “It’s been very successful.”


“So all those women were, I mean, are—”


“Survivors of sexual violence or harassment, yes.”


“Wow. That’s terrible.”


Alexis heard that refrain a lot, and she had the same response every time. “It’s terrible what was done to them, but what they’re doing tonight is a wonderful way to take back their power.”


Candi swallowed hard. “You’re not alone, Candi.”


“I—no.” Candi shook her head. She opened and closed her mouth twice before finally letting out a frustrated breath. “I’m not here about that. I mean, I’m not a . . . a—”


“A survivor?”


“Right. I’m not here to talk to you about that.”


Alexis tilted her head, struck again with the fleeting sense of familiarity. “Are you sure we’ve never met before?”


“You said it’s my eyes,” Candi said. “My eyes look familiar.”


Alexis looked more closely. She was right. They shared the same golden, green-flecked irises rimmed by a darker brown. Inside her, the fleeting sense of familiarity gave way to a more urgent surge of alarm. Alexis had always been told how unique the colors of her eyes were, but this was like suddenly looking into a mirror. How had she failed to notice it before?


“You see it, don’t you?” Candi asked, breathless now. “The similarity. I noticed it the first time I saw you at the counter. That’s how I knew it was true.”


Alarm became a near-panic. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about—”


“We’re sisters.”


Alexis heard the words, but their meaning was so ridiculous that her brain blocked them from registering. She puffed out a small, desperate laugh. “I’m sorry, what?”


Candi’s face took on the soft sympathy that Alexis was used to projecting at other women, and when she spoke, Candi’s voice now carried the same keep-it-light quality that Alexis had just employed against her. “You never knew your father, did you?”


Alexis stood so abruptly that she shook her desk and sent her pencil cup spilling across the floor. “I’m sorry. Y-You’re mistaken. I don’t have any siblings.”


“None that you’ve ever met.”


“That’s absurd.”


Except it wasn’t. Not entirely. Candi was right; Alexis had never known her father. So the chances that the mystery man had gone on to produce other children after abandoning her mother were high. She’d wondered about it—him—from time to time over the years, but she’d never pursued it because why bother? What good would it do to know? He’d never been part of her life and never would. Her mother had been enough.


“My father’s name is Elliott Vanderpool,” Candi said.


Alexis backed up until her desk chair collided with the wall.


“You know that name, don’t you?”
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