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      Fourteen Years Earlier

      

      “Mallory Clemmons.”

      I turn, hearing my name being shouted from behind me. Spinning, I see Bronx walking toward me. He’s dressed in his uniform, white ball pants and the signature logo of the Eagles spread across his broad chest.

      “Are you wearing my jersey?” Bronx asks, a smirk appearing.

      Tall, dark, and handsome. But, also sweet, loving, and perfect.

      Bronx Nichols is the epitome of a high school heartthrob, and he is all mine. We’ve been dating for just under a year, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.

      I don’t think I could ever be happier.

      “What’s it to you?” I tease, laughing as I say the words.

      A wicked grin breaks across his gorgeous face as he pulls me flush against him, and leans against the chain link fence of the baseball field. His hat is turned backwards, just the way I like it on him.

      Truth is, I like anything on Bronx. The boy can literally put on a trash bag and I’d still think it was sexy on him.

      Me, on the other hand, is a different story. I have just about zero fashion sense, but whatever I’m doing, it attracts Bronx. That’s all that matters to me anyway, there’s no other boy at this school I’m interested in.

      “It’s a whole lot to me, babe,” he whispers against my lips, “I love seeing you in my jersey.” He presses his lips to mine, softly. “Every single game, it lets all these other tools know who you belong to.”

      “Do I belong to you, Bronx Nichols?” I look into his eyes, knowing the answer, but still enjoying hearing him say it.

      “Sure as fuck do.” His chin lifts, and the smile spreads across my face again.

      “Good.” I wink. “I love you, Bronx.” I rise to my toes and kiss him, just like I do before every home game.

      “I love you, more.” He smiles down at me, and the butterflies in my belly take flight like they do every time I’m on the receiving end of one of his smiles.

      “Nichols, let’s go!” His best friend, Slade Hendrix, calls for him from the dugout. “We’ve been waiting forever.”

      I laugh, looking in the direction of Slade. “He’s coming,” I shout, looking back at Bronx, “you better go before you get in trouble.” I push against his chest slightly, his eyes soften as he stares down at me.

      “You’re beautiful, you know that?” Bronx whispers against my hairline, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear.

      I blush.

      I always do when I hear him say things like this to me. I know I’m pretty, but Bronx has a way of really making me feel like I’m the only girl that he sees.

      “Nichols!” Slade’s twin brother, Cade, shouts. His hands cupped around his mouth to make him louder.

      The game is getting ready to start, and sadly, I can’t stay. My parents have called a family meeting and demanded I be home by dinner time tonight. I’m so ready to graduate from high school and move out on my own.

      Only one more year.

      “I’m comin’.” He wraps his arms around me, holding me tighter against him. “I hate that you’re not getting to stay, I play better when you’re in the stands.”

      “I know,” I pout. I could ignore my parents' demands, stay for the game and cheer on my hunky boyfriend… but I know that will only get me grounded and cause me to lose more time with Bronx.

      “What do you think they want to talk about?” Bronx releases his hold on me, but grabs my hand, linking our fingers together instead.

      “I’m not sure, Mom acted upset earlier when I got home from school, but she didn’t say anything.” I shrug. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.” I glance down at my watch and realize I have about fifteen minutes to get home and it’ll take me at least most of that to walk there. “I gotta go.”

      “Ugh,” he groans. “Want me to pick you up for school in the morning?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be ready by seven-thirty,” I tell him.

      “Alright, baby. Be careful walking home.” He smiles, pressing his lips to my forehead. “I love you.”

      Bronx releases me and walks back onto the field, turning his ball hat to face forward once he reaches Slade and his brother, Cade. The three of them have been friends for as long as I can remember. Their friendship is strong, and similar to what I have with Lesslie.

      Cade isn’t as close to Bronx as Slade though, his best friends are from a couple of towns over, so if he isn’t playing ball, we rarely see him anymore.

      I’m maybe ten feet away from where Bronx left me when I hear him yell.

      “Hey, Mal.”

      I look over my shoulder. This time it’s Bronx that has both hands cupped around his mouth.

      “I’m gonna marry you someday,” he demands, and half of the baseball team steps into view, all of them hootin’ and hollerin’ at Bronx's words.

      I blush, as the butterflies in my stomach couldn’t be caged if I tried.

      But I never try to cage them, because I know I couldn’t possibly feel this with anyone else.

      “Oh yeah?” I laugh.

      “Yeah.” His smile grows, spreading across his handsome face.

      “Okay.” I shrug, hoping he’s telling the truth.

      Even though we’re only juniors in high school, I’d love to be Mrs. Bronx Nichols someday.

      “Mark my words, babe.” He puts a hand over his heart and walks backwards.

      I shake my head, the biggest smile on my face as I turn and head in the direction of my house.

      By the time I get there, I’m out of breath because I ran the last three blocks to make it on time. I push open the large, wooden door and step inside, expecting to smell whatever my mother has fixed for dinner.

      “Hey, Mama.” I drop my bag by the front door and look around. The room is full of brown cardboard boxes, all labeled with their designated rooms. What the hell? “Mama?” I call out.

      “In here,” she calls from the kitchen.

      I eye the boxes once more before heading in her direction. When I turn the corner, she and my dad are packing up utensils in the kitchen into a box. My stomach sinks with realization, but I ask the question anyway, needing to hear it from them.

      “What’s going on?” My eyes darting around the room.

      “We’re leaving in a few hours.” My dad drops what’s in his hands into the box then rounds the peninsula until he’s in front of me. “We have to be there by morning.”

      “What? Where’s there?” The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach makes itself known, and my hand instinctively moves to cover it. “Why so quick?”

      “Arkansas. I was promoted, and part of the promotion is that it starts tomorrow, so we have to leave shortly,” he tells me.

      My ears are ringing, I can’t leave. I have a life here. This can’t be happening.

      “Daddy, that’s like twelve hours away.”

      “I know, sweet pea. That’s why we need to leave in a few hours, the moving company will be here tomorrow morning. We’re just trying to pack up as much as we can.” He smiles, but I can’t return it.

      I’m so angry at him right now. Why would he accept a different job? One that rips us away from our lives here?

      “I don’t want to go,” I explain, tears starting to pool in my eyes. “I have Bronx and Lesslie. My entire life is here.”

      “Oh, honey.” My mother comes to stand beside him. “You’ll make new friends.”

      “Not like Bronx or Lesslie, though. Please don’t make me go.” I’m nearing hysterics now as the anger courses through my veins. “I can stay with Gran.”

      That’s a perfect solution. I spend most of my free time at her house anyway, and my parents can come visit, and I’ll go visit them.

      It’s a win-win.

      “Honey, we’re not splitting up.” He pauses what he’s packing and looks over at me. “I’m sorry. You’re moving with us. Go pack up your things,” Dad tells me.

      “Can I at least go to the ball field to tell Bronx?” My eyes are burning as I plead with him to let me go.

      “There’s not enough time, sweet pea. You need to pack. Write him a letter.” He dismisses me.

      As if a letter will be enough. How can I tell him I’m moving? And drop that information in a letter? One where I’m long gone by the time he reads it. My dad doesn’t understand, he keeps referring to Bronx and me as puppy love. He doesn’t get that it’s real, that it consumes me. Dad thinks we’re young, and that this will just run its course.

      “Daddy, please,” I beg, “please let me tell him goodbye.”

      “Mallo-”

      “Let her go, dear.” My mom intervenes. She turns her attention to me. “Pack as much as you can, his game should have just started and you can make it there before it ends.”

      “Okay.” I grab a few assembled boxes on my way to the stairs, fighting back the tears that I’m struggling to keep in.

      As soon as I step inside my room, my tears fall fast and hard as the sobs breakthrough. I look around at the only home I’ve ever known, knowing that I’m having to leave it all behind.

      I’m devastated. I’ll have to start a new school, make a new plan for my life, and all for some stupid job my dad thought would better us.

      Pictures of me and Bronx on our dates over the last year are tucked into the edge of my dresser mirror, along with group pictures of me, Bronx, Lesslie, Cade, and Slade. I don’t even fight back the tears now, it’s pointless.

      After packing for an hour and a half, I have nearly everything thrown in boxes and bags, and my clothes still on the hangers laid across my bed. I look at my watch and see that his game should be ending soon, I make my way down the stairs. My parents are still in the kitchen, packing up the rest of what they can in the kitchen.

      “I’m going to the fields,” I mumble, not caring if they can understand me or not.

      “Okay, sweetheart.” My mom offers a sad smile.

      “Did you get packed? If you haven’t then you will have to go back upstairs and finish.” Dad points his finger at the stairs.

      “Honey, let her go. She needs to say goodbye,” Mom defends, her eyes remaining on my father.

      “I just don’t understand why you can’t just write him a letter. Or call him tomorrow, that’s why we pay for your phone after all.” He waves his hand in the air.

      I feel my face heat with both sadness and anger.

      “Go on, sweetie. Just be home shortly.”

      I nod and dart out the front door.

      My feet carry me in the direction of the baseball fields. I don’t walk, I run, needing to get to Bronx as quickly as I can. I’m not even thinking about what I possibly look like right now, with red-rimmed eyes, tear-stained cheeks and a heart that is cracking with every step that brings me closer to where he is.

      I just have to get to him.

      When the lights from the field come into view, my heart rate kicks up and I get more anxious to see him.

      I don’t stop until I reach the outfield fence, my eyes finding him instantly as he walks to home plate, his bat in his hand as he zeros in on the pitcher. I grip the chain link fence, watching as he does what he loves to do.

      I look at the scoreboard to my right, then back out at the field in front of me. The bases are loaded, it’s the bottom of the ninth inning, two outs and we’re down by just one run. The pitcher stands straight, checking over his shoulder before bringing his glove above his head and hurling the ball toward the catcher. Bronx swings, barely missing the ball. My stomach drops when I watch him grip the barrel of the bat, taking a step back to refocus before re-entering the batter’s box.

      I take a deep breath, watching as the pitcher goes back through the motions once more. This time, the ball soars right down the middle. Bronx swings, the sound of the bat making contact with the ball has me gripping the fence harder as I watch the ball soar directly over my head.

      Homerun.

      He just hit a grand slam, winning the game. I’m screaming with excitement, watching as he tosses his bat to the dugout. He looks up, seeing me standing at the right field fence, and even from this far away, I can see his smile slowly spread across his face.

      He points at me before patting his chest, right over his heart, and rounds first base to jog to second.

      I wipe away the tears that have formed as I think about what I’m about to do. How I’m about to break this perfect boy’s heart.

      The game is over, but I don’t leave my spot at the fence. I don’t need a crowd for what I have to say. And I don’t want to share him right now.

      I watch from afar as Bronx exits the dugout, his bag thrown over his shoulder. He dodges everyone, including some of the girls who have always wanted him as he heads straight for me.

      My stomach is in knots, unable to form words to explain everything that I’ve just learned. I feel like my entire world was just flipped upside down in a twenty-minute span.

      “Did you see that?” he asks once he’s within earshot of me. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

      “I can.” I smile up at him. “You were amazing.”

      “I’m just glad you made it.” He drops his bag and takes the final few steps closing the distance between us, and picks me up. My legs wrap around him on instinct as he spins me in circles while pressing his lips against mine. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

      “That’s something I kind of need to talk to you about.” He drops me to my feet. I bite my bottom lip, pulling away from him.

      “What’s wrong?” He looks at me, concern filling his eyes. “Are you ok?”

      “I’m leaving,” I tell him, and his shoulders relax.

      “I’ll walk you home.” He smiles. Guilt hits me hard as I realize he doesn’t understand what I’m meaning.

      “No, I mean I’m leaving Valley.” He pulls back slightly. “We have to break up.”

      “Wait, what? No.” He shakes his head.

      “I’ll be twelve hours away, Bronx. This won’t work,” I explain.

      “This is a joke.” He looks at me with so much hope, that maybe what I’m saying isn’t real and he can laugh it off later.

      “It’s not, my dad got a promotion. We have to be there in the morning,” I tell him.

      “Mallory, we can make it work.” His grip on me tightens. “We have one year of school and then we can go to college together.” His voice cracks, right along with my heart at that sound.

      “I’m sorry.” My heart is breaking. Crumbling in my chest as I look into his eyes. There’s a storm in them, sadness mixed with hope, and it’s my undoing.

      “Mallory.”

      I take a step back from him, needing to put some distance between us. I can barely breathe, my chest feels like it’s about to give out, and my heart is physically in pain.

      “Don’t do this. We can figure it out.”

      The best way to do something is to rip the Band-Aid off, right? That’s what I have to do. I can’t expect him to wait for me, he doesn’t deserve to put his life on hold until we graduate. I don’t want him to ever resent me, and what if I’m unable to return? What if we don’t get into the same colleges? He needs to enjoy his senior year and all that that entails.

      “I have to go.” I shove his coat, the coat that I’ve worn every day for nearly a year, in his hands and don’t wait for him to say anything else. I turn and run as fast as my feet will allow me back to my house.

      He deserves more of an explanation, I owe him more of an explanation than I gave him, but I could barely find my words to tell him I was leaving. The look in his eyes before I ran scared me and I knew in that one look that he was feeling the same way that I did in that moment.

      Completely lost, and broken.

      Escaping is my only option.

      So I run.

      And thirty minutes later, I’m sitting in the backseat of my mom's car with a few boxes that we will need until the moving company gets to our new house, and our family dog, River.

      My phone is in one hand as I hover over Bronx’s contact before hitting the button that will block him. Keeping in touch will be too hard, too painful.

      I cry the entire way to Arkansas, River’s head in my lap as I carefully stroke between his ears, feeling my heart shatter for the only boy I’ll ever love.
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      “Goddamn, I’ve got to quit eating here.” I laugh, taking the last bite of my donut.

      It’s become a morning ritual for the three of us to eat here before starting our shift, and the fucking donuts are just that good.

      “Lies.” Lesslie laughs, taking a bite of her strudel.

      “We all know he can’t stay away from donuts.” Slade laughs. “He’s the reason that cops and donuts are linked together.”

      “Shut up.” I wave them off, wishing I had another donut.

      I see a familiar car pull up outside and see my man, Cooper, jump from the backseat. “There’s my dude,” I announce once he steps inside. He’s carrying a book with him as his head lifts, scanning the room until he sees us.

      “I made Momma buy you the new copy, too.” He hands me the newest Spiderman book.

      “Thanks, man.” I slide the donut I saved for him over, he’s lucky I didn’t eat the damn thing. Brooke doesn’t let him have sweets very often, so as any good uncle, I slide the sprinkled goodness over to him and watch as he takes a bite, sliding it back before Brooke walks in.

      Brooke and Slade have been married for a few months, and they’re living in bliss. Or at least that’s what Slade says.

      Marriage is overrated if you ask me.

      One woman for the rest of your life. Ain’t no way.

      At one point in time, I wanted what they had. I had what they have, and she walked right out of my life without a second glance.

      Even if the move wasn’t her choice, she chose to walk away from me for good.

      I promised myself I’d never feel that way again.

      “Hey, Brooke,” I announce, trying to act innocent.

      “You know, Bronx, you give it away every time you greet me like that.” She shakes her head, stopping beside Slade and giving him a quick kiss. Her eyes move to Cooper who’s trying to chew his bite of donut as discreetly as he can, but the few sprinkles on his lip tell her all she needs to know. “Cooper,” she warns.

      He laughs, nearly spitting the donut across the table.

      “You’re such a bad influence, Bronx.” Lesslie laughs.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I look at Slade. “We better get going.”

      “I’ve got to drop this one off at Mom’s,” Slade tells me, pointing to Cooper.

      Coop’s not Slade’s biological kid, but you’d never be able to tell he wasn’t. Slade loves him like his own, which is what the boy needed since his biological dad is hardly around. Things have gotten better, but they’re still not where they should be, in my opinion.

      I can’t stand Marcus. Anytime we run into him, I want to knock his ass to the ground for the shit he pulled nearly two years ago. He let a known criminal out of jail, for the sole reason that Slade was the one who arrested him. In return, it got his son kidnapped, and it was a shit show.

      “Meet ya back at the station?” I ask, standing from the table.

      “Yeah.”

      “Have a good day, little man.” I hold my fist out for Cooper.

      School is getting ready to start back up, and he’ll be in fourth grade this year. Last year he began to excel in his classes. It was a rocky start with a teacher we all didn’t care for, but Brooke fought the school hard to make sure he was being accommodated for his dyslexia. Hopefully, without Miss Ray in the picture, fourth grade will be his best year yet.

      “Bye, Bronx.” Cooper smiles before following Brooke and Slade outside.  Lesslie and I watch as he hops into the backseat of Slade’s Explorer.

      “I’m happy for them,” she whispers.

      “Yeah, me too,” I agree.

      We clean up the mess we’ve all made on the table before heading outside to my car. Lesslie climbs into the passenger seat and starts changing the music before I’m even out of the parking spot.

      “Damn, can you at least wait until we’re on the road?”

      “No.” She scrunches her nose at me.

      “Just no Taylor Swift shit.” I snarl my lip at her. I like Taylor Swift, but Lesslie loves Taylor Swift and has worn out every song the girl has released in the last ten years.

      “Excuse me?” She sits back, her hand slapping against the vest on her chest. “Are you kidding me?”

      “So serious.” I smile, which only makes her feign hurt even more.

      “I just don’t know how I ended up with the two of you.” She shakes her head, referring to me and Slade. “I just don’t even know.”

      “Ha. Ha,” I say, “you’re damn lucky to have us and you know it.”

      “More like the other way around, hot shot.” She laughs. “Hey, where have you been the last few weekends?”

      “Around.” I look over at her and smirk. “Keeping busy.” I wink.

      “Gross.” She fake gags. “You’re such a horn dog.”

      “I can’t help that the ladies love me.”

      “Loathe you, maybe,” she tosses.

      “Shiiiiitttt,” I draw out.

      “I thought you and Heather were going to become something, but then you two just stopped talking. You never told me why.”

      “She’s got more baggage than I do, and if I know anything, it’s that it would be a recipe for disaster.” I shrug. “Besides, I’m not looking for anything serious.”

      I’m what the ladies like to call a casanova, and I do it so well.

      She nods, accepting my answer, and turns her eyes to the window as we drive through town. I’ve never been one for anything serious. I’ve only ever wanted casual since she left town.

      “You ever wonder about Mallory?”

      Hearing her name sends a jolt to my heart, one that fucking aches so bad it takes my breath.

      Still after all this time.

      “More than I’d like to admit.” I grip the steering wheel.

      “Hm.” Lesslie doesn’t say anything else, knowing that it’s still a sore subject for me. I’ll never understand why she up and left the way she did, I’m not sure if I even want to.

      Or why she blocked me the second she crossed the city limits.

      One day I had everything, and the next it was all gone.

      The radio sounds with dispatch’s voice, making me jump after being deep in thought of her. Lesslie chuckles, reaching forward and grabbing the handheld transceiver.

      I listen to her give them the go to proceed with the call, and when Veyo’s bar is mentioned, I groan in frustration because it’s barely even eight in the morning.

      “10-4, responding.” She hooks the handheld back in its place and flips the lights on for me as we head in the direction of the bar.

      When I turn the corner and the bar comes into view, Lesslie lets out a groan that matches my earlier one. Petey, our frequent flyer at the PD, is standing with his Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned staring into the windows of the bar.

      “Here we go.” She sighs, unbuckling herself and climbing from the car. I do the same, rounding the hood and coming to stand next to Lesslie.

      “Petey,” I say, my eyes remaining trained on him. Even though he’s harmless, when he’s drunk, he can do or say just about anything. “What are you doing, bud?”

      Petey freezes, looking into the windows again. Veyo’s has this type of tint that almost makes the window look like a mirror, so Petey is staring back at himself. I watch as Petey points a finger at himself, then takes a step back before attempting to punch the window. Or more importantly, punch himself.

      Thankfully, the bar has reinforced glass because they were tired of replacing it every time a fight broke out or a chair went through it.

      Small towns are wild sometimes, man.

      “Alright.” I come up behind Petey, and grab his arms, pulling them behind him as I pull my cuffs free and hook him. “Petey, you’re going to have to come with us.”

      Petey spouts off some crazy shit about how the guy was trying to steal his wallet, which he doesn’t have on him, and that he was gonna kick the guy’s ass.

      I read him his rights, explain to the best of my ability to his drunk ass why he’s being arrested, and place him in the back of the car.

      Meeting Lesslie at the front of the cruiser, she tells me she spoke to the people who called it in. The bar serves breakfast in the early mornings, giving those who had been in late the night before a chance to get some good, greasy food in their stomachs before their hangovers kick their ass too much.

      “Petey just isn’t gonna learn, is he?” she asks. “I can’t believe he was trying to fight himself.” She shakes her head. “At eight in the morning, wasted.”

      “Nah, he’s gonna have to want the change,” I tell her, looking through the windshield. You can barely make him out through the barricade that blocks us from the backseat, but you can tell his head is bobbing to whatever he’s saying. “Everything good inside?”

      “Yeah, a few didn’t know Petey, so he scared them. The one behind the bar didn’t know what else to do, and was afraid Petey was going to hurt himself trying to hit the window.” Her face falls as she looks at the car. “One of these days, he’s going to really get himself hurt.”

      “All we can do is our jobs, Less.” I nudge her shoulder. “Let’s get him booked, and hopefully they’ll figure out a better plan for him this time.”

      We climb into the car, heading to the station to book Petey.

      At least Petey’s good at one thing, keeping my mind off Mallory.
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      “Guys, let’s go!” I shout from the front door. “Our flight leaves in a few hours and I do not want to be late.” I can already feel my anxiety growing, which means I’ll start getting snappy, and then the mom guilt will eat me alive.

      “Boys, listen to your mother,” my husband, John, says.

      My Gramps just passed away, and we’re heading to Valley for the funeral. My Gran is all I have left in this world now. I lost my parents seven years ago during a car accident, one that claimed them both instantly.

      I’m heading out early to help Gran while John finishes up some work here before flying out to meet us in a couple of days.

      Our bags are already loaded into my SUV, all I need now are my stubborn children. I sigh, I can already tell this day is going to be shit.

      Alec is a teenage pain in my ass most days, but I love him and he loves his Momma fiercely. Austin is my nine-year-old sweetheart and the apple of my eye. I love my kids more than life itself, which is what has kept me going since losing nearly my entire family in the blink of an eye.

      “Alec!” I shout, my patience failing.

      “I’m coming,” he snaps back.

      “Watch it,” his dad warns.

      Alec shoots him a look that could set him on fire.

      John and Alec have struggled the last year in their relationship. Alec wants to focus all his spare time on sports, whereas John is not a sports person, at all. He doesn’t enjoy going to games, watching games, or practicing for games. Anything to do with sports, he’s not interested in it and doesn’t understand why he isn’t. Alec has felt a wedge between the two of them because of it, and he’s struggled opening up with his dad.

      Austin, on the other hand, likes sports, but they aren’t his life like his brother. Austin’s my kid who enjoys more outdoorsy types of extracurricular activities, but that also causes struggles because John does nothing but work.

      “Let’s go,” I tell them both. “Gran is going to be waiting for us.”

      The boys have only met my Gran a few times. She’s in her seventies, so traveling isn’t the easiest for her.

      I haven’t been back to Valley in nearly fourteen years. Not since the night I was forced to leave my entire life to move to a place where my parents ended up being taken away from me so soon.

      I met John on my first day of school here. He was charming, but I was still in love with someone from my past. But, John was persistent, and he didn’t back down until he won me over.

      And he did.

      I thought I was on cloud nine. How many times can you find love like this in one life? Granted, I was young, and it’s never been anything like what I shared with Bronx all those years ago, it was something and I was happy.

      The loneliness I experienced when we first moved to Arkansas nearly sent me into a spiral of depression.

      I’d always planned to return to Valley, or at least the area to go to college, but then I got pregnant. My senior year of high school was spent preparing for a baby. A baby that John and I had made together, and I knew that I couldn’t leave. John was going to attend a local college here, get his degree and then work for his family business.

      And that’s what he’s done.

      I never attended college, the timing just wasn’t right after we found out I was pregnant. Then, I didn’t want to be away from my son, so I stayed home and tended to him and the house while John worked. After a while, being a stay-at-home mom was just who I was. It’s what I’m good at, and college seemed like a waste of money, at the point when I was finally able to attend.

      The boys say goodbye to their dad, well Austin does, Alec walks right past him and out the front door.

      “Be good for your mom and grandma,” John tells him, and I almost snort. She’d hate being called that.

      “Okay, bye, Dad.” Austin follows behind Alec and climbs into the backseat.

      “You be careful too,” he tells me, pulling me into his arms. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

      “I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

      “Always.” He smiles.

      By the time I get to the car, I’m so afraid that we’ll miss our flight that I’m constantly going over my to-do list in my head. Thankfully, the airport is only a quick drive.

      “We have everything we need right?” I ask Alec. “I keep feeling like I’m forgetting something.”

      “I think so.” He pulls his headphones from his ears and looks at me. “Bags?”

      “In the back.” I look in the rearview mirror and double-check that I can see them standing in the back of my SUV.

      “Umm, pillow for the plane?” He shrugs.

      I gesture to the backseat where my pillow sits next to all of the things Austin decided he needed to bring with him on this short drive.

      “Tickets?”

      “Yea–” I look down at my purse. Lifting it, I sit it on Alec’s lap and have him go through it.

      “Shit,” he mumbles.

      “Language.”

      When he doesn’t find them, I go through my phone, using my knee to steer the car. I know, I know, it’s dangerous. Then I remember where the tickets are.

      “Your dad booked these. Let me try to call him to have him forward them to us.” I hit the screen of my radio, hitting the favorites tab, and clicking on John’s name. The ringing through the speakers continues until it catches his voicemail. I hang up and dial his number again, the same thing happening.

      “We’re going to have to turn around.”

      Alec groans in frustration.

      I feel ya kid. This only further fuels my anxiety.

      Thankfully, we’re only about halfway into our drive to the airport. And I only break a few speed laws on the way back to the house. I missed a flight once and the anxiety of missing another hasn’t let up since.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell the boys as I’m pulling into the driveway.

      I don’t think either of them even heard me. Austin fell asleep in the backseat shortly after we turned around to come back to the house and Alec is too engrossed in whatever he’s doing on his phone to pay attention to me.

      I hurry up the sidewalk to the front porch and push open the door. It’s quiet, and I don’t see John in the living room as I walk through.

      “John?” I call out. He must be upstairs. I figured he’d have left for work already. Reaching our bedroom door, I push it open. “John? I left our plane tickets–”

      The view in front of me hits me in the gut so hard that I think I’m going to be sick. My husband, the one who I’ve given up everything to stay here for, is pulling his pants back up to his waist while my so-called best friend is doing the same.

      On. My. Bed.

      “Mal,” he says, taking a step toward me.

      All I can do is laugh. I laugh at the fucking irony of it all. The perfect little life I’ve been living with my two beautiful boys and the man who loves me unconditionally.

      Supposedly.

      Love.

      “Let me explain.” He takes another step toward me, but I hold my hand up to halt him.

      What on Earth could he possibly say to explain this?

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      Oh, so clichè.

      “Please, do explain that one.” I let my eyes bounce from him to Elise.

      My best fucking friend.

      The one who I always went to when John and I would have an argument, and now the thought of me confiding in her about my marital issues from time to time makes me ill.

      Literally sick to my stomach, thinking about the fact that I’ve told her every problem we’ve had, thinking I could vent to her, and she would be a good listening ear. Now, knowing that she’s been comforting my husband more than me makes my stomach tighten in knots.

      I wonder what her husband will think of all of this.

      “Elise just stopped by to… um…” He looks from me to her.

      I can’t help but laugh again. The sound floating through the air isn’t my normal laugh, but this is almost comical that he thinks I would believe anything he says. I stare at the puzzled look on his face as he tries to form any lie that would make me believe the two of them weren’t just fucking on my bed.

      “How long?” I ask. I’m not even sure if I want the answer to this, but I’m asking it anyway. His eyes lift to mine, and his shoulders fall slightly. “How long has this been going on?”

      “Just tell her, John.”

      My eyes snap to Elise but she doesn’t look at me. Instead, she keeps hers trained on the side of John’s face. When he doesn’t respond to my question, her attention falls to me.

      “This has been going on for nearly three years.”

      Three? Did she just say three years?

      How in the hell can someone keep up with the lies for that long?

      My mouth falls open and my muscles go weak. It feels like my legs may completely give out on me. My chest tightens as the betrayal sinks in. I’ve not only lost my best friend, the person I connected with years ago… but also my husband, my picture-perfect family.

      But, I guess it’s true what they say… It isn’t always what it seems.

      “Wow,” I scoff, slowly backing out of the room.

      My boys.

      How am I going to tell them? I head toward his home office, looking around the scattered papers on the desk for our plane tickets. I need to hurry and get the hell out of here, my boys are in the car and Alec will come in looking for me. I do not want to throw this on him right now.

      John walks in behind me, grabbing my shoulders to halt me.

      “Do not fucking touch me.” I turn on him, shoving his hands away from me, and point at him. There’s venom in my voice and I hope he feels the rage pouring out of me right now. “You don’t have the fucking right.” My voice cracks.

      “Mallory, calm down.”

      “Calm down?” I scoff. “Are you kidding me? Where are the damn tickets, John? I have a plane to catch.”

      He walks toward the printer and pulls them from the tray, handing them to me. “Can we please talk about this?”

      “No, we can’t. Not right now. I need to process this shit and figure out what I want to do.” He jumps back as if I’ve just hit him. “Not to mention, I have a funeral to attend.”

      That jackass. My grandpa just passed, and he’s sleeping with my best friend instead of coming with me to Valley. Does he even have to work, or was this an excuse for him to stay behind and have time with her?

      “Mallory.”

      “Goodbye, John.” I step around him and into the hallway.

      “Mallory, please don’t do this.”

      I’m not even sure where Elise is, but she’s the last thing I want to deal with right now. I just need to leave.

      I don’t let his begging stop me, instead, I put a mask on and walk back outside to the car. Trying my damndest to hide the emotions and thoughts running through me right now.

      “Get them?” Alec asks as soon as I open the door, his eyes never move from his phone, and for once I’m thankful.

      “Yep. Let’s go.” I’m pressed on time now, and having to turn around for the tickets didn’t help any, but I need to hit the bank before I leave town, grab some cash for emergencies. “I forgot to stop by the bank,” I tell Alec, but he puts his headphones back on, as I back away from the house, not caring about my need for another errand.

      A house I no longer know if I can return to.

      John stands on the porch, waving as if I didn’t just catch him committing adultery with my best friend. Rolling my eyes, I focus on the road and try to piece together my plans for our future.

      But for now, I’m heading home to Valley.
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      “It’s a shame about Old Man Rager,” Slade’s dad says.

      Just the last name hits me in the chest. I’ve tried for years to rid myself of the thoughts and memories of her, but I never seem to be able to. “He was a good one.” Richard stares into the distance, thinking back to his days with Old Man Rager. The two of them weren’t close in age, but in this small town, you know everyone, and everyone eventually becomes like family.

      When we lose someone, it hits us all.

      “He was.” Slade nods.

      I see him glance at me out of the corner of my eye, trying to gauge what’s going on in my head at the mention of that family. We’re at his parents for a bar-b-que. Something his parents have started doing more of in the past year. Darlene says it’s a way that she’s able to bring her entire family, extended kids and all, closer together.

      It’s something I look forward to now.

      When I graduated high school, my parents sold everything they had in Valley and moved halfway across the country. The Heartland wasn’t for them, and they needed salty air and the sound of oceans at their back door.

      “I wonder if Mallory will be coming into town.”

      Just hearing her name pulls me from my thoughts. Darlene slaps Cade in the chest, not hard, but enough to get his attention.

      “Ow. What was that for?”

      She juts her chin in my direction, and his face falls when he realizes what he’s done.

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Bronx. I wasn’t thinking.”

      I wave him off. “Dude, don’t worry about it. It was so long ago.” I laugh, trying to play off the hurt that just her name brings to me.

      She and I were so long ago, but it still pains me like it was yesterday.

      “Are you going to the funeral?” Darlene asks, not being nosey, just being the concerned mother figure she’s always been.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. I’m not sure if it’s a good idea or not. Seeing Mallory would damn near ruin me. “I probably shouldn’t.”

      Surely she’s thought about seeing me since having to come back, right? At one point in time we were inseparable, and then she was just … gone.

      Who am I kidding? She isn’t worried about me right now, I’m probably the furthest from her mind. Her gramps just died, her focus shouldn’t be on me.

      “I understand, sweetheart.” Her soft voice wraps around me, showing the type of woman she is.

      They all continue to share thoughts of Old Man Rager, a round of laughter breaking out about the time we got caught in his vegetable garden, but my mind is lost on Mallory.

      I wonder what she’s like? I’ve never bothered searching her on social media, and I made it clear I didn’t want updates on her life from Slade or Lesslie. The idea of her moving on is too painful, but I know by now she has.

      Fourteen years is a long time to wait on someone, and it became clear she wasn’t coming back once I graduated and never heard from her.

      That night everyone thought we got drunk to celebrate our futures, but I got drunk to drown out the loss of mine.

      “Who’s hungry?” Richard asks, ending the conversation as he stands from the table and heads over to the grill. “It should be ready shortly.”

      “Let’s play a game of wiffle ball.” Cade tosses the ball he has been spinning in his hand to me. “It’s been a while. You up for it?”

      “I’m game.” I stand from my seat, heading toward their small shed that holds the bats and bases.

      Desperately needing a distraction from the thoughts running rampant in my mind. Anything to avoid thinking about her.

      After I grab what I need, I head out to the open lot next to the pond. We’ve done this same game for years, in this exact spot. I smile at Cooper as I hand him the bases so he can set them up, and I drop the balls where the pitcher's mound will be.

      “I’m pitching.” Lesslie playfully bumps into my shoulder, grabbing a ball from the pile I just dumped to the ground.

      “I’ll bat first,” Brooke says, yanking the bat from my hand.

      How the hell am I getting bullied right now? She saunters over to Slade, giving him a kiss before running toward home plate swinging the bat.

      I laugh as she steps up to the plate, taking a few practice swings like she’s Sammy Sosa.

      “I’ll be on her team.” Cade laughs, heading in the same direction that Brooke just went. I hear the growl from behind me and smile, knowing what’s coming next.

      “Hands to yourself,” Slade warns, earning him a laugh from his brother.

      “I’m gonna be on Mom and Uncle Cade’s team,” Coop yells as he runs past us. His little feet carrying him as fast as they can.

      “Traitor,” Slade scoffs at him.

      “Sorry.” Cooper waves his arm over his head, not caring in the least that he’s just abandoned us to be on their team. Cade and Brooke both greet him with high fives.

      See if I share my next donut with him.

      After thirty minutes of the game, their team is kicking our asses and we call it quits. Slade drops to the ground, watching Cooper and Brooke toss the ball a little longer. I fall to the grass next to him, and Lesslie sits in front of us.

      I think we’re getting too old for this level of wiffle ball we try to play. Working out every day helps, but I’d rather chase a perp than go against Brooke in wiffle ball. She’s fucking fast, ridiculously fast.

      “Are y’all going to the funeral?” she asks us, and I tense.

      My non-Mallory moments were short lived, clearly.

      “Nah, I’m probably gonna pick up a shift that day,” I tell her. She raises a brow at me but doesn’t question my decision, she doesn’t have to because she already knows.

      I really liked Old Man Rager, and got to know him pretty well in high school when Mallory and I were dating. I’ve seen him in passing a few times over the years, but never had a chance to talk to him for long. It was easier that way, only seeing him for a few minutes, never long enough for him to open the door to talk about her.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Brooke, too,” Slade tells me.

      I’m not sure if I can sit through that.

      I don’t know if I’ll be able to sit through watching her break down.

      “What about you?” I ask Lesslie.

      “I’m not on schedule, but I promised my cousin I’d help her that day with some wedding stuff. I’m going to try to swing by before I head to my cousin’s. I actually have the entire weekend off.”

      I nod, I forgot her cousin was getting married.

      “Oh, shit. I forgot Layna was getting married.” Slade laughs. “What’s his name again?”

      “Doyle.”

      Slade and I both look at each other and laugh.

      “Shut up. She’s in love.”

      “I guess you’d have to be…” I trail off. A hard slap connects with my shoulder. “Ouch.” I glare at Lesslie.

      “Well, don’t be a dick.” She tries to give me a stern look, but fails whenever her laugh breaks through.

      Slade separates his legs when Brooke walks over, letting her sit between them. She leans back on his chest and I watch as his arms wrap around her. Damn, I’m happy to see my dude so happy, but I miss that.

      The feeling of being able to hold someone you love in your arms, feeling like they’ll be there forever. Having someone in your arms that you truly care about is an indescribable feeling. Almost like you’re invincible.

      I haven’t experienced that since Mallory.

      I toss my bat to the fence near the dugout and jog toward first base. I knew the second the bat connected that the ball was out of here. Everyone is screaming my name, a feeling I’m still not used to. Raising my eyes to the fence where the ball went over, they land on Mallory smiling at me.

      My girl.

      Smiling back, I point at her, letting her know that I see her before slapping my hand to my chest to signal I love her. She smiles wider as I round the base toward second.

      By the time we shake hands with the opposing team and I grab all my gear from the dugout, there’s only one person on my mind and I’m heading in her direction. I’m vaguely aware of a few people calling my name, but I ignore them, needing to get to my girl.

      The closer I get, the wider my smile grows, but she isn’t looking at me. Her eyes are fixated on the ground beneath her, kicking at the grass like she does when she’s nervous.

      “Did you see that?” I ask, and her head lifts. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

      “I can.” She smiles at me, but it doesn’t meet her eyes. “You were amazing.”

      “I’m just glad you made it.” Seeing her at the fence was a shock, but in a good way. I love having her in the stands, cheering me on. It makes me push to do better, knowing her eyes are on me. I drop my bag and close the distance between us, pulling her into my arms. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

      “That’s something I kind of need to talk to you about.” Her bottom lip pulls between her teeth. She drives me crazy when she does that, but when she pulls away from me, I stare down at her in confusion.

      “What’s wrong?” That’s when I notice her eyes, they’re red rimmed like she’s been crying. Concern spreads through me.

      “I’m leaving.” I know she just means she has to get back home. Her parents probably just gave her a time limit to stay out tonight.

      “I’ll walk you home.” I smile, any time I can get with my girl is good enough for me.

      “No, I mean I’m leaving Valley.” I pull away, surely I’m not hearing her correctly. Her words echo in my ears. “We have to break up.”

      No. My stomach drops.

      Breaking up was never part of our relationship; hell, we’ve never even had a fight. I’ve never felt this way about another girl. Mallory captivated my attention a long time ago and I’ll never be able to look at another the way I see her.

      “Wait, baby. No.” I plead, not caring if I sound like a pussy right now. I can’t wrap my head around the idea of her leaving, and just giving up on us.

      “I’ll be twelve hours away, Bronx. This won’t work.” Her eyes gut me, seeing her so damn sad and knowing there’s nothing I can do to stop this.

      Mallory’s stubborn, and once she sets her mind to something, it’s damn near impossible to change it.

      “Mallory, we can make it work.” I know we can. I know us. “We have one year of school and then we can go to college together.”

      It’ll suck, but I’ll do anything to be able to love her. To not lose her.

      “I’m sorry.” She shutters.

      “Mallory.” I reach for her but she steps back, she’s putting space between us, and I don’t fucking like it. I drop my hand, feeling the weight of her decision.

      “I have to go.” She turns, not giving me a second look and runs as fast as she can. Runs away from me with my broken heart in her hands still.

      “Bronx?”

      I shake my head, the memory hurts. Looking up, Cooper is staring at me, tossing the wiffle ball in his hand.

      “Yeah, bud?”

      “Do you want to play catch?”

      “Sure, my dude.” I climb to my feet, brushing the grass off my ass and follow Cooper to the open spot we were all just playing. Avoiding the looks both of my best friends are giving me right now.

      Mallory has been plaguing my thoughts a lot lately.

      But she’s always done that.
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      One of the hardest things I have ever done in my life is keeping a brave face for my boys.

      The entire trip to my Gran, I held it together by the grace of God and the fact that I couldn’t let my boys see me break.

      But that’s what is happening. I’m breaking to pieces and no one around me can see it. Alec suspects I’m sure, I haven’t been the “hovering mom” as he likes to call me. Normally I’d be asking if he was okay, if he needed a snack or something to drink, who he was messaging on his phone while we waited for the plane; just all the normal things a mother would ask her son.

      Austin never lifted his head from his Nintendo Switch, and normally I’d have forced him to put it away and rest his eyes for a little while, but I didn’t even bother this time. It was distracting him and that’s what I needed.

      Thankfully, the two-hour-long trip from the airport to Valley, they both slept and it gave me a chance to reflect on everything that has happened today. I turned my phone off before we got on the plane. I didn’t want to deal with any more of John’s calls and I didn’t care what he had to say.

      There just really isn’t any coming back from this one. The trust is broken and so is our family. Had it been a one-time thing, maybe I could have moved on at some point and put it all behind us.

      For my boys.

      But three years? That’s a long fucking time to be sneaking around.

      To betray me.

      Not to mention, in my house? The house we have raised our family in. That stings almost as badly as it being my best friend that he did it with.

      Two betrayals wrapped up in one ugly package of heartache.

      And why not just end it? If you’re that unhappy with me, or with your life, why not just put an end to it all and keep at least some of the heartache to a minimum?

      Three years isn’t an affair; it’s a damn relationship.

      I look over at Alec. His head is leaning against the frame of the car door, his blond hair falls across his forehead slightly. He looks so much like my father right now that it hurts me to look at him, but at the same time, it’s hard to look away.

      As soon as I pull into my Gran’s driveway, memories of the past flood me. After we moved, my gramps and gran bought our old house. They were getting older and it was closer to the center of town and would make things easier for them.

      I regret not coming to visit more. At all, really. I haven’t been back since the day I moved to Arkansas. My grandparents always came to visit us, which was only a few times over the years.

      Once I graduated high school, I tried to leave my heartache behind me and focus on the new life I was embarking on with John.

      We had a newborn, and life was exciting and scary.

      My past with Bronx, it was no longer an option. Nothing more than a brief thought, but one I experienced regularly.

      Shutting the car off, I shake Alec’s shoulder, waking him up before twisting in my seat and nudging Austin’s knee to wake him. They both groan, exhausted from the trip this far. When I turn back to the front of the house, I see my gran pushing the screen door open.

      I smile, loving the sight of her. She looks good for being seventy-five. She’s tiny and feisty and one of my favorite people in the world. Her hair is whiter than the last time I saw her in person, but that was a few years ago, and in Arkansas. My parents got them an iPhone before their accident, so we’re able to at least FaceTime and keep in contact that way since we never returned to Valley.

      She waves as I climb out of the car. I open the back door for Austin, but head in the direction of my gran to give her a hug.

      “Hi, sweet girl.” She smiles, holding her arms out for me. I step into her, letting the scent of her mildly sweet perfume envelope me. She holds me tight, and even though I haven’t told her anything is wrong, I can tell by the grip she has on me that she knows something is bothering me.

      And yet, she’s the one who just lost her husband of fifty years.

      “Hi, Gran,” I whisper.

      “And look at my boys…” She releases me, turning to where Alec and Austin are making their way up the steps. “My goodness, look at how you’ve grown, Alec.”

      “Hi, Gran.” Alec smiles, wrapping his arms around her fragile frame.

      “You’re taller than me now.” She pulls back, gripping his arms, and wiping a tear. “Or maybe I’m shrinking with old age. I bet that’s it.”

      He smiles, and for the first time in a long time, I see my sweet little boy. The one who used to always smile like this. Before his relationship with his dad started to unwind, he felt pressured to be someone he wasn’t.

      “And this little boy…” she sighs, “he isn’t so little anymore.” She trails off when Austin steps onto the top step next to his brother. “My goodness, you’re just handsome.” Gran hugs him the same she did Alec a second ago. “Let’s get inside, I’m sure you’re all tuckered.”
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      By the time I have the boys settled in my old bedroom, I head downstairs to chat with Gran. My plans have changed, and I don’t know if returning to the city is what I want or need right now. But, it’s all my boys have ever known, and as a mother, pulling your children away from the only place they’ve ever known is gut-wrenching.

      It’s terrifying.

      “Here, honey.” Gran smiles at me when I step into the kitchen. “I figured you could use some calming tea.” She holds two cups in her hand.

      “I’ve missed your tea,” I tell her, taking a seat across from her at the little round table. When I was growing up, I’d stay at their house and loved when she’d make me calming tea. Granted, I think back then, it was to get me to go to sleep sooner, but it’s such a fond memory of being here with them.

      “Now.” She takes a sip of her tea then stares me right in the eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “How do you know something is wrong?” I ask, surprised that she’d even pick up on it.

      “Aside from losing your gramps, I can tell something else is going on. You and those boys looked miserable climbing out of that car. And that’s not my Mallory.” She takes another sip and waves her hand between us. “Go on.”

      “I walked in on John and my best friend, Elise.” I look down at the cup of tea in my hands, squeezing it tighter as the emotions that I’ve forced myself not to feel on the trip here, come to the surface.

      How could he? How could he destroy our world like this? And with my best friend of all people? There wasn’t a single random person he could have done this with.

      It’s like I’m reliving the movie Hope Floats, except I was able to escape the embarrassment of finding out on a TV show.

      “Oh, Mal.” Gran reaches across the table and takes my hand in hers. “I’m so sorry.”

      I relish in her touch, feeling a warmth I haven’t felt surrounding me since my mother died.

      “What are you going to do? Have you thought about that?” Her lip quivers and it takes every ounce of strength I can muster to not break down at her table.

      “Actually.” I dab the corner of my eye. “I was going to talk to you about that.”

      “Oh?”

      “I wondered if you’d be willing to let us stay here,” I sigh. “I haven’t really talked to the boys yet, but I think it’s time to come home.” I look from my hands to Gran’s face.

      It may be a rash decision, considering a few hours ago I had only planned to be here for a little while. Just long enough to make sure Gran was okay after the funeral.

      “I don’t really have anyone back there anymore. It was just John and Elise, and right now, I can’t only have them to rely on.” Gran starts to speak when I interrupt her. “I’ll find a job, I’ll take care of the house for you.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” She reaches across to me, taking my hand in hers and offering a reassuring squeeze. “Stop it. I’d love nothing more than to have you and the boys come live here.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely, I’ve missed my girl.”

      The tears form instantly, I stand and round the table to the side she’s sitting at and wrap my arms around her. “I’ve missed you, Gran.”

      Now, I just need to talk to the boys about our changes. As sick as it makes me feel, I know this will be best for us all.

      But, I’ll wait until after the funeral. It’s already going to be a hard transition for Gran, and I know Alec isn’t going to be exactly thrilled about the change.
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      I fucking hate funerals.

      They make me uncomfortable.

      And I have to wear a suit.

      Which is why I picked up a shift today, instead of going to Old Man Rager’s funeral.

      It has nothing to do with the fact that a certain brown-haired beauty will be there, more than likely, and everything to do with the fact that I just don’t like attending them.

      That’s what I’ll keep telling myself and Lesslie, even though I know it’s a damn lie, every single time it leaves my mouth.

      You’d think after all this time, I wouldn’t be such a chicken shit to see the only girl I’ve ever loved. The one who ripped my heart from my chest, without looking back.

      The truth is, I don’t know what I’d say if I saw her. What can I say?

      Hi, how’ve you been? Oh, great? Me fucking too. Living lonely as hell in Valley because you left me here.

      I groan, how childish. Running a hand over my face, I sigh in frustration, before looking at the donut shop we frequent often. All I want right now is a healthy dose of sugar and a black coffee.

      And by healthy, I mean a whopping three donuts, at least. Maybe four.

      “Hey, Bronx.”

      I turn my head to the sound of my name and see Cade walking toward the cruiser I’m stepping out of. “Hey, man. How’s it going?” He’s dressed in a firefighter T-shirt with the Valley City logo on the pocket and navy cargo pants. “You just getting off work?”

      “Yeah, it was a long ass night.”

      “Yeah?” We head toward the front door of the bakery.

      “Yeah, there was a house fire out on County Road eight forty-two. We’ve been out there all night until the morning shift picked it up for us,” he says, running a hand over his tired face.

      “That’s why you look like shit.” I chuckle, opening the door and hearing the familiar ping from the chime.

      “Man, shut up.” Cade smiles, shoves my shoulder, and steps inside.

      I follow behind him, stopping next to him when he stands in front of the large glass case that’s housing all the goodies for the morning. It’s one of my favorite parts of my day. Donuts, scones, muffins, cupcakes, cookies, slices of cake, because you know, sometimes you just crave a good slice of chocolate cake at eight in the morning.

      It might just be my favorite scent ever.

      After Cade and I give our order, our food and drinks are handed to us and we head toward the back of the bakery to the table we all normally frequent when we’re here. Cade doesn’t always get to meet up with us, his shift is different from ours most times, and he hangs out with Rigdon and Rafe in his spare time.

      “So, let me guess…” He rubs his hand along his chin. “You picked up a shift today to avoid the funeral this morning.”

      Well damn, is it that obvious?

      “Nah, just wanted the extra hours.” I shrug.

      “Why?” He folds his hands together over the table and stares at me, reading right through my fucking lie.

      “I don’t fucking know.” I laugh, pulling my donut out of the wax paper bag and taking a bite.

      “I know.” A slow, condescending smirk fills his face. “You’re avoiding the damn funeral.”

      I roll my eyes and look out the window. The main street is busy today, busier than normal for our small town. There’s so many heading to work, but I also know that half of those cars are heading to the funeral home, because Old Man Rager is a beloved elder in this town.

      Always was.

      It shocked everyone when his daughter up and moved, leaving in the middle of the night, and no one really knew until the next day. There were no planned goodbyes or farewells. And when everyone started asking him questions about why they left, he just told everyone that they were on to bigger and better things that they couldn’t achieve here in Valley. And that was that.

      Still to this day, I don’t know much about what happened, it was like they were erased by the time the sun rose again.

      That was the night my world crashed, falling in shambles around me when Mallory walked away from me at the baseball field after I just hit a grand slam and was on a postgame high; only to be brought to my knees a few minutes later.

      “Yo,” Cade says, waving a hand in front of my face to get my attention. “Are you even listening?”

      I shake my head. “What?”

      “I said…” he draws the word out. “I heard she’s in town.”

      I don’t ask who the she he’s talking about is, I know. I knew deep down that she’d be coming, her grandparents meant everything to her when she was younger, and I doubt that feeling went away.

      I really thought I’d run into her eventually, but she never came back. Or if she did, I never knew about it.

      “Yeah? That’s good.” I nod, taking another bite of my donut. A larger bite than is necessary, but it means I’ll have my mouth full longer and you know what your momma always says… don’t talk with your mouth full.

      And my momma was a smart woman.

      It’s just buying me some time.

      Time to not have to answer any questions about her.

      After Cade finishes his breakfast, he grabs all of his trash and moves to stand. “Alright, bro. I’m going to bed.” He laughs, holding a hand out for me to shake.

      “Alright, let’s catch up some time though. Grab a beer,” I offer. I haven’t actually hung out with him since the family bar-b-que we had.

      And I miss him. Slade is my best friend, but Cade is a big part of my childhood too. Besides, Slade is always busy with Brooke now, and I’m starting to feel our bromance slipping.

      “Yeah, sounds good.” He tips his head then heads for the exit.

      I turn my attention back to the window, wondering if any of the cars that are passing by happen to have the girl I fell in love with inside it.

      By the time I finish my breakfast, I’m wishing I hadn’t picked up any extra shifts. Not because I want to attend the funeral, but because I’m just fucking tired.

      Mentally tired.

      Something donuts just can’t fix.

      I wave at the ladies working as I head out the door and climb into my cruiser. My radio sounds with a noise complaint, and I sigh when I hear the address provided.

      Mrs. Dixon is one of those old ladies that no one likes, and for good reason. She’s just a miserable soul who wants to suck the fun out of everyone and everything around her. She moved here around ten years ago, and I bet we get at least two calls a week from her.

      She’ll complain about anything. Stray cats passing through her yard, the garbage trucks being too loud when they pick her trash up, her neighbors; you name it.

      It doesn’t matter how many times we tell her to stop calling over things that aren’t major, she will continue to do it and we’ve been advised to continue to come and check things out and proceed with how we see fit.

      Pulling down Chester Street, her house comes into view, but I don’t see anything other than some kids playing basketball in the street three doors down from where she lives.

      They see my cruiser approaching and they grab their ball and move out of the street for me to pass, except I don’t need to pass since her house is before theirs.

      Parking, I climb out, and head toward her front door to see what complaint she has today. The red-painted door flies open before my foot even hits the step and out she comes.

      “Mrs. Dixon,” I greet her with a smile.

      “Officer Nichols.” She nods. “Look.” She points in the direction of the kids playing basketball. “Listen at how loud they’re being.”

      I do as she says, and remain quiet, listening to this noise that they’re supposedly making but hear nothing. Even a few houses down, the sound of the boys playing ball is minimal. A few laughs, the ball bouncing slightly; nothing major.

      And certainly nothing to report to the police over.

      “I can’t even watch my shows because they’re being so loud, and I’m pretty certain one of them was in my yard.” Her eyes move from the group of kids to mine.

      “Well, Mrs. Dixon, do you have any proof that they were in your yard? Ever get those cameras we recommended?” I ask.

      “No, not yet.”

      I nod. “Okay, well there’s not much I ca–”

      “You can tell them all to go into their homes or to the park,” she snaps.

      “Well, ma’am, I can have a talk with them and ask them to keep the noise down,” I offer.

      It’s the best I can do, our city doesn't have a policy for a noise disturbance unless it’s after ten at night, and we’re in broad daylight right now. Even then, I’m not sure those boys are being loud enough to actually make a disturbance.

      She huffs out her disapproval and looks at me. “Fine.”

      Without another word, she spins on her heel and heads back inside her house, slamming that blood-red door behind her.

      Gripping my vest, I trek back down the sidewalk and instead of going to my cruiser, I make my way to where the boys are playing. They look nervous as they see me coming, but they don’t run.

      It’s a nice change.

      “Hey, boys,” I greet them, and they wave back in response, winded from their intense game of ball. “Did any of you step on Mrs. Dixon’s property by chance?”

      “No, sir,” one of them responds. He’s taller than the others, probably sixteen, maybe seventeen years old. “We’ve been playing basketball.”

      “Y’all been getting loud? Not realizing it?” I look at one of the other boys, there’s only four of them.

      “Not that we’re aware. Sorry if we were, we’re just playing a pickup game.”

      I nod, understanding. I’d rather them be doing this than half the shit kids in this country are up to right now.

      “Alright, well let’s keep it down a bit if we can to keep me from having to come back out here.” I hold my hand out for the ball. The oldest tosses it to me and then moves to the goal as I set myself up and take the shot.

      It’s been a while since I’ve played basketball, but it sinks through the net easily and the boys erupt in cheers.

      This is what being a cop is about to me. Not just the rough parts, where I’m arresting drunk old men at eight in the morning for fighting their reflections in the windows outside of a bar but connecting with the next generation like this.

      Sometimes, it’s the smallest action that’ll make the change, make that impact, and change their course of thinking.
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      This has to be one of the hardest things I have ever done.

      I wasn’t prepared for this part of my life; the one where you begin to lose the people you hold closest to your heart, knowing it would happen sooner or later. Then, you’re hit with guilt. You feel guilty because you didn’t do all that you could, got wrapped up in your own life, and forgot to visit or call more. I haven’t been back to Valley since that night all those years ago, and looking back, it feels selfish.

      Gramps would have loved to be more involved in my life and with the boys. We saw them, but not nearly the way we should have, and now that’s all gone.

      I don’t get any of that back.

      Gran is literally the only person I have left in my life besides my boys, and that’s only adding to my decision to stay here after the funeral. Tonight, when everyone leaves Gran’s house, I’ll sit the boys down and talk to them about my decision, and what’s to come in the future. Alec is old enough to choose where he wants to live, and I’m sure John will fight me for Austin, but this is what’s best right now.

      Or, at least, I pray I’m right in what’s best for them.

      The funeral was everything Gramps would have wanted. The preacher made everyone laugh, which was so perfect for him because he was the life of the party. Even at his age, he’d make you cry from laughing so hard.

      It all happened so quickly, it was a blur and I barely remember anyone who came. So many were offering their condolences, and I couldn’t focus on any of them.

      Now, as I sit next to my gran, holding her hand tightly in mine as everyone who has spent years working with my gramps and being his friend, starts to walk up to his gravesite. A few shake my hand, before moving on to Alec and saying hello to Austin. They linger a little longer on Gran, and I see her heart breaking a little each time.

      The more I stare at the casket, the more my heart breaks. It breaks for my childhood, thinking Gramps was invincible and we’d never be here. It breaks for my gran, who has only ever had this man by her side and now she’s all alone, besides me and the boys. It breaks for his friends, who have spent countless years making memories together.

      Alec has been so sweet during the entire thing. He has helped me with Gran and wrapped his arm around me when I broke down earlier. Then, he offered to take Austin outside for a little while, claiming it was getting too heavy for a kid in here. But, I think it was starting to affect him, and you know tweens can’t show emotions.

      “Mallory.”

      I snap out of my thoughts when I hear my name, and swipe the tear that was starting to fall. When I lift my eyes, I see Slade Hendrix standing in front of me. My heart squeezes at the sight of him.

      He’s a reminder of my childhood, of my past, and everything I left behind.

      I glance around him, looking for a familiar face, but see no one other than the woman holding his hand.

      I’m not sure if my heart is relieved or saddened.

      Slade hardly looks like he’s aged at all, the only difference is he clearly puts in time at the gym. His dark hair is fixed, and he’s wearing a suit that looks as if it’s been tailored to fit his body. His deep blue eyes shine when he smiles at me, but it’s a sad smile. A pitying smile.

      “Hi.” I stand, dropping Gran’s hand.

      Slade wraps his arms around me, and I’m immediately transported back in time.

      “Hands off my girl, Hendrix.” Bronx laughs as he wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me against his chest.

      “Ah, c’mon. She was my friend first.” Slade laughs but lets go of me.

      “Like hell she was. I saw her first.” Bronx points at his best friend. “Are you forgetting that?”

      Slade shakes his head and slaps a hand down on Bronx’s shoulder. “Nah, man. You two are the end game. Everyone knows that.”

      I smile at Slade’s words and twist my head to look up at Bronx. He’s so handsome with his ball hat turned backward, and he is all mine.

      “How are you holding up?” Slade asks, letting me go.

      “We’re good, considering.” I shrug with a smile, but I see the shift in his eyes and he knows this is killing me. Even though we haven’t talked in twelve years, he can still read me. He was one of my best friends in school.

      I never intended to cut everyone out when I left; I just didn’t think my heart could take losing everything in my life all at once.

      It was easier this way.

      Even if it does make me a coward.

      “This is my wife, Brooke.” The beautiful woman standing next to him smiles at me, taking a step closer.

      “Hi, Brooke.” I shake her extended hand. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Brooke offers a smile.

      “Thank you.” When I see the ring on her other hand glisten, I turn my attention from Brooke to Slade. “Wife, huh?”

      Slade's smile grows, and he throws an arm over her shoulder, pulling her against him. “Yeah, she’s the one.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” I tell them both.

      “You in town for a while? Let’s get a drink, catch up.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Let me see how things go.” I smile, not wanting to drop a bomb or draw attention to the gloomy cloud that seems to be following me around.

      He nods.

      “Hey, Momma?” Austin walks over to me, placing his hand in mine. “How much more minutes?”

      I turn my attention to my son, offering an apologetic smile to Slade and Brooke for his interruption.

      “It’s how many more minutes, and we still have a little bit, baby.” I stand back to my full height, looking at Slade.

      He’s staring at Austin with a smile, and I see the minute his eyes fill with sadness as they find mine. He didn’t know I had kids, because I didn’t keep in touch.

      “Slade, this is Austin, my son.” I smile at Austin, running a hand over his shoulder. “Austin,” I gesture to Slade, “this is Slade, we went to school together.”

      “Hi.” He smiles.

      “Hey, buddy. It’s nice to meet you.” Slade reaches a hand out, and I watch in appreciation how he interacts with him.

      “Hi.” Brooke offers him a smile. “I’m Brooke, Slade’s wife. How old are you, Austin?”

      “I'm nine.” He smiles up at her, so proud.

      “Nine? Wow.” She bends down. “Guess what?”

      “What?” His eyes light up as he tries to guess what she’s about to say.

      “I have a nine-year-old son too; his name is Cooper.” She stands back up, and Slade slides a hand around her waist.

      “Oh, can we have a playdate, Mom?” Austin turns to me, the excitement written on his face.

      “I’m sure we can, baby.” He nods, waves at Slade and Brooke, and takes back off in the direction he came.

      “Thank you,” I tell them both. “It’s been… hard,” I say.

      Slade nods like he understands, but if only I could bring myself to tell him what was actually going on.

      “We better get out of the way,” Slade tells me, placing a hand on my shoulder with a gentle squeeze. “Keep in touch, yeah?”

      “I will, Slade.”

      He smiles, his hand falling from my shoulder, and moves toward the back of the tent.

      “Mallory.”

      I hear a voice that I could never forget and a smile breaks across my face. When I look over my shoulder, I see my best friend from high school, Lesslie.

      “Les.”

      She smiles and we hug each other.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m great.” She pulls away. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you.”

      “I can’t stay, I’m on my way out of town. My cousin, Layna,” she pauses looking at me, “Do you remember her?”

      “Of course.”

      “She’s getting married soon, and we’re supposed to be finalizing some wedding details. But, I wanted to stop in before I left, and I’m on shift as soon as I get back Sunday.”

      I quirk a brow at her in her question.

      “Police officer.”

      “You’re a cop? That’s so fitting.” I smile.

      And I can guarantee you that she’s a badass bitch in her cruiser.

      “Yeah, Slade’s my boss.”

      My eyes widen at that news. “Really?”

      “Yep. He’s the Chief.” She laughs.

      “Well, damn.”

      A lot has changed in this town. And for the first time since being back, I feel like the world has passed me by.

      “I have to get out of here. I’m going to say bye to your gran first, but let’s get together before you leave, okay?” she suggests.

      “Absolutely, let me give you my new number.”

      She pulls her phone from her back pocket and hands it to me. I type my number in quickly before handing it back to her.

      “I’d like that.”

      “See ya soon, Mal.”

      I wave and watch my best friend walk away, excited for our planned drink date, but also, a little nervous because I know she’s probably still in touch with Bronx.

      And why wouldn’t she be? I’m the one who left, not them.

      The preacher begins and tears fill my eyes as I listen, staring at my gramps’ casket in front of us. The blanket of flowers covering it are beautiful, and almost bring a smile to my lips.

      But I’m too sad at the loss of my Gramps and the pain I feel in my heart to smile right now. I sit, holding Gran’s hand in my lap, and listen to this man talk about one of the greatest men I’ve ever met.

      After the service at the cemetery, a lot of people follow us back to Gran’s. We have more casseroles than I know what to do with, but thankfully, we can freeze them. At least that’s what Gran says, and since cooking won’t be on my list of things to do while we’re figuring all this out, and Gran isn’t in the head space to do it either, I’m not going to complain.
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      By the time everyone has left and I have the house cleaned up and back to the way it normally is, I look over at Gran sitting in her rocker and see how tired she is.

      The permanent smile she’s worn on her aging face all day is slowly fading, and her eyes are droopy.

      “Hey, Gran.”

      Her head rolls my way.

      “Why don’t you go on up and get some rest, I can handle everything down here.”

      “I think I might,” she grunts, moving to stand. She slowly walks over to me, stopping directly in front of me, and the corners of her mouth tilt up. “I’m glad you’re here, sweetheart.”

      “Me too, Gran.” I kiss her cheek and watch as she heads off to bed.

      She’s handled the entire day flawlessly, even smiling when someone would tell her stories of Gramps. I just knew those moments would be the hardest for her to hear today.

      Austin and Alec are sitting on the couch, watching the newest Jurassic World installment when I walk over, grab the remote, and hit the pause button. Both of them start to object but stop as soon as I hold a hand up and sit on the coffee table in front of them.

      “I want to talk to you both, then you can finish your movie.” I sigh. “How are you both feeling?”

      “I’m okay, Momma.” Austin sits up with a smile on his face.

      “I’m fine.” Alec crosses his arms over his chest, annoyed that I’m forcing him to a mini-family meeting right now.

      “Okay, there’s something else I want to talk to you both about.”

      Alec eyes me curiously but looks away when I look at him.

      “How would you feel if we moved in with Gran for a little while? Since losing Gramps, she’s going to be really lonely and need some help.”

      “I think that’ll be fun,” Austin tells me.

      Alec on the other hand might as well burst from the steam coming out of his ears. He’s staring at me, and I can feel the shock, rage, and whatever else he’s throwing my way without him saying a word.

      “Alright, why don’t you head on up and brush your teeth, baby. I need to talk to Bubby.”

      Austin jumps up and runs up the stairs.

      They say the first is your easy child, and the second is supposed to be the holy terror. But mine were reversed.

      Alec holds all the attitude and has since he was a toddler. Austin has always been my easy child, learning from his mistakes.

      Alec watches his brother until he’s out of earshot before he turns his angry eyes to mine. “Mom.” His voice raises as he says the word sharply.

      “I know, sweetheart. It’s going to be a huge adjustment for you. I know.” He starts to interrupt, but I stop him. “There are things going on with me and your father, and I think being here will help with all of that. And Gran really does need us. That part wasn’t a lie.”

      “What about all of my friends? Sports?” He holds his hands out, and for a second, I start to rethink my decision.

      Maybe uprooting them isn’t what’s best, but I just know we need to be here right now. Here with Gran, put some distance between me and John, let everything settle while we try to figure this mess out.

      “Honey, you’ll make new friends. You can join the baseball team here.” I sigh, scooting forward and taking his hand in mine. “When I was in school, they had an amazing baseball team.”

      The mention of the Valley baseball team has a certain curly-headed boy crossing my mind from years ago.

      “That was forever ago.” He rolls his eyes and yanks his hand away from me. “I don’t want to move.”

      “I know you don’t, baby. But Gran needs us right now,” I try to explain.

      I’m afraid if we aren’t here to help her, she may dwindle away too. And I can’t stand the idea of me losing her when I had more time to spend with her and I didn’t take the chance.

      “Is it because you’re getting a divorce?”

      I lean back as if he’s slapped me across the face. I don’t know what I expected him to say, but that wasn’t it.

      “Because he’s cheating on you?”

      My jaw opens and closes, as I blink rapidly at my son, and what he’s just said to me.

      I’m stunned beyond words. How in the hell did he know about this?

      I haven’t spoken to anyone about it except for Gran, and I know he wasn’t listening then, because he was too tired when we first got here.

      It’s not like I have anyone else to talk to, both of my parents are gone, Gramps is gone, my best friend is a traitor…

      Which means…

      “H-how did you know?” I shake my head slightly, feeling a tingle in my chest at the idea of how he knows.

      “I caught them,” he says the words easily but looks away when he sees the pain across my face. “Dad made me promise not to say anything to you, or…” He looks down at the floor and starts rubbing his thumb over his palm.

      It’s a nervous habit of his.

      “Or what?” I grit my teeth, feeling the anger bubble up from within me.

      “Or he’d leave you with nothing.” Now it’s my turn to have steam blowing from my ears. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “No, Alec Drake. You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for. You do not apologize for his mistakes, do you understand me?” I point at him. “You did nothing wrong. I wish you’d have told me, but I understand why you didn’t. He never should have put you in that position.” I blow out a breath. “I’m sorry that you were.”

      “I just didn't want to hurt you, Mom.” His voice softens.

      “You're not the one who hurt me, Alec.” I reach out, grabbing his hand with mine. “But yes, your father and I are more than likely getting a divorce.”

      Saying those words out loud disgusts me.

      This was never supposed to happen.

      “So, we’re just going to run here and pretend like everything is perfect?” His anger is starting to return, and I feel defeated. “How’s that going to help?”

      “Alec, Gran really does need our help right now. She’s going to have a hard time losing Gramps, and doesn’t need to be alone right now. And I really need distance from your father for a while,” I admit.

      “Maybe I’ll just go live with him then.”

      I can see the defiance in his eyes, the softness he had earlier is gone, and his anger has returned. He’s always been defiant, but it’s always been directed more toward his dad than me.

      “If that is what you truly want, then I’m okay with that, but there will be conditions,” I tell him.

      I refuse to let him get a reaction out of me on the topic; he’s not mad at me, he’s mad at this situation. And I have to remember that.

      “I don’t want to fucking live with him,” he spits out, and all I can do is stare at him.

      Alec’s developed a habit of using language that I’m not the proudest of. “Alec. Stop. You know better than to use that language.”

      Most of the time I can correct him, but there are times when I’ve learned that if I don’t show too much emotion about a behavior, he usually will let it go quicker than if I make it a big deal.

      “Sorry.” His voice softens slightly again, and I’m reminded of how quickly a teenager's mood can change. “I don’t want to live with him, but this all just sucks, Mom.”

      “I know it does, baby.” I move to the couch beside him and attempt to hug him to comfort him, like he used to let me when he was little.

      He, of course, doesn’t accept the affection and shrugs my arm off before standing. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Okay, sweetheart. I love you.”

      His steps falter, but he doesn’t respond as he bounds up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      Austin comes into view just as Alec disappears.  “Is he mad again?” his little voice asks. “He’s always mad now.” His shoulders drop; being the little brother of a cranky teenage boy isn’t easy.

      “I know, baby. It’ll be okay though.” I glance back at the stairs before grabbing the remote. “Let’s finish watching your movie before we go to bed, okay?”

      “Okay.” His eyes light up, reminding me that there is nothing more important than my boys.

      Regardless of how badly my life sucks right now, I have both of them and Gran.

      That’s all I need.
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      Walking into my house after my shift, it’s quiet, and the only thing I can say about this day is that it sucked.

      It was fucking brutal.

      I had call after call. Domestic violence, a burglary, a guy walking half naked on the other side of the tracks.

      Which was not fun. The last thing I wanted to deal with today was a guy's sweaty balls on the polyester seats of my cruiser.

      Running a hand over my face, I pull my phone and wallet from my pocket, setting them on the counter in the kitchen before heading to my room. I pull my gun from my hip and secure it in the safe beside my bed.

      My stomach growls, and I remember I barely got to eat anything today. Which is unusual for me, I eat nearly nonstop.

      I pull the fridge open, looking inside to see what there is to eat. I’m a bachelor, so going to the store for groceries isn’t really my strong suit.

      Usually, the contents of my fridge are burgers I can throw on the grill, a jug of milk, and beer. The fact that I haven’t starved to death yet, should honestly be celebrated.

      My mom is always on my ass, making sure I have healthy food in the kitchen and eating regularly. But she doesn’t have to worry, I don’t usually miss a meal, and as far as the healthy side goes, donuts are… healthy enough.

      Looking over my shoulder when there’s a knock at the door, my brows pull together trying to figure out who could be stopping by at this time. I pull a beer from the fridge, pop the cap off, and toss it in the sink before heading for the door. When I open it, Slade’s on the other side.

      “Hey,” he says.

      I pull the door open, letting him step inside. “To what do I owe this pleasure? Considering you’re all wifed up now, and barely leave her side,” I joke.

      The bachelor days with the two of us were fun; getting into all the shit we could, spending nights in a bar, and hanging out with Lesslie, but I honestly prefer this version of my best friend. He’s happier than I’ve ever seen him.

      “Shut the fuck up.” He laughs, heading to my fridge and grabbing his own beer.

      This is the type of friendship I love, the kind where we’re so close we feel at home in each other’s spaces.

      Heading toward my couch, I fall back onto the cushions and grab the remote, turning on ESPN.

      “How was shift?” he asks, walking back into the living room.

      Since I was swamped, we didn’t get to talk much in between calls like we normally would.

      I take a long pull of my beer, feeling the dry liquid as it goes down. “It fucking sucked.” I laugh, thinking back on the day. Turning my head to him as he takes a drink of his own beer. “Petey was scootin’ across town butt naked for a casual stroll with his dick hanging in the wind.”

      “Fucking Petey.” He laughs, shaking his head.

      “Always Petey,” I remind him. That old hoot has been pulling this shit for years; it’s a wonder he’s still alive.

      Unfortunately, he’s an alcoholic and has had far too many run-ins with the law because of his drinking lifestyle. We’ve all offered him help, but even the courts don’t deter him from the bottom of the bottle.

      “I went to the funeral today.”

      And there’s that feeling. That feeling I’ve tried to fucking avoid all day, but couldn’t shake.

      “Yeah? How’d it go?” I try so fucking hard to keep my tone neutral, but it’s no use.

      “It was good. Mrs. Rager was in good spirits, considering.”

      I nod, thinking back to all the times I ran into Old Man Rager, and how Mrs. Rager was always there trying to bail us out of the stupid shit he caught us doing.

      I smile to myself at the memories.

      I wait for him to say something about Mallory, but he doesn’t. When I look over, he’s just staring at me with a brow lifted and the corner of his mouth tilted up.

      “You not gonna ask?”

      “Ask what?” I play dumb; he’s baiting me.

      And I’m falling for it, as always.

      “About her.”

      I roll my eyes and take another drink. Getting wasted tonight sounds like a good plan to avoid thinking about her, but I also know that no amount of alcohol can keep her from seeping back in.

      If anything, it brings her front and center in my thoughts.

      I swallow before asking the question I’m both dreading and desperately wanting the answer to. “Was she there?”

      “Yeah, she was there.” He gives me a what kind of question was that look.

      Of course she was there, it was her grandpa. And when we were younger, she was super close to him. She spent more time with her grandparents than she did her own parents I think.

      “How was she?” I sigh, turning my eyes back to the TV and pretending to not be hanging on every word he says about her.

      But that’s exactly what I’m doing.

      It’s almost pathetic.

      “She was … struggling. She was trying to hide it, but you know she’s always sucked at hiding her emotions.” He shrugs.

      “Yeah.” My heart aches from hearing her struggling.

      “She has a kid Coop’s age though,” he tells me, and my heart splits at that.

      She has a kid, with someone else. Someone else got to experience that with her.

      “That’s cool.” I try to play it off, but it’s no use.

      Even after all this time, I just want to take any pain away from her.

      “Hey, next weekend, we’re all off shift and I think my parents are going to take Coop for the night. Let’s all get together at the bar.” I’ve never been so thankful for my best friend changing the subject.

      “Yeah, I’m game.”

      “Who’s playing?” He turns the focus from our convo on Mallory to the game, and for a little while, I’m able to push her from my thoughts.

      By the time Slade heads home, I’m more than ready to crash. I continued drinking until the beer in the fridge was gone. Slade stopped after his first one since he had to drive home.

      I know why he came over.

      He was worried about me, and being a good friend. And honestly, I’m thankful that he did come, because it kept me from constant thoughts of Mallory and replaying the past over and over, like a broken record in my head.

      Tomorrow is my day off, and I guess I’ll be spending it at the grocery store. Beer, on an empty stomach, isn’t the best mix.

      But I don’t have the energy to worry about me. Not when I know she’s out there hurting.
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      I feel like shit.

      Beer and no food is never a happy ending.

      So, after popping a few Tylenol, chugging a Gatorade, and a quick stop at the bakery for my normal donut order, I’m finally feeling slightly better and heading to the store.

      The pain that’s left has nothing to do with alcohol, and everything to do with the brown-haired beauty who kept my dreams alive last night.

      When the grocery store comes into view, my stomach growls. I skipped breakfast since there was nothing to eat anyways in the cabinets, and now it’s biting me in the ass. Pulling my truck into an open spot, I climb out and head for the entrance, grabbing one of the buggies on my way in.

      I head for the canned goods first, figuring I can’t go wrong with a few cans of beef stew. It’ll do for a quick meal when I get off shift late and don’t feel like cooking a big meal.

      I’m scanning through the shelves, trying to figure out exactly what I want, when I hear a voice.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” a soft voice says from behind me.

      I drop my head, chuckling, before turning to Heather. “Caught me.”

      “The great Bronx Nichols, grocery shopping.” She takes a step back. “I better get out of the way, you know all those single ladies are going to be swarming you.”

      “Get out of here.”

      Heather laughs, grabbing ahold of her buggy. “It’s good to see you, Bronx.” She smiles.

      “You, too.”

      I watch as she walks away, wondering what it would have been like if we hadn’t stopped seeing each other. Would we have dragged each other down into our own sorrows that we’re running from?

      She never shared much about what she’s going through, but neither did I. It was just an unspoken thing between the two of us, and honestly, it probably would never have worked well anyway. She’s the best friend of my best friend's now wife. A nasty breakup could have affected them, and that's not fair.

      Besides, I don’t think she and I would have been compatible for the long haul.

      Grabbing a few cans from the shelf, I toss them in the buggy and head in the opposite direction. As soon as I turn the corner, my buggy collides with another, and I immediately feel like shit, because I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.

      “I’m so sor-” The words die on my lips when I see who’s standing behind the buggy I’ve just crashed into.

      Long brown hair and golden-colored eyes stare back at me. Her mouth forms the perfect o, matching the same on mine. She was the last person I expected to run into today. I figured she’d be heading back to Arkansas already; if that’s even where she still lives.

      I know absolutely nothing about her.

      “Bronx.” My name falls from her lips and it’s almost breathy, like my presence has startled her.

      And it probably has, because I feel the same fucking way.

      We stare at each other, completely captivated and not knowing what to say. She’s still so fucking beautiful, after all this time. She’s aged, but in a good way. If anything, she’s even more perfect than she was when we were teenagers. Her leggings cling to her thin frame, with a low-cut tank top and a cardigan covering her slender shoulders.

      She clears her throat, and my eyes snap to hers. Fuck, she just caught me ogling her in the goddamn grocery store.

      I tap my thumbs against the handle of the buggy anxiously, trying to figure out what to say to her. I’ve dreamed about this moment, of finally seeing her again, and I had a million things to say. I never looked her up on social media. I unfollowed her and unfriended her on everything after she blocked my number, completely heartbroken and needing the separation at the time. Forcing myself to put the lid on the box of my past. And it was the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever done in my life, still to this day.

      “Mallory,” I say, my voice gravelly.

      “Your hair.” Her eyes haven’t moved from my head, but when she says those two words, her mouth snaps together and she turns a shade of pink with embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, I just mean it’s…”

      “Shorter.” I nod. “Yeah, I don’t wear it shaggy much anymore.”

      “H-how are you?” she stutters, looking me in the eyes.

      I smile. I remember all those times she’d stutter in high school when she was nervous. It was fucking cute then, and it’s the same now. Some things never change.

      “I’m good.” I run a hand over the back of my neck. “How are you?” I ask, then grimace. Shit, she’s not good. She just lost her grandpa. “I’m sorry about your grandpa,” I add.

      “Thank you.” Her eyes dip, and that’s her tell. She’s hurting, but won’t show it. “I’ve been good. Aside from losing Gramps.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry for your loss. I know the two of you were close.” I hope she knows I truly mean that.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs.

      The awkwardness between us grows stronger, and I suddenly feel the need to get the hell out of here. “Well, I better finish getting the things I need.” I smile at her. “It was good to see you, Mal.”

      “You too, Bronx.”

      I force myself to pull the buggy back that’s still smashed against hers. She awkwardly smiles again before pushing past and heading in her intended direction. My eyes won’t pull away from her, and I watch the sway of her hips before she turns down another aisle.

      So much for getting her out of my head.

      Our little run-in just declared a spot in my brain for the foreseeable future.
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      Seeing Bronx was unexpected.

      I figured I’d run into him at some point. Especially since I’m not sure when I’ll be leaving or if I’ll be leaving, but seeing him today was completely unexpected.

      In the grocery store of all places.

      And he looked good.

      So damn good.

      He’s still the same, but nothing like the boy I fell in love with all those years ago, at the same time.

      His hair is so much shorter now, which is why it just slipped off my tongue the way it did. He always had the most beautiful, shaggy curls that I loved on him. And now they’re gone. His natural highlights aren’t as prominent as when we were younger either.

      I’ve missed him, more than I realized was possible. After all these years.

      All the emotions come back to the surface after seeing him, and my heart aches.

      When we haven’t had any form of contact for years, I still miss him, and I don’t even really know him anymore. Why does life have to be so hard?

      The rest of my trip in the grocery store is spent mindlessly roaming the aisles, wondering if I’ll run into him again. Is he here shopping with someone?

      Perhaps his wife?

      My heart aches at the thought of him being married, but I hope like hell he’s happy with her, if so. He deserves all the happiness that this life will give him, especially after the way I broke things off with him.

      After nearly two hours in the store, unable to focus, I give up on getting my entire list accomplished and head to the checkout counter. The cashier rings everything up, and I pull my wallet out, seeing the cash I’d withdrawn when I left for Valley.

      My finger skims over the paper, before I settle on my debit card. I could use the cash, but I want to keep it for emergency use only, at least for now.

      Sliding my card into the slot, I press the debit button and wait. A beeping noise draws my attention to the small screen where it tells me the card has been declined. My eyes snap to the cashier as she waits for the register to spit out the receipt telling her the reason it was declined.

      She holds it up, looking at it before she looks at the short line of people after me, and turns my way. “It says insufficient funds.” Her voice is nearly a whisper.

      “What?” I pull the card out. “Can you run it once more?”

      I’m embarrassed. I know there is money in that account, I just withdrew from it the other day. It’s my joint account with John, the least he could do right now is buy his boys some groceries.

      What if… I shake my head, not letting myself go down that rabbit hole in the middle of the grocery store.

      The beeping sounds again, and the receipt says the same thing.

      Insufficient funds.

      Reaching into my wallet, I grab enough cash to cover my small grocery bill. She works quickly to provide me with my change, and I grab my things and head to the car.

      Once I get outside, it doesn’t take me long to get it loaded into the trunk of Gran’s Buick, considering I didn’t get half of the stuff we needed. I’m kind of missing the rental I had when I first got to Valley, it had a little more space than her car, but there was no point in paying that price daily.

      As soon as the door is shut, I take a deep breath, trying to calm my anxiety. Unlocking my phone, I pull up John’s contact and hit call.

      “Hello?”

      “Why did my debit card not work?” I ask.

      “If you’re refusing to come back home, then I’m refusing to let you spend my money,” he says it with such a condescending tone, that I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      “John, I can’t even buy food for our sons.”

      “Maybe use the cash you withdrew when you left, Mallory. You chose this, figure it out.” He hangs up the phone before I can say anymore, and I scream in frustration.

      I flush whenever I realize an elderly man was passing by the hood of my car as I did, and he’s confused as to why I’m screaming like a maniac inside.

      I press a palm to my forehead. I’m still a mess after running into Bronx. My mind is all over the place, and now adding the lack of money on top of it all.

      My eyes catch on a large truck, and I wonder if it’s Bronx. What did he think when he saw me?

      Is he as panicked as I am?

      Does he hate me? He just can’t be mean to my face?

      The only thing that pulls me from my thoughts is the sound of Gran’s gaslight dinging in the background.

      Great. I guess I need to make another stop before heading home and spend more of the cash I was trying to save.

      Home.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve referred to Valley as home. And a lot has changed.

      Starting with Bronx and the mound of muscle he’s packing these days. My God, I could barely pull my eyes away from him.

      I mindlessly drive to the gas station, lost in my thoughts of Bronx, and all of the memories that I’ve kept bottled up inside me for so long.

      I pull into the gas station that’s closest to my gran’s house, grab my credit card from my wallet, and step out. I hate having to put anything on this card, it’s purely for emergencies only, but I guess considering I’ve been locked out of my account and this gas station isn’t accepting cash right now… it’s an emergency.

      Once I’ve secured the nozzle, I step back and lean against the car.

      This isn’t how I thought my day would turn out.

      “Mallory?”

      I hear my name, and look around but don’t see anyone.

      “Mal?”

      I turn behind me, looking over the car.

      “I thought that was you.”

      “Hey, you.” I smile, pushing off the car and round the back, coming closer to Lesslie. “What are you up to today?” I look down, gesturing to her uniform. “Catching any bad guys?”

      “Nah, I’m just here to fill up.” She laughs, pointing at the police cruiser behind her.

      “Same.” I hook a thumb over my shoulder to point at the nozzle.

      “Listen, I’m sorry I couldn’t stay and chat more after the funeral.” Her eyes soften, and I can feel the pity she has for me.

      My heart clenches at the memory of my gramps. I wave her off, needing to change the subject before I come apart in the gas station parking lot.

      That’s just what I need. Small-town gossip would have me breaking down at the gas station and I’d be the talk of the town.

      “It’s fine, I completely understand,” I tell her.

      “Are you doing anything tonight? It’s my Friday,” she uses air quotes, “And I’d love to grab a drink and catch up.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I have the boys, and I don’t want to pawn them off on Gran for that long,” I explain.

      “I get it.” She holds her arms out, and I walk into them, loving being close to someone who was once my best friend. Could be my best friend again. “You have my number.”

      I pull away, nodding at her.

      “If you change your mind, you can text me.”

      “Sounds good.” I smile, just as my nozzle kicks off. “I better get home, Gran is probably wondering where I am.”

      I immediately feel guilty about how long I’ve been gone, and the fact I didn’t get everything I needed, because I was too frazzled after seeing him.

      “How long are you in town for?” she asks.

      I sigh. I don’t really know the answer to that question, but I need to figure it out soon.

      “Not exactly sure.” I look away, hoping she doesn’t see the fear in my eyes at the choices I’m having to make.

      “Well, let’s make sure we get together before you leave.” Her radio goes off, and she reaches to her hip to turn it down. “I better get back to work.” She waves and walks back to her squad car.

      By the time I’ve made it back to Gran’s house, I’m mentally and emotionally drained from the day. Between seeing Bronx and Lesslie, my mind is all over the place, and I have no idea what the future holds…

      Alec steps outside as I pull in the driveway, heading to help me bring in the groceries I got earlier. Boys are turds, but one thing I can say about mine is that they both love their momma fiercely and will help her in any way possible.

      “Hey, baby.” I smile, stepping out of the car. I can tell immediately that something is wrong. “What’s wrong, Alec?”

      “Dad called.” His eyes cut to mine as he walks by me.

      “Oh.” I press the button to open the trunk and meet him around the back of the car.

      “He wants to know when we’re coming home.” His tone is sharp, it’s still a sore subject for him.

      “Honey.” I reach for him, but he shrugs away from me.

      “I told him to call you, I figured you should be the one to tell him why we aren’t coming.” He grabs as many bags as he can, lifting them with ease, and taking a step toward the house before pausing and looking back at me with angry eyes. “Since you’re the one splitting us up.”

      My shoulders fall.

      “Alec.”

      He doesn’t bother hanging back to hear what I have to say. He’s already halfway to the house, and when the screen door slams shut behind him, I blow out a sigh, unsure of what to do.

      In all of this, I’m the one who continues to get shit on.

      My husband cheats on me, my boys blame me. The list could go on and on.

      I know Alec doesn’t truly blame me for everything that has happened, but I’m also the only one who’s around every day for him to direct his anger toward when needed.

      It isn’t fair, but I try to shoulder it all and not show any emotion. Sometimes, it’s just too fucking hard though.

      When I make my way inside, after my pity party, with the few bags I have left, Gran is sitting at the kitchen table, working on a puzzle.

      The sight brings a smile to my face, pushing aside the moment I just had with Alec. At least for now.

      When I was younger, Gran and I would always sit at this kitchen table and do puzzles together. I bet we put together over one hundred by the time I moved away. It was our thing.

      For years, all puzzles made me think of her.

      “Well, I haven’t done a puzzle since I was with you last.” I smile. “Unless you count the jumbo pieces I’ve done with the boys.”

      “You’re just in time.” Gran smiles at me. “There’s some fresh iced cold tea in the fridge.”

      “Keep talkin’ to me, Gran.”

      She giggles but goes on about her puzzle while I walk into the kitchen and fix myself a cup.

      “Where’s Austin?”

      “He’s up in his room, playing with some goofy toy.” She waves her hand in the general direction of where the boys’ room is.

      “LEGO?” I ask, smiling at her antics.

      “Whatever you call them.” She slides a piece into the puzzle, finally forming a purple flower.

      “What puzzle are we working on?” I ask, grabbing the lid of the puzzle box so I can see the full finished picture. “A garden? Really?” I giggle.

      “What?” she draws out, but she knows what I’m about to say.

      “Can’t you branch out any, Gran? We’ve done a ton of gardens.” I laugh.

      “Well, fancy pants, you can pick the next puzzle we do then.” She flicks a puzzle piece at me, and I relax against my seat.

      It’s funny how I can feel so at home here in Valley, and also not.
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      It’s been two days.

      Forty-eight fucking hours.

      And Mallory manages to creep into my mind every other minute.

      That’s a lie.

      It’s every second.

      I catch myself wondering what she’s like now, how she’s really doing, how her life changed.

      Everything.

      We talked in the store. A short, awkward conversation that wasn’t really any talking at all. We know nothing about each other anymore.

      We’re strangers.

      A lot has happened since we were teenagers, a lot has changed.

      I’ll never forget the pain I felt when she left. It was as if someone ripped my heart from my chest, and stomped on it in front of me.

      Never another word, not even a fucking forwarding address.

      She never wrote to me. Never tried to call.

      It was as if she’d vanished, except she told me she was leaving beforehand.

      Teenage breakups really fucking suck, if you didn’t know. People always say you never forget your first love and you never forget your first breakup. I didn’t realize at the time how true that was until I experienced it all with Mallory.

      I walk into the station, a box of donuts in hand, hoping that another day of work will be able to keep my mind occupied from wandering to the one topic that won’t leave it.

      “You bring those for me?” Slade points at the box in my hands.

      “No, get your own,” I snarl.

      I’m stingy with my donuts, everyone here knows that.

      “You big baby.” Lesslie hands Slade a bag, rolls her eyes, and shoves me. “Here, I got you two.”

      “Thank you, at least one of my friends gives a damn about me.” He glares at me, pulling the wax bag open and looking inside. He inhales the sweet sugary scent, and dude, I get it.

      Donuts are a weakness.

      To nearly every cop in America.

      But mostly to me.

      Which is why I spend so much time at the gym, because I don’t want to cut my addiction, but I also don’t want to be out of shape and try to chase some perp on foot, only to end up as a video on Tiktok and a topic on Reddit.

      It’s happened before.

      Lesslie and I follow Slade into his office and sit across from him. Or, well, I collapse with a toddler-like attitude, huffing loud enough the entire station can hear me.

      “What the hell has crawled up your ass?” Slade takes another bite of his donut, sitting behind his desk before he glances at me with a smirk.

      Dick.

      “I swear to God. You’ve been acting like a tit for two days.” Lesslie shakes her head at me. “Snap out of whatever is eating you.” She waves a hand at me. “You’re annoying.”

      “Shut up. Like you’re any better.” I take a cheap shot, knowing she’s been moping about this shit with Cade, whatever the two of them have going on. She glares at me.

      Hit the nail on the head with that one.

      “Would both of you quit?” He looks between us then fixes his glare on me. “And just tell us what the hell is bothering you?” Slade snaps.

      “I’m not interested in therapy.”

      “Not interested in giving it,” he tosses back, a grin on his ugly mug.

      “Just spit it out, Bronx. Damn.” Lesslie eyes me.

      “I ran into Mallory at the grocery store.” Both of my best friends stare at me with wide eyes, completely shocked by my announcement. “What? Nothing to say now?” My chest rises and falls with the release of those words.

      “Shit, Bronx. I’m sorry,” Slade tells me, leaning forward with concern. “I didn’t know she was still in town.”

      He looks at Lesslie, and I watch as Lesslie’s entire face changes. “I did, but I didn’t know how long or what she was up to while she was here. I ran into her the other day at the gas station.”

      I look over at her, unsure of what to say next.

      “She looked sad.”

      Her words hit me like a truck. Hearing that Mallory is sad still guts me, like it did all those years ago.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, trying to play it cool. Even though I know they can see right through me.

      “Alright, we have work to do,” Slade says, flicking his wrist at us, which is our cue to get our asses out of his office.

      But I’m thankful for the change of topic right now.

      How the fuck am I supposed to get through this day now.
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      Divorce.

      That’s been the first thing on my mind every day that I wake up since we got to Valley two weeks ago. The dreaded D word. The word that implies I’ve failed as a wife, and as a mother.

      Because it’s me who is initiating this divorce; it’s me who’s putting the final nail in the coffin when it comes to splitting this family up.

      Me putting an end to this chapter of my life.

      I could easily stay in this relationship, where trust has been broken, and betrayal has cut so deep. I could stay, and I could be miserable for the rest of my life.

      Or I can move on, give up on that part of my life. The one that involves John as my husband.

      And for me, well, I choose the latter.

      The idea of living a life where I’m constantly in fear of the other shoe dropping, of history repeating itself again, or me walking in on something I don’t want to see again makes my decision easy.

      This time it was my friend, what about next time? What about his coworkers? What if I make a new friend, and the same thing happens again?

      I can’t let myself wonder, every day, if my husband is out cheating on me.

      I deserve better. I want better.

      So, I’m on my way home from running a few errands for Gran, and who is in the driveway when I pull back in?

      John. The cheating, no good, son of a bitch.

      I take a deep breath and pull the car into Gran’s designated parking spot. This can’t be good, especially if he’s come all the way here for this.

      Time to be brave, Mal. Put back on the face you’ve been wearing since you left.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Mallory?” he hisses as soon as I open the car door, and stand. He knows the boys are probably inside the house since they didn’t get out of the car with me.

      “I’m sure you already know what I’m doing, John. I filed for divorce.” I push the door shut, then turn to face him fully. “Our marriage is over.”

      “You can’t just throw our lives away. You can’t ruin the boys' lives like this.” He glares at me. All I can do is stare at him with his little outburst.

      “I’m not ruining their lives, John.” It’s not like the thought hasn’t occurred to me that I am, but I don’t need him here hounding me about it too.

      He scoffs. “You’ve ripped them from their home, their father, the only place they’ve ever known.” He pauses gesturing to the house behind me. “Brought them to this shit hole of a town, and for what?”

      I take offense to that one. My hometown is small; there’s nothing fancy, but a shit hole, it is not. He knew that dig would hurt.

      John: 1. Mallory: 0

      “For a new start. You ruined home for us, John. You ruined it, not me. The moment you brought her into our home, you ruined it.” I point at him. “None of this is my fault. I’m home; this is where I was always supposed to be.”

      “Don’t do this to us.” His demeanor changes to sadness, and it really takes all I have not to laugh. “Don’t leave me. I’ve made mistakes, Mal. I’ve changed though.”

      Changed, huh?

      That quickly?

      I can’t hold it in anymore, I laugh. And loud. Loud enough that the sadness on John’s face is no longer present, and the anger is back.

      “John, just stop.”

      He stands to his full height, which is only three or so inches above me, but the look in his eyes has me retreating a step.

      “You fucking stop. You are coming home, and you’re bringing the boys with you. I’ve booked us all on the next flight out of here,” he tells me, as if this is his choice.

      “I am not leaving, and you’re not taking the boys either. Not without a custody agreement in place.” I know he won’t let them come back if he takes them. He’ll use it against me to get me to come back home.

      Home. That’s not even my home anymore.

      “You don’t get a fucking choice, Mallory. Stop acting like a fucking baby, our reputations are on the line. Go get your shit, and let’s go.” He nudges me, but I yank away from him.

      Who does he think he is?

      My eyes narrow in on him. “You’re getting shit for this, aren’t you?”

      “Shut the fuck up, and go get your shit. We have three hours.”

      “No,” I say, trying to keep my cool.

      “NOW!” he roars, and the screen door of my gran’s house flies open, slamming against the old wooden siding.

      “Leave,” Alec yells. “Leave now and don’t come back.”

      “Stay out of this, kid,” John snaps at him.

      “No, you’re not going to come here and start this shit with my mom. Not after what you’ve done.”

      Normally, I’d call him out on his language, but this time, I let it slide.

      “Leave. We don’t want you here.”

      This isn’t good. Alec doesn’t need to say things he may regret later.

      “Alec, easy.” I step in, putting a hand to my son's shoulder as he pushes toward his father more.

      I’ve never seen him like this before. So angry with his father.

      The rage is practically coming off of him in waves.

      “Watch your mouth.” John points at him. “The next disrespectful word out of your mouth…” he trails off.

      And that’s when I snap.

      “Leave, John.” I spin to face him. “Get in your damn car, and leave. You will not come here, and threaten physical harm on our son.”

      “I’ll do whatever I want. He’s my son, too,” he yells.

      “I know, and your relationship was already brittle, so don’t harm it even more.” I glare at him.

      John moves his eyes to Alec, staring him down as if he’s nothing before he slowly takes a couple of steps back and turns for his car.

      Alec and I stand together as we watch him climb into the driver’s seat. Once his car pulls away from the curb, I turn to look at Alec and see his chest rapidly rising and falling before my eyes scan the porch. Thankfully, Austin is nowhere to be seen, and I’m hoping Gran made sure he didn’t witness any of it.

      “Honey,” I say, taking a step toward him.

      “No, just stop.” He holds his hands up. “I just need a minute, ok?”

      I nod and watch as he takes off walking down the street. I want to follow him, and make sure he’s okay, but I also know Alec needs time to work everything in his head right now too.

      This entire scenario was not how I planned on my day going, but I knew John would have something to say after he was served, but I didn’t think he’d fly to Valley to say it.

      And the things he said, I don’t even have words for. The threat he made toward Alec… they’ve never been close, but I’ve never heard him talk to Alec like that before.

      Now I have to try to fix it.

      And I don’t know how.

      Or if it’s even fixable.
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      I hate working nights.

      It throws me off schedule.

      The bakery isn’t open past four, making it where I have to settle on other snacks for the evening.

      And who wants to fucking do that?

      Do you know what happens when I don’t have them? I’m cranky. I’m cranky as hell if I don’t have my daily dose of sugar.

      The last thing I want to do is hit the park. And that’s exactly where I’m heading. I got a call about a few delinquents doing some sketchy shit. The caller mentioned vandalism, which isn’t out of the ordinary for kids in this town, but the park isn’t usually where that takes place either.

      Most of the time, I don’t mess with the kids, unless they’re putting themselves in danger, like drugs, that sort of thing. But, after receiving multiple complaints, I don’t have a choice at this point but to go check it out, and send them on their merry way, if all is good.

      I try not to harp on the kids too much, it’s not like Valley is bustin’ with places for teenagers to go to keep them out of trouble.

      As soon as I pull my cruiser into the drive that circles the park, I see the group of kids under one of the pavilions. Smoke surrounds them and I groan, knowing what this means.

      They’re all out here getting high, in the worst fucking hiding place this town has. And I’m going to have to talk to some parents about what little Johnny has been up to.

      A few of their heads slowly turn my direction, and I groan. It’s like slow motion, one points, another elbows his neighbor, and then they take off.

      Fuck these damn kids. Running is the last thing I feel like doing, especially when I haven’t had my sugar today.

      Shifting my car into park, I flip the lights on, and swing my door open to chase after them. I radio for backup as I run, hoping to catch at least one of them.

      This is why I work out as hard as I do. I’m unable to quit donuts, so I truly punish myself by going so hard in the gym. But this proves why it’s needed.

      I’d be obese if I didn’t.

      Lucky for me, one of them doesn’t seem to catch on to what’s happening so he’s the last to take off, and just within arms reach for me to grab the collar of his shirt and pull him backward.

      “Let me go,” he shouts, twisting his body trying to get away.

      Little shit.

      I pin him against one of the picnic tables, while I slap my cuffs on his wrist to hold him in place.

      “Is there anything on you that I’m going to find?”

      He shakes his head. Good. I’ve found the weirdest shit in kids pockets before, and I like to have an idea before I go searching.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head slightly, eyes wide with fear.

      “You been smoking?” I question.

      “I only took one hit.”

      Alright, kid. Appreciate the honesty. After I check his pockets and don’t find anything, I spin him around to face me.

      There’s something oddly familiar about him, but I’ve never met him before. I’m certain of it, I know most of these kids around here, and he doesn’t fit with the other kids who just took off out of here; they’re all frequent flyers. Half of them are in the system with foster parents who do the bare minimum, while the others are just kids whose parents can’t get them under control.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, taking a step back when I feel like he’s not going to try to bolt.

      “Alec.” He pauses, looking at me. “Alec Hogan.”

      “How old are you, Alec?”

      “I’m thirteen,” he tells me, making me shake my head.

      Thirteen is way too young to be out roaming the streets and getting into shit like this.

      “Wanna call your parents?” I ask.

      “Preferably not.” He shrugs. “Not like it’ll matter.”

      “Where do you live?” I pull back, allowing him to stand to his full height.

      “Second street.” The fear is sinking in now.

      “I’ll give you a ride home.”

      He groans and when I pull him to walk slightly in front of me, he struggles to keep his footing.

      “Can’t you just let me walk home?” he begs, but I just shake my head.

      “No can do, my man.” I open the back door, putting my hand over his head and helping guide him inside the backseat, shutting the door. Once I get situated behind the wheel, I relay what I’m doing to dispatch and ask the kid for his specific house number before heading that way. “What were you doing out here tonight?”

      Why does his address sound familiar?

      Maybe it’s a place I’ve been called to before, sometimes they all run together and sound the same.

      “It’s stupid,” he tells me, his shoulders dropping, as I watch from my rearview mirror.

      “We’ve got time,” I urge.

      He blows out a deep breath, turning his attention to the window. “My dad made a surprise visit, started crap with my mom; we got into it, it’s just a bad time.”

      I nod, because I get it. I really do. Not the first story I’ve heard like this and it won’t be the last either.

      “How did you end up linking up with the kids at the park?” I’m curious.

      “I was just walking by, one of them offered me a hit, and I took it. I wasn’t thinking, I just wanted to do something that would take it away,” he explains. “Or make my parents angry.”

      “Did it help?”

      “I’m in the back of a police car,” he scoffs. “No, it didn’t help.”

      A grin slips to my lips, maybe he’s learned a lesson tonight.

      I pull up outside of the house, and the moment I look up, my heart stalls. The beige siding and white trim hasn’t changed much at all. My eyes float to the window above the garage, and I have to push the memories from my mind. This isn’t the time to relive those. When he rattled off the address, it just sounded familiar, but now I know why.

      This is Mallory’s old house. Her grandparents' house now. The house I spent a lot of time at when we were younger. It takes me a minute to pull my eyes away from the front porch, and when Alec speaks reality hits me.

      “You, uh, gonna let me out of here or…?”

      “Sorry,” I mumble, climbing out and opening his door.

      He spins toward the door and stands, turning and giving me access to remove his cuffs, but I shake my head and start to lead him around the back of the car and toward the front porch.

      I have one hand still on the bend of his arm, not willing to take the cuffs off yet. I’ve had too many incidents where I’ve uncuffed a kid and they’ve taken off before I could get them to the door. I lift my hand to knock and feel him stiffen beside me. I do this so their parents at least have an idea of what their kid has been up to. If they don’t give a shit, that’s one thing, but sometimes you have parents who truly just don’t know what’s going on with their kids, and this is a wake-up call to those.

      The door opens, and I feel the breath catch in my lungs. I knew it was going to be her, I just had a feeling that she would be the one to open the door. I watch her emerald eyes widen at the sight of me, then bounce to the boy next to me.

      “Hi, I’m looking for Alec’s mom.” I swallow, trying to hide the nerves that are creeping in, while remaining professional at the same time.

      Even though I’ve already run into her once, nothing prepares me for seeing her a second time. She’s dressed in white pajama bottoms, a tank top, and a cardigan covering her shoulders. She looks every bit of a mom right now, and it suits her.

      “I’m his mom.” Her eyes glance to me and then back to her son. “Alec?” she whispers. “What’s going on? Where have you been?”

      “Mom.”

      That three-letter word hits me like a brick. Mom? He’s thirteen, how… The wheels in my head are spinning out of control.

      My eyes move to Mallory’s, and something passes between us. She’s begging me not to ask questions, not in front of him. I start doing the math in my head, Alec is thirteen, and she left fourteen years ago.

      Could he be mine? No, that’s insane, right? Mallory would have told me. She would have reached out to tell me I was going to be a father.

      I know a lot changed back then, but she wouldn’t do that… right?

      Anger starts coursing through my veins at the thought that I may not be right. That she may have kept this secret from me.

      “Please explain to me why you’re having to bring my son home,” she demands, and Alec’s eyes drop to his feet.

      “Alec was found in the park with a group of regular delinquents. He admitted to smoking, but had nothing on him. I wanted to make sure he got home safely, and to be able to talk to his parents regarding his whereabouts tonight,” I tell her. “Is your husband home?”

      It’s a dick move. But I need to know. I need to know if she’s moved on from me, if she’s happy. Her left hand is hidden in her cardigan sleeve so I can’t see a ring.

      “No, he’s not here.”

      Alec grunts beside me at her words but doesn’t elaborate. Mallory turns her attention on him, and her glare makes him stand slightly taller. Her eyes narrow, and my jaw ticks at how well she handles her role.

      “Grounded. Indefinitely.” She shakes her head. “Are you done with him?” she asks.

      I nod in response.

      “Room, now.” She pushes the door open, allowing him to enter.

      He glances my way briefly before entering the house, and disappearing out of view.

      “Bronx, I–”

      “Were you going to tell me?” I snap, unable to hold it in anymore.

      “Not here.” She steps out onto the porch, looking over her shoulder before doing so. “Please, not here. Can we meet for coffee in the morning?” she asks.

      I suck the air into my lungs, struggling with my emotions. “I get off at eight.” I look into her eyes and have to force myself to blink. “I can go straight to the bakery after.” It’s the last thing I want. I’d rather have this out now, clear the air. But I also respect her for not wanting to be overheard by wandering ears.

      I mean, what if the kid doesn’t know I’m his father?

      “Okay,” she nearly whispers. “Sounds good, and, um—”

      I nod, knowing what she’s going to say.

      “Thanks for bringing him home.”

      “No problem.” I look at her, really look at her now.

      Fourteen years clearly changed a lot, and I feel like I don’t know the person standing in front of me at all.

      And I suppose I don’t.

      Turning on my heels, I head in the direction of my car. I shake my head and slam my hand against the steering wheel. Not even the pain shooting through my hand can touch the anger I’m feeling right now.

      My head is spinning.

      It’s going to be a long fucking night, driving around this town, while my head spins continuously with the unknown.

      A long fucking night.
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      As soon as the door clicks into place, I release the nervous breath I had been holding having to deal with Bronx. And in this situation, where my son had to be brought home by him in handcuffs.

      Which reminds me, I have a child, who not only left earlier without telling me where he was going, but also didn’t answer his phone the three times I called, and was brought home by the police after ten o’clock. Oh, and then there’s the smoking with other kids in the park.

      I feel like I’m failing already, and I haven’t even started really doing this whole single mom thing yet.

      We had a few behavior issues from him before, but nothing like this. Never did I think he’d start smoking weed with random kids he’s never met before.

      “Ugh,” I groan, before turning and heading toward the stairs.

      How the hell am I going to tell John about this?

      Passing through the living room, I see Gran and Austin sitting on the couch. He fell asleep about an hour ago, but didn’t want to go to bed without Alec in there. He’s still adjusting to having a new room, and I understand that, so I told him he could stay down here until he got home.

      “Was that Bronx?” Gran asks.

      “Yeah, he brought Alec home.”

      Her eyebrows lift in surprise.

      “Apparently Alec was at the park with some other kids. Kids I probably wouldn’t approve of.”

      “Oh, my.” Gran touches her cheek. “Well, give him hell, sweetheart. But remember he’s adjusting to a lot right now too.”

      “I know.” I sigh, looking at the stairs.

      I was getting ready to go looking for him, which is why I have my cardigan on, but when I heard the knock on the door, I figured it was him and he’d forgotten his key. To say I was shocked to find Bronx on the other side when I opened it would be the understatement of the century.

      When I push through the door of the boys’ bedroom, Alec is sitting on the edge of his bed, bent over with his face in his hands.

      “What on Earth were you thinking?” I ask, my voice higher, angrier than I mean for it to be. I’m fuming with how dangerous tonight could have been for him. “Do you realize how dangerous tonight could have been? What you could have gotten yourself into?” I shake my head, thinking of all the dangerous things that could have happened to him. “And smoking, Alec? Really?”

      “I know, Mom.” He still hasn’t looked at me, he’s ashamed.

      And that’s good, right? That means he cares?

      “What do you think your dad is going to say?” I ask.

      That makes him lift his head, and I see the anguish in his glare. “I really don’t care what you tell Dad.”

      “Alec, this has got to stop. You and your father cannot keep going at each other's throats.” I know I’m changing the subject, but it’s clear this is starting to cause bigger issues here.

      “Nothing you say is going to change our relationship, Mom.” He rubs his face. “Tell him whatever you want to tell him.”

      “Alec.” I reach forward, but he pulls away.

      “And whenever y’all work out the custody thing, I’m not going with him,” he states.

      “Alec, you’re just upset right now. You two had a pretty big moment earlier,” I remind him.

      “No, I was never going to stay with him. Nothing good will come of it, and he doesn’t want me around. Doesn’t want us around.” He looks at me, and I see the emotion building in his eyes. “I don’t know why you stayed with him as long as you did.”

      My head jerks back. “What?”

      “Not just the cheating,” he tells me.

      “Alec…”

      “Mom, I’m not a little kid anymore. I noticed things with the two of you, the way you always tried to put on a front around us.” He laughs. “I’m not stupid, Mom.”

      My heart cracks open a little more, and I didn’t even know that was possible.

      “He’s not been a good father, or a good husband, and I don’t want to spend time with him.” His head lifts, eyes piercing mine. “So, please, Mom, don’t make me.”

      “Okay, baby.” I hold my hand up to his cheek. “We will figure something out.”

      Alec is old enough to figure out which parent he wants to live with, and if that’s me, I’m not going to fight him on it. I want him with me, always. And his relationship with John has been rocky, but for him to sit here with tears in his eyes, telling me that he doesn’t want to see him, that’s the biggest red flag that I’ve ever seen flown.

      And I’m not ignoring it.

      Truthfully, I’ve been a horrible mother for letting their feud go on as long as it has, and I should have stepped in and done more long ago, but I chalked it up to a boy becoming a young man and struggling with his role in the house. John didn’t exactly make things easy either; he’s never tried to relate to anything Alec has gone through, never taken an interest in anything Alec wanted.

      For a young boy who only wanted time with his father, that was hard for him to swallow.

      I stand from where I’ve kneeled in front of him, bringing his attention up with me.

      “No more of this crap you pulled tonight, do you understand me?”

      He nods, his face falling.

      “If I catch wind of you getting involved in a crowd like this, if your Dad catches wind, he will fight me for custody. You cannot get wrapped up in a crowd like that and throw your future away.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” It’s all he says before he stands and hugs me. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you more, baby boy.”

      With that, he releases me and heads toward his bathroom to get ready for bed. The short interaction with Bronx, and now with Alec, has completely drained me.

      After getting Austin tucked in, and making sure Alec was good, I finally head down the hall to my own room. My head barely hits the pillow before my eyes drift shut, not even the anxiety of my coffee date with Bronx can keep me awake tonight.
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      The drive to the bakery this morning is a blur. My mind was not on the road, which is extremely dangerous. But you know how sometimes you just check out? Like you’re driving, and you’re safe, but you get somewhere and you’re just like… how the hell did I make it here alive?

      That’s me, at this moment. Completely checked out from reality and anxious about what’s waiting for me outside of this car.

      Stopping my car in an open space, I shift into park, lean back against the headrest, and take a deep breath. Seeing Bronx again, after all this time, knowing that we’re going to sit down and have a conversation, one that I didn’t think would ever happen, is a lot. Too much almost.

      There’s no telling what’s going through his mind, especially after last night.

      Glancing at the clock, it’s just barely eight-thirty; I figured he would need some time after his shift ended to get away. The sound of a car pulling in next to me makes me look over. Bronx smiles, and I briefly wonder how he knows what I’m driving.

      I pull the keys from the ignition and push the door open to climb out. Bronx is already around his patrol car and grabbing my door, pulling it open wider for me.

      “Hi,” he says. He looks tired, and I fight against my instinct to reach out to him.

      “Hi,” I reply, unsure of what else to say. “How did you know what I drove?”

      “It’s your grandma’s car.”

      I mentally facepalm myself. Duh, Mallory. You should have known that.

      “Oh.” I step out of the way and let him shut the door. He holds a hand out for me to walk in front of him to the entrance.

      The bakery has calmed down some. I imagine after their usual rush, before working hours, it isn’t nearly as busy the rest of the day.

      A bell over the door chimes as we step inside, Bronx stops just behind me with his hand on the small of my back. It’s been fourteen years, and his touch still burns through my clothing.

      “Can I help you, Bronx?” a younger woman says as she steps up behind the glass case, he must come here often.

      I listen as Bronx rattles off his order before turning to me with questioning eyes.

      “Just a latte for me, please.”

      He nods and hands over his card to pay.

      “I could have paid for mine,” I offer, but I know it’s useless.

      “Not a chance, Mal.” I shiver at the use of my shortened name.

      Just hearing it makes me think of the past, of our youth, and how much time has passed. Fourteen long years.

      After a few minutes, Bronx hands me my drink while he takes the rest of what he ordered and walks us toward a table in the back corner. I sit in the metal chair, looking around the small bakery.

      It’s adorable; cupcake decor fills the walls with various sayings.

      “This is a cute place,” I tell him, trying to break the awkwardness between us right now.

      “Yeah.” His eyes float around the room before coming back to mine. His gaze is so powerful, I can hardly breathe. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “We do, an–”

      “Is he mine?” His words are snappy.

      I’m momentarily confused. “Is who yours?”

      “Alec.”

      My heart beats furiously in my chest as the realization hits me.

      Oh, Bronx.

      “No, Alec isn’t your son,” I tell him, honestly. “His father is John Hogan.”

      I watch as his shoulders deflate, almost as if he’s hurt that Alec isn’t his son. But I would have told him, I wouldn’t have kept that a secret from him.

      “I just thought because he’s thirteen, and you left…” he trails off.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I begin. “John and I met right after I moved. I got pregnant my senior year of high school,” I explain.

      His face morphs to hurt and I know I’m the cause of it.

      “I was lonely, and hurting because my parents forced me to leave Valley. I was so sure that you and I were going to get married, that we’d be together forever.”

      He looks away, leaning back in his chair. I can see the hurt in his eyes, even without him looking at me; it’s there. And I caused that.

      “You didn’t even call, Mal. You told me you were leaving, dumped me, and vanished.” He shakes his head. “It fucking sucked, back then, and now too.”

      “I didn’t plan for any of that to happen, Bronx.” I reach across the table and place my hand on his. “I didn’t want to hurt you, I just didn’t know how to cope with what was happening in my life.”

      “Yeah.” He yanks his hand away. “Well, you did exactly what you didn’t want to do. You broke me, Mallory. You broke me, threw me away, like our relationship meant nothing to you, then climbed into bed with the first guy who gave you attention.”

      Cue a slap in the face. Not physically, but he might as well have. It hurt all the same.

      “That is not what happened, and that’s not fair, Bronx. I was seventeen. I was young, and heartbroken, and didn’t know the first thing about making a long distance relationship work,” I snap back in a hushed tone, trying to defend my actions.

      He scoffs. “Yeah, well, from my end of this conversation, that’s exactly what happened.”

      The silence falls between us, the pain from years past settling in the middle. It’s unbearable, and I’m about to put an end to this little reunion when he speaks again.

      “Where’s your husband now?” He slowly pulls his eyes from the window beside us and looks at me. Bluish gray eyes settle on me, and everything around us is drowned out.

      The already quiet bakery is now deafening in silence.

      “It’s a long story.” That's all I can say. I don’t want to get into this conversation right now, not after last night, and not in the middle of a bakery that half of the town frequents on a regular basis. The anger slowly leaves him as he leans toward me.

      “Will you tell me?” he asks. “Sometime?”

      “Yeah, just not here,” I tell him.

      He nods, understanding why I don’t want to speak on this right now.

      “Is there somewhere else we can go?”

      He takes the last bite of his donut before crumbling up the paper and bag that it came in, and stands. I follow behind him, waiting as he throws his trash away before holding the door open for me. We make our way outside and he moves between our parked vehicles. I’m expecting him to open my door, thinking he’s decided against talking more, but he surprises me when he opens the passenger seat of his cruiser and holds his hand out for me to get in.

      Once I’m situated, he shuts the door, rounds his side, and climbs in. Both of us are silent for a moment, letting the quietness sink in while I battle how to tell him what has become of my life. How it’s completely crumbled over the last few weeks.

      How ironic is it, that the man I chose to give my life to after Bronx, happened to be the same one who tore it all apart.

      And the fact that if I’d just stuck with the plan, stayed with Bronx and never dated John, I wouldn’t have to endure so much pain every day like I do.

      But, then I wouldn’t have my boys, and I can’t survive without them.

      They’re the most important things in my life.

      Always
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      Okay, I woke up this morning thinking I had a son that Mallory had kept hidden from me.

      Now, I realize I probably look like an idiot for thinking that.

      But… in my defense, the timeline did seem suspicious.

      Something is still off though, as far as the husband part goes.

      And I’m hoping she’ll tell me now that we aren’t in the bakery, where anyone could overhear our conversation.

      My head turns, looking over at the girl I fell in love with all those years ago. She’s staring down at her hands, tangled in her lap as she picks at her pink polished nails. Her bottom lip is sucked in, in a nervous way.

      My heart aches at the sight of her like this. I place my hands on the steering wheel in front of me, even though the car hasn’t started and it’s in park; I need something to hold onto to keep myself from tucking the hair that has fallen behind her ear.

      “I’m embarrassed,” she finally says, her eyes never leaving her hands. “I never thought I’d be in this situation.”

      “What situation?” I ask, tightening my grip, allowing my mind to run in overdrive of all the things that could be.

      “A single mom, about to go through a nasty divorce.” She finally lifts her head to look at me, and the weight of those gorgeous green eyes hit me right in the chest.

      I can see it all in them, the pain, the exhaustion, the worry. It’s all reflecting at me right now, and all I want to do is take it away from her. I wish I could erase all of it, start back over from where we left off, and erase the piece of shit that is causing her this pain.

      For a second the pain from the past melts away.

      “Tell me about it.” I reach out, but pause, letting my hand drop to the console between us.

      I stare at it, she does too. It’s in the same spot that it would always sit in my old pickup truck from when I was a teenager. Our hands would be tangled together as I drove us wherever it was we were going that day. The window down, blowing her gorgeous hair, her scent evading me.

      Melon. She always smelled like melons.

      It was a perfume I’d picked her out for our first Christmas together. And she wore it every day.

      “John.” She looks at me again. “That’s his name.” She covers her face. “But I told you that already, and now I’m rambling.”

      I smile at her. She always did ramble when she was nervous or overwhelmed.

      With a deep breath, she continues. “I had just gotten word about Gramps, and scheduled everything for us to leave the next day, so we could be here for Gran and the funeral.” Her eyes close, squeezing tightly before they slowly reopen.

      Shit, I forgot all about her grandpa’s funeral.

      “He had some things to take care of at work the next day before he could meet us; I didn’t think anything about it at the time. He’s a day trader, so his work often keeps him at the office.”

      My chest grips, sensing where this story is heading.

      “The next morning, me and the boys loaded the car and left for the airport.” She pauses, trying to hold herself together. “It was a bit of a drive to the airport, and we realized we forgot our stuff on the printer. I turned around, and when I walked into the house, I found John with my best friend, Elise. They were both naked… and you can figure out what the two of them were doing.”

      “Shit,” I murmured. “I’m sorry, Mal.”

      I turn, facing her the best I can in my seat. She turns her attention to me, and I still see the pain she’s been holding onto, but I also see some relief behind her eyes this time. It wasn’t there earlier.

      “I haven’t really told anyone but you. Not the full version anyways.” Her head drops again. “You were always the one person I could tell anything to.” Her voice is full of regret.

      The pain from the past comes back, and I find myself in the battle again, forcing myself to stay back, not to reach for her. I may have always been that person for her, but I’m not that same person anymore. She’s no longer mine, and I’m no longer hers.

      Even if after fourteen years, she still owns my heart and soul.

      “I guess I got what I deserved though.” She lifts her eyes to mine. “Leaving you was the biggest mistake of my life, but it’s not one that I can bring myself to regret, Bronx.” Tears pool, and she’s fighting like hell to hold them back. “If I hadn’t done everything I’d done, if I hadn’t leaned into John’s touch that night, when I was desperate to mend my broken heart, I wouldn’t have Alec and Austin, and I can’t imagine a life without them.” She wipes a tear that breaks free. “Even if that means living with the heartache I’ve been experiencing every day.”

      I just stare at her, unsure of what to say to that. She shouldn’t regret any of it, not if it gave her her kids. She always wanted to be a mom, and I can tell just from the little interaction I had with her and her oldest last night; she’s a damn good mom.

      John is a dumbass if he didn’t realize what he had.

      “Thank you for meeting me, Bronx.” Her hand lifts to the handle of the car door.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her not to go, but I can’t push the words out. It’s a lot to process.

      “And thanks for bringing Alec home.”

      One more look at me, and she pulls the handle, pushing the door open and shuts it behind her with a thud. I watch as she climbs into her grandma’s car, not giving me another glance before backing out and pulling onto the highway.

      The sight of her leaving transports me back in time again.

      The sound of the bat and ball connecting echoes around me as I watch what seems like slow motion as the ball gains momentum and soars through the air.

      My feet are moving, but my eyes never stray from the ball. I could feel it as soon as it made a connection, it was going over that fence tonight. My teammates are already filing out of the dugout, heading toward home plate, waiting for us all to make our way in.

      A grand slam. We won the game.

      My eyes are trained on the dark-haired beauty that stands at the fence though, my smile grows. She came back. She’s here cheering me on.

      I do the same gesture I always do with her, I point and watch as she smiles brighter, and pat my chest, right over my heart before turning my attention to the bases.

      Running straight into my teammate’s waiting huddle, I celebrate shortly before shaking hands with the opposing team.

      “What’s got you in a rush?” Slade asks, stepping up beside me.

      “Mal’s here.”

      He winks at me and slaps my shoulder, shaking his head. “Get out of here.”

      Don’t have to tell me twice. I’m out of the dugout, and heading toward the fence when I see her again. Her cheeks are red, and she’s looking down at her feet.

      My name is called, but I don’t stop to talk. There’s only one person I want to talk to right now, and I’m heading straight for her.

      Her eyes lift to mine just as a few girls call my name, and I see that fire that I fell in love with flash.

      “Did you see that?” I ask. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

      “I can.” She smiles at me, and even if I hadn’t just played one of the best games of my life, I’d have the same smile I’m wearing on my face. Just from her. “You were amazing.”

      “I’m just glad you made it.” I drop my bag and take the last few steps until I’m right in front of her. I reach out, lifting her in my arms and her legs wrap around my waist on instinct. I spin both of us, holding her against me, and kiss her like it’s our first kiss all over again. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

      “That’s something I kind of need to talk to you about.” I slowly slide her to her feet and watch as she works her bottom lip between her teeth. But it’s the distance she puts between us that has me concerned.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Are you ok?”

      “I’m leaving,” she says.

      Okay, that’s not bad. “I’ll walk you home.” I smile. Maybe she’s just worried about walking back home alone.

      “No, I mean I’m leaving Valley.” She enunciates that word. Leaving. “We have to break up.”

      “Wait, what? No.” I shake my head. This can’t be happening.

      I can feel my heart cracking in my chest. How can I fix this?

      “I’ll be twelve hours away, Bronx. This won’t work.”

      “This is a joke,” I say. Surely she’s joking, right?

      “It’s not, my dad got a promotion. We have to be there in the morning.” Her voice is so soft, but there’s a slight quiver to it that jerks at my heart.

      I beg her, trying to convince her that the two of us don’t have to break up. Our futures are so close, within arm’s length. We just need to stick it out, and then we can be together again.

      I’ll wait for her. Forever if I have to.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice is shaky, and that’s my undoing. “I have to go.” She shoves my coat into my arms, the coat that she’s worn for a year, marking her as mine.

      When I look back up, she’s running.

      Running away from me.

      Away from all of our plans we’ve made together.

      And my knees give out, because my entire heart just left me.

      I stare at her car as it disappears before shifting into reverse and pulling out.

      I’m tired, mentally drained, and ready for my bed.
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      It’s hot today.

      Hotter than it’s been since I came back to Valley. I forgot what summers here felt like.

      If you’re outside for more than five minutes, you’ll have sweat dripping from your brow. And thank God for good deodorant.

      My attorney has kept in touch with everything regarding my divorce, and he’s made it clear that John needs to be providing support to the boys, which he is avoiding at all costs. Of course, John is being an ass, trying to prolong the inevitable.

      I get daily texts from him, telling me that this is all a mistake and that we belong together. That we can work it out, and we’ll be better than ever.

      He probably doesn’t realize that I know he’s still sleeping with Elise. I still have access to the Ring cameras, and see every time she comes over to the house… when she leaves the house.

      I’m leaving this weekend to fly back home, pack up my things, and have them shipped here. John and I could easily sell the house, split the funds, and be done, but I don’t even want to fight with him anymore. I just want it done.

      When I said I was ready to move forward, I meant it.

      The boys will be enrolled in Valley schools, and they’re both nervous. Alec won’t admit it, but the idea of having to switch schools is a lot for a kid.

      And I get it. I went through it. It wasn’t easy.

      But at the same time, it all feels right. I think Alec feels that too. Austin probably doesn’t care much; he makes friends easily, so I’m not as worried about him.

      Alec… he’s a teenager who is going through a lot of changes in his life and I’m terrified that he’s going to fall in with the wrong crowd.

      Again.

      I never told John about him being brought home by the police, by Bronx. It wouldn’t have helped the situation any, not with the relationship Alec and John have. Guilt hits me, as always, when I think about their relationship; maybe I could have done more to push them together, I don’t know…

      Pulling into Gran’s driveway, I shift the car into park and climb out. Austin has a baseball in one hand, his glove on the other, and he’s throwing it at one of those nets that bounces it back to him.

      “Hey, baby.” I smile and walk toward the steps of the porch and sit. “Whatcha doin’?”

      “Practicing.” He smiles at me, throwing the ball again.

      I watch as his little body gets ready and catches the ground ball that bounces back to him.

      “You’re doing good,” I tell him, seeing his eyes light up at the compliment.

      Alec walks outside, stopping just beside me. I crane my neck to look at him. He’s growing into a young man, and my heart smiles and cracks open at the same time. I don’t know where all the time has gone, but I hate watching my kids get older, the same way I love it at the same time.

      Parenting is bittersweet. You literally watch your world grow before your eyes, and the realization that one day they won’t need me anymore is hard to swallow.

      “How was your meeting?” he asks but doesn’t look down at me.

      I sigh. “It was good, but you don’t need to worry about that,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t. This is between his father and me, nothing more.

      “Did he say anything about me not wanting to see Dad?” he asks, and he finally takes a seat next to me.

      “He said he didn’t see it being a problem, and ran it by your dad’s lawyer,” I answer him honestly.

      “You should sign him up for baseball.” He’s changing the subject, and that’s his cue that he’s done.

      I look back toward Austin; he’s still practicing, oblivious to us now.

      “He deserves to be able to play, Mom. Without the scrutiny of Dad, like I did.”

      “You’re right.” I smile at Austin. “I think I will.”

      “Good.” He nods.

      A car comes down the road, a cop car. I look, unable to take my eyes off the passing cruiser, and see Bronx in the driver’s seat. He waves, just with his fingers, but I can feel his eyes on me as he passes.

      We haven’t talked since our conversation about my past, and everything that has led me to this moment today.

      “He seemed like a nice dude.” Alec pulls me from my thoughts.

      “He is.” I look over at him, he’s still watching as Bronx’s car disappears. “We went to high school together.”

      “I know who he is to you, Mom.” He chuckles. “I’ve seen all the pictures in Gran’s hallway. I know the two of you dated in high school.” He looks in my direction. “Which is gross by the way.”

      “Okkayyy…” I draw the word out dramatically, now I’m the one needing to change the subject. “Listen, this weekend, I’m going to head back to Arkansas, I need to pack up all of our stuff.”

      “I want to go with you,” he tells me, and I glance at his brother.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, bub.” Tensions are so high right now between John and me, and he isn’t supposed to be there when I come, but if he does show up… I don’t know what would happen if Alec was with me too.

      “I don’t care, Mom. I want to be there, I know Dad will start some crap and I want to be there for you.” His voice turns hard.

      “Alec, that’s sweet, really, but it’s not necessary. You don’t have to fight my battles for me. I can handle your father.”

      “I’m sure you can, but I want to be there for you. Let me be there, Mom.” I look at him, study his face, realizing that he’s more of a man at his young age than I’ve been realizing.

      “I’ll check with Gran, make sure she will be able to handle Austin by herself.”

      He nods, walks back inside, and comes out a minute later with a glove and begins throwing the ball with his brother. A couple of days with just Alec would be nice.

      Gran comes out a few minutes after that with a tray of iced sweet tea she sits on the small table by the door. I stand, making my way over to her, and sit in the other rocking chair as we watch the boys play catch in the yard.

      My heart squeezes when I watch my oldest son stop what he’s doing to help teach his little brother how to catch a ball properly, while Gran sighs in contentment.

      “I need to go back to Arkansas this weekend.” I turn my head to look at her, her eyes are on the boys as she smiles softly at them. “I have to pack up our things and ship them back here.”

      “Okay,” she says softly. “As long as you are coming back here.”

      “I am, Gran. Arkansas isn’t home anymore. Valley is home, it always has been.”

      “That you’re right, my dear. The boys will be fine here while you go,” she tells me.

      “Alec actually wants to go with me.”

      Her eyes slide to mine.

      “I told him he could, if you would be alright with Austin by yourself for the weekend.”

      “Absolutely.” She smiles. “We’ll make cookies, hit the farmers market in town, I’ll take him to lunch with the girls.”

      I shake my head, looking at the boys. “I’m sure they’ll get a kick out of him.” I smile, my gran's girls as she calls them are a group of friends that get together each week for lunch, and have faithfully, for my entire life. The town’s gossip is what they are.

      That little group of old ladies knows everything about everyone in this town.

      “Oh, without a doubt.” She chuckles. “You take your time, do what you need to do. Say your goodbyes.”

      I look over at her, and as our eyes collide I feel the regret bubbling up inside me.

      “I’m glad you’re here, sweet girl. I’m glad you all are here. You’ve brought life back into our home that hasn’t been here since the day you left Valley.”

      “I’m sorry I never came to visit more, Gran.” I worry my lip between my teeth.

      “Nonsense. Honey, you did exactly what kids are meant to do. You grew up, and with growing up, sometimes, comes growing apart. You knew you always had a place here, that’s all that mattered to us.”

      “Thank you, Gran. I don’t know what we would do if it weren’t for you. I’m not sure where we would be staying.” Which reminds me, once I’m back from this trip and settled into our new lives, I’ll have to look for a job.

      I can’t rely on my gran to keep footing the bill for us constantly. The boys will be starting school soon, and I’ll have school clothes and supplies. Not to mention the signup fee for Little League baseball that’s coming up.

      “I need to start job hunting, too,” I tell her.

      “Oh, nonsense.” She waves me off.

      “I’m serious, Gran. I need to have something for myself.”

      “Well, alright. When you put it like that, it makes sense, I suppose.” She shakes her head slightly. “I can ask the girls this weekend if they know of any places hiring.”

      “Thanks, Gran. I appreciate that.”

      “Always, my girl.”

      Always. She’s all I have left in this world, besides the boys.

      And I know that I always have her at least.
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      “Hey, I need a favor, and you’re the man for the job.”

      I groan, looking up from my desk at Slade as he walks toward me.

      I love my best friend, but hate when I see him out of his office like this. It usually only means one thing… he needs something.

      “What?” I snarl my lip at him. “If it doesn’t involve donuts, I’m not interested.”

      “Ok, I’ll buy you donuts. Say yes,” he teases.

      “I’m not saying yes, I don’t even know what you’re asking me.”

      “Then I’m not buying you donuts.” He crosses his arms.

      Don’t give in. Don’t give in.

      “Fine, yes,” I say.

      “Smart man. Rarely, but smart occasionally.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He laughs at my retort, and I roll my eyes.

      “Cooper is signing up to play Little League. I volunteered to coach, but I need an assistant coach.”

      Ah, shit. I know where this is going.

      “I was thi–”

      “I’ll do it.” Before I would have ran like hell, but now since Coop, I’m happy to help. He’s my dude, after all.

      He smiles. “See, I knew you were the man for the job,” he says pointing at me. “Coop will be pumped.”

      “I’m pumped to be his coach.”

      “I’m his coach.” He points a thumb at himself before turning his finger to me. “You are my bitch.”

      “Donuts,” I say through gritted teeth. “Lots and lots of donuts.”

      He pushes away from my desk, hitting a knuckle against a stack of papers before he starts walking back toward his office. “Get that shit caught up.”

      I laugh, shaking my head.

      “Oh,” Slade turns around. “First practice is Monday at six.”

      I nod and get back to my paperwork that I’m falling behind on.

      Coaching a little league team will be fun; keep me more involved in the community, and hopefully paint a good picture to the kids about cops, at the same time.

      Not everyone shares the Back The Blue concept.

      A few hours later, we’re closing in on one o’clock and I’m fucking starving. Lesslie is too; that’s why she asked me to meet her at one of the little diners in town.

      She’s already seated at a table when I walk in. I leave my sunglasses on as I walk through the diner since the blinds are open wide. The sun is beaming off the checkered white and black flooring like it’s something from the fifties and it kills my retinas.

      “About time,” Lesslie playfully snaps at me as I pull the seat out from across her. “I almost ordered without you.”

      “Shut up.” I chuckle, sitting and grabbing the menu from her hands. “I saw you pull in as soon as I turned onto the street.”

      She laughs, flipping another menu open and skimming over the variety of goodness they serve.

      “There’s two of my favorites.” Annetta walks over, placing two sodas down in front of us. “How’re the streets today?”

      “Same as any other day.” Lesslie sighs, smiling up at Annetta.

      “And how are you?” She holds her hand to my cheek.

      Annetta was best friends with my momma when they were younger, she’s been like a second mother to me. And when my mom died, she was the one who consoled me.

      “I’m good,” I tell her.

      “I’m sure you are,” her eyes narrow, “but a birdie told me that a certain dark-haired beauty was back in town.”

      I sigh. “I’m doing the best I can.”

      She nods, seeming convinced of my answer, and if she weren’t, we’d be here all day having this discussion.

      “Alright, what can I get you two?”

      We rattle off our orders, and Annetta leaves us to help another customer.

      “What took you so long to get here?” Lesslie asks, her arms crossing as she leans back in her chair. “You left before I did.”

      “I took the long way.” My words are honest, but I hope like hell she doesn’t pick up on whose house is on that route.

      She eyes me, searching my face, and I feel myself getting antsy as she does. Her head tips to the side and I watch, slowly, as realization spreads across her features.

      Well, shit.

      “You drove by her grandma’s.” Her shoulders drop and I see concern in her eyes. I know my friends, they’ve been worried about me since they realized she was back in town.

      I nod, unable to form words because nothing makes sense to me either. It’s been years since she and I have had a relationship, yet here I am, with her consuming my thoughts just like she did back then.

      “Bronx,” She leans forward.

      “I know, Lesslie. I know. It’s stupid.” I shake my head.

      “It’s not stupid.” She reaches across, grabbing my hand. “Her leaving hurt you badly. You never got a chance to move on because she was gone, you never got your closure.”

      I nod. “I met up with her.”

      She’s taken aback by my announcement. “When?”

      “I picked her kid up in the park.” I shrug. “Took him home.”

      “Umm, what?”

      I shake my head, laughing slightly. “He was getting into some bad shit, and I didn’t know it was her kid at the time. But then, I saw her when she opened the door and my mind went into overdrive.” Lesslie doesn’t say anything, she just stares at me, waiting for me to continue. “I thought he was mine. I thought the kid was mine.”

      She gasps, looking around to make sure she didn’t draw the attention of anyone in the diner. “You thought he was yours? Why?”

      “He looked like me, I don’t know. Something just felt familiar about him.” I run a hand down my face. “And he’s thirteen, she left fourteen years ago, the timing added up.”

      “Is he?” She clears her throat. “Is he yours?”

      “No.” I may have thought he was mine that night, but I know that Mallory would have contacted me if he had been mine. I know that. I just couldn’t wrap my head around it the other day. “He’s her husband’s.”

      “Oh, Bronx.” Her head tilts to the side as she looks at me with sad eyes.

      “They’re getting a divorce,” I tell her.

      “You sure seem to know a lot about the woman you haven’t seen in fourteen years.” Her brow lifts and a small smirk appears.

      “We went for coffee the next morning, she told me everything.” I run my hands together, trying to release some of the tension I’m already feeling at remembering the way she looked when she told me the story. “He cheated on her with her friend; she filed, he doesn’t want to accept it.”

      “Oh, shit. Poor Mal.” Lesslie and Mallory used to be really close back in the day; they were inseparable. You’d rarely find one without the other.

      “Yeah.” I shake my head, looking over to see Annetta walking toward us with our food. “She should have stayed in Valley.”

      And that was the truth.

      Before Annette can even bring our orders out, a call comes through for an overturned semi at the roundabout leading out of the downtown area.

      We have this issue more than you’d think. Truckers that forget they’re in a large truck, trying to make this turn… which is why we have back streets for truckers who do have to come into town. I mean, our local grocery store does need to be stocked.

      But why they always have to take the roundabout is beyond me.

      Lesslie and I rush to the car and head toward the scene, which thankfully, isn’t too far away.

      The second we pull up, all I see are feathers.

      “What the…”

      “Fuck,” Lesslie finishes as we climb out.

      Slade walks toward us, shaking his head. “Everyone is fine, but we have chickens everywhere.”

      “I can see that.” I stare at the scene.

      “It’s all hands on deck, trying to catch these birds.” He slaps a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      “Um, no,” I murmur. “I had eight donuts this morning.”

      “Well, looks like you’re about to run that off, my friend,” Lesslie teases, shoving me toward the accident.

      A gentleman with a stained shirt and his ass crack hanging out of his jeans is chasing one while he has two others tucked under his arm.

      What on Earth could I have possibly done to deserve this type of karma today?
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      My trip to Arkansas was …

      Shit.

      It was chaotic, overwhelming, emotional, pointless, traumatic.

      Everything that you could have imagined would go wrong, went wrong.

      Alec and I searched everywhere for boxes, and everything was sold out for some reason. How many damn people are moving right now?

      We finally found some a couple hours away and had no choice but to go get them. None of the local businesses even had any available that we could have; it was a mess.

      Alec was so strong though. He quickly boxed his room up, then came to help me with his brother's room before he went to meet a few of his friends. A way to say goodbye I guess, since we left in a hurry before and never really returned.

      That’s when John showed up, from work, with Elise right behind him.

      It almost should have been comical the look on their faces when they saw me inside, bringing boxes down the stairs.

      I told ya, he hasn’t stopped seeing Elise, and clearly, he forgot we were coming this weekend to get everything.

      The look in Elise’s eyes when she saw me though, I didn’t expect that. She was threatened. The fear of me possibly deciding to come back was all it took to have her on guard.

      She. Was. Threatened. By. Me.

      And why? She’s the one who stole my husband, why would she be threatened? She has him now, and he obviously doesn’t plan to leave her.

      Thankfully, the moving truck was coming an hour later, and I had everything packed up and Alec and I took the first flight back to Valley that we could.

      At some point during the visit, I guess it finally clicked for John that we were done and there was no chance of me coming home. What does he do?

      He called the bank, reported my debit card as being compromised, which resulted in my card being canceled.

      Leaving me with absolutely no money to provide for our boys even after our attorneys had developed a plan of child support without him being officially put on child support yet.

      Thank God I’ve already managed to pay the attorney for my end of everything with some savings that I had organized a few years ago from Mom and Dad’s life insurance.

      It’s almost like I subconsciously knew this would happen all along, and prepared myself without actually meaning to.

      Now, my focus is on moving forward.

      And by forward, I mean taking my baby to his first baseball practice. He’s been looking forward to it since we got him signed up, I just wasn’t expecting practices to start so soon.

      Thankfully, I had found all of Alec’s old gear from when he was Austin’s age, so I didn’t have to buy too much. I’m on a budget now after all.

      Stepping onto the grass that surrounds the park, I take a deep breath, breathing in all the air. The memories from this place hit me like a ton of bricks.

      The laughs we all shared.

      Lesslie and I running from Cade, Slade, and Bronx when we were in junior high.

      Bronx asking me to be his girl.

      Bronx telling me that he was going to marry me someday.

      That one stings. But it doesn’t compare to the last memory I hold here.

      The most painful one I hold, when I had to break up with him.

      “Mallory.”

      I turn to the sound of the voice and see Lesslie walking toward us.

      “Hey.” I smile the closer she approaches.

      “I’m going to take Austin to find his team,” Alec tells me, dropping a hand to his brother's shoulder and leading him toward the fields. My heart swells with pride at the sight.

      “How are you?” Lesslie asks as I approach.

      “I’m good.”

      “Little man playing ball?” She gestures in the direction that the boys are walking.

      I turn to look and smile at the sight of them both.

      Alec has really stepped up since we got back from Arkansas the other day. He’s taken the man of the house role seriously. And I’m grateful.

      “He is. He’s so excited, too.”

      “That’s great.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, curious since I don’t think she has any kids of her own. Not that I would know, but she didn’t mention any when we ran into each other.

      “Slade’s kid plays, and we all love us some Cooper.” She laughs. “We’ve kind of adopted him as our nephew.”

      “I love that.” I look back toward the field. We begin walking toward where the boys are heading. I smile to myself, thinking of Slade as a dad.

      “He’s so good with him,” she tells me, and her words make me smile more.

      Slade was always such a good guy, I’m glad he found his person.

      The closer we get to the fields, the more I recognize one of the coaches on the field and my heart rate picks up. Black gym shorts and a sleeveless shirt show off his muscles and the backward ball hat.

      Don’t even get me started.

      I bet half of these Momma’s out here don’t mind coming to ball practice with Slade and Bronx on the field.

      “Does Bronx have a kid playing?” I ask, curious as to what Bronx has been doing with his life.

      Him having a kid doesn’t matter, it’d only make me a hypocrite if it did.

      “Nah.” She chuckles, looking over at me. “Bronx is a playboy through and through.”

      That stings worse than finding out he doesn’t have a kid. Or a someone…

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Mal.”

      “No, it’s fine. He can do whatever he wants.” I sigh. “I’m the one who left him, not the other way around,” I remind her, but I doubt she forgot.

      “He still isn’t fully over you.”

      Her words are almost a whisper, and if I hadn’t been holding my breath, I wouldn’t have heard her, because Bronx has looked in my direction.

      He still isn’t fully over you.

      But how does she know that? Has he said something to her?

      Warmth spreads through my chest, and his glacier eyes pin me in place.

      “I don’t think I’m fully over him either.” I look down, breaking eye contact with him.

      We walk over to the bleachers and take a seat on the dirty metal bench. I’m assuming Austin is on the team that Bronx is coaching, and it looks like Slade is the other coach.

      I see him bent down to a little boy. “Is that Cooper?” I ask.

      “The one and only.” Lesslie smiles out at the field.

      She was right, you wouldn’t know he wasn’t the father if you didn’t know.

      “Hey.” A girl comes up on the other side of Lesslie. I recognize her from my Gramps funeral, she was there with Slade. She must be Cooper’s mom. “Sorry I’m late, it was a crazy day at work.”

      “I was wondering where you were.” Lesslie smiles at her. “Brooke, have you met Mallory?”

      Brooke’s eyes slide to mine, and recognition sets in. Lesslie turns toward me.

      “Mal, this is Brooke, Slade’s wife, and Cooper’s mom.”

      “We met at Gramps’ funeral.”

      Brooke reaches over to shake my hand, and I take hers.

      “Cooper is adorable,” I tell her, glancing back out at the field.

      “Thank you, he’s my entire world.” She smiles. “I’m hoping to have another one soon.”

      “Shut up.” Lesslie squeals. “Are you trying?”

      “Yes, and no. We’re not preventing it, but we’d both love for Coop to be a big brother. And I want Slade to experience all of those firsts with me this time around.”

      “That’s so exciting.”

      The two of them gush about the news of them wanting to expand their family, while I turn my attention to the field. Bronx is bent down in front of Austin, and my breath hitches at the sight of the two of them together. I can’t see Bronx’s face, but I can see Austin’s and he’s smiling from ear to ear, nodding his head at whatever he’s being told.

      Alec walks up the bleachers, dropping down to the empty space beside me.

      “And who is this?” Lesslie asks, looking over at him.

      I smile at my son. “This is Alec, he’s my oldest.”

      “Ah.” Lesslie giggles. “So, you’re the criminal.” She must have spoken to Bronx about it all.

      Alec turns pale, making me laugh. “That’d be him.”

      “It won’t ever happen again,” Alec says. “It was a really bad day.”

      “That it was,” I agree, choosing to give him a break.

      He has a lot on his plate right now, and while that doesn’t excuse what he did the other day, I’m not going to continuously hold it over his head either.

      Practice begins and I watch in fascination how quickly these little boys are catching on to the game. Slade and Bronx are amazing at coaching them, taking the time to show them what they’re doing wrong, and correcting each move so they can practice.

      “So, Mallory,” Lesslie says my name, pulling my eyes from the field. “We never got together.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. It’s just been so crazy,” I admit. I do feel bad about never meeting up with her, I have missed her.

      “Brooke and I are planning a night out this weekend, you should come,” she offers.

      “I don’t know. I feel bad leaving Austin with Gran so much, and she may have to keep him often when I start working, depending on the hours,” I tell her.

      “You’re looking for a job?” Brooke asks, leaning forward slightly so she can look at me.

      “I am.”

      “I work at a local tax office, we’re needing a receptionist,” she tells me.

      “Oh, really? How do I apply?” Excitement coursing through me at the thought of being able to get out of the house some, make new friends, be an adult who isn’t constantly taking care of little ones.

      “Just come by the office tomorrow and I’ll get you an application.”

      “Thank you, I really appreciate that.” I smile, feeling my shoulders relax. Everything is starting to fall into place.

      “Now, about this weekend,” Lesslie says, bringing the topic back up.

      “Mom.”

      I turn to Alec.

      “I’ll keep Austin. Go out with your friends, you deserve a night after everything that’s been happening the last month.”

      I stare at him, completely taken off guard by what he’s just offered. He’s watched his brother a couple of times before when I’ve run short errands, but he’s never offered. And usually, it took a bribe to get him to agree, and money. Always money.

      Plus Gran will be there, so he won’t be all alone with him.

      Pressing a kiss to my son's cheek, I smile when he wipes it off and I turn to Brooke and Lesslie.

      “Sounds like a plan.” I smile.

      A night out with my oldest friend, and someone who is clearly going to be a new one if this job works out; seems like just what I need.

      I couldn’t tell you the last time I’ve done anything like this that wasn’t business related for John.

      Slowly but surely, I’m finding myself again.

      And I’m liking the way it’s going so far.
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      I’ve forgotten how much I enjoy working with the kids. It’s been years since our high school coach used to make us volunteer.  We’d help coach or work with the elementary kids in physical education class.

      This practice today reminded me of it.

      The moment I stepped onto the field, it felt like I belonged. It was the same feeling washing over me that I used to get when I played ball. And I soaked it all in.

      Every kid on our team is a natural at baseball, they’ve learned so much in just one practice, and I can already tell it’s going to be one hell of a season.

      What I wasn’t expecting was for Mallory to show up, or her kid to be on our team. I think I felt her before I actually saw her, as she stepped out of her car. It was like my body just knew she was here.

      Her long, dark hair is tied back in a ponytail that hangs over one shoulder. She’s wearing a baseball mom shirt, and denim cut-off shorts with legs that make my mouth water.

      Damn, how I’ve missed those.

      I was in the middle of daydreaming about them being wrapped around me until I realized a kid was in front of me talking to me and I had no clue what he was saying.

      And because the universe loves picking on me, it naturally had to be her kid asking where he should go. Austin is a cool kid though, he and Cooper hit it off almost immediately. He has natural talent on the field, and a few more practices and he’ll be easily ready to take the field for their first game.

      “Nice practice, guys!” I shout as the kids start running off the field toward their parents. Several moms have stepped inside the dugout to gather all of the kids’ gear.

      “Just a few minutes.” I hear her voice and smile to myself before turning to where she is.

      I see Austin, her youngest, running off toward the playground that’s at the park beside the ball fields. It’s convenient for parents with multiple kids who are trying to watch one kid play, but the other is too young to sit on the bleachers and watch.

      I recognize Mallory’s oldest boy next to her. He nods his head in my direction before walking in the direction of where his little brother is going, and Mallory hangs back with Austin’s bag over her shoulder.

      Looking around the field, I see that everyone has cleared out. Slade is with his family, chatting with Lesslie, so I head in the direction where Mallory is.

      Her back is to me, so naturally, I take my time and let my eyes roam over her body. She must hear me coming because she looks over her shoulder, her green eyes colliding with mine. Her eyes bore into mine, and I swear the world around me freezes.

      “Hey.” I step up next to her.

      “Hi,” she says sheepishly, turning her attention back to the playground. Her arms wrap around herself.

      “He did great today,” I tell her, following her line of sight. I feel her look over at me and sense her smile.

      “Thanks. He really loves playing.” She sighs.

      I turn my head to look at her.

      “I’m hoping this will take his mind off things that are going on.” She nibbles on her bottom lip, an anxious tick of hers.

      “Everything ok?” I’m concerned, and my voice shows that.

      “It’s fine.” She smiles up at me. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      You shouldn’t have to handle it at all though, Mal.

      “You know you can always reach out if you need anything, right? No matter what it is,” I remind her, hoping she’s never forgotten that.

      “Yeah.” Her head falls slightly, and she looks at the ground, kicking some of the pebbled rock at our feet. “Thank you.”

      “It’s good to see you,” I tell her.

      “You, too. I’m not sure what my schedule will be like soon, I’ve got to find a job since we’re staying in Valley.”

      My eyes cut to her, and I perk up slightly at hearing her officially say she’s staying.

      She’s home.

      “You’re needing a job?” I ask.

      “Yeah, Lesslie’s friend said they have an opening for a receptionist at the tax office. I’m going to try there,” she says.

      “Brooke’s office. That’d be a good fit for you.”

      She smiles at me. Everyone there will welcome her with open arms; it’s a chill environment and very family friendly.

      “I think so, too.” She glances back to the playground. “I better get going.”

      “Alright, it was good seeing you today. I’m glad Austin loves the game.”

      She nods but doesn’t respond, heading in the direction of her boys.

      My mind fills with all the things that would be so natural with her, if she’d never have left in the first place. We’d still be together, and those would be our kids at the playground with both of us watching.

      “You still have feelings for her.” Lesslie steps up beside me, causing me to jump, which she, of course, laughs about.

      “Damn, Less.” I hold a hand over my heart for theatrics. “Warn a man first.”

      “Please.” She rolls her eyes, then stares at Mallory as she walks away. “Be careful, Bronx.”

      I raise a brow, looking down at her. When her gaze meets mine, I can see the worry behind them. “What do you mean?”

      “With Mallory.” she gestures toward the playground. “Be careful. I can see you still have feelings for her, but her life is a mess right now. She has a lot to figure out, and you don’t need to get tangled up in that.” She shakes her head slightly. “It devastated you last time she left, Bronx. I don’t want to see you like that again.”

      “I’m fine, Less.” I throw an arm over her shoulder and steer us toward the parking lot. My eyes drift to Mallory, where she’s urging her boys into her car. “I’m just trying to be Mallory’s friend. That’s all.”

      Friends my ass… that’s damn near impossible.

      The pull I still have toward her is anything but friendly.

      “You know as well as I do, B, you can’t be friends with her. It’s impossible.” She smiles, I guess she knows me better than I give her credit for. “Don’t lie to me, and don’t lie to yourself.” She rises to her toes and kisses my cheek. “Just be careful, that’s all.”

      With that, she steps away from me and heads to her car, leaving me staring at the Buick leaving the lot, carrying the only woman who’s ever held my heart, but the only one who has shattered it beyond repair too.
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      Deep breath in.

      Blow it all out.

      Repeat.

      That’s what I keep telling myself over and over again to try to calm my nerves while I sit in my car outside of the tax office.

      I have never had a real job before. Getting pregnant my senior year of high school can do that to ya. Although, I’m thankful that I have been able to stay home with both of my boys their entire lives so far. I wouldn’t take that time back for anything.

      But, it’s time now to move on.

      And part of being a single mom means that I need to support my boys on my own. Gran is well off, but I can’t live off of my gran for the rest of her life. I refuse to.

      A car pulls up next to me, and I see Brooke as she starts to climb out. I do the same, feeling better about not having to walk inside alone.

      “Hi,” I say, shutting the door of Gran’s car and smoothing down the blouse I chose to wear today. My slacks are a little loose because of all the weight I’ve been losing from the stress of the divorce, and worrying about the boys’ adjustment.

      “How are you? You excited?” Brooke asks, smiling at me.

      She has a presence about her that makes it easy for everyone around her to relax into. It’s very calming, and I’m so thankful right now.

      “I am. I’m nervous though,” I say as we begin walking toward the front of the office. “I haven’t had a job since high school, and even then it was just a waitress gig.”

      “You got paid, right?”

      I shake my head. “Well, yeah… but—”

      “Well, that still counts for something.” She places her hand on my arm and gives a gentle squeeze before she steps forward and pulls the door open for me.

      “Thank you.” I step inside.

      The room is just like I’d assume a small-town tax office would be. I’m sure I’ve been here at some point in my childhood, but I don’t remember it. Dark blue carpet covers the floors, with gray walls. Black plastic chairs are lined along the waiting area with a small table filled with magazines that I’m sure have been piling up since the subscription began.

      “Have a seat and I’ll let Mrs. Ghaust know you’re here.”

      I smile at her and take a seat near the table to glance at a few magazines.

      My nerves are in full force again, so maybe combing through celebrity gossip will help soothe me. Who wouldn’t love reading about the latest Sister Wives drama. Poor Kody Brown, losing all his wives.

      It all feels so weird, starting a new life, a new job. Valley City is so different now, but not, at the same time. It’s like everything I loved stayed the same, but all the people kept changing.

      My mind floats to Bronx, wondering what he’s out doing today. He’s one of those people who have changed, but he’s still the same at the same time. His muscles are defined, but he still has that boyish look to him at times too. Or maybe that’s because it’s where I left off with him.

      “You ready?”

      My head snaps up, seeing Brooke in front of me.

      “Yes.” I smile, dropping the magazine back onto the end table and standing to follow behind her.

      She leads me down a long hallway of offices until we reach the very last one.

      “Good luck,” she whispers before gesturing me inside and shutting the door.

      “You must be Mallory.” The woman who I can only assume is Mrs. Ghaust stands from behind her desk and moves toward me. Her hand extends as she gets closer and I place mine in hers.

      “I am; it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Please, have a seat.” She gestures to one of the chairs in front of her desk.

      The black leather feels like heaven, I’m convinced I’ve never felt anything like it before. Running my hand over it, I adjust my legs and sit a little straighter, trying to remember everything I learned in Mrs. Washburn’s economics class, where she drilled the importance of a good interview process for a career.

      God, that feels like a lifetime ago.

      “The chairs are fabulous, aren’t they?” Mrs. Ghaust asks.

      “Unbelievable.” I smile, patting the chair beneath me.

      “That’s why I chose them. All of my offices have them, including the computer chair that will be at your desk up front,” she explains.

      That’s a good sign, right? If she’s already speaking of the position as mine?

      “Now I want this job even more.”

      Her laugh floats through the room, putting me at ease a little. She’s nothing like I expected a boss to be. She seems genuine and present in our conversation so far. Like someone I’d enjoy working for, someone who cares about her employees.

      “Brooke says you just recently moved back to Valley City?”

      “I did. I left when I was in high school, and just recently returned after my grandfather’s death,” I explain, trying to not overshare all of my life's misfortunes.

      “Do you have any experience in reception work?”

      My stomach drops at the question. This could be it, the moment she decides to go a different route due to my lack of experience in the workforce. “I don’t actually, I can catch on quickly, and have basic computer knowledge and I’m wonderful with people,” I tell her, which is all true.

      “Well.” She drops whatever paper she is holding and leans her elbows on her desk. “I’m going to be honest with you, Mallory. The pay isn’t the greatest, it’s not the worst for our small town, but certainly not something that you’ll brag about. The hours can sometimes be brutal, and during peak season you’ll want to throat punch some of these clients who complain about not getting ten thousand back in taxes, but I think you’ll be a great fit here.” She slowly smiles. “So, I’d like to offer you the position.”

      “I’ll take it.” I sigh in relief. “Thank you so much.”

      It’s more than just about the pay for me. While income is important, I just want to matter also. I want to feel like I’m pulling my weight in something, and not just living off of my gran.

      “When can you start?” she asks.

      “As soon as needed.”

      “Great, how about next week?”

      It’s soon, but I can make it work.

      “Sounds perfect to me.” I stand, shaking her hand. “Thank you again, Mrs. Ghaust.”

      “Call me Cynthia.”

      “Cynthia.” I copy her and smile before exiting.

      The minute my foot is out of her office, Brooke steps out of hers and we nearly collide.

      “Oops.” Brooke chuckles. “Sorry about that. Well, how did it go?” Her voice is soft, not wanting Cynthia to overhear.

      “It went really well.” I smile. “She offered me the job.”

      “That’s great, Mallory.” She hugs me. “When do you start?”

      “Next week.”

      “Let’s do that girls’ night this weekend like we planned?”

      “Sounds good to me, I’ll check and make sure Alec is still on board to watch his brother for me.”
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      Twenty minutes later I’m walking through the front door of my gran’s house. She’s sitting at the table, working on her puzzle with Austin beside her. Alec has his head in the fridge, like a typical teenage boy.

      “Hey, everyone!” I smile, dropping my purse on the end of the table and moving to kiss Austin on the top of his head.

      “How did it go?” Gran asks.

      “I got the job,” I squeal.

      She leans back in her chair, her hands coming together in front of her as she smiles at me. “Oh, Mallory. I’m so proud of you. Congratulations. When do you start?”

      “She said I could start next week.”

      “Congrats, Mom,” Alec says, closing the refrigerator door with a Gatorade in his hand.

      It’s then I realize he’s wearing his baseball pants and a t-shirt.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to head down to the fields, get some pitching practice in.” He twists the lid on his drink. “They have tryouts next week for a junior high baseball team. Figured if we’re staying, I may as well join.”

      I smile. This is huge. Phenomenal. Amazing. All the big words.

      “Mom, it’s not that big of a deal.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Fine.” We both know this is a big deal. “Take your phone. And call me as soon as you’re done.”

      “I will.” He bypasses me with a wide girth, knowing I’d wrap him up in a hug that only mothers are capable of giving.

      “So, tell me. What are you planning to do to celebrate?” Gran asks. “Oh, I know,” she says before I can even respond, tapping at her chin. “You should call Lesslie, get together with her this weekend.”

      “It’s funny you say that because I was actually going to see if you’d be ok to watch the boys, but Alec offered to watch Austin.”

      “I ran into Lesslie the other day and she mentioned it.” She grins at me, then gestures to the table. “Look at this puzzle we have to get finished anyways.”

      “Yeah, Momma,” Austin shouts, causing Gran to laugh. “So much to do.”

      “Well, okay then.”

      “I gotta potty,” Austin announces before hopping from his seat and rushing up the stairs.

      “It’s time that you start living for yourself, Mallory,” Gran says, pulling my attention back to her. “You’ve lived for everyone else but yourself for years, it’s okay to ask for help, it’s okay to go do things for yourself.”

      “Thanks, Gran.”

      I walk around the table and wrap my arms around her shoulders.

      Who knew moving back here would bring me what I’d been missing my whole adult life.

      Family. Friends. And…
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      I’m fucking bored.

      Nothing sounds appealing.

      Not even Chicago PD episodes are doing it for me. And we all know it’s my favorite show, and a rerun brings me just as much joy as a fall premiere.

      My beer isn’t cold anymore and I don’t know why I’m like this.

      Normally, I’m the first one out on the town when I have a weekend off. It’s the best time to find women, after all.

      But now… nothing. I’ll keep telling myself it has absolutely nothing to do with the dark-haired beauty who recently walked back into my life. Nothing at all to do with her.

      Grabbing my phone from the cushion beside me, I slide it open and dial Slade’s number. He answers on the first ring.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m bored. What are you doing?”

      “Bored.” He huffs out a laugh. “Brooke went out with Lesslie and Mallory for a girls’ night.”

      Girls’ night? My ears perk up at the mention of Mallory’s name.

      “How about we hit the bar for a few drinks?” I offer.

      “Man, I may be new in relationships, but I do know that crashing girls’ night wouldn’t be in my best effort.” He chuckles. “But, I wouldn’t mind being close by. You know… just in case.”

      Right. Just in case.

      “I’ll pick you up in twenty.” I don’t even bother saying bye, my feet are already carrying me in the direction of my room.

      Five minutes later, I’m dressed, keys in hand, and heading toward my truck. It takes me all of ten minutes to get to Slade’s house, and he’s waiting outside. Which means he’s just as anxious as I am to get this night started.

      “Hey,” he says climbing in my truck. “Care if we swing by and grab Cade, too?”

      “On it.” I put the truck in reverse and drive the few blocks to Cade’s house. “Where’s Coop?”

      “He’s at Mom and Dad’s for the night.” he laughs. “The second Brooke left, he was over me and wanted to go to their house.” He shrugs. “Of course, they couldn’t tell him no.”

      I nod, knowing how that goes. Slade’s parents are loving being grandparents. And Cooper can do no wrong, and is always welcome at their house.

      We pull into Cade’s driveway, and I’m barely shifting into park when he comes walking out of the house.

      “This is an unexpected evening.” Cade laughs, climbing into the backseat and slamming the door. “Shouldn’t you be on a hot date with someone?”

      I roll my eyes at him, hearing his laughter fill the truck.

      “Didn’t you know?” Slade turns around facing him. “Mallory is out with the girls.”

      “Ah, that explains it.” Cade chuckles.

      “That explains nothing.” I shake my head, focusing on traffic. “Where are the girls anyway?”

      “They went to Forrest tonight.”

      My eyes cut in his direction.

      “That’s a fucking thirty-minute drive.”

      “They said they were tired of the bars and food in Valley, wanted a change of scenery.” Slade shrugs his shoulders.

      “More like to go where y’all wouldn’t be lurking.” Cade chuckles, getting comfortable in his seat and stretching his long legs out.

      “I’m sure they prefer a dance floor where I’m not about to fight everyone that comes near Brooke or even just looks at her.” Slade laughs, looking behind him at his brother.

      “Son of a bitch,” I snap.

      “What?” Cade asks as Slade’s head turns my way quickly.

      “You know how many guys are probably hitting on all three of them right now?”

      I watch as realization slowly spreads across both of their faces.

      Exactly, dipshits.

      “Fucking step on it then,” Slade barks.

      And I do, straight to Forrest in record, law-breaking time.
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      “How the hell are we supposed to know where they are?” I ask, glancing at Slade who’s occupied on his phone. Cade doing the same. “Will you two focus?”

      “I am focused.” He turns the screen of his phone toward me and I see the Life360 app pulled up. “I was checking Lesslie’s location.”

      “You share your location with her?” I frown. “Didn’t you two just start dating?”

      “Shut up.” He rolls his eyes at me in the rearview mirror. “We’re just friends, like I’ve said a million times. Besides, it’s nice knowing where she is sometimes. In our lines of work, you never know what could happen.”

      Well, shit. I can’t exactly argue with that, can I?

      “You’ll understand soon.”

      I ignore his comment, focusing on where I’m being told to drive by the app’s directions. Pulling onto the street of the bar they’re at, I groan in frustration when I see the number of cars parked outside. Both sides of the pavement are lined with vehicles, as well as their private parking spot.

      “Finding a spot is going to be hell,” Cade announces.

      “Shit.” I grip the wheel.

      “There.” Slade points to where a car is backing out of a spot, allowing me to pull in quickly.

      “Let’s go.” Cade smiles, rubs his hands together, and jumps out of the backseat.

      In less than a minute, we’re all out of the truck, doors locked, and crossing the street to the busy bar.

      The music blares from the open door, a few stumble out, drunker than they should be as a car pulls up to the curb to help them inside.

      At least they aren’t driving.

      The moment I step inside the bar, my eyes begin searching for the girls. They aren’t at the bar, none of the tables…

      “There.” Cade points to the small dance floor.

      My eyes follow his finger until I spot her. Long dark hair, in loose curls hanging down her back. Jean shorts, with frays at the bottom showing off her toned legs, and a white tank top that dips a little more than I’d prefer in a bar full of horny men.

      She’s dancing to whatever Morgan Wallen song is playing, holding her drink in the air as her hips sway to the beat. They’re all three together, laughing, and enjoying themselves.

      “Let’s get a beer, not ruin their night just yet.” Slade slaps a hand on my shoulder, pushing me in the direction of the bar.

      “Three beers.” I toss a few bills onto the counter while the bartender gets our bottles for us. Handing each of them their beer, I bring mine to my lips as I spin to face the dance floor and lean against the counter.

      She looks so happy, carefree. Looking at her now, you wouldn’t know all the life changes she’s been going through. I couldn’t imagine. I’ve never been big on having my own kids, but I haven’t been with anyone since Mallory who stayed around long enough for that to even be an option. But what I do know is that I wouldn’t want to split time with my kids. To hell with that.

      If we decide to have a kid together, we’re gonna put our shit aside and raise that kid together.

      And I sure as hell wouldn’t ruin a marriage or a family by cheating.

      If you’re fucking that unhappy… end it. There’s no reason to put anyone through the pain of that bullshit. Especially not your kids.

      The song changes and the entire bar starts clapping to the beat. Can’t Take Her Anywhere by Dylan Scott has the entire bar almost on their feet.

      The irony isn’t lost on me at the song choice as I watch Mallory, seeing her entire mood change with the sound of a song, and a gorgeous smile spreading across her lips.

      I feel Slade tense beside me. I scan the area and watch as a group of guys leave their table and make their way to where the girls are standing, devilish smirks on their ugly faces. My eyes are only focused on the one who steps closer to Mallory. My teeth grind together when he touches her elbow and leans down so she can hear him.

      I’m jealous. After fourteen fucking years, the green monster still lives inside me. Who fucking knew…

      Without even saying a word, the three of us are pushing through the crowd in their direction. I see Mallory shake her head at whatever advance the guy is making.

      That’s right, fucker. Take a hike.

      But he doesn’t. He lingers, and it pisses me off. Why can’t dudes take a fucking hint?

      Stepping in behind her, I wrap my arms around her middle. She tenses, looking over her shoulder and slightly relaxing when she sees me. I bend, whispering in her ear, “Play along.”

      She nods slightly but doesn’t say anything as I look at the guy over her head.

      “She with you?” he asks.

      “She is.” I pull Mallory tighter against my chest.

      The guy takes the hint, holding his hands up in front of him before backing away toward the table he came from.

      Looking to my left, I see the other two are doing the same thing. I shake my head, realizing this could have easily gone another direction.

      “What are you guys doing here?” Brooke asks Slade. “This is supposed to be a girls’ night.”

      “I know, but it’s a good thing I did. They didn’t seem like they were going to take no for an answer until we showed up.” He looks down at her.

      “Oh, please. We had it under control.” She rolls her eyes, causing Slade to slap her on the ass. Her anger at us showing up slowly fades away as she bites her bottom lip and I turn away, giving them their moment.

      Mallory’s eyes are on me, curious as to why I’m here too, I’m sure.

      Without overthinking anything, I take her hand as the song changes to a slow one.

      Fucking Shania Twain singing You’re Still The One.

      The universe has jokes. Jokes so damn funny, I can’t help but laugh.

      Mallory looks up at me at the sound, and before she can escape or come up with a logical excuse as to why we shouldn’t be on the dancefloor I pull her against me again, and she comes willingly. Her arms link around my neck, and I lock my fingers behind her back. She’s just barely to my chest, but she fits perfectly there.

      Just like she always has.

      Her head lays against my chest, my cheek resting on the top of her head while we both sway to the music. My chest tightens thinking about how this was how it was always supposed to be with the two of us.

      Mallory and Bronx, forever.

      Something that should have been carved in a tree.

      Years of flashbacks pass through my mind, ending with the heartache I felt whenever I left the ballfield that night she broke up with me, and I never saw her again. Not until a few weeks ago.

      I refrained from ever looking her up, not wanting to hurt myself further. But I had no idea what she was going through all these years. Not until she told me everything in my car that day. Part of me feels like shit for never reaching out.

      The song fades to an end, and she pulls away from me. The tears pooling in her eyes have me reaching for her, but she slowly shakes her head, telling me she’s sorry, and running out the front of the bar.

      I take a step toward her, but a hand to my chest stops me. Lesslie looks at me, sadness filling hers.

      “Let me go talk to her.” She pats her hand against my chest.

      “No, this needs to be me,” I tell her, halting her step.

      “I thi–” she starts but Cade stops her.

      “Let him go, babe. They need to have that talk.”

      Lesslie looks at him before slowly turning her attention back to me before nodding. I should question his term of endearment, but I’m too worried about getting to Mallory. The need to make sure she is okay is too strong.

      “Don’t hurt her, Bronx,” she tells me.

      It’s like a whisper, but with the music blaring it’s louder than anything in here.

      Loud and clear, Lesslie.

      “I’d never hurt her.”

      With those parting words, I leave the dance floor and my friends, heading for the front door to find her.

      The minute I step outside, the cool night air wraps around me, causing chills along my arms. I know she’s cold, she’s barely got any clothing on.

      Looking both ways, I don’t see her so I head in the direction of the parking lot. Turning the corner, I nearly trip over something that’s against the wall, and realize it’s her.

      Crouched on the ground, shaking uncontrollably as she cries. Just the sight of her like that sends a pain to my chest.

      “Baby,” my voice drops and I bend so that I’m eye level with her, “don’t cry, please.”

      “It was never supposed to be like this, Bronx.” Her sobs are wrecking me. “I never wanted to leave you.”

      “I know, baby. I know you didn’t.” I pull her into my arms, and she comes easily, laying her head on my shoulder. “I’ve got you.”

      “They made me leave,” she cries. “They made me move, I tried to stay with Gran, I didn’t want to leave my home.” She pulls back looking at me. “But I really didn’t want to leave you, Bronx.”

      Her words cut me deep. For years, I have missed her, mourned her. And here she is, in my arms telling me what I’ve always known, but desperately needed to hear.

      “I’m not mad,” I tell her, pulling away and raising her chin to look into her eyes. “I understand why you did it.”

      And I do. She felt like she had to leave, she didn’t have a choice and felt like this was her only option.

      Teenage love is fucking hard on its own, adding long distance would have been it far harder than necessary.

      “I’m sorry that I got so worked up,” she whispers, wiping the tears from her eyes. “That song, and you being there was just too much.”

      “You never have to apologize to me, Mal. You may not know the man I am now, but I’m still the one you fell in love with years ago,” I tell her. Hoping she believes me. Needing her to believe me.

      “I can see that.” She looks into my eyes, and I swear my breath stalls in my chest. Tear-stained cheeks, and bright-green eyes. She’s so fucking beautiful.

      “What do you want to do right now?” I ask. “Do you want to go back inside, or do you want me to take you home? I’ll do whatever you want right now, sweetheart.”

      “Umm.” She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, mulling over what she wants to do. “I think I want to go back inside.”

      I nod, standing to my full height and holding a hand out for her. Her small one slips into mine and I pull her to stand, but I don’t want to let go. Linking my fingers with hers, I start to lead her around the corner back to the front door, and I’m shocked when she doesn’t pull away.

      A small fucking victory.

      When we reach the door, I step back, but don’t let go of her hand as I let her enter the bar first. The noise from inside envelopes us, and I spot our friends all near a table on the far wall.

      Mallory stops, spinning to face me. “I’m going to go wash my face before going back to the table.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer, but she holds her hand up in front of me.

      “No, I’ve got it. I’ll be okay, and then I’ll join you all.”

      It may be years later, but I can tell when she’s made up her mind and there’s no changing it once that happens.

      Stubborn ass woman.

      I shake my head and smile down at her.

      “Alright,” I give in.

      Her hand pulls away from mine, and I immediately miss the contact of it. I watch until she disappears into the bathroom before heading in the direction of the rest of the group.

      “Hey.” Lesslie sees me approaching first, she’s sitting next to Cade, and I make another mental note to question them about this but when the time is right. “Is she ok?”

      “She’s fine, just needed a minute to freshen up and then she’ll be back over here.”

      She nods her head in understanding.

      “I’m going to grab us a drink, what was she having?” I ask the girls.

      “Margarita. Duh.” Brooke laughs.

      I shake my head. These girls and their damn margaritas.

      Pushing through the crowd, I come up to the bar and order myself a beer and her margarita. Spinning to lean against the bar, I stare out at the dance floor when I feel a hand wrap around my bicep.

      “Bronx, I haven’t seen you in a while.” Missy smiles up at me.

      Shit, this is the last thing I need Mallory to see right now. My eyes dart toward the table, and thankfully I don’t see her.

      I step away from Missy’s hand. “Missy, nice to see you.”

      “You wanna come by my place tonight?” she asks, sucking her bottom lip in.

      Nope. Absolutely do not want to do that.

      “Nah, afraid I can’t tonight. I’m here with someone else.”

      What a lie. But she doesn’t know that. And technically I’m with multiple someone’s tonight. Even if I want the one someone that I can’t have.

      “Who?” she huffs out. Her expression has changed, and she isn’t exactly thrilled by my rejection.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I turn, grabbing the drinks that are slid across the bar to me.

      “Lesslie said you got my drink?” I hear her voice and look over my shoulder. Slight panic setting in because I don’t want her to think anything is going on between Missy and me.

      I watch as Mallory’s eyes flick to Missy before returning to me with a smirk and I relax.

      This little vixen.

      “I did.” I grin, handing her her drink.

      She takes a sip, eyeing Missy over the rim.

      “Who’s your friend?” Mallory asks.

      “I’m Missy,” Missy snaps, looking at Mallory. “Are you who he’s here with tonight?”

      “Maybe.” Mal crosses her arms with her drink still upright.

      Missy hisses under her breath, looks at me, back at Mallory, and then stomps off through the growing crowd.

      If you could compare anything to a toddler tantrum, it’d be the way Missy storms out of the bar. Feet stomping, nearly breaking an ankle because the heels she has on are not appropriate for this type of bar, and arms pumping at her sides.

      This is not how I expected crashing girls’ night to go.
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      I don’t know who that woman is, but she had smoke blowing out of her ears when she stormed past me. I felt bad for her when she nearly fell, but the way people rolled their eyes as she passed them made me think this is a regular behavior for this woman.

      As soon as Lesslie told me that Bronx went to get us drinks at the bar, my eyes zeroed in on her next to him. Her hand was wrapped around his bicep, his really good looking bicep, and I hate that it pissed me off.

      I hate that it made me jealous.

      I’m feeling things that I haven’t felt since I was a teenager, and of course, the green monster has to show in front of him and our friends. That’s the last thing I needed to happen, but I couldn't control it. It felt like we were back in school and all the girls were going after him.

      Looking up at Bronx, I see a hint of amusement and groan at the fact that some things just never change. Spinning on my heels, I head toward where our friends are seated and take the seat that’s next to Lesslie. That means Bronx will be seated beside me, but because of how we’re all sitting, he’s more to my back than anything.

      Lesslie smiles as I walk up, and I beg her not to say anything about what just happened. I know her, and I know she just watched the entire thing unfold at the bar with Missy. Which will lead to many questions that I’m not ready to answer for myself yet.

      A second later, Bronx slides into the seat and I try really hard not to look his way. But something about the cologne he’s wearing, and the pull I’ve always felt toward him, I cave. God, I’ve always been so weak for this man. A quick glimpse at him, and I wish I hadn’t because he’s looking at me with a smirk that is sinful and tells me he knew I couldn’t withhold it any longer.

      The jerk.

      I ignore him, chiming into conversation with Lesslie and Brooke. I chat with Slade about the baseball team and tell them all about how Alec is trying out for the junior high team and I’m nervous about my time being split between two fields.

      “You’ll figure it out, Momma.” Lesslie nudges my shoulder with hers. “You have all of us now.” She gestures around the table, and my heart swells at the sight.

      Every single person at the table is nodding in agreement with her, telling me that if I need them, all I have to do is call.

      I have a support system, even though I haven’t seen most of them in years, and only just met one of them. Without a doubt, I know I can truly count on them when and if I need them.

      That feeling alone makes all the bad moments I’ve been through since moving home worth it.

      I tap the screen of my phone with my index finger to see if I’ve missed any calls from Gran or Alec. My lock screen is empty of any notifications, only the picture of the boys smiling as my background greets me.

      “You in a hurry for the night to end now?”

      I jump, feeling Bronx’s lips against my ear from behind me.

      He’s close. Too close. It would be so easy to lean back into him, forget that I’m trying to keep this distance between us. Lines are blurring with us, and I’m not sure if we’re ready for that yet.

      I’m unable to form words when I feel his fingers drift down my back. All I can do is shake my head as a response. I’m nowhere near ready for my time tonight to end.

      The rumble of his chest vibrates against the back of my arm before he pulls away, taking a long sip of his beer.

      Forcing Bronx from my mind, I listen to the conversation floating around the table and try my best to relax for the night. I haven’t had a night out like this in a long time, and I want to enjoy it, but I’m having a hard time letting myself. I’m not sure if it’s Bronx being here, or my lack of experience in partying, but I’m struggling.

      Cade stands, heading in the direction of the jukebox against the wall. It’s not the old-timey type where you drop quarters into the machine, it’s actually high-tech and accepts credit cards, complete with an app on your phone.

      “So, are you excited to start your new job next week?” Lesslie turns toward me.

      “Of course she is. It’s the best place to work.” Brooke smiles at me. “We can have lunch on your first day if you want.”

      “Hey, that’s my time with you.” Slade winks at me but pretends to be throwing a fit about losing time with her.

      “You’ll live. Besides, Bronx will be down to eat with you I’m sure.” She giggles, her thumb hooking down the table to where Bronx is behind me.

      “You know it,” Bronx says from behind me with a chuckle. “You can take me on a date, Slade.”

      “Fuck off,” he snarls his nose at Bronx. “You’re not my type.” His snarl quickly turns into a smile before winking at Bronx pretending to flirt.

      “You wound me,” Bronx teases, placing a hand over his heart as if he’s truly in pain.

      “This bromance is sometimes too much for me.” Brooke laughs, looking at me. “Was it always like this?”

      “For as long as I can remember,” I tell her.

      “It gets old.” Lesslie rolls her eyes playfully at the two of them.

      “I can imagine.” Brooke smiles at Slade.

      “Get used to it, baby.” Slade leans in and kisses her temple. “You’re, unfortunately, stuck with Bronx forever.”

      “I never said we could keep him,” Brooke jokes, leaving Bronx to slap his other hand over his chest, going full force with his theatrics this time.

      “But he’s so cute.” Lesslie reaches over me, pinching Bronx’s cheek as if he’s a child.

      The entire banter makes me smile, but it evokes a sadness in me I wasn’t expecting to experience. I’ve missed so much with my friends over the years, and I’ll always regret not keeping in better touch with some of them. Or in touch at all with another.

      Cade slides back up to the table, but doesn’t sit down. I frown at him until I hear the song change to Can’t Have Mine by Dylan Scott. He holds his hand out for Lesslie, and I watch my friend visibly swoon as she stands and he leads her to the dance floor.

      “Let’s go, baby. I can’t have him showing me up.” Slade stands, practically yanking Brooke from her seat.

      I watch them all couple up on the dance floor, swaying to the song and I almost want to ask Bronx to dance, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “Do you want to dance?” His lips brush against my ear again, bringing goose bumps across my skin as I shiver.

      “No, we probably shouldn’t.”

      He shifts closer, crowding my space but I don’t move.

      I can’t.

      I’m caged in with one of his arms resting on the table, while the other is on the back of the chair. His fingertips gently pull me back into him, and I cave, immediately sinking into him.

      Weak. Weak. Weak. I told you.

      It’s the cologne. He smells so good.

      I’m flooded with the memories of how we used to sit like this all the time. When we were younger, he’d wrap his arms around me, holding me tightly against him. I’m going to blame this on the alcohol coursing through my veins from the night, but I can’t seem to pull away.

      My nerves start to bubble up, so I pick up the margarita he got me and take a large gulp, nearly choking. He pulls away slightly, letting a hand soothe my back.

      “You okay?”

      “Fine, wrong pipe.” I cough, feeling heat flush to my cheeks.

      He pulls me back against him, his arms coming around me again.

      Stop thinking, Mal. Just stop thinking, and enjoy the moment. There’s nothing you are doing wrong. You’re a grown-ass woman for God’s sake. Enjoy it.

      Enjoy Bronx.

      I inhale a deep breath, trying to push my nerves away, and sink further into the comfort of his arms.

      We both watch our friends on the dance floor as the song continues, and I’m unaware that we’re swaying to the beat until his arms close around me, pulling me tighter just like he used to.

      “I haven’t said it yet.” He pauses. “But I’m glad you’re back, Mal.”

      I can smell the alcohol on his breath as he speaks.

      Resting my head back against his shoulder, I sigh. “I’m glad I’m back, too.”

      “Please don’t leave me again,” he says. “I won’t survive it this time.”

      The pain in his voice has me pushing his arms away and sitting up so I can face him. His lips are pressed into a thin line, and his ocean eyes are filled with the heartache I caused all those years ago.

      A heartache that lasts over a decade has to be one of the strongest loves.

      “Bronx,” I whisper, reaching up to touch his cheek. I have to feel him right now. I could always tell what he was thinking, but time has passed and I’ve lost that connection that we once had.

      He shakes his head, lifting his hand to cover mine and bringing both to his chest, right above his heart. “Just don’t leave again.” Those blue eyes bore into mine, willing me to make the promise to him.

      “I won’t,” I promise, I don’t plan on going anywhere, ever again.

      “I miss you, Mal. I’ve missed you so fucking much. I never stopped loving you.”

      My breath catches in my chest as he spills the words I’ve desperately wanted to hear but know he shouldn’t be saying, at least not right now.

      “Bronx, you’re drunk. Don’t do this now,” I urge.

      There’s so much water under the bridge right now. My bridge.

      My life isn’t easy, it’s complicated with two boys who need me more than anything else in this world right now.

      “No, you have to know. It’s my chance to tell you,” he says, shaking his head.

      “No, we can talk another time when we’re both completely sober.” I try to get him to understand the importance of us having a talk like this with a clear head, but Bronx is stubborn.

      It’s probably what attracted us to each other in the first place.

      They say opposites attract, but when you get a pair together like the two of us, it’s explosive. In more ways than one.

      “I want to take you out,” he says. “I want us to give this another try. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you got back to town. Hell, I’ve never completely been able to push you from my thoughts.” He shakes his head. “I know you have kids, but we can figure something out. Take it slow, do whatever you feel comfortable with.”

      “Bronx.” I sigh, hating this whole scenario. What if he wakes up tomorrow and regrets this conversation? “Please.” What if he decides this is all too much for him? That my baggage is too heavy?

      “You don’t want this?” he asks.

      “No, it’s not that I don’t want it. It’s ju–”

      “You don’t love me anymore.” He nods.

      I shake my head but can’t get a word in when he cuts me off.

      “I get it.” He pushes away from me, holding his hands up. “I hear you loud and clear, Mallory.”

      “Bronx, please. Can we talk about this?”

      “There’s nothing else to say, Mallory.” He stands, his chair skidding across the floor making an angry screech as it does. “Have a good night.”

      I reach out to grab his wrist, but he walks by, pulling it just out of reach.

      And for the second time tonight, I feel as though my lungs give out and my heart may not survive.
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      The first thing I notice is the pounding in my head and the slight need to throw up. I open one eye slowly before slamming it back closed to keep the harsh light of my bedroom out.

      How much did I fucking drink last night? How the hell did I get home?

      I’m still in the clothes I went out in, which I guess is a good sign.

      Mallory.

      The pain of her rejection hits me again, the memory of me leaving the bar and stopping at the liquor store on my way home.

      Slowly opening my eyes, I fight the pain and need to shut them again and slowly swing my legs off the side of the bed to stand.

      My balance is shit and I fall back on the bed, the need to rush to the bathroom nearly consumes me. Holding a hand against my forehead, I put pressure there to try to slow the ache, but it’s no use.

      I step into the hallway, heading toward the kitchen when I hear the sound of a deep snore and realize I’m not alone.

      Cade’s feet are propped up on the coffee table with a pillow lying across his face. Slade’s standing in my kitchen, making a cup of coffee.

      My eyes survey the entrance of my home and see all of the broken glass that has been swept into a small pile against the wall.

      “What happened?” I ask, curious since I can’t remember a thing.

      Slade slides a cup into my hand before pouring himself another.

      “You don’t remember?” I shake my head. “Shit. You and Mallory got into it about something.”

      I frown at him. “What?”

      “I don’t know. She’s tight-lipped, or at least sworn the girls not to say a word about it.” He takes a drink of coffee and I do the same. “We all got up to dance, when I glanced over at the two of you, you looked cozy and happy.” He shrugs. “I don’t know what happened next, but you stood, kicked your chair away, and walked out.”

      “I don’t remember any of that,” I answer truthfully.

      “I don’t know man. We found you at the ball fields with a half drunk bottle of Jack in your hand. When we got you home, you were tanked and pissed. Throwing shit, breaking shit.” He gestures toward the glass on the floor.

      I look at the table that sits by my front door and realize the glass bowl I drop my keys and spare change into is no longer there, which means all the glass on the floor used to be that bowl.

      “Shit,” I mumble, feeling like a dick for putting my friends through that. “I need to go talk to Mallory.”

      “Man, that probably isn’t a good idea today. Let it die down for a bit.” He starts to laugh. “Besides, you look like shit and smell like an ashtray.”

      Pulling the sleeve of my shirt to my nose, I sniff and he’s not wrong. I smell like ass and need a shower. As badly as I want to talk to Mallory right now, I can’t do it like this. Especially because she has kids, I can’t just show up and apologize for being an dick last night.

      For whatever I did.

      And judging by the state of my living room, the way I feel, my two best friends camping out in my living room, and the way Slade’s looking at me… I fucked up.

      Drinking the rest of my cup, I head to the shower and make quick work. My head is still pounding, but the only thing I can think of right now is fixing whatever I’ve done wrong with her.

      The hot water cascades down my body as I lean my head against the tiled shower wall. I just got her back in my life, I can’t fuck this up already.

      My heart physically cracks open in my chest at the thought of her leaving town again. Leaving me again.

      What if I pushed her away? Pushed her to fucking leave me?

      By the time my head is clear, the hot water has run out and replaced with the coldest liquid dripping over my skin. I rush out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist on the way into my bedroom.

      Cade has now moved, from the couch he was sound asleep on, to my bed, with his ankles crossed and his hands resting behind his head.

      “Feel better, cupcake?” he asks, smiling as I cross the room to my dresser.

      “If by better you mean do I feel alive, then the answer is yes.” I pull a pair of underwear from my drawer and turn around.

      Cade makes no effort to move so I drop the towel and start getting dressed.

      “Dammit, dude.” He pulls the pillow from behind his head and covers his face. “A little warning next time.”

      I laugh but pause with the ache of my head reminding me of my night out again. “Shit,” I mumble.

      “Slade left a little bit ago. Told me to stop you from going to Mallory at all costs.”

      I roll my eyes at him using air quotes to drive his point home.

      “I’m just saying what he said.”

      “I need to talk to her, man,” I try to explain. “I need to fix this.”

      “I know you do, which is why I convinced Lesslie to send me her number so you can call her.”

      I pause, looking at him.

      “I’m not stupid. We were never as close as you and Slade, but it was clear as day, man. I know you’ve been in love with her your entire life.” He sits up on the bed. “I know her leaving town without an explanation fucked you up. Which is why I know you need this chance, even if it amounts to nothing, you need this change to move forward with your life.”

      “And I’m guessing Lesslie agrees?”

      “In so many words.” He shrugs.

      “Great,” I mutter.

      “Listen, do you want the number or not?” He holds his hands up in front of him.

      “Yes,” I say a little too quickly, making him laugh.

      A second later, my phone chimes with a notification on the nightstand. I’m assuming he sent me her contact information, but I don’t react, trying not to look too desperate.

      “If you’re good and won’t be breaking any more shit, I’m going to head home for my own shower and a long nap since I’m due back at the station tomorrow.” He swings his legs off the side of the bed and stands. “Call me if you need me.”

      I nod and watch as he disappears. A second later the front door shuts, leaving me completely alone.

      It takes me two seconds to cross my room.

      Another second to pick my phone up and unlock it.

      And another two to save her contact information.

      Lesslie has a picture of Mallory from what I’m assuming is last night saved as her contact picture, which transferred over to me when it was passed along.

      I smile at it, remembering how gorgeous she was when I laid eyes on her. It didn’t matter how many people were in the room, I only had eyes for her.

      My thumb hovers over her contact, unsure if I should text her or go straight to a call. It’s eleven in the morning, so surely she’s awake. I don’t think she was as drunk as I was last night.

      Instead of calling, I settle for the safer option of texting, asking if I can call.

      Me: It’s Bronx. Can I call?

      I stare at my phone, biting my bottom lip in anticipation of her response. What if she doesn’t respond? What if I fucked up royally last night and she doesn’t want anything to do with me?

      The text bubble at the bottom of the screen appears, and the relief that courses through my body nearly takes my knees out from under me.

      Mallory: I can text.

      Mallory: I’m with the boys and Gran, can’t really talk over the phone.

      Me: Okay.

      I pause, unsure of how to start this conversation with her.

      Me: I don’t know what happened last night. But I’d really like to meet up and apologize for whatever I said.

      Mallory: Honestly, Bronx. It’s fine.

      Me: No, it isn’t. Please, Mal.

      The bubble appears and then disappears twice before my phone alerts me of a text.

      Mallory: Fine. Can you pick me up around the corner from Gran’s? Two hours.

      Me: I’ll be there.
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      Two hours normally wouldn’t be too long to wait for someone, but when I’m on pins and needles stressing about having his conversation with her, it felt like a fucking lifetime.

      I pull up to the curb, just around the corner like she asked. A smirk pulls at my lips when I see her jogging down the street toward my truck, glancing over her shoulder. It’s the exact same way she looked when we were younger, and she’d sneak out of her parent’s house to meet me.

      Always afraid of getting caught, but that never stopped us from being together.

      The door flies open and she jumps in, not making eye contact because she’s too busy worrying about if anyone watched her or not.

      She turns to look at me, confusion on her pretty face. “Go.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I chuckle.

      As I pull away from the curb, she relaxes against the leather seat. I drive without thought, taking any turns that feel right to me until I pull up to the ball fields and park against the back fence.

      The same spot where I sent a ball over her head when she watched me play that last time, before she broke my heart and left me.

      The two of us sit in silence, letting it surround us as the moment reminds us both.

      “Listen.” I’m the one that breaks the silence first. “I’m sorry for last night.”

      “Stop.” She turns, bringing her leg up under her so she can face me. “I need to say something first. I know that you left mad last night, but you wouldn’t let me get a word in.”

      She looks out the window, then turns her green eyes to me once again.

      “I still feel all the same things you do, Bronx.”

      My heart beats faster in my chest.

      “I wasn’t trying to say the opposite last night.” She sucks a deep breath in and slowly blows it out looking down at her hands. “I’m just a mess right now. I lost my parents when I was young, I’m raising two boys on my own, my gramps just passed, and I’m in a vicious battle with my ex over the divorce and custody of the boys.” She reaches across the console, grabbing my hand. “I’m in no place to be able to give you all of me right now, I just can’t. That’s what I was trying to tell you last night, my boys need me, Gran needs me.”

      “But what do you need, Mal?” My knuckles graze down her cheeks. “What is it that you need to survive?” I shake my head, watching as a tear slips down her cheek before I swipe it away. “I know you can’t give me all of you and, baby, that’s okay. You’re not supposed to. Your main priority should be your boys and Gran, all I’m asking is that we work toward figuring out if there is still even a possibility between us.”

      “Bronx,” she whispers.

      “Shh.” I hold a finger to her lips. “I’ve spent most of my life in love with you, and wondering if you’d ever come back, if I’d ever get a chance to do this again. I’ll go as slow as you want, just don’t shut me out.”

      “I can’t just go out on dates whenever we want, I can’t stay out all night, I ca–”

      “Shh, I know, baby. I’m not asking you to. Your boys are part of the package, and I’m not going to overstep that. You call me when you can, we have lunch dates over dinner dates. I’m fine with that, baby,” I explain.

      “Bronx—”

      “All I want is to try. If it doesn’t work, then we at least know we tried.” I sigh. “I can’t live the rest of my life wondering. Not with you back in my life.”

      “Okay,” she agrees, leaving forward.

      “Okay.” I smirk, before pressing my lips gently to hers.
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      It’s my first day of work, and I’m a frazzled mess.

      I haven’t been this nervous about something in a long time. I’m worried that Gran will get too tired of having to chase after Austin all day, regardless of how much she assures me she is fine and looking forward to it.

      I’m worried about not being available to the boy’s needs twenty-four-seven like they’re used to.

      No one tells you about this part. The part where you head back into the real world, trying to find a new identity for yourself. And as exciting as it all may be, it sucks at the same time. I feel like I’m closing a chapter on a big part of my life, and that’s bittersweet.

      “You’ll do great, Momma.” Austin smiles up at me from where I stand at the front door. “Remember what you always tell me? Just do your best and that’ll be good enough.”

      I think I’ve been standing here for five minutes, trying to get the courage to actually walk out the door, and my sweet boy has just given me the boost of confidence I need.

      “You’re right, sweetheart.” I bend, pressing a kiss to the top of his head.

      “Would you just go already? Makin’ me nervous.” Gran laughs from the dining room table, a new puzzle has been poured onto the puzzle mat and she’s begun flipping the pieces over. It’s what the two of them plan on doing all day.

      “Geez, make me feel wanted around here.” I laugh, my grip on the doorknob tightening.

      “Wanted? Absolutely.” Gran stands, walking toward me. “Needed? Not a chance.” She smiles. “You go, I have everything under control. I’ve done this whole thing before, sweetheart, and if you keep on asking if I’m sure I’m okay with this, you’re gonna make me feel old.” Her hands rest on my shoulders and she squeezes gently. “Now go, before you don’t have a job to go to.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I smile at her before kissing her cheek and turning to Austin. “Please be good today; I love you so much. I’ll see you when I pick you up for practice.” I kiss his cheek. Alec is still in his bed snoring like a grown man so I won’t hear from him until at least noon, if I’m lucky.

      With one more glance at Gran, I step outside, shutting the door behind me. It’s warm today, and thankfully I’m able to dress comfortably in business casual for this job.

      Brooke sits parked in the driveway, waiting on me. She was so sweet to offer me a ride on my first day, and I happily accepted because I didn’t want Gran to be without her car, in case she needed it.

      I really need to find something soon.

      She smiles at me as I round the front of her car and climb into the passenger seat.

      “I grabbed you a coffee from the bakery, hope that’s okay.” She hands me a white cup as I shut the door. “Bronx said you really like coffee.”

      My head pulls back slightly. “Bronx?”

      “I ran into him at the bakery this morning before taking Cooper to Slade’s parents’ house.” She smiles at me. “He said when you were in high school, you were practically obsessed with it.”

      “He’s not wrong.” I smile down at the cup in my hand, completely surprised that he remembered that little detail about me from so many years ago.

      A small smirk tilts the corner of her lips before she shifts the car into reverse and pulls out of Gran’s driveway.

      We talk the entire way to work, enjoying sips of our coffee and sharing stories about our boys.

      “The boys have practice tonight; we should go for pizza or something afterward,” she offers as she pulls the car to a stop in front of the building.

      “That sounds like a great idea. Give Gran a break since she will have had them all day, and her kitchen won’t get messy from cooking.” I climb out of the car and follow Brooke toward the doors.

      “Great.” She introduces me to the woman who will be training me all week, Gloria.

      She’s getting ready to retire. She and her husband have just bought an RV and plan to live like nomads for the rest of their days and see the country.

      The day passes so quickly that I don’t even realize it’s nearly noon until the door chimes and I see Bronx stepping through it.

      The sight of him in his uniform makes my heart speed up. He fits the part so perfectly, and I can’t help when my eyes begin to roam over his body.

      His shirt sleeves cuff around his biceps, showing exactly how sculpted he is now. His muscles slightly flex as his hands rest against his belt, and when my eyes finally make their way to his face, he’s smirking at me and my panties may as well melt off of me with that look.

      “Hi.” I awkwardly wave, because I don’t know what to do since I got caught checking this man out.

      “Hi.” Bronx chuckles, stepping further into the office. “Brooke.” He glances to his right, tipping his head slightly before his eyes refocus on me.

      “Bronx, fancy seeing you here.” Brooke laughs. I didn’t even know she was up here.

      “Well, I’m going to go take my lunch.” Gloria stands, leaning into me slightly. “Honey, if my Herman looked like that handsome man… I’d never eat lunch alone again,” she whispers.

      I feel my face flush at her words, and Bronx lifts a brow in response, finding the entire thing amusing.

      “What are you doing here?” Brooke asks Bronx.

      “I was hoping someone would be free for lunch.” He smiles at me, and my heart skips a beat at his words.

      “That’s so sweet.” Brooke smiles, and I can feel her looking at me but I can’t take my eyes off of Bronx.

      He smirks again. “Slade’s outside waiting on you.”

      Brooke is practically a blur as she rushes out the door to where Slade is waiting, and I can’t help the smile that tilts my lips at how adorable they are. I can just barely see her past Bronx and through the glass door as she and Slade hug in the parking lot.

      Bronx takes a few more steps toward the desk I’m standing behind and places his hands on the edge as he stares me in the eyes. Those deep blue eyes make me freeze in place.

      “Can I take you out on a lunch date, Mal?” He smiles.

      Mal. I love when he calls me Mal.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      No overthinking, no trying to talk myself out of it to protect my heart or his, just a simple yes. Because I agreed to give this a chance, on the terms that we’d take it slow and he’d respect my boundaries with the kids.

      “Let’s go.” His smile grows, and my heart flutters again.

      He stands to his full height as I make my way around the desk, purse in hand. His arm stretches between us, offering me his hand and I take it with ease. The warmth of his fingers wrapping around mine makes my heart squeeze with excitement.

      We walk hand in hand to his car, and I’m surprised when he leads me to the passenger side and opens the door for me. Although I shouldn’t be, Bronx has always been a gentleman, but it’s been a long time since I’ve had a door opened for me like this.

      I climb into his car, careful not to touch any of the gadgets of the cruiser as he shuts me in. The last time I was in here, I wasn’t thinking clearly and word vomiting all of the horrific details of my divorce.

      Grabbing the seatbelt, I pull it across my body, buckling it in place as Bronx climbs into the driver's seat and starts the car.

      “This is a surprise,” I say, trying to make small talk on the way to wherever he is taking me.

      “That’s what I was hoping for.” He smiles over at me before turning his attention back on the road. “I’m glad you agreed to come.”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?” I question, curious about his response.

      “I never know what to think with you, Mal.” He reaches over, grabbing my hand with his and intertwining our fingers once more, resting our joined hand on my thigh.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I figured we could pull through Joi’s before finding somewhere to park.”

      I look over at him, surprised that we’re eating in the car.

      And there goes my brain.

      Does he not want to be seen with me?

      “Would you stop?” He tightens his hold on my hand when I try to pull away. “I know how your brain is going ninety to nothing right now, and you’re wrong.”

      I frown at him.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to be seen with you, it’s that I don’t want to share you with anyone yet. Not when all I get are lunches throughout the week, and a few calls and texts.”

      I swoon.

      Literally, thank the heavens I’m sitting down, otherwise, I’d fall over. I can’t help it. His words are so sweet, and exactly what I needed to hear.

      However, I do need to attempt to shut my brain off and not lump Bronx into the same category as my ex. He deserves better than that.

      He pulls through the drive-thru of the little shop that’s been around for as long as I can remember. I think my grandparents may have even gone on dates here when they were younger. Not many people frequent it, from what I can tell, it still looks exactly the same as when I was a teenager.

      Old orange brick coats the outside, no speaker to place your order at, you pull right up to the small sliding window. A larger poster board is attached to the brick with handwritten items available to order on it. It’s probably the only place you can buy a two-dollar burger anymore. And for four, you can make it a combo, with crinkle fries and a Coke.

      The window opens, and the woman who pops her head through is the same woman I recognize from years ago. Although, she’s aged. Her hair is more white now than blonde, and the small wrinkles under her eyes give away her age.

      She perks up when she sees Bronx, then her eyes slide to me in the passenger seat and I swear if she could come through the window, she probably would.

      “Is that Mallory Clemons?” she gasps, pulling her hand, holding her pen to her chest. “I heard you were back in town, but I didn’t believe it. You’ve been gone too long, honey.” Her southern accent is thick. “Why aren’t you two comin’ inside?”

      “I want some alone time with my girl, Beatrice,” Bronx says with a smile.

      I can’t see his face, but I can hear the happiness in his voice and my stomach flutters at his words.

      Beatrice looks like a Fourth of July sky by the way she lights up at Bronx’s declaration of me being his girl again.

      “It’s good to have you home, Mal.” She smiles at me brightly. “This town sure has missed you.”

      “I don’t know about all that.” I laugh, leaning over the console slightly to see their menu better.

      A commotion from inside has Beatrice pulling away, so I use the time to study the menu better. I’m starving and all I had today was the coffee that Brooke brought me when she picked me up.

      I didn’t realize how close to Bronx I was until he shifted in his seat, and turned to look at me. Except he couldn’t really look at me because our faces were so close together, just a breath apart.

      If either of us made the slightest move, our lips would be touching. And I kind of want that. For right now, at least, in this short window of a lunch break, we could be whatever we wanted to be, without the worry of my ex-husband or my kids, I could kiss him, be with him, like nothing else mattered to the decision. And I want that, dammit.

      The voices in my head were alarming; normally, they’re telling me to get away from Bronx, that I can’t handle anything else on my plate right now. But now, they’re silent, almost pushing me toward him, rather than pulling me away.

      I watch as his eyes dart to my lips, and his tongue slips out to wet his bottom lip. My eyes are unable to pull away from the movement, and the fire in my belly erupts at the thought of what that tongue could do to me.

      “Mallory,” he whispers my name.

      I feel the hairs on my arms stand at the raspy sound of his voice.

      “What can I ge–” Beatrice chooses that moment to come back to the window.

      Bronx and I both jump apart like we had just gotten caught as two teenagers back in the day.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, smiling over at us. “Do I need to come back?” There's mischief in her eyes, a trait that Beatrice is known for in this town.

      “Nah, we’re ready to order.” Bronx reaches over, grabbing my hand and squeezing. He rambles his own order to her before turning to look at me. I’m about to tell him what I want to eat, but he beats me to it. “Single bacon cheeseburger, lettuce, tomato, pickle, onion, and mustard. Fries.” He smirks. “And a large Coke.” He winks.

      He fucking winks and every dormant butterfly in my belly has now come to life with such a small movement.

      I catch Beatrice’s eye, and she too winks. Both of us knowing that he just remembered the meal I’d order every single time we’d eat here in high school. There’s just something about the way they pat their burgers at Joi’s; it’s just good.

      Beatrice disappears from the window, telling us to pull up to one of the empty spots in the parking lot near their back door, even though there’s not another car in the line.

      Once again, Bronx and I are alone, and I’m nervous all of a sudden. He shifts the car in park, and turns to look at me. His bright blue eyes peer at me through dark lashes, a contrast that would bring any girl to her knees.

      “I would have kissed you,” he says.

      “Why didn’t you?” I ask.

      “I’m playing it safe, baby. I just got you back, and even then, I don’t fully have you.” He smirks. “Not yet anyway. I don’t want to spook you.”

      “I’m not going to spook easily, Bronx.” I sigh. “I just don’t want to rush this, and you wake up one day and realize you don’t want to be tied to a single mom of two boys with an ex-husband from hell.”

      His jaw flexes at the mention of my ex.

      “I don’t want to spook you.” I drop my chin to my chest, picking at my thumbnail to avoid looking at him.

      I’m not sure I want to see the look in his eyes. Maybe it's the realization of what I’ve said, and he doesn’t want to spend the rest of his life raising another man’s kids. Maybe it’s pity, and he feels like he needs to do this so we can have closure to move on.

      “Look at me.”

      I wait.

      “Baby, look at me.” His voice a little sterner than when he said it before. My head snaps his direction, and I am jolted back by what I see. It’s not pity. It’s not anything I thought it was. His gorgeous blue eyes are full of understanding. “I hear what you’re saying, okay? But, I want you to hear what I’m about to say to you.”

      I nod, unable to form words, but I feel the tears already building and he hasn’t even told me what he has to say yet.

      “I know what I want in life, Mallory. I’ve known since I was sixteen, hell,” he chuckles, “probably even before that. I knew you were my end game, and I knew no one else could ever come close to taking your place, baby.” He shakes his head. “When you left town, it fucking sucked, but I knew you’d be back. Or I thought at least, and when you didn’t come back, that fucking hurt. But I still couldn’t give my heart to anyone else, because you have held it for all these years.” He clears his throat. “I know you’re a single mother, and I know your ex is a douchebag who likes to create unnecessary struggles for you, and I know that you have two boys who come before anything and everything. And that’s the way it should be. It wouldn’t change the way I want you, if you had twelve kids or zero, my want is deep within me, baby. It’s something I can’t even put into words, and believe me I’ve fucking tried.” He wipes a tear that has started to fall. “It’s a love that I’ll never recover from, and I’m okay with that. Because if we don’t work out, it’ll wreck me, but it’s a wreckage I won’t regret, ever.”

      Beatrice appears at the window, and Bronx slowly rolls it down, taking the bag from her hands before handing it to me so he can get the two drinks tucked in her arm.

      “Thanks, B.” He hands her a five-dollar bill as a tip, even though she tries to give it back; he insists.

      My head tilts to the side slightly, watching his interaction with her. I may have known Bronx years ago, and he was always a gentleman then, but I’m learning the man he’s become now, and I really like this version of him, too.

      “Good seein’ ya, Mallory.” Beatrice smiles at me.

      “You, too,” I respond before she heads back into the restaurant.

      My attention returns to Bronx, he’s smiling at me and that warm, fuzzy feeling is back again.

      “You better eat up, baby.” He takes the bag from my lap, pulling my burger and fries out before handing them to me. “You’ve gotta be back at work soon.”

      And that’s how the rest of our little lunch date goes.

      Blissfully perfect.
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      I haven’t been able to see Mallory since our lunch date on Monday. We’ve talked on the phone late at night. We text every chance we’ve been able to, but it’s not the same as actually seeing my girl in the flesh.

      Not to mention, the folks of Valley City have been crazy this week.

      I feel like we’ve run all over town, nonstop. Another Petey incident; this time he was trying to ride a dumpster as if it was a horse and carriage. Hopefully, the rehab he’s about to head to will help him this time. At least for a little while.

      Now, I’m about to head to the ball field to help coach this little league team.

      Which isn’t a feat for me at all, because I know Mallory will be there, and it gives me a chance to get to know her youngest, Austin, a little better. Mallory said her oldest is trying out for the junior high baseball team, but I’ve not had a lot of interaction with him yet. Other than delivering him to her in cuffs that one night.

      And I’m making sure to go at Mallory’s pace, I don’t want to complicate things for her.

      I pull up to the fields, parking in the same area I always have. I grab my glove from the passenger seat and climb out of my truck. The bucket of balls is practically weightless as I head toward the field and see Mallory’s boys already on the field.

      Alec is throwing to Austin, warming his arm up. He pretends to throw a pitch, letting it barely float toward Austin.

      “You want me to catch for you?” I ask, Alec’s head snapping my direction. “We still have a little bit of time before everyone shows up.”

      “Yeah, if you don’t care.” He shrugs his shoulders, catching the ball that Austin throws back at him.

      “He’s real good, Coach.” Austin smiles at me, taking a couple steps back from the plate and urging his big brother to pitch me one.

      “Let’s see it then.” I smile back, placing my glove on my hand and jogging toward the plate.

      My knees are going to hate me for this tomorrow, but right now, I couldn’t care less. The boy didn’t turn me down, and he easily could have.

      I squat behind the plate, holding my glove up to frame his pitch for him. Alec stands relaxed at the mound as he focuses on his target. His leg rises, and he bursts off the mound with a large step, bringing the ball right to my glove. It’s every bit of fifty miles per hour, and his form is damn near perfect.

      “Kid,” I stand, shaking my glove out from the sting of the ball and throwing it back at him, “you’re not going to have any problems making the team.”

      His brows pinch together. “How’d you know I was trying out for the team?” he asks.

      Ah, shit.

      “I-I, umm—”

      He starts laughing, walking toward me. “You should see your face right now. I know you talk to my mom.”

      Relief fills me the closer he gets.

      “She’s constantly bringing you up in conversation, too.” He shrugs, looking over at his little brother who’s sitting on the bucket of balls by the dugout. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask where she was.”

      “I figured she’d be here when she could,” I tell him, honestly. I didn’t think she’d beat me to the field, but I didn’t think I’d see the boys before her.

      “She was running late, something about needing to change into something more comfortable. Austin and I have been out here for about thirty minutes, trying to get him some extra practice in.” He smiles at Austin. “Our dad would never play with him, so it’s always been up to me to make sure he knows how to play the game halfway decent at least.”

      “That’s a good big brother, Alec.” I clap a hand on his shoulder, hearing some of the other kids heading this direction from the cars. “But listen, any time you want to practice pitching, or anything for that matter, call me,” I tell him. “Baseball was the love of my life back then.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nod.

      “I thought it was my mom.” His brow rises slightly.

      And just like that, the boy practically punches me in the nuts twice with responses I wasn’t expecting. He starts laughing, heading off the field. My eyes trail him until they land on the dark-haired beauty I’ve waited all fucking week to see. He says something to her, making her smile before kissing her on the cheek and heading in the direction of another empty field.

      Slade steps onto the field, greeting a few of the kids while Cooper comes running over to me.

      “Hey, Uncle Bronx.” He holds his hand up for a fist bump.

      “My man.” I return the gesture. “You ready for practice today?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m gonna smoke that ball.” He makes a swinging motion with an imaginary bat.

      Austin walks over, stopping next to Coop. “I’m gonna hit a bomb for my mom.”

      I laugh, my eyes drifting to Mallory’s again. “I’ll be right back, boys.”

      My feet carry me to her, I ignore everything else around me, at least for a minute, while I say hi.

      I let my eyes drift over her body, letting my tongue run across my bottom lip as I do. She shifts, and I know I’m making her nervous as I stalk toward her, but I don’t give a fuck.

      She’s the best fucking thing I’ve seen since Monday.

      “People are staring,” she glances behind me. I turn to see, and sure enough, we’ve got attention.

      “I don’t care,” I tell her. “Do you?”

      “Alec,” she steps closer to me, “said you helped him with pitching.”

      “I basically caught one ball for him.” I look at her. “Not much helping, but he’s a damn good pitcher.”

      “Takes one to know one.” She smiles up at me, and my heart skips a beat in my chest at the sight.

      “Well, he’s a natural.” Her eyes drift in the direction of the field he’s practicing on.

      “I really hope he makes the team. It’ll make the adjustment that much easier when school starts.” She sighs. “I’m afraid it’s going to be hard on him, entering junior high in a new school.”

      “He’ll make friends playing baseball, that’ll carry over to the fall when school starts. It’ll all work out.” I lift her chin. “Don’t worry so much.”

      “That’s easier said than done.” Her eyes sparkle in the evening sun as she looks up at me. “You better get back out there, Coach.”

      “That’s easier said than done.” I chuckle, throwing her words back at her.

      Her laughter fills my ears, and anyone paying attention will now know that this is more than just two people catching up from their past. Not everyone can draw that sound from her. And I’ll be damned if another man is able to do it ever again besides me.

      She places her hand against my chest, pushing playfully. “Go, you!”

      I take a step back, catching her hand as it falls. A longing stare passes between us before I turn, jogging back in the direction of the dugout.

      The boys are lined up on the first base line, warming up their arms by tossing the ball back and forth. My eyes scan over each one of them, watching as they throw the ball while I head in the direction of Slade, who’s standing near home plate watching.

      For young kids, most with little to no experience, they aren’t half bad looking out here.

      Coop smiles at me when my eyes reach him, he takes the ball and tries to throw it with perfect form and it lands right in Austin’s glove. Both of them turn, smiling at me, proud of their accomplishments.

      “They’re looking good,” I tell Slade as I finally reach him.

      “Yeah, I’m really impressed. Some of them are going to make damn good ball players when they’re older,” he agrees.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if some don’t get snatched up by a travel ball team soon.”

      “Brooke and I have talked about it, but I don’t know.” He shrugs. “It’s a lot of pressure for young kids.”

      “Yeah, it is. But, speaking from experience,” I point at myself. “If you love the game, and it’s your focus, it’s the best thing that’ll ever happen to you.”

      “We’ll see.” He looks back over at Cooper. “Speaking of the best thing that’s ever happened to you…” he trails off, his eyes moving in a direction where I know what I’ll find when I follow his line of sight. “Hit me with it.”

      “Nothing to hit you with, man.” I laugh, slapping a hand to his back.

      “Bullshit.” He laughs. “You were there for me when I needed someone to talk to about Brooke.”

      I sigh. He’s right.

      “We’re taking it slow,” I tell him. “Seeing how things are. It’s a lot for her. Divorce, single mom, then adding a relationship on top of that.”

      “Man, I get it. It’s no walk in the park having to remember boundaries in place with the kid’s dad.” He shakes his head, speaking from experience. “It’s not easy always having to sit back when I disagree with a decision he’s enforcing.”

      My eyes flick to Austin before moving to the field next to us where Alec is still practicing by himself.

      “I’d imagine it’s not easy.”

      “No, it’s not. But I’ll tell you this, even though it sucks to have to co-parent when you aren’t the parent and don’t really have a say in the matter, it would suck much worse if I didn’t have Cooper at all.” His words resonate something in me, something deep.

      My eyes move to where Mallory is sitting on the bleachers now, next to Brooke. She’s smiling at something Brooke has said, and the sight of her takes my breath away. Like only she can.

      Shaking my head, I try like hell to push any thoughts of her out so I can focus on getting through the next hour of practice, without drooling over my … girlfriend?

      Does this make us boyfriend and girlfriend again? I almost laugh, because I certainly thought I’d have been married by now, to Mallory. But after her, I never intended to date ever again. I was content with my one night stands, and occasional hookups.

      But now... having her as my girlfriend? Shit, I need to ask her what she’s classifying this as, so I don’t make this a bigger thing than it is right now.

      “Alright, guys, let’s focus on batting today.” I clap my hands together, rubbing them up and down before grabbing the bucket of balls and heading out toward the mound.

      Slade works on sending the kids out to their positions while telling a few to grab their bats and helmets. We go over scenarios and what they’re supposed to do once a ball is hit.

      Austin is the first one up to the plate to bat. Slade stands behind the plate because we don’t necessarily have a catcher yet. We need to figure out which kid is the best at catching a ball before we make any decisions there.

      I hold the ball up, making sure Austin sees it before I throw it down the center. He swings, coming up just a hair short. I see his pride fall a little and all I want to do is give him a hug. And yes, that’s probably more so for the fact that he is Mallory’s boy than anything else.

      “It’s okay, make sure you’re keeping your eye on the ball. Level swings,” I tell him.

      He nods, pulling his bat back up and pulling it back.

      He’s laser focused, watching the movement of my hand holding the ball. I launch the ball at him again, he pulls back swinging the bat again and barely tips it, but the ball goes foul.

      “Alright, you’re getting somewhere.” I smile at him, reaching down and grabbing another ball. “This time,” I stand like I’m holding a bat so he can watch what I’m saying, “don’t pull back.” I demonstrate. “That’s taking you a second longer to connect with the ball. Keep your arms right here, go straight to the ball.”

      He nods, setting up his stance again.

      My eyes glance over to the bleachers and I see Mallory leaned forward on her knees. Her hands covering her mouth as she watches Austin. My heart warms, thinking of how good of a mother she is.

      “You ready?”

      He nods.

      I throw the ball, and he does everything I’ve just told him to do perfectly. He connects with the ball, hitting it decently hard, for a kid his age, and it rolls to shortstop, which is where Cooper is playing.

      Austin runs as hard as he can to first. Coop scoops the ball up, making the throw to first and Austin is safe by just a hair.

      “Nice job, boys,” Slade shouts, clapping for them both. “Nice job.”

      I smile at Austin, who holds two glove-covered thumbs up at me.

      And practice continues the same.

      Teaching kids the game I fell in love with at their age.

      Sneaking glances at one kid’s mom the entire time.

      Thinking about what my future might hold.

      If I’m being honest, I could get used to coaching Austin’s teams for the rest of his Little League career.
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      The rest of the week has been a blur.

      I feel like I’m drowning, trying to stay afloat.

      Being a single, working mother hasn’t been easy. I’m struggling to adjust, and tired.

      So. Damn. Tired.

      I’ve been so focused on making sure that the boys are still getting enough attention from me, and I think it’s driving them both insane.

      Alec asked me for breathing room last night, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the look on his face.

      Bronx has called me each night, but I’ve already been passed out each time, so we’ve hardly talked, other than when he comes by to see me at lunch.

      Which has become an exciting point of each day for me. Something to look forward to, and Lord knows I haven’t been looking forward to a lot in the last few months.

      Glancing at the clock on my computer screen, I realize that my lunch break is in about ten minutes. I tap the screen of my phone, letting it light up, and see a text from Bronx.

      Bronx: What sounds good for lunch today, baby?

      I love when he calls me baby.

      Me: I don’t care. Something light. All these lunch dates are going to make me fat.

      Bronx: You’re perfect just the way you are.

      Me: That was sweet.

      Bronx: That’s me. Sweet.

      Me: You’re something alright.

      Bronx: See you shortly.

      The second I sit my phone down, it starts to ring. My stomach drops as soon as I see the name come across the screen.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I slide my thumb across to answer it.

      “Hello.”

      “Mallory.” His voice now makes my skin crawl.

      “Yes?” If anything could ruin my mood for the day, it’s my soon-to-be ex-husband.

      “I’m coming to town this week, I’d like to see the boys,” he states.

      Just great.

      “Okay.”

      “That’s all you have to say?” He chuckles into the phone. “I’m bringing Elise with me.”

      “Over my dead body,” I spit into the phone, but quickly remember where I am. “She is not coming here, not to my hometown, not around my boys.”

      “Oh, shut up.” His voice changes. “You won’t have a say who my boys are around soon enough. If I want them to see Elise, they will.” The phone shuffles and sounds are heard on the other end but I can’t quite make them out. “Besides, not that you will probably ever find anyone else. But it’s not like I’d contest it.”

      “It’s not like I cheated on you and then state that our children will be around the man I had an affair with.” I shake my head, pinching the bridge of my nose, because I can feel a headache coming on. “John, you need to focus on spending time with the boys right now. Building back your relationship with them before you bring Elise into the situation.”

      “I’ll do whatever the hell I want to do, Mallory. You lost the say in what I do when you walked out on me.”

      “I walked out on you? What choice did I have, John? You were cheating on me with my best friend.” I sigh, trying to reel the anger that’s coursing through me back in a little. “All I’m saying is that Alec isn’t going to take lightly to you bringing her around this soon.”

      “He’s a fucking child, Mallory. For fucks sake. He doesn’t get a say and neither do you.” He grinds into the phone.

      “I’m not even sure if he’ll want to see you,” I tell him, remembering our conversation. My attorney said I didn’t have to force Alec to go, but that I should encourage the visitation as often as possible.

      “He’s a child, he’s coming,” he snaps. “And you better make sure of it.”

      “John, I’m at work. I’m not getting into a bigger fight with you right now.”

      “You make time when I call, Mallory. This is about our children, after all. I’d hate for you to look like the parent who isn’t co-parenting well.” I can almost hear the grin in his voice.

      Deciding I’ve had enough of this conversation for the day, I hang up. My chest is rising and falling as I try to calm myself when Brooke walks up front.

      “Hey, I overheard your conversation.” Her eyes hold pity and it makes me sick. “Head on out for the day, I’ll cover for you. Already cleared it with the boss.” She smiles, but it’s not a full smile. “She said, it’s Friday and it’s slow. Tell her to go get ready for baseball tryouts.”

      “Normally, I’d fight you on this.” I smile at her. “But, I really could use some time to regroup.”

      “Hey, I get it.” She steps closer to me. “If anyone gets it, I do.” She points a finger at herself. “Asshole ex here, too.”

      “Thanks, Brooke.”

      She nods.

      I grab my things and head for the door as my phone starts ringing in my hand. John’s name should be changed to pain in my ass.

      “Yes?”

      “You lost service,” he tells me.

      “No, I hung up.” I smile to myself as I push the door open and feel the summer heat against my skin.

      Bronx is parked next to my car, and I just remembered we had a lunch date. I got so wrapped up in this conversation with John I had completely forgotten. He smiles when he sees me, slowly climbing out of his seat.

      “Real fucking mature, Mallory,” John hisses. “Listen, I’ll be there tonight.”

      Tonight? Oh, hell no.

      “Tonight’s not a good night, John.” I pause, stopping my feet as well. Bronx frowns, but I hold a finger up to him telling him to give me a minute. “Alec has baseball tryouts tonight; he can’t miss.”

      “Baseball?” he scoffs. “Baseball is not more important than his father, Mallory.”

      “I never said it was, John,” I say his name the same way he said mine.

      “I’ll let you know which hotel I’ll be staying in, have the boys to me by six.” He hangs up the phone without another word.

      I grunt in frustration, gripping my phone and stomping toward where Bronx is.

      “Hey, babe.” He places a soft kiss on my forehead and I sink into him. “What’s wrong?”

      “John.”

      He frowns, confused.

      “My ex.”

      “What’d he do?” he asks, guiding me between our cars and leaning against his.

      “He’s coming to town tonight.” I sigh. “Which isn’t terrible, the boys deserve time with their father. But he’s demanding that I have the boys to him at six tonight, and Alec has baseball tryouts at four, so I don’t know what time that will be over and he isn’t going to skip.”

      “He shouldn’t have to skip it. His dad can wait. Hell, has he seen the boys since you left?” he asks.

      “No, only Alec when we went home that weekend. Austin hasn’t seen him,” I admit.

      “That’s shitty. Anything I can do?” he asks.

      “Feed me.” I laugh, and he does too.

      “Your wish is my command.” He opens his car door and lets me in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I hated leaving Mal at her car like that.

      Even after our lunch date, her mood somewhat turned around, but I can tell having her ex coming to town and barking orders at her is taking its toll on her already.

      She didn’t say how long he’d be in town, and I didn’t ask.

      I didn’t want to sound like the type that was jealous or overstep.

      I’m off for the rest of the day, ended up pulling an extra shift for someone who needed off for their kid’s doctor’s appointment.

      Mallory said she was off for the afternoon early, and I really wanted to suggest we spend the day together. But if her ex will have the kids tonight, she probably wanted to get home and spend some time with them.

      And my mind is right back to the ex again. I’ve never met him, never heard of him, except what she’s told me, and I already don’t like him. Hitting my blinker, I make the turn that will take me toward the gym. I have some steam to blow off and that’s the perfect way for me to do it.

      The second I pull into the parking lot, I spot Lesslie’s car in the parking lot. Even with the way I’m feeling right now, excitement hits me because we haven’t had the chance to hang out as much as we normally do, since she’s started dating Cade and Mallory has been back in town.

      I’m quick in the locker room, changing into my gym clothes before hitting the floor in search of Less.

      “Your legs still look like a turkey, no matter how many squats you do.” I tease, stepping into her view.

      She grunts before dropping the bar onto the machine behind her and flipping me off. “Fuck you.”

      I let my eyes scan over the weights, and the bar is stacked today.

      “What the hell are you doing lifting that much?” I ask.

      “Long story,” she murmurs, turning away from me.

      I’ve been around her long enough to know that when she says long story, it’s never good news.

      “Hey,” I step closer to her, placing my hand on her shoulder. “Hit me with it.”

      “It’s Cade.” She blows a breath out, causing the hair that has fallen from her ponytail to fly up. “Things aren’t good between us.”

      “What?” I pull back. “I thought you two were thick as thieves these days.”

      Their friendship isn’t fooling me.

      “Yeah, so did I.” She spins, causing my hand to fall, and steps up to the bar, placing it on her shoulders and starts her reps immediately.

      I let her work through it, grabbing a dumbbell from the rack and placing it nearby before stretching. After her ten reps, she steps back out and leans against the rack in front of me.

      “He’s pulling away, and I don’t know what I’ve done or what I’m doing that’s causing it.” She sighs.

      “I doubt it’s anything you’re doing. Maybe he’s just having a rough time at work and he’s tired.” I lift the dumbbell, starting with curls. “You know how we get when we come off long shifts.”

      “Yeah,” She shakes her head, pulling her bottom lip in. “But this seems different.”

      I grunt through my reps. “Have you asked him about it?”

      “Sort of.” She looks away. “Each time I bring it up, we either argue about it or he changes the subject.” She shrugs. “Anyways, enough about me. What’s going on with you and Mal?”

      Change of subject… nice.

      “Nothing’s really going on,” I tell her, and it’s not the complete truth but it isn’t necessarily a lie either.

      “Bullshit.” She laughs, and I smile. At least my love life has lifted her spirits a little. “You’re always so chirpy.”

      “Chirpy?” I laugh, breaking my count and dropping the weight by my side. “What the hell is chirpy?”

      “You know,” she waves a hand between us, “happy.”

      “Sorry I was so damn miserable before,” I say jokingly.

      “You know what I mean…” She rolls her eyes. “You’re just really happy again. Giddy. In loooove.”

      “I’m not in love.”

      “You’re so in love. You never fell out of love with that girl.” She smiles at me. “Have you talked to Annette about it all yet?”

      She knows Annette basically stepped in as my mother figure once I lost my mom. She was there for me when I lost her, and every step of my life since.

      “She already knows she’s back in town.”

      “What time does Mal get off today?” she asks.

      “She’s actually already off.” I transfer the weight to my other hand and start my reps. “Her ex called, fucked up her day.”

      “Ugh. What’d he want?” She snarls her lip at the mention of her ex.

      “He’s coming to town tonight, completely unexpected. Alec has baseball tryouts tonight and he demanded he skip them, to be with him,” I explain.

      “Well, that’s fucking shitty of him.”

      “Yeah, I thought the same thing.” Even thinking about how Mallory looked earlier pisses me off.

      “You should go to his tryouts,” she tells me. “Surprise her, show her that you’re being supportive and not anything like her ex.”

      “Well, I hope she knows I’m not like her ex.” I laugh.

      “You know what I mean. Show her that she and the boys are important to you and that you’ll prioritize them.”

      I let her words sink in.

      Prioritize her. Prioritize them.

      That won’t be hard to do when I think about her, all the time. Think about what our future holds for all four of us, all the time.

      “I just might do that.” I smile.

      I’ve never made it through a workout so quickly in my life to be able to get home, change, and make it to the ball field.
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      I’ve been biting my nails the entire time I’ve been at this tryout, worried about how Alec is feeling or what he’s thinking.

      He’s played baseball before, but he’s never had to try out for a team. It was always just basic summer ball league stuff; you pay, get a free t-shirt and hat, and a trophy at the end.

      He’s never been timed on running. He’s had to run so many drills… It’s intense, and I had no idea that baseball could be this serious.

      And for a momma, it’s killing me to think that he may not make the cut.

      “If you don't quit, you won’t have any nails left,” a deep voice says from behind me, and immediately, any unease I felt disappears when I turn and look into his eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” I smile at him.

      “Wanted to catch some of his tryouts,” he says, pulling his eyes from me and onto the field where Alec is setting up on the mound.

      “Oh, gosh. I’m so nervous.” I cover my eyes. “He’s never actually pitched before.”

      “He’ll do fine.” Bronx’s hand moves to my back, giving me comfort. “I worked with him the other day; he’s got this.”

      Taking a deep breath, I pull my eyes back to where my son is and watch as he throws the first pitch. My eyes cut to the coaches who are all huddled along the third baseline wearing similar faces as they hold their clipboards over their mouths to hide their conversation. One of them nods to Alec, telling him to pitch another.

      “That’s a good sign, baby,” Bronx assures me, and I trust him.

      Alec does the same thing again, impressing the coaches more. One breaks away from the others, coming up to Alec and slapping a hand on his shoulder before pointing to the next section of tryouts.

      “That’s good, right? They didn’t tell him to go home?” I ask.

      “Yeah, that’s good.” He chuckles, wrapping an arm around me. “You’re a good mom, Mal. A damn good mom.”

      His words bring tears to my eyes, and I fight my hardest to hold them in. The last thing I want to do is start crying in the middle of my son’s junior high baseball tryouts. He’d never forgive me.

      “How was Austin when you dropped him off?”

      “He was nervous. It’s been a while since he’s spent time with his dad, and thankfully, Elise didn’t make the trip. So they’ll have more one-on-one time.” I tell him, remembering the way Austin held onto my hand as we walked through the hotel his dad is staying at. “Of course, he was pissed that Alec wasn’t with us. I really think he thought I’d force him to skip tryouts to go see him.” I shake my head. “I didn’t even tell Alec he wanted him to.”

      “I wouldn’t tell him,” he tells me.

      “He will figure it out sooner or later; I doubt his dad won’t bring it up to him.” I roll my eyes.

      “What time are you dropping him off?” I ask.

      “As soon as the tryouts are over. John has already texted me six times, demanding I make him leave early.” I tap my phone that sits on the bleacher in front of me, showing him the unread messages on my screen. “I’m not sure why he thinks I’ll just jump at all of his commands. He should be thankful his son decided to go see him after making himself very clear that he didn’t want to have visitation with him at all.”

      His jaw tightens, and it should be wrong to be turned on by the look on his face, but I can’t help it. He’s so damn hot.

      “Stop looking at me like that.” He pokes me in the side, making me jump. “Has he always been this way toward you?” he asks, his eyes settling on me.

      “No,” I shake my head, “it all started when he realized I really wasn’t coming home.” I pause. “Or back to Arkansas, I mean.”

      “I like hearing you refer to Valley as your home again.”

      He smiles, and my God, that smile. The butterflies will never settle if it’s on his face.

      “I like being home.” I look into his eyes.

      A round of clapping on the field pulls me away from him and I see all the boys jogging off the field toward the dugout, where they begin gathering all of their things.

      “I guess practice is over.” I reach forward, grabbing my phone and car keys before standing. Bronx offers me his hand, helping me down, and I want to continue holding his hand, but I’m not sure Alec is ready to see me like that.

      I haven’t actually had the talk with him that things are getting more serious between Bronx and me. That we aren’t just friends from the past, like I’ve let both of my boys believe.

      Alec probably suspects, especially after seeing him show up today like he has.

      “Hey, man,” Bronx speaks first when Alec reaches us, holding out a fist for Alec. “Nice tryout, your pitching has improved even since the other day.”

      “Really?” Alec lights up at Bronx’s words, and I feel horrible that this is the first person besides me who has taken an interest in something that Alec is doing in his life. “Thanks, I’ve been practicing every day.”

      “It shows, buddy. It really shows.” Bronx smiles at him, and it’s his real smile. “What’d the coaches have to say?”

      “One of them asked if that was you sitting over here.” He laughs. “But, they said I made the cut.” His eyes turn to me. “They’re wanting to enter some travel tournaments too. Said it may be kind of pricey with uniforms and stuff, but that we can do fundraisers.”

      “It’ll be fine, baby. Don’t worry, we will get it taken care of.” I smile. “Maybe you can talk to your dad about it, too,” I urge him.

      “Yeah, fat chance in that.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Bronx Nichols? Is that you?”

      Bronx’s head pops up, looking in the direction of the voice before he smiles, breaking away from us.

      “Nolen? What the hell are you doing coaching the junior high team?” He laughs, shaking the man's hand. He’s obviously one of Bronx’s friends, but I don’t recognize him.

      “They needed a coach to head the operations, I volunteered, and here we are.” He laughs, his whole body shaking. “This your boy?”

      Bronx turns, looking in the direction of me and Alec. We both step closer to him.

      “This is Alec and Mallory.” He doesn’t correct the man on Alec not being his, but doesn’t claim him either, and I feel the look Alec gives me. Curiosity bubbling out of him.

      “Hi.” I hold my hand out, shaking his hand.

      “You have one hell of a ball player on your hands, ma’am. Excuse my language.” He laughs, eyes flickering to Alec.

      “You’re fine.” I smile, looking over at my son proudly. “I’m sure proud of him.”

      “You should be, he has a future in baseball if he keeps up the work he’s been putting in. We’re looking forward to having him on the team this year.” He pats Alec on the shoulder. “See you on Thursday.”

      “See you Thursday, Coach,” Alec repeats.

      Coach Nolen heads in the direction of the field, I’m guessing to clean up any equipment that is still out there.

      “Well, I guess I better get him to his dad.” I smile at Bronx, feeling awkward suddenly standing between the guy I’m kind of dating and my son who doesn’t know how serious my feelings are for said guy.

      “Ugh.” Alec groans. “Don’t remind me. What a fun night this’ll be.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Alright, well I guess I’ll see yo–” Bronx starts, but is interrupted.

      “Hey, Bronx, do you think you could work with me one day? I want to perfect my curveball a little more.”

      My eyes widen, sliding to Bronx.

      I’m ready to jump in, make up an excuse as to why he can’t help him, but he surprises me when he nods his head at Alec with a smirk.

      “Absolutely, just have your mom text me or grab my number from her, okay?”

      Alec nods, smiling slightly before heading off in the direction of my car.

      “Thank you for that,” I say, reaching out to steady myself with a hand on his chest and press a kiss to his cheek. “He’s never had anyone besides me take an interest in his activities.”

      “Always, baby.” He looks down at me, covering my hand on his chest with his own. “I told you, I want more than just you.” His head tilts in Alec’s direction. “They’re both part of you, and I want that, too.”

      “Okay.” I smile. “Can I call you after I drop them off? Maybe we can,” I bite my bottom lip, feeling embarrassed to suggest getting together because I’m not sure how to word it. I don’t know what the slang is- for a mother of two, in her late twenties, dating for the first time is. If I say hook up, it makes it sound like I just want him to lay me in his bed… and I do, but a little conversation would be nice to ease my nerves. If I say hang out, it seems very high school; let’s watch a movie and you can take me home.

      “We can.” He smiles. “We very fucking much can do anything you want.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me, making his smile grow wider as his lips press against my forehead. “Call me when you’re done.”

      “I will.”

      It takes everything in me to step away from him. I’m drawn to him in a way people can only dream of. My head stays down on my way to the car, watching step after step until I reach the driver's side door.

      Climbing in, I almost hit my head and then nearly catch my foot in the door as I shut it.

      “Geez, is this what I can expect after you’ve seen your boyfriend?” Alec asks me, and I freeze.

      My what?

      How in the …

      “Umm—” I turn to face him.

      “Mom, I’m not stupid. I see the way you two look at each other, something has changed recently and you’re happy. I know it’s because of him, he seems like a good guy. And he knows his baseball,” he tells me.

      “Well.”

      “Austin will be fine with it too, Mom. It’s not like Dad isn’t doing the same thing.” He rolls his eyes, turning his attention in front of him. “You, of all people, deserve happiness.”

      His words sting, not because they’re malicious, but because he sees a side of things I didn’t want him to.

      “Honey, listen to me.”

      He looks back over at me.

      “If any of this becomes too much for you, me, Bronx, your dad, Elise, you tell me ok?”

      “Okay.” It’s all he says, but that one little word tells me everything I need to know as a mother. It’s all bothering him.

      By the time we get to the hotel John is staying at, Alec is completely silent. He’s been staring out the window, hardly moving since we left the ball field.

      Once the car is parked, I move to open my door and hear his sharp intake of breath and my momma heart shatters. I hate having to encourage my kids to do something that they don’t want to do this much. But I know it’s important to at least attempt a relationship with their father after everything he has broken.

      “It’ll be fine, bub.” I rub a hand along his back when we meet at the front of the car. “Maybe you’ll all have a good time.”

      “Fat chance, Momma,” he tells me.

      My phone chimes with a text from Bronx.

      Bronx: Call me when you’re done, having a drink with Cade at the bar. Can’t wait to see you.

      Me: Will do.

      The two of us walk into the hotel, I lead us both to the elevators and hit the button for the third floor. Alec leans against the side of the elevator wall, his head hanging as he stares at his feet.

      One of the worst feelings as a mom is knowing there is nothing you can do to take certain feelings or emotions away from your child when they’re struggling. There’s no magic cure to make things right between John and Alec. Their relationship was struggling before the split.

      Stepping in front of John’s door, I raise my hand to knock but the door is yanked open and a smiling John stands in front of us.

      Based on the look on Alec’s face, he’s just as surprised to see him so happy looking.

      “Momma!” Austin runs from where he’s playing some type of game on the bed and wraps his arms around me. “I’m having so much fun with Daddy.”

      I squeeze him back, smiling down on him because that does make my heart smile. “That’s good, baby.”

      When my eyes meet John’s, his smile falls slightly but he catches himself before letting any more of his mood change. “C’mon, son. I have a pizza on the way and you can tell me all about your baseball tryouts.”

      My brows must hit my hairline with that sentence, because what a surprise… he’s actually going to be interested in something his son is doing.

      “Alright, I’ll be back to get you both in the morning.” I touch Alec’s arm, urging him forward.

      “They can stay with me tomorrow, too. I think I deserve more than a night, don’t you?” His tone is snappy, but Austin doesn’t pick up on it.

      Alec, however, turns to look at me, and I beg him to let it go. I don’t want the two of them fighting, and John is right, he does deserve some time with them.

      “Absolutely.” I look at the boys. “I love you both, have fun.”

      With a small wave, I head back in the direction I came from.

      At least one good thing will come from this night, and it’s being able to spend it with Bronx.
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      I’ve been waiting for Mallory to text or call since I left the ball field. It’s been nearly an hour, so when Cade texted asking if I wanted to have a drink, I accepted. And now I’m sitting in the bar, staring at my phone, waiting for my girl to text me.

      My girl. The smile that fills my face at that thought… man.

      I shot her a text about twenty minutes ago, letting her know I was having a drink, and she responded to let me know she was going to meet me here when she’s finished. It’s a bit of a drive to the hotel and back, but I hope her ex isn’t giving her hell. That’s probably going to be my hardest struggle through this entire thing.

      That dick has another thing coming if he thinks he’s going to be disrespectful to her while I’m around. And if he knows what’s good, he won’t do it while I’m away either. I’ll respect his role as the boys’ father, but he won’t be the asshole I’ve heard about.

      “So, you and Mallory are giving it another go, huh?” Cade smiles across the table at me, tipping his beer back.

      “Seems that way.” I shrug, taking a drink of my own, and trying not to have a cheesy ass smile on my face the entire time we’re here.

      “I’m happy for ya, man.” He nods. “You deserve to be happy, and I know Mallory is the one who got away.”

      I grunt. “She wasn’t the one who got away; she was the one who ran away.”

      “That too.” He laughs.

      “What’s going on with you and Lesslie?” I ask, and he freezes. It’s telling really, that small movement.

      “Nothing, man. We’re just friends.” He waves me off. “I’ve told you that.”

      “Yeah, but I heard you call her baby the other night.” I smirk, knowing I’ve caught him and he has to at least talk to me about it now.

      “Man.” He shakes his head, running a hand down his face. “It’s… fucking complicated.”

      “Then uncomplicate it and tell me about it, bro,” I urge. “Are you friends with benefits? Serious? What?”

      “It’s not serious.” He stares at me. “It can’t be. That’d fuck up our friend group.”

      “It’s been going on for nearly two years, bro. It seems pretty serious to me.” I sigh. “Is that what you’re worried about?”

      He nods.

      “Man, you can’t let that fear keep you from something that makes you happy. Unless you’re just not that into her.”

      Anger rises in my chest at one of my best friends and the thought of him using my other best friend.

      “Nah, dude. Not like that, I guess we are kind of friends with benefits. I don’t know.” He shakes his head again. “It’s just… complicated.”

      I nod, letting him off the hook. I can tell when Cade is shutting down, and he is very much shutting down in front of me right now. He doesn’t want to talk about whatever situation he has going on with Lesslie. I get it, I truly do.

      Glancing around the bar, I take in the atmosphere tonight. We’re sitting at one of the pub tables, so we have a better view of the place tonight. It’s busy, but not so busy that it’s shoulder to shoulder. Usually, the group of ladies hanging around the bar would pique my interest. I may even chat with one and eventually take her out to my truck or back to her place for a few hours… but that’s not me anymore.

      My mind goes to Mallory, and I think of the type of love the two of us have. Already, after all these years, it’s like we fell right back to where we were without skipping a beat.

      Granted, I won’t tell her that just yet, but I feel it and I know she does too.

      I’ve been wasting my time on relationships that aren’t real; there’s only one type of love I want, and it’s what I’ve always had with Mallory.

      The air changes around me, and I feel her. Far before I even see her, I know she’s here and my eyes immediately start scanning the room trying to find her.

      She’s dressed in the same clothes I saw her in at the field earlier, but the way she’s walking toward me halts the breath in my lungs. She’s so fucking stunning, and she doesn’t even see it. I notice a few heads turn as she walks through, and normally I’d be growling like a fucking caveman to let every fucker in this place know that she’s off limits. But I literally cannot form a coherent sound because I’m so focused on her and the look in her eyes.

      Damn, that look.

      If I have my way tonight, we’ll be making up for lost time.

      Fourteen years of missing her body, dreaming of the two of us being together again. And she’s within arm’s reach.

      My arms lift on instinct, as I spin in my seat giving her the space to step between them. She rises on her toes and presses a kiss to my lips. It’s like the entire world around us completely freezes, the only thing I can focus on is the feel of her lips against mine.

      A deep laugh pulls me from my thoughts and Mallory breaks away, dropping her head to my chest. Cade looks across the table at me, his smile spread wide, as he glances at Mallory and then around the room. My eyes follow, seeing the entire bar's attention directed at the two of us.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I whisper in her ear, feeling her nod against my chest. “Catch ya later,” I say to Cade, and push Mallory back a step so I can stand, but keep her tucked against me.

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He laughs. “You too, Mal.”

      I feel her shake with laughter against me, and it makes me smile. The bar practically parts for us as we walk through the crowd toward the exit.

      Once we’re outside, and the noise from inside the bar turns to silence, she steps away from under my arm but doesn’t let go of my hand. My mouth stretches in a smile, just at the fact of having her next to me, holding my hand. She walks in front of me slightly, turning to face me with a smile on her face.

      “Take me to your place, Bronx.” Her eyes are large and round as she stares up at me, her full pouty lips thin into a line as she worries what my answer will be.

      “Anything you want, baby.”

      Her smile is slow, but it matches mine.

      I’m anxious the second the door shuts her inside my truck. She’s finally coming to my place, and I’m fucking nervous. It’s like all those years ago, having her next to me, taking her places.

      And this isn’t even the first time we’ve been in a vehicle together since she returned home.

      The drive to my house is quiet, my arm stretched over the console, hand resting on her thigh with her hand wrapped around my bicep. I hardly live ten minutes from the bar, but this drive is taking a little longer. And that may be because I added a few extra turns that were unnecessary, but I don’t want to let go of this moment either.

      Once we pull into the driveway, I give her thigh a little squeeze before shifting into park and climbing out. I’m quick, trying to get around the truck before she climbs out, but naturally, she has the door open and is already putting her feet on the pavement.

      “I was going to open your door for you,” I tell her, smiling.

      “Sorry, old habit.” She shrugs, stepping out of the way so I can shut the door for her, but her words grate my nerves.

      Her ex probably, rarely opened the fucking door for her.

      Mark my words, today… that shit stops. For good.

      If she’s with me, I open the door. She’ll be treated like the fucking Queen she is, and should have always been treated like.

      Her hand reaches out to mine, and those damn nerves kick back up as I lead her toward my house.

      I know what tonight means, what is expected of tonight. It’ll be the first time we’ve been together since high school in an intimate way, and I’m fucking nervous.

      I’m excited, but as nervous as a teenage boy losing his virginity all over again.

      Unlocking the door, I hold the door open for her to step through and flip on the light. I watch as her eyes take in my living room before she slowly turns to me.

      Her bottom lip slips between her teeth, and fuck me. She’s so damn gorgeous.

      Pushing the door closed behind me, I twist the lock, not planning to go back through it the rest of the night, until morning. I drop my keys onto the table by the door, then turn to face her again.

      That nervous rush of energy spreads through my body again as we lock eyes on each other.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask, trying to make this as comfortable as I can for her.

      We could watch a movie, grab a snack, literally anything and I’d be happy as long as it’s with her.

      “You.” Her response is short and simple.

      My jaw drops slightly, completely taken off guard by how forward she is being. Hearing that one three-letter word snaps something inside me, and I no longer can wait to get my hands on her. I grab her waist, pulling her against me as my hand slides up the side of her neck, nestling under her ear.

      Mallory’s lips press against mine, my other hand sliding down her backside until I reach the curve of her ass and lift. On instinct both of her legs wrap around my waist, pushing my already hard cock against her center.

      Fuck. This girl.

      I moan at the contact, causing her to smile. Carrying her toward the bed, I stop when my knees come in contact with the edge of the bed and lay her against the dark gray fabric of my comforter.

      Her eyes collide with mine as I hover over her before my fingers start toward the button of her jeans. Emerald eyes never leave mine as I slowly thumb it open, and pull the zipper down.

      There is no one else in this world who can stop my heart and speed it up the way that she does.
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      Why am I so nervous?

      Bronx and I have been together before. He took my virginity, and I sure didn’t know what the hell I was doing then or feel comfortable in my skin.

      But after two kids, a few stretch marks, and some weight that I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get rid of, my body is completely different from my teenage body. And maybe that’s why I’m so anxious about this right now.

      I want it. I want him. That’s not in question, but there’s something about giving myself to him again after all these years, after all the heartache and fear, that makes me nervous.

      His touches are tender as he slowly pulls my jeans down my legs, letting his calloused fingers skim over my skin and drive me fucking crazy. Then doing the same with my panties.

      I didn’t even have a drink tonight at the bar, but I’m so drunk on this man, I can feel the world tilting.

      The intensity in his green eyes as he stares down at me, hovering over me just enough that his dog tags graze my chest. The cool metal invoking chill bumps in its path.

      I suck in a deep breath, I’m nearly overcome with emotion right now. Our past, our present, and what was always meant to be, comes barreling full force and I have to blink several times to keep the tears away.

      “Hey.” His voice is calm as he speaks, brushing my hair behind my ears. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I whisper, lifting my head to bring my lips to his.

      It’s a soft kiss, but it portrays all of the emotions I’m feeling right now. It all pours into this kiss, and when I feel his chest drop against mine, laying my head back against the mattress, I know he feels it all too.

      He pulls back, searching my eyes. “I know, baby.”

      His lips drop to mine again, the same feeling as before.

      God, I don’t deserve this man. Not after the heartbreak I’ve put him through.

      Slowly, his hands slide up my sides, gripping my shirt and pulling it over my head. My breath hitches because I know he’s going to see the stretch marks on my lower stomach and be able to see the curves that I’ve gained through my pregnancies.

      His eyes snap to mine, but he doesn’t say anything. He just tosses my shirt to the floor next to the rest of my discarded clothing, then focuses on my bra.

      It takes him maybe half a second to get it unclasped in the back, and it’s pulled from my arms in the next half second.

      I’ll give it to him, he has skills compared to our teenage years. He’ll try to tell you he was skilled back then, a complete mastermind when it came to undressing girls, but he’d be lying.

      I’d always have to undo my bra because he’d get so frustrated trying to figure them out.

      Bronx pushes away from the bed, sucking his plump bottom lip between his teeth as crystal blue eyes pierce mine. It takes me a second to realize that he’s undressing until his shirt is pulled over his head, breaking our contact.

      His eyes skim my body, focusing on every little feature, making me squirm with insecurity.

      “You’re so damn beautiful.” He undoes his jeans, pushing them down his body in one motion leaving him completely nude in front of me. “Every single inch of you is perfect,” he says, fisting his cock.

      My eyes are fixated on the movement, but I still see him smirk when he catches me staring. Just the sight of him stroking himself base to tip a few times has me climbing to my knees and dropping to the floor in front of him.

      I reach out, using my hand to halt him, and push his hands away. My eyes connect with his as I slowly open my mouth and take him as deep as my throat will allow.

      The groan that slips from his lips has my own body on fire, and the man has barely touched me yet. His hands instinctively tangle in my hair, gripping with just the right pressure as he urges me to continue. He lets me set the pace, but I can feel his orgasm building in the way he thrusts into my mouth, as he slowly loses his restraint.

      I wrap my lips around him, pulling back and making eye contact again before I use my tongue to swirl over the tip of his cock before he pulls himself from my mouth and grabs me under the arms to stand.

      “You,” he says, lifting me in his arms. He shakes his head. “God.”

      “What?” I feign innocence.

      “You know what.” He smacks my ass playfully, holding me tightly.

      His cock brushes against my bare pussy, and the heat rushes through my body again. Bronx holds me effortlessly, stepping around the bed before he lays me in the center and climbs over my body.

      “I don’t ever,” he presses a kiss to my nose, “want you,” another kiss to my neck, “to forget,” a kiss to the center of my chest, “how perfect,” another just below my boobs, “you are to me.” His final kiss is on my stretch marks.

      My breath catches again, and my hands grip the sheets at my sides whenever he blows a breath across my pussy, making my back arch at the cool contact.

      His tongue traces my pussy, and I moan at the sensation. “Oh my God.”

      “I love the way you respond to my touch.” He lifts his head slightly, a devilish smirk on his lips before he does the move again.

      My eyes drift closed, getting lost in Bronx as he lifts my legs over his shoulders. He adds one finger and stretches me while continuing the assault of his tongue. I can already feel the white heat building in the base of my spine.

      “Look at me,” he says.

      I’m confused when I lift my head until I feel his thumb slide from my clit down to my ass.

      He doesn’t enter, but he runs his finger over it as he gauges my reaction.

      “Have you ever?” he asks.

      I can’t form words, all I can do is shake my head.

      “Do you want to?”

      “I’m scared,” I whisper.

      My sex life with Bronx as a teenager was the two of us exploring, but it was very basic at that age. Missionary or I was on top.

      My sex life with John was nothing but missionary. I couldn’t explore, he put his mouth on me, and the idea of any backdoor fun was out the door.

      Pun intended.

      Just feeling Bronx touch me there has me intrigued. I’ve read books, I’ve been turned on in those moments, curious as to what it felt like.

      “I’ll never hurt you, baby.” His lips press against my clit. “If you don’t want to, we won’t.” He shakes his head.

      “Okay.” I bite my bottom lip, and the growl that erupts from him causes my pussy to clench.

      “You tell me if it’s too much,” he says, lowering his mouth again. “But get ready, you’re going to be under me all night.”

      Bronx’s mouth is back on my pussy, this time with an urgency that he didn’t possess a few moments ago. I feel his finger stretch me, and shortly after the one that’s been brushing against my ass slips in.

      The feeling is different, tighter, and when he sucks my clit, I swear to God I see stars circling.

      He continues, never letting up, no matter how hard my legs squeeze against his head or I buck against his mouth.

      “Bronx,” I scream, not giving a damn that he has neighbors. My eyes roll before fluttering shut and my orgasm blasts through me like a live wire. Hotter than anything I’ve ever experienced before.

      My chest is rising and falling, and my eyes are still closed when I feel him climbing up my body. “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” he whispers into my ear, hovering over me.

      His dog tags slide over my pert nipple.

      Fuck me. This man is going to wreck me.

      And I’m so ready to be wrecked by him.
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      I look down at her, she’s a fucking angel.

      And I can tell she’s nearly as inexperienced as we were when we were kids, but having her come apart on my tongue the way she just did, makes me want to beat my fists into my chest like a caveman.

      Because I did that.

      I brought her to a point where my name was what was slipping from her lips.

      My hand is controlling my dog tags as they slide over her nipples, and her back arches at the touch. She’s so fucking responsive to me, and that’s the biggest turn on of the night.

      Slowly, her eyes slide open and she looks up at me.

      “There you are.” I smile down at her.

      “You.” She tries to lift her hand but drops it. “Your mouth, your hands…”

      “I know, baby.” I smirk, leaning in for a kiss.

      She meets me halfway and doesn’t shy away from the taste of herself on my lips.

      “I can’t wait to be inside you,” I say against her lips.

      “I’m not sure if my body can handle any more.” She pulls back. “But I’m dying to feel that again.”

      “What my girl wants, my girl gets.” I push up, leaning toward the nightstand for a condom.

      “Is that what I am? Your girl?” she asks, avoiding my eyes while she waits for an answer.

      “Hey,” I slide back over her body, dropping the condom onto the bed, “you’re my everything.”

      She’s my heart. The air I fucking breath. Every-fucking-thing to me.

      Tears form in her eyes again, and this time she doesn’t try to wipe them away. I grab the condom, tearing the foil package with my teeth, and slide the condom on my already hard cock.

      When I line myself up with her center, I look into her eyes making sure she can read all the emotion through mine.

      “Everything,” I repeat, sliding into her tight pussy. “Fuck,” I murmur. “So tight.”

      I wait. Giving her a chance to adjust to my size. We haven’t talked about how long it’s been for her, but based on how tight she is right now, it’s been a minute. And the last thing I want to do is hurt her.

      “Okay.” She smiles.

      “You good?” I ask.

      “Fucking move, Bronx,” she snaps, and my brows nearly jump to my hairline.

      She’s not much for using language, and hearing that slip past her lips turns me on.

      “As you wish.” I chuckle, and my hips begin to thrust.

      The faster my pace, the more I feel her tighten around me, and we both chase the high together. The vicious cycle that feels so fucking good.

      Over and over, I thrust and she meets me halfway.

      What I’m feeling right now is more than just the climax; it’s more than I can even put into words.

      “I need you to come, baby,” I grunt. “Always you first.”

      “Yes,” she moans, and that sound nearly pushes me over the edge, but I refuse to go before she does.

      Mallory deserves to be cherished, worshiped.

      I bury my face in her neck and quicken my pace again. I don’t know how much longer I can hold it, as I rock in and out of her.

      Her nails dig into my back, I wouldn’t be surprised if I don’t have claw marks tomorrow from it.

      That thought alone excites me, being branded by her.

      I reach between us, needing to get her there, and rub my thumb over her clit. Her pussy tightens at the touch, and my name falls from her lips before her body arches. Her pussy is a vice on my cock, and with one last thrust, I slam into her and still.

      “Fuck!” I roar, it’s never felt this good before.

      Never.

      “Bronx,” she whispers, her pussy tightens around me at the word.

      “It’s never felt like that, baby,” I tell her, pressing my lips to hers softly. “Only with you.”

      She smiles up at me. “Only with you.”

      I slowly pull out of her, missing the contact immediately as I climb off the bed to clean up. Flipping the shower on, I check the temperature before disposing of the condom and head back in for my girl.

      She hasn’t moved from her spot on the bed, and she’s fucking magnificent.

      Sprawled across my bed with her hair a mess, and thoroughly fucked.

      This image will be ingrained in my head for the rest of my life.

      Bending, I scoop her up and she doesn’t even question where we’re going. I step under the warm water, feeling it cascade over my back before setting her on her feet, but not letting go.

      She stares at me in awe, so I press a kiss to the tip of her nose before turning her around to wet her hair. I spend the next fifteen minutes making sure she’s clean and taken care of, trying my best not to let her see how turned on I am, again.

      “Can I?” she asks, reaching for the bottle of body wash.

      I nod, handing her the loofah, and watch as she suds it up before pressing it to my skin.

      I’m. On. Fire.

      Her touch drives me mad.

      She’s quiet as she rubs it over my skin, making sure to get every inch of me before both hands rest on my chest and she pushes me further into the water. We both watch as the suds slide down, disappearing into the drain.

      “I love you,” she whispers.

      Huh? Did I hear her right?

      “Mallory.”

      “You don’t have to say it back, I just needed you to know.” Her eyes connect with mine, my favorite shade of green that I've dreamed of more times than I care to admit. “I know I’ve hurt you, and I know we’re being given a second chance, but I also know that tomorrow isn’t promised, and I need you to know that I love you, Bronx. I’ve loved you since I was sixteen years old, and that won’t ever change.”

      Pulling her into my arms, I hold her as tightly as I can without hurting her. I’m not sure how long we stay like this, just holding one another, while the water slips over our naked bodies.

      “I love you, too,” I say into her hair before pressing my lips there.

      She pulls back, smiling up at me.

      “I guess we better get out of here before we’re both pruned.” She opens her hands, staring down at them.

      I look at her, waiting for her eyes to meet mine. And when they do, I only say one word. “Perfect.”

      She blushes, that perfect mixture of pink and red that hints at her cheeks. I let her step out first. Not because I’m a gentleman, it’s anything but, I just want to be able to look at her ass.

      I know she’s self-conscious about her body, I could tell the moment I pulled her shirt over her head and saw the few stretch marks she has on her belly. But they’re sexy as fuck to me.

      She wraps a towel around her, and I pout like a teenage boy as I do the same.

      When we step back into my room, her phone rings, but stops. She frowns but crosses the room to where it has fallen out of her jeans onto the floor.

      I was so wrapped up in her, I didn’t even notice it was in her pocket.

      “Shit,” she mutters. “Alec has called me five times.”

      She looks over at me, a panicked look on her face.

      Whatever is happening isn’t good.
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      Five missed calls.

      My teenage son doesn’t necessarily call me regularly unless he wants something. Which is the only reason I’m slightly panicking.

      What on Earth could be happening? They’ve only been with their dad for an hour, how bad could it be?

      Dialing his number back, I put him on speaker and wait for the call to connect. It’s ignored, going straight to his voicemail.

      I thought I was panicking before, but now I’m about to have a full blown attack.

      Tapping the screen again, I hit the speaker button and wait. Same thing.

      “What the hell?” I say to myself.

      “Does he normally do this?” Bronx asks, stepping closer.

      “No, it’s our rule. You always answer when I call or you don’t have a phone.” I shake my head. “And I missed five of his calls.” Mom guilt is creeping in.

      “What do we need to do?” He runs a supportive hand down my back.

      “I’m not sure. Let me try to call John.”

      I dial my ex’s number and set the phone on the bed while I start to get dressed.

      “Hello?” he snaps, and even with that tone of voice, I relax slightly because I finally got someone to answer the phone.

      “Hey,” I say, holding a hand to my chest. “Alec tried to call me, but I missed him. Everything okay?”

      “Everything is fucking fine, Mallory.”

      I feel Bronx tense next to me, but he bites his tongue.

      “You know how Alec is.”

      He says his name with so much hatred. I hate that I  insisted he go over there.

      “Can I talk to him?” I ask.

      John grunts, but then the phone is shuffled and Alec’s voice comes through. “Come get me.”

      “Okay.” I’m shocked by him getting straight to the point. “I’ll be right there.”

      I’m not going to try to smooth things over. I’m not going to force my son to be somewhere he doesn’t want to be. If he wants to come home, he comes home.

      Always.

      Alec hangs up, and I finish getting dressed. Moving at a quick pace, the sooner I get to him the better.

      When I slide my phone into my pocket and pull my shirt down. I tie my wet hair up on top of my head and turn for the door.

      Bronx stands there, already dressed in sweats and a T-shirt with his keys in his hand.

      “I’m not letting you go alone. Not with the way he was talking on the phone.” He steps toward me, holding his hands up. “I know it isn’t my place, and that they aren’t my kids, but I want to be there for you, and for the boys.”

      I nod. “Okay, I forgot Gran’s car is at the bar.”

      “I’ll stay back, but I’m not going to let him disrespect you.”

      “Okay,” I say. How can I argue with that?

      We walk through his house, and he holds his front door open before we rush to his truck. I tell him which hotel John is staying in and we ride in silence, with Bronx holding my hand the entire way.

      The closer we get, the more anxious I am.

      “Maybe you should wait in the truck,” I tell him as he pulls into a parking spot near the entrance.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I think it’ll make the situation worse if John sees you,” I tell him honestly.

      “Okay, baby.” He lifts my hand to his lips and then releases me. I climb out of the truck, heading toward the entrance.

      By the time I step off the elevator onto their floor, I’m surprised security or management hasn’t had any complaints with the way Alec and John are yelling at each other.

      I mean, I can hear them all the way down the hallway.

      Lifting my hand, I knock twice and take a step back. The arguing stops but when the door opens it’s Alec and he nearly barrels over me coming through the door with his head down.

      “Let’s go,” he snaps, dragging his brother behind him.

      “Hold on.” I put a hand on his arm to stop him, but he takes a few more steps before he does stop.  I look down at Austin and see the fear in his eyes. Turning my attention back to John, the man might as well have fire coming from his ears. His face is red, his chest is rising and falling rapidly. “What in the world is going on?” I ask.

      “Your son has no manners. None. And I’m sick and tired of it. It’s time he’s taught a lesson.” He jerks his head in the direction of Alec. “And he was.”

      My eyes skirt to Alec, whose eyes are still on the ground.

      “Alec,” I say. He ignores me. “Alec.” I say a little louder, a harsher tone, and that gets him to lift his head.

      His cheek is red, with what looks to be a handprint.

      If I thought John was mad when I opened the door, well, his anger has nothing on the anger coursing through my body right now.

      My eyes slide to where John is now standing in the hallway, the door slams on the lock that’s turned in so it doesn’t actually shut fully.

      “What happened?” I ask, trying my hardest to keep my temper in check right now. If I fly off the handle, nothing good will happen. And while I don’t agree with hitting children, especially not in the face, I want to know what exactly happened.

      Spanking a child as discipline is one thing, and it’s usually my last resort, but to leave a mark on your child, is beyond any punishment.

      “You know,” John steps closer to me, pointing a finger, “ever since you decided to move to this shitty little town, his attitude has gotten so much worse.”

      “Unbelievable, John,” I snap, trying to keep my anger suppressed the best I can. I don’t want either of my boys to see me lose my shit.

      “You know it’s true. He’s a disrespectful, hateful, and ungrateful child. And that’s all on you, Mallory.” John takes another step, trying to intimidate me. “You’re the one raising him, and look how he’s turned out.”

      John’s head swings Alec’s way, and my son stands tall, waiting for the insult that John is surely about to throw his way. While the other cowers behind his big brother and that sight makes my heart ache. I need to get us out of here.

      “Look at him.” He shakes his head, the anger radiating off of him.

      “No, John.” I straighten. “Look at you. Look at the father you have become. One that can’t accept a child for who he is and instead of trying to learn more about him, you constantly put him down. That’s no father; that’s a damn bully.”

      John explodes. And I’m fairly certain there aren’t any other visitors staying in the rooms near us, otherwise, they’d already be in the hallway with us, trying to figure out what is going on.

      “You bi–” he starts, but Alec is suddenly in John's face, pushing me back a step.

      “Shut up!” Alec shouts, and I feel Austin’s shaking hands wrap around my leg. “You don’t have a right to talk to my mom that way.”

      “Boy.” John gets in Alec’s face and I’m not sure if I’m frozen from the fact that this grown man is about to fight a thirteen-year-old boy or that this man in front of us is his father, and treating him this way. “It’s about damn time someone taught you how to act.”

      John’s hand rises and I step forward on instinct, ready to protect my boy before Alec and I are both shoved out of the way, and I nearly fall on Austin. We both lose our footing as we grab hold of each other to steady ourselves. It takes me a second to realize what is happening, but Bronx is standing in front of John.

      The muscles in Bronx’s arm are tense; his fist is clenched. John barely comes to his chin and you can tell John is clearly uncomfortable now. It’s one thing when you’re bigger than a woman and child trying to spit hateful things, but another entirely when you’re facing off with a man who can clearly put you on the ground in seconds.

      “I’m not sure what you were about to do, but don’t you ever raise a hand at any of them again,” Bronx snaps. He’s close enough I’m sure John can feel the heat from his breath.

      “Who the hell do you think you are? Telling me what I can and cannot do with my wife and son?” John asks.

      “Not your wife. And as far as your son goes, I heard the nonsense you were spouting. That’s verbal and emotional abuse to both of them, and I’m guessing by the red mark on his cheek, we can toss physical abuse in there too,” Bronx points out.

      “Bronx,” I say, letting go of Austin and stepping in front of him. “Let’s just take the boys and go.”

      John looks at me, realization striking, before he slowly looks back at Bronx.

      “Now I know who you are.” John shakes his head, pushing the door open.

      He knows all about my history with Bronx. It’s probably one of the biggest reasons he never pushed me to go visit home all these years too. It was me that withheld, but he made it clear he never wanted to come here either.

      “Austin,” I reach out, taking his face between my hands as I bend to his level. “Get your things, it’s time to go home.”

      He nods, running back through the door and making sure he takes a wide step around his father before grabbing his backpack of toys he brought to show his dad, and I realize that nothing was unpacked. Austin walks toward me, a sad, tear-stained look on his face, and I feel guilty about everything that just took place. There’s no telling what happened before I got here.

      “My attorney will be in touch,” John tells me once Austin steps into the hall, taking my hand.

      “Looking forward to it.” I smile, before leading Austin down the hall with Alec and Bronx right behind us.

      Fuck him and whatever he thinks he has up his sleeve.
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      The drive back to the bar where we left her car earlier is silent. I’ve watched her eyes well with tears off and on since we left the hotel.

      She thinks she’s hiding her emotions, but I feel them all.

      Alec has looked out his window the entire time, holding his brother's hand who is seated in the middle next to him while singing a few of the songs that have come on the radio.

      We pull up next to her car; she opens her door and climbs out before I can even offer to help. I climb out, making my way to that side of the truck. Alec helps Austin down then turns to look at me before shutting his door. He doesn’t speak, but nods his head before leading his brother around the truck.

      “Wait,” Austin shouts, catching all of our attention. He releases his brother’s hand and walks back to where he can see me. “Thanks for helping us tonight, Mr. Bronx.”

      “Just Bronx, buddy.” I smile at him. “But anytime you need me, I’ll always help. Okay?”

      He nods, happy with my answer, then rushes back to where his brother is waiting and they climb into the car.

      “Well,” Mallory finally breaks the silence between us, “this isn’t how I thought our night was going to go.”

      “Hey,” I say, stepping closer but then remembering the kids can see. “Don’t. I told you, I’m all in. Anything you need,” I gesture to the backseat of her car, “or they need; I’m there. Always, baby.”

      “Thank you.” She glances at the car. “I guess I’ll call you tonight once I get them settled.”

      I nod.

      “And thank you, I’m not sure what would have happened before you walked up.”

      “Is he always like that?” I ask.

      I knew I’d meet the douchebag eventually, especially with how our relationship is progressing, but I really didn’t see it going the way it did tonight.

      “He’s not, no.” She sighs. “I mean, he is. I don’t even know, I feel stupid trying to defend him. He’s always been loud,” she says, “but never physical; I’m not sure what pushed him to cross that line tonight.”

      “He probably feels like a dumbass for everything he’s losing now,” I point out. “I would.”

      She smiles slightly. “You’re probably right.”

      “Alright, call me when you can, babe. Tonight, tomorrow, whenever. Just make sure they’re okay.”

      She nods, stepping past me to her car door. Her finger grazes mine; it’s not a kiss, but it’ll do for tonight.

      “Goodnight, Bronx,” she says, her hand resting on the handle.

      “Night, Mal.” I watch as a smile lights her face, and she opens the door, climbing in.

      I stand in the same spot, waiting until they disappear from view.

      This is all new territory for me, and I’m not sure how to proceed with everything that has happened tonight.

      What I want to do is beat the shit out of her ex. And he’d deserve every fucking punch he received. But, I’m not sure if that would go over well in this situation or not.

      Reaching in my pocket, I slide my phone out and open it, sending Slade a text.

      Me: You home?

      Slade: Yeah, what’s up? It’s late.

      Me: Can I swing by? I need to talk about something.

      Slade: Sure, I’ll unlock the door.

      Ten minutes later, I’m pulling  up to the house he shares with Brooke. I park behind Brooke’s car and walk up the sidewalk to their front door, avoiding all of Cooper’s toys. It’s something I can’t help but smile at, seeing a bike turned over on its side, and all the baseball gear littered across the front porch. It reminds me of when I was younger.

      The door is unlocked, just as Slade said it would be, so I push it open. A loud bark comes from the living room, and I see Slade’s dog barreling toward me.

      “Hey, boy.” He relaxes when he hears my voice, letting me get close enough to scratch between his ears. “Where’s your daddy?”

      “He’s in the kitchen,” Brooke says, coming into view from the top of the stairs. “I’m getting Cooper to bed, then I’ll be down.”

      “Tell my dude I said goodnight.”

      “Not a chance. If he knows you’re here, he won’t go to sleep.” She laughs, turning on her heel.

      I make my way through their home, seeing Slade standing in front of the fridge. He shuts the door holding two beers in his hand before sliding one across the bar to me.

      “Figured you’d need one of these by the sounds of that text,” he tells me, popping the cap on his.

      I do the same, nodding before taking a long drink.

      “It’s bad,” I tell him.

      “What’d you do?” he asks. “Did you already fuck it up with Mal?”

      “My God, Slade,” Brooke says from behind me. “Can you give him a chance to tell you before you start assuming the worst in him?”

      “I wasn’t assuming anything,” he tries to defend, but it’s pointless. She wins with just one look. “Okay, fine. Sorry.” He points his bottle at me. “You can proceed to tell me how you fucked up.”

      A deep chuckle escapes me. That’s my best friend. A slap catches my attention, and I see Slade rubbing his bicep.

      “That hurt,” he tells his wife.

      “Good, it was meant to.” She rolls her eyes at him before turning her head toward me. “Now, tell me what happened.”

      “Well, I was with Mallory tonight,” I begin, feeling anxious as I replay the events of the night. “Everything was great, then she got a call from her oldest, Alec. He wanted her to come get him.” I shake my head, taking another drink. “I could tell by the look on her face that something was wrong and I didn’t want her to go alone. I stayed in the car but got nervous the longer it was taking her, so I went in just to check that everything was okay.”

      “And?” Slade leans his elbows onto the counter between us.

      “It wasn’t fine.” I sit my bottle on the granite and bury my face in my hands. “Alec had a red mark on his face. John, her ex, was in her face shouting. It was a damn disaster, and I reacted without thinking,” I explain.

      “What do you mean you reacted?” Brooke asks.

      “I got between them, told him I’d pretty much beat his ass.”

      “You should have fuckin’ beat his ass,” Slade snaps. “He fucking hit his kid?”

      “That’s what I gathered.” I shrug. “Mallory and I haven’t talked since. I dropped them off at her car then came straight here. I didn’t want to bother her tonight. I’m sure they have a lot to sort through without me adding to it.”

      “And you’re afraid you overstepped?” Brooke stares at me.

      “Yeah, I don’t know how to maneuver this whole… kid thing. Like, I’m good with the boys, I just don’t know how to turn off the protective side of me, and I don’t want to make things harder on her,” I try to explain, even though I realize I can’t formulate a coherent sentence in my head, let alone out loud. “I mean, she told me thank you when I left, but what if she was just saying that to save face? What if she doesn’t mean it? Am I overthinking it?”

      “Bronx, slow down.” Brooke smiles at me. “As a mother, I can tell you that there are some things in these situations that she’ll have to do on her own. I don’t think you overstepped too badly though. You were concerned for them and I bet Mallory sees that.” Brooke tries to make me feel better, but nothing is going to make me feel better, unless I hear it from Mallory.

      “Listen, it’s not easy being the one who comes into a dynamic like this. You aren’t their father, but eventually, you’ll be the one they see on a regular basis and they’ll be yours in every sense of the word. But, in that situation, I’d have probably done a lot worse.” Slade makes me feel slightly better.

      I nod, I’m sure he would.

      “Remember when Cooper’s dad was losing his shit on me whenever he was taken from the school? Slade immediately stepped in to protect me,” she points out. “I felt supported and safe in that moment. And I guarantee you that Mallory probably did too, tonight.”

      “I don’t want to make it harder for her.” I look down at the bottle in my hands, running my thumb over the label that’s wet with condensation. “Her ex already makes her life harder than it needs to be.”

      “Hello,” Brooke holds her hand up, “remember me? Brooke, your friend who was in a very similar situation just last year?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I nod, thinking back to how much has changed since that time.

      “What I’m saying is, she probably appreciates you being there for her, but when it comes to certain things, she has to learn how to handle those on her own.” Brooke sighs, moving around the counter to stand beside me. Her hand lands on my shoulder and she squeezes. “You’re a good man, Bronx. She knows that, and there’s nothing wrong with you protecting them. And from the sounds of it, they needed you during that time tonight. Don’t sit here and beat yourself up over it.”

      “Why don’t you call her?” Slade asks me.

      “I don’t want to bother her. I know she’s dealing with a lot tonight, trying to make sense of everything that happened. But, I’m telling you,” I shake my head, “I feel like I fucked this whole thing up by stepping in like I did.”

      “Bronx, he hit his kid. You were defending them. They’re safe and at home, without any further pain, because of you. Think about that,” Slade says.

      “As much as it pains me to say it. Slade’s right,” Brooke mumbles.

      “Say it again.” Slade’s eyes light up. “Louder this time.”

      “And with that, I’m going to bed.” Brooke kisses me on the cheek, then turns to her husband, leans over the counter, and kisses him. “Goodnight.” She grabs my shoulder again. “Everything will be fine; don’t stress until you’ve been able to talk to Mallory.”

      I nod, saying nothing in return as I get lost in my head again.

      “You good, bro?” Slade asks, draining the last bit of his beer before tossing the bottle into the recycling bin by their backdoor.

      “I don’t know what to do, man. I’m struggling in here,” I point to my chest, “And here,” then to my head. “My first instinct is to push her to press charges; I mean, he assaulted their son. You can’t tell me slapping a kid across the face isn’t abuse, but…”

      “But, that isn’t your place.” He nods, knowing where I was going in my head.

      That’s what’s so great about having a best friend like Slade, we’re sometimes so in tune with each other it’s freaky. But it comes in handy in moments like this.

      “The whole fucking situation sucks. If I push, and she doesn’t want that, then she and I won’t agree on it. I’m a fucking cop, man,” I say, not really to Slade but more so to myself.

      “Do what Brooke said, just wait and talk to Mallory. You two will work this all out.” He smiles. “Something brought the two of you back together; you’ll both work through this, and maybe it’s not even something to work through. Maybe she is completely fine, and just being there for her kids right now.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I run a hand over my face after draining my beer and sliding the bottle across for Slade to toss. “When did you get so sappy?” I smirk.

      “Shut up, and get out of my house.” He laughs. “I’m going to go remind my wife that she said I was right tonight.”

      I stand, pushing my seat back in. “Yeah, that’ll go over well.” I laugh, heading toward the front door. “Thanks for tonight, man.”

      “Always, brother. You know that.” He slaps a hand on my back.

      Stepping through their front door, I turn to look at Slade. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Bo–” He slams the door before I can even finish the word.

      I laugh louder than necessary so he can hear me from inside. Calling him boss is one of my favorite things, and one of his least favorite.

      Heading to my car, I feel a hell of a lot better than I did when I walked up earlier.

      Now, I just sit and wait.

      And I’ll wait forever for her.
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      This night has turned into a shit show.

      Never in a million years did I think I’d pick my son up with a handprint across his cheek. He’s adamant that his father didn’t mean to, but I just don’t see how that is possible.

      I’ve reminded him time and time again, that he can tell the truth. That it won’t hurt me, but he is still stuck on keeping his lips sealed. I’ve always heard how kids will go to any lengths to protect their parents, and I guess this is one of them.

      I feel like I’m failing as his mother in this situation because I don’t know how to handle it. I don’t feel comfortable with the boys going back over there after what just happened.

      Not to mention, Alec is refusing to go back, even saying that his dad didn’t mean to hit him.

      I look at his cheek, seeing the dark red skin, and get angry. The mama bear inside of me is raging at the sight of my child harmed.

      “Alec, please just explain what happened. Let me help,” I beg him.

      “Mom, I’ve told you. There’s nothing to help with. I don’t want to see him anymore. Put me in touch with your attorney or whoever I need to tell that to.” He pulls his T-shirt over his head, and grabs some pajama pants before heading out of his room toward their bathroom.

      “Well,” Gran says, stepping into the room. “I take it that their visit didn’t go well?”

      “I’m sorry, we didn’t mean to wake you.” I glance over to Austin, who’s already tucked into his bed and snoring softly. He’s emotionally drained after the evening we’ve had, and rightfully so. I’m feeling the same way.

      I stand from Alec’s bed and walk towards Gran. “I didn’t expect to see you home tonight.” She wiggles her brows, making me laugh.

      “That was the plan.” I sigh. “But things took a turn and the boys needed me.”

      “C’mon,” Gran says, heading down the stairs. “Take a seat,” she says as we step into the kitchen, and gestures toward the small table.

      I do as she says, watching her fill a teapot full of water and placing it on the stove. Silence engulfs me as I stare at her, reminding me of my childhood. I used to sit here and watch her do this countless times a day.

      There’s nothing a good cup of tea can’t cure, my dear.

      That’s what she always said.

      The puzzle she and Austin have been working on is spread out, and I flip a few of the pieces trying to find their rightful place.

      “Now,” she says, sitting next to me. “Tell me what happened tonight.”

      “It’s a disaster, and I feel like I’m failing the boys.” I sigh and go through the long spiel of the evening. I tell her about Bronx and our night but leave out the naughty parts you don’t want to discuss with your grandma. I tell her about Alec’s cheek and the way John charged me. How Alec is refusing to see or speak to him again but won’t let me contact the authorities over what happened. I tell her how Bronx stepped in, standing up for us all.

      “And what does Bronx think about tonight?” she asks.

      “I actually haven’t had a chance to talk to him about it. When he dropped us off, the boys were with me, and I was just focused on them,” I point out.

      “Maybe it’s time you call him, if I know that boy at all,” she looks at me, “where you are concerned, he’s probably going out of his mind worrying about you. About all of you.”

      I smile, thinking of him. “You probably aren’t wrong.”

      “Go.” She nods toward the front door. “Go call him, I’ll be here when you get back.”

      Sighing, I stand, grab my phone, and head for the front porch. The idea of this call has me anxious, embarrassed… I’m not even sure.

      Once I’m situated on the porch, I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I feel the tears well in my eyes thinking back on the last couple of hours.

      John has the power to take any ounce of happiness I experience away in just one moment. Tonight was the prime example of that.

      And the look on his face when he found out I was seeing someone, that was enough to make my stomach churn.

      Why is my life so messed up right now?

      God, I wish my momma was here. She’d have advice for me. She’d be able to tell me what I should do, how to deal with John.

      She was never a fan of his. Not in the beginning when he was so charming and not as a father either.

      Pulling myself from my thoughts, I lift my phone and bring up Bronx’s contact.

      “Hey,” he says.

      Not hey, baby. Just hey, and I hate that I’ve put any doubt into us for him.

      “Hi.” I’m not sure how to start this conversation.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      Hold on.

      I frown, but when I hear my phone ring, I bring it from my ear and see that he’s FaceTiming me. Clicking the green button, his face appears and I smile.

      “There you are.” He smiles.

      He’s shirtless, lying in his bed and I can’t help that my eyes roam a little before his deep chuckle brings my attention back to his eyes.

      “How are you? You okay?” he asks.

      “Not really.” I look away. “I’m not sure what happened tonight, Alec is refusing to give me anything, Austin is asleep so he’s no help in explaining what his little self saw.”

      “Probably for the better,” he tells me.

      “You’re right,” I agree.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m honestly not sure. I feel like I need to have a talk with my attorney about some things.” I shake my head. “I don’t feel like it’s safe for Austin to go over there and Alec is refusing to see him anymore. He’s of the legal age to choose, but I just worry for Austin.”

      “You’re a good mom, Mal,” Bronx tells me, and I didn’t realize how much I’d want to hear those words coming from his mouth. “I can tell you what I think you should do, but I don’t want to push you into anything. So, I’m going to follow your lead on this, and I’ll be there for whatever you need me to do.”

      The butterflies in my stomach flutter just knowing that he’s supporting me, and not pushing me. Not judging me for not knowing what to do.

      “I miss you.” I sigh, looking at him through the small screen. “I wish we were still together; I hate that our night got ruined.”

      “Our night didn’t get ruined, baby. Our time together was perfect, it just ended a little differently than what we had planned. Don’t be sorry for that,” he tells me.

      “Do you have to work tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I have the day shift,” he says.

      “I’m supposed to meet Lesslie for dinner, but maybe I could see you for a bit when I get off?”

      “We have baseball practice tomorrow night, babe.” He laughs.

      “Oh, shit. I completely forgot.”

      Damn, I’m going to have to text Lesslie and see if I can reschedule. Alec has his own schedule for ball and practice most nights, so that won’t work for him to take Austin. And Gran is too old to be sitting on those bleachers for that long.

      “I can take him with me,” Bronx offers, and I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. “If that’s okay with you and something he’d want to do. I’m going to be there anyways.”

      “I’ll ask him in the morning, but I’m sure he’d like that,” I say. “And honestly, I was really looking forward to my dinner with Lesslie.”

      “You need a girls’ night, y’all should ask Brooke to join too.” He smiles, and my stomach drops at the sight. “Bring him by the station when you get off, I’ll just change at the station and we can head to the fields from there.”

      “Okay,” I smile. “Are you sure?”

      “Baby, I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to. I want to help, I’ve told you I want to help, let me show you.” His voice is deep.

      “Okay.” I sigh, feeling content. “I’ll swing by the field when I’m done with dinner to get him.”

      I know Austin will be excited to ride with Bronx to the field.

      “No rush, baby. He’s good with me until you get done.” He glances to his right before looking back at the screen. “Alright, I hate to cut this short, but I have to be up early. You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m much better now, I’ll figure it all out as it comes.”

      “I know you will, Mal. You’re so fucking strong, baby.” He stares at me, a lethal smirk on his lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Goodnight, Bronx.”

      “Night, baby.” He ends the call.

      I drop the phone to my lap, staring into the darkness on the porch as I sway in the swing.

      I should have come home a lot sooner.
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      The next morning, I’m running behind. I slept like shit, tossing and turning nonstop as I kept thinking about what to say on the phone to the attorney today.

      Alec was still asleep when I went in to check on the boys, Austin was already downstairs with Gran, playing the puzzle while she made him pancakes.

      When I asked him if it’d be okay if he rode with Bronx to practice today, he was so excited he tipped his chair over and knocked a few puzzle pieces to the floor. His answer was yes, over and over, and I caught the small grin that was on Gran’s lips as she pretended not to listen to the two of us.

      By the time I make it out the door, my phone’s nearly dead and I forgot to make a cup of coffee. Not exactly the best start to the day.

      Plus, I didn’t get a chance to text Bronx back from when he texted me when he woke up this morning. It makes me feel bad, but sometimes I’m not that good at juggling everything at once.

      And this morning is the prime example of that.

      I’m supposed to be at work in five minutes. I’m at least ten minutes away by the time you factor in all the stop signs on the backroads and the one traffic light we have on our side of town.

      I drive a little over the speed limit but nothing outrageous with the radio host talking about the Taylor Swift tour that’s happening right now. I’m lost in thought until I catch a red and blue light behind me.

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      I don’t have time for this. I’m already running late, and this is going to put me even further behind. Hitting my blinker, I pull to the side of the road in a safe area as the vehicles pass by.

      I don’t even look in the mirror as I start to search for my license and registration. Hopefully, I can just hand it over and it’ll make the entire thing go quicker.

      Pressing the button for my window, I turn to hand the officer my paperwork, but nearly squeal in response when I see Bronx bent down, smiling at me.

      “Bronx.” My eyes widen. “What?”

      “I know you’re running late, but I am being selfish and just wanted a kiss, since I won’t get to see you much today.” He smiles, and he almost looks nervous.

      But it’s the sweetest gesture.

      “You could have just called me,” I laugh, looking out the window at his car behind me. “But, I’m glad you did. It put a smile on my face because I’ve had the worst morning.”

      “Is that why I didn’t hear back from you this morning?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I slept horribly, forgot my coffee, and my phone is almost dead,” I tell him, glancing down at the clock on my dash.

      “Hold that thought,” he says, disappearing from my window and jogging back to his patrol car.

      I grab my phone and shoot my boss a text letting her know I’m a few minutes behind schedule. She responds immediately telling me it’s no problem and she’ll see me when I get there.

      “Here.” He slides an ice vanilla latte through my window and a phone cord. “This is my extra in the car. Use it, and I’ll grab it later.” He smiles. “I already had the coffee, I was going to run it by your work, then ended up behind you.”

      “Too bad you don’t have a reason to put me in cuffs, officer.” I smirk, taking the drink from him and bringing the straw to my lips in a teasing manner.

      He drops the cord to my lap. “Alright, I’ve gotta go. Be careful.” He leans in, pressing his lips to mine, then he’s off.

      I laugh, rolling my window back up and taking another sip of my coffee, letting the caffeinated liquid course through my veins.

      This was what I needed.

      Bronx is what I needed.

      I smile the rest of the way to work.
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      My day has been packed.

      I’ve barely had a chance to talk to Mallory today.

      Not long after I stopped her this morning to give her the coffee I had ordered at the bakery, I had another traffic stop. This one resulting in an arrest, which meant I spent a good portion at booking. Then, I had another call for a domestic assault. I’m now on my second booking of the day and fucking tanked after fighting that jackass for forty minutes before we got him in the car.

      Walking out of the jail, I twist my handcuffs up to put them back in my belt where they belong and I think back to Mallory’s words.

      “Too bad you don’t have a reason to put me in cuffs, officer.”

      I was hard immediately. Just thinking about having her on my bed, in my cuffs, makes me hard now.

      That’s a fantasy I’m going to make a reality soon.

      Glancing at my phone, I see I have a text from Mal.

      Mallory: About to leave the house, be there soon.

      Me: Okay, babe. Drive safe.

      Thankfully, the jail is close to the police department so it doesn’t take me but a few minutes to get there.

      When I pull in, Mallory still isn’t here so I head in trying to get a head start on my shower and changing before practice. My shift ended about five minutes ago. So once I’m ready, I’ll be able to grab Austin and head out.

      “You better hurry,” Slade says as I jog through to the locker room to grab my stuff.

      I rush through my shower, and dress quickly, not bothering with my hair. I just run a towel over it before throwing my baseball hat on. It’ll look like shit later but I’ll just leave the hat on until I shower before bed.

      Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I make sure I have everything squared away before heading out of the locker room.

      Slade is standing with Brooke talking to someone but I don’t see who until I get closer.

      “Hey, Bronx,” Austin says, from a spot in the corner where we have a few cars and trucks for the kids that come in.

      “Hey, man. You ready for practice?” I ask. He nods enthusiastically.

      Slade and Brooke move; that’s when I get a look at who they’re talking to.

      "Mallory,” I breathe her name.

      She looks fucking gorgeous, wearing a low-cut black top and a pair of jeans that hug her hips and accentuate her curves. God, I want to…

      Then I remember we’re still in the middle of the police department, and I’m staring at her like a fucking meal.

      A slap in the back of my head jars me back to attention, and I see a blush creep up Mallory’s neck.

      “My God, it’s like you have no respect,” Lesslie jokes. “Although, you do look amazing, Mal.”

      “Thanks,” she says shyly, looking away.

      “We’re going to have fun tonight,” Lesslie says, stepping closer to the girls.

      “Please, not too much fun.” Slade sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Don’t worry.” Mallory smiles. “I have a curfew tonight.”

      “Thank fuck.” He laughs.

      I step closer to Mallory, wanting to pull her into me, but unsure of how to handle this situation since we’re in a public area and her son is just a few feet away.

      She takes any hesitance or confusion I have and throws it out the window as she steps toward me lifting on her toes and presses her lips to mine. It’s short, but it’s there, and I think we’ve just made our official outing as a couple.

      Is that what we are?

      I know we talked about everything the other night, but we never actually declared any titles. I’ll have to make sure to talk to her about that, because I want her.

      She’s mine.

      She knows it. I know it.

      The whole fucking town has known it for years.

      “Alright.” Slade laughs. “We better get going or we’re going to be late.” He turns to look at me. “Coop and I are going to ride with you and Austin if that’s okay?”

      “Yeah, sounds good.” I turn toward the boys. “You boys ready to go?”

      “Yes!” they both shout at the same time before climbing to their feet and rushing over to their moms to say their goodbyes.

      “Kick butt, boys.” Lesslie bends giving them both a high five.

      “Aunt Lessy.” Cooper laughs, shaking his head at her.

      “Alright, you two.” Slade puts a hand on each of their shoulders and leads everyone out toward my truck, leaving Mallory and I alone for a minute.

      “You look fucking amazing,” I tell her, bending down to kiss her cheek.

      “You’re pretty hot yourself.” She giggles.

      “I really wish I was going to be there tonight.” I step back, holding her hands between us and let my eyes roam over her body.

      “It’s girls’ night, babe,” she reminds me.

      “I know, which means you three will be in a bar of horny men looking like that.” I whistle, staring her down again.

      “You don’t trust me, Nichols?” She smiles.

      “Oh, I trust you. It’s the guys I don’t trust.” I pull her close to me again. “Because I know the thoughts I’m having at seeing you dressed like this tonight.”

      “You know I’m crazy about you, right?” she asks, linking her fingers with mine.

      I nod. “I know, baby. I can tell every time I lean in,” I do it again, running my nose along her cheek, and her breath falters slightly, “and you hold your breath without even realizing you do it.”

      “Always a man of the sweetest words.” She looks up at me with the prettiest blue eyes.

      “Your man.”

      “My man,” she confirms. “You had my heart a long, long time ago, Bronx Nichols.”

      “I still have it?” I ask, knowing the answer, but wanting to hear her say it.

      “Yeah, you own it.” She smiles again, and I swear the world tilts.

      “Have fun tonight,” I say, Ignoring Lesslie yelling for Mallory to hurry up.

      “I’ll do my best. Take care of my boy,” she tells me, glancing to where Slade is loading the boys in the backseat of my truck for me.

      “With my life,” I confirm.

      “I love you.” She sighs, pressing her lips to mine once more.

      “Not as much as I love you.”

      She starts to walk away, and those jeans are now my least favorite, but my absolute favorite at the same time. They look fucking perfect on her ass.

      “Hey, Mal!” I shout, catching her attention.

      When she spins around, I’m frozen in place as I’m transported back to the baseball field when we were two teens in love without a worry in the world. Her dark hair, falling over her shoulders as her eyes connect with mine, “I’m gonna marry you someday,” I tell her, the same words I said all those years ago.

      I watch as a slow smile breaks across her beautiful face.

      “Oh, yeah?” She laughs.

      “Yeah.” My smile grows wider, my heart beating harder in my chest as we react this moment.

      “Okay.” She shrugs.

      “Mark my words, babe,” I tell her.

      I meant those words years ago, and they still hold the same truth today as they did then.

      She blows me a kiss before turning toward Lesslie and Brooke, a little more sway in her hips as she walks away from me.

      My eyes don’t leave her until she’s in the backseat of Brooke’s car, and I’m reaching the driver’s side of my truck.

      “Some things never change.” Slade laughs, opening the passenger door and climbing in.

      “Nah, some things don’t.” I smirk, starting the truck and shifting it into drive. “They just get better.”

      And things are a hell of a lot better now.
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      “You and Bronx seem to be in a really great place.” Lesslie smiles across the table we’re all seated around.

      We have just about every appetizer they offer from the menu scattered around the large table holding the three of us.

      Why we ordered so much food? I’m not sure. Or why we needed one of the larger tables in here.

      I grab one of the potato wedges, dipping it in the ranch before I look at her.

      “We are.” I smile, just with the mention of his name makes me giddy. “I never thought our paths would cross again, and here we are.”

      “You know, maybe some things last forever after all.” She grabs a mozzarella stick and takes a bite.

      “Cheesy.” Brooke laughs, nudging her in the shoulder.

      “What? I love that song.” Lesslie shrugs. “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “Is that what Cade sings to you?”

      Lesslie shoots daggers at Brooke and I frown.

      “Wait, Cade?” I ask. “As in Cade Hendrix?”

      “That’s the one.” Brooke turns her smile my way.

      “Excuse me.” Lesslie stands, wipes her mouth and drops her napkin on the table in front of her before making her way through the bar toward the restrooms.

      “Okay, that was odd. Fill me in.” I look at Brooke, but bounce my eyes back to where Lesslie is about to disappear through the hallway.

      “Lesslie and Cade are a thing.” She shrugs. “Or at least I thought they were, that reaction didn’t seem like that though, did it?”

      “No, I know I haven’t been around in years, but that was most definitely pain on my friend’s face,” I tell Brooke. “How long were they together? And why am I just now knowing they were an actual item?”

      I mean, I saw them at the bar when we went out, and they were close, but I didn’t think too much about it. My mind was so preoccupied with seeing Bronx and how I was feeling in that aspect of my life; I didn’t pay much attention to anyone else.

      “Well, they never really put a label on it from what I could tell anyways. They were just kind of alway together, and everyone just put a label on it for them,” she tells me.

      “Oh man.” I sigh.

      Cade was always in a different circle than we were growing up. He was one of our friends, and Slade’s twin, so he was obviously around. But he had a different group of friends than us, two brothers, but I can’t remember their names because they went to the other county school.

      Cade would hang with us during school, and he played baseball with his brother, but after school or in the summers, he was always with those two.

      Lesslie comes back into view and I smile as she returns. She looks sad, almost like someone just kicked her puppy.

      “Hey,” I say. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” She tries to change the subject.

      Lesslie has always been evasive when it comes to something that is hard for her to talk about, or something she flat out doesn’t want to talk about. And the topic of Cade seems like a subject she doesn’t want to ever bring up again.

      “I’m sorry,” Brooke tells her. “I didn’t know, and I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

      “It’s not your fault he’s an idiot.” She turns her head to her friend, a sad smile playing on her lips. “You know, we should make this a regular thing.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “The three of us, having a girls’ night. Drinks, good food, company.” She shrugs. “It’s like therapy.”

      “And way cheaper,” Brooke agrees.

      “We can always rotate between houses, like on that one show… what’s it called?” I tap my forehead, trying to figure it out. It’s on the tip of my tongue, I can see their faces.

      “Sweet Magnolias?”

      “That’s it!” I shriek, then flush with embarrassment when I realize half the bar has turned to look at me.

      “She’s crazy.” Lesslie points her finger at her head, turning it in a circle as she addresses the few still looking.

      “Oh, my God. Take me home,” I joke.

      How embarrassing.

      “So, Bronx.” Brooke brings the conversation back to that topic.

      “We’re doing good.” I shrug, taking another bite of the potato wedge I had started on earlier. “I’m still trying to figure out this life of being a single mom; it’s not easy to juggle.”

      “Amen to that. It’s not easy. There were so many times when I felt like I was drowning.” Brooke sighs, leaning back in her seat. “I still feel like that sometimes, but I can honestly say that having a strong father figure for Coop has been the best thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Slade’s the best.” I smile. “I’ve seen him with Cooper, he’s a natural with him.”

      “He’s been that way since day one, too.”

      “How did the two of you meet?” I ask, I’ve not heard the story.

      “It’s a funny one, actually. We actually had a one-night stand, but we didn’t exchange numbers and I had to run out early the next morning to deal with Cooper’s dad.” She rolls her eyes at the mention of her ex. “Cooper is dyslexic,” she explains.

      My lips turn down, poor guy.

      “Well, he had seen a magnet on the fridge that said to call this number if you ever need help.” She laughs, lifting her drink. “He started calling that number every day; Slade was the one answering.” She smiles and I can see the love on her face. The woman practically has hearts coming out of her head at the mention of his name. “He was tutoring him every day on the phone, and when I found out, I took Coop in to make him apologize for holding up their lines.” She shrugs. “That’s when I figured out it was Slade, and the rest is history.”

      “That’s adorable.” I place my fist under my chin. “That should be a romance book.”

      They both laugh.

      “It should,” Lesslie agrees, while Brooke takes a sip of her drink.

      “I’m glad we came out tonight,” I tell them both. “I needed this night more than I realized.”

      “Did everything get sorted with your ex and your son last night?”

      My eyes widen as I look at Brooke.

      “Oh, shoot. I’m sorry. Bronx was worried and came to talk to Slade for advice on how to approach the situation.” She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry, forget I mentioned it. I seem to be opening my mouth a lot today.”

      “No, it’s completely fine,” I tell her, and it is. I’m glad Bronx has people he can trust in his life. “I just didn’t know he had told anyone.”

      “Don’t be upset with him.” Her brows pinch together, and she looks nervous.

      “Promise, I’m not upset. He’s been so good to me, to us. I couldn’t be upset with him,” I tell her, honestly.

      Bronx has been amazing, and the support he showed me last night was everything I didn’t even know I needed until he gave it to me.

      “What’s going on with your ex?” Lesslie looks at me with concern in her eyes.

      “Last night Alec called me to come pick them up because John hit him.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “Alec won’t talk about it, and I haven’t had time to talk to Austin much about it all. But Alec is refusing to spend any time with his dad. I talked to our attorney today, he’s putting a motion in to stop visitation until we can figure out what is going on.”

      “He hit him? As in like a whoopin’ or…?”

      “The face.” I nod when her jaw drops. “Left a mark.”

      “That son of a bitch! What did Bronx do?” Less stares at me.

      “He actually got between the two of us when John started toward me.” I think back to the moments of last night, and how shocked I was to see my ex act the way he did.

      “Wow.” Lesslie shakes her head, unable to comprehend everything I’ve just told her. “And then Bronx came to y’alls house?”

      “Yeah, he wasn’t sure how to maneuver through that, or what his role was. He didn’t want Mallory to be upset that he stepped in, and didn’t want things to be harder for her dealing with her ex now because he’s involved,” Brooke tells us.

      My heart breaks a little, that he thought I would be upset with him for what he did last night.

      The two start talking about how John and Brooke’s ex, Marcus, are very similar to one another when my phone chimes from its spot on the table. I forgot I hadn’t turned the ringer off, I just flipped it upside down so I wouldn’t be distracted by the ringer.

      Picking it up, I’m already smiling thinking it’s either Bronx or Alec. The name that comes across the screen is not one that makes me smile. It’s my ex.

      I hit the ignore button, taking my attorney’s advice to direct all contact through our attorneys, at least until everything is settled and we can be amicable.

      He calls again, and I do the same.

      “Is that him?” Lesslie asks.

      “Yeah, he’s not getting the hint.” I roll my eyes and start to set the phone down when a text comes through. “Sorry, let me get this.”

      John: Are you fucking out of your mind? You’re keeping me from my boys?

      Me: You can direct any questions or concerns to my attorney.

      John: This is complete bullshit, Mallory. Alec is lying, just like he always does.

      I ignore his little dig at Alec. This is what John wants; he wants me to get in a fight with him, to make things worse for myself.

      I shake my head. How on Earth was I ever attracted to a man like this?

      Fourteen years ago when I met him, he was charming. I mean, the man quite literally swept me up off my feet and never put me back down. I don’t want to say that our relationship was just absolutely perfect, we had our moments, just like any couple, but we were happy.

      Or I thought we were happy. Hell, I thought I was in love at one point.

      And the thing that bothers me the most is that I’m not even sure when things took a turn, or where. There wasn’t one significant moment, where I thought… oh, he’s going to cheat on me. Or maybe there’s another woman.

      Looking back now, I see the signs. The long working hours, the detachment from me, his disinterest in being a family man.

      John wanted nothing to do with our family anymore. His job was his priority.

      Staring at his last text where he’s now threatening to take the boys away from me for good, I hate myself for being so blind to it all. Seeing how miserable my boys were in that house, in our home. It didn’t really hit me until we decided to move here and I saw them both opening up, saw their smiles more. Not just when it was the three of us.

      “What’s he saying?” Brooke asks.

      “He’s angry. He just found out that our attorney put a motion in to stop visitation for the time being,” I tell them.

      “Jackass doesn’t deserve those gorgeous boys,” Lesslie snaps. “I hate that you had to leave this town, Mallory. I hate that your parents, God rest their souls, took you away from where you were always meant to be. From who you were always meant to be with.”

      “I know.” I sigh. I spent years resenting my parents for making me leave Valley, Bronx, and all my friends. Then, when I learned it was all because of a scandal with his work that forced him to take a demotion or be fired from the company, well, I was downright angry with them. For years, I thought my dad had gotten a promotion, one he couldn’t turn down, but now, looking back I can see the budget that was put in place and how our house wasn’t at all like the one we lived in here. I was just young and didn’t notice. My mind was preoccupied with starting over. It sucked, and look where it got me. “I didn’t realize how strained our relationship had become until they died. I harbored a lot of resentment toward them for it.”

      I’ve worked through a lot of my emotions over the years, but that one still stings the most.

      “Whew.” I sigh, lifting my drink in the air. “See, cheaper than therapy.”

      We all laugh, holding our drinks up to one another. Even with how messed up my life is right now, I can smile because I’m where I belong now.
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      It’s been a few days since I’ve been able to see Mallory.

      We haven’t had any more practices and my schedule has sucked since I’ve been filling in for a few officers. She’s been keeping herself busy too, dealing with all the things the boys have going on and her custody shit with her ex. It’s wearing her down.

      She’s tired. I can see it, and there’s not a damn thing I can do to help her.

      Tonight, we finally get a night together.

      Alec has his first ball game, then he’s going to the movies with a few friends. Austin is spending the night with Cooper tonight. Which means I’ll have my girl all to myself.

      We don’t have any plans, the only thing I have planned for her is what we get up to between the sheets tonight.

      I pull into their driveway to pick them up, shifting my truck into park before climbing out. The plan is to drop Cooper off, then head to Alec’s baseball game.

      “Hey, Bronx.” Austin comes bursting through the front door, a dinosaur backpack on and a stuffed animal in his arms.

      “Hey, my man. You excited for your first sleepover?” I ask.

      “Shh!” He holds a finger to his lips as I bend down to his level. “Don’t say that in front of momma; she’ll start crying again.”

      “Oh.” My eyes widen. “Good to know.” I hold my fist out between us.

      Alec is the next to step through the door, his baseball hat resting on top of his head with his unruly dark curls peeking out from underneath. His bag in his hand as he heads toward my truck.

      “You ready?” I ask. We’ve been to the field a few times this week, gearing up and working on the last few things he’s been struggling with. Most of it has been a mental challenge more than anything.

      The talent is there. He’s a damn good ball player and if he keeps this up, he’ll easily get to play in college.

      “I think so.” He stops in front of me. “My arm is a little sore, but nothing too bad.”

      I frown, it shouldn’t be hurting him too much. We didn’t throw that much yesterday. I grab the spot where it’s likely coming from, and he winces.

      “Alec,” I say. “Did you go home when I left the fields yesterday?”

      He avoids eye contact with me, which gives me my answer, but I give him another chance.

      “Did you?”

      “No, I threw another four buckets,” he says.

      “Alec, man. You have to be careful, you’re going to really hurt yourself.” I shake my head. “I’ll talk to the coach and we’ll figure something out.”

      “No, please, Bronx. I’m fine. I can play fine tonight, trust me.” He looks me in the eyes. “Please.”

      “Fine.” I level him with a stare. “But listen to me, if I see that you are struggling, I will go talk to him. The last thing you need is to blow your arm out before you even make it to high school.”

      He nods. He doesn’t agree, but he nods.

      “Everything good?” Mallory steps onto the porch, frowning as she looks between the two of us.

      “Everything’s fine.” Alec slowly moves his eyes from me to his mom. He fakes a smile, nods at me once more then follows his little brother down to the truck.

      “Well, I know a lie when I hear one.” She chuckles. “What was that about?”

      I glance to where Alec is, then slowly bring my eyes to hers. I refuse to lie to her, even if I do want Alec’s approval in this relationship.

      “His arm is a little tender.”

      Concern swims in her features. “Is he okay?” she asks.

      “He’s fine, baby. We talked about it, he just threw too much yesterday and knows now the consequence of that,” I tell her.

      “You’re sure?” she asks.

      “Positive,” I assure her.

      “Okay, well, we better get going then.” She reaches back inside for her bag, I hadn’t even thought about her needing a bag to stay with me tonight. I should probably buy her some of the things she needs at my house, or have her leave some there so that she doesn’t have to pack a bag each time she wants to stay.

      “Here.” I hold my hand out, taking the bag from her.

      “You two be good.” Her gran steps up to the screen door. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” She giggles and Mallory flushes a shade of red that I love seeing on her.

      “Gran,” she groans, hiding her face.

      “And you be good to her.” Gran frowns at me playfully. “I know how you are, Bronx Nichols. Don’t think I won’t take another water hose to you.”

      I bark out a laugh, unable to hold it in. “I forgot about that.”

      “Have fun, enjoy yourselves.”

      “We will, ma’am.” I nod, dismissing myself.

      “We will, Gran.” Mallory opens the door to say goodbye to her grandma as I head to the truck to drop her bag in the bed.

      When I turn around, she’s walking in my direction and all the air in my lungs is taken from me at the sight of her.

      Long tanned legs, denim shorts that fray at the edges, a tank top with Alec’s team’s logo across her chest. Her dark hair is pulled into a ponytail, exposing her slender neck.

      I looked at her when she stepped onto the porch, but seeing her walk toward me like this right now, with a smile gracing her pretty lips, is a whole different scene.

      She wrecks my entire world and she doesn’t even know it. Every time I’m around her, it’s like a hurricane of emotions that barrel through me. It scares me sometimes how much I love her. After all our time apart, after everything that has changed, I still feel so strongly for her.

      It’s one of those once-in-a-lifetime loves. The ones that you don’t recover from. The ones you can’t recover from. One you lose a part of yourself in them.

      “You okay?” she asks, stopping when she reaches me.

      My hand is on the handle of her door, she’s waiting for me to open it. But I can’t seem to move. My mouth is dry, my brain is fried, and I still haven’t gotten the appropriate amount of oxygen into my lungs to form a sentence.

      “Bronx?” she frowns, concern washes over her for the second time in the last ten minutes.

      “I love you,” I say, shaking my head.

      A slow smile spreads across her lips, growing wider the longer we stand here. “I love you, too.”

      Heat rushes through my body and I feel myself flush because she has just knocked me on my ass, and all she did was walk across her front yard toward me.

      I open her door for her, stepping back so she can climb in before I shut the door behind her. Austin says something to her making her laugh, and that mixture of sound, makes me smile as I round the truck to my side.

      Dropping Austin off took a little longer than planned, almost making Alec late for his game, but Momma had a hard time letting her baby go for his first sleepover.

      “Mom,” Alec says as we head toward the fields. “He’ll be fine.”

      “I know he will.” She turns in her seat to look at him. “I just hate that he’s growing up. He’s my baby.”

      For a kid who has a tough exterior, Alec is a sucker for his mom. I witnessed it for the first time whenever he stood up to his dad for her, and I’ve seen it every time we’ve been around each other since.

      “You should just have another one,” he says, as if having another baby is that simple.

      “What?” Mallory’s eyes widen, but she laughs trying to play off the shock of what he’s just said. “I know I didn’t hear him right.” She looks at me.

      I shrug, I’m not sure if I should get involved in this one.

      “What?” He laughs. “I’m just saying. You love being a mom, and you’re really good at it.”

      I watch as Mallory sits back in her seat, taken aback by his kind words.

      “You should have a girl this time though. I know all these boys have to be wearing on ya.”

      “Where do you come up with this stuff?” She laughs, dabbing at her eyes.

      “Mom, c’mon. Don’t cry.” He runs a hand over his face, pretending to be frustrated, but I can see the concern in his eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “You’re just so sweet sometimes,” she says. “And thank you, I’d love another baby, but I’m not sure that’s in the cards for me.”

      “Bronx doesn’t have any kids, just have one with him.”

      I freeze.

      Mallory and I haven’t talked about what our future holds just yet. I’m not sure if she wants more kids, and I never planned on having kids.

      There was only one woman on this Earth I wanted to carry my children, and now that she’s back… I don’t know. I see Alec and Austin, and the thought of having another doesn’t sound too bad. But if she isn’t interested in going down that road again, then I’m fine with it too.

      As long as I have her by my side, I could die a happy man.
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      Alec’s team ended up winning by one run.

      One. I was on the edge of my seat the entire game and when he pitched, I felt like I was going to throw up.

      Not to mention, Bronx bailed on me halfway through the game to go stand behind home plate so he could call pitches for Alec.

      Whatever that means. I thought he just threw them in there and let the batter hit them.

      Who knew baseball was so complicated.

      Alec is off to the movies with his friends to watch the new Fast and the Furious movie. I love that he has finally found a group of friends on his baseball team that he feels accepted by. I’ve called Brooke to check on Austin about five times so far and I’m sure they’re getting aggravated at my constant hovering. But she’s assured me to call as much as I need and that Austin is doing great.

      Bronx’s arm is stretched over the center console, his hand resting against my bare thigh as he draws lazy circles there while he drives us toward his house.

      “Do you want kids?” I ask, leaning my head against the headrest, but rolling it to the side to look at him.

      “You know, I have said for the last ten years that I wasn’t interested in having kids…”

      My heart drops, he doesn’t want kids.

      “But, now you’re back, and I don’t know. I’m not saying no, the thought of you carrying my child is very appealing.” He squeezes my thigh. “I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off of you.”

      “Yeah?” I lift a brow, teasing him.

      “Fuck yeah,” he growls. “I’ll show you what I mean when I get you back to my place.”

      A shiver runs through me at the thought of what he has planned for us. We haven’t been together since the night Alec called for us to come get them. My body has been aching for Bronx’s touch, craving it.

      I can only touch myself so much before it’s no longer appealing, needing the real thing.

      I’m pretty sure Bronx said to hell with the speed limit and all safety as he drives like a bat out of hell toward his house. I have one hand on the door, clutching it, while the other grips his arm. He doesn’t slow down though; he’s determined to get us to his place faster.

      And he succeeds.

      He barely has the truck in park before his door is open and on his feet rounding to my door. When he yanks it open, a laugh bubbles out of me and he bends, throwing me over his shoulder. I’m carried across his front yard upside down; him not caring what his neighbors think.

      “Bronx.” I laugh, struggling to catch my breath before he pushes through his front door.

      I keep thinking he’s going to set me on my feet, but he doesn’t. He moves all the way through his house until we’re securely closed behind his bedroom door.

      “We aren’t leaving this room tonight, sweetheart.”

      I shiver at the term of endearment.

      “I’m going to worship your body and show you what I’d do every day, if you were pregnant with my child, Mallory.”

      “Okay.” I breathe, unable to say anything else. The look in his eyes is almost terrifying, because I know he’s going to ruin me tonight. In the best of ways, of course.

      He takes a step back, pulling his shirt from behind his neck and over his head.

      Why do guys always take their shirts off like that? And why does it look so damn good when they do?

      I bite my bottom lip, taking in the view in front of me. He doesn’t stop there, he slowly undoes the buckle of his belt before pulling it through the loops, making a snapping sound before dropping it to the floor.

      “Oh, Heavens.” I sigh.

      “Not Heaven, baby. But where I’m going to take you is even better.” His deep voice is raspy as he steps closer to me. “You’re wearing too much.” His fingers tease the skin that’s exposed below my tank top and I shiver at the contact.

      He puts me out of my misery, lifting my shirt up and over my head. His hands drop back down to the sides of my breasts, cupping them before slowly sliding the cup out of the way. His eyes are locked on mine as he thumbs one of my nipples, twisting and pulling with just the right amount of pressure to cause a soft moan to escape past my lips.

      The heat behind his eyes makes my center wet as he bends, bringing a nipple to his mouth. I watch, completely turned on as his tongue darts out, circling my taut bud before he pulls it in, and the sensation causes a surge straight to my pussy.

      “Bronx,” I moan, my head falling to my shoulders.

      “That’s right, baby.” He releases me, standing back to his full height, but running his tongue up the side of my neck, before taking a nip at my earlobe. “It’s my name on your lips when you feel me like…” He trails off, and slowly undoes the button of my jean shorts, pulling the zipper down. His fingers softly slide inside, and his eyes wide as he pulls back to look at me. “Are you not wearing any panties?”

      I was hoping this would be the reaction I’d get from him. So I slowly shake my head.

      “Fuck me,” he groans, sliding his fingers deeper before he comes in contact with my wet pussy.

      “That’s what I want to do.” Another groan escapes him, and I love seeing him like this.

      Falling apart with just my words.

      “You’re wet.” He takes a step toward the bed, guiding me backward until my legs brush against the edge. “Take them off.”

      His eyes skim over my body and he takes a step back. I instantly miss the heat of his body, but I’m quickly warmed up when I get to watch him strip the remainder of his clothes and discard them to the side. He stands in front of me, completely naked, and so damn perfect with his eyes on me, as I reach behind me and unclasp my bra, letting it fall down my arms until it’s puddled on the floor at my feet.

      Seeing him battle with his own restraint is almost comical, if I didn’t want his hands all over my body, right now. I let my hands run down my sides until I get to my shorts, and slowly slide them down my legs before stepping out.

      The fabric has barely touched his carpet before I’m suddenly airborne. A laugh bubbles out of me before I hit the softness of his mattress with his weight holding me in place.

      “You’re such a tease.” His eyes are wild as he pulls back, looking into mine. “And you’re going to pay for that.”

      “Oh yeah? What are you going to do? Spank me? I may like that,” I tease some more, knowing it drives him crazy.

      “Nah, baby.” He leans over to the nightstand, pulling something from the drawer but I can’t see what it is until he’s holding it up with his index finger. “I’m going to fucking cuff you tonight.”

      I slowly turn my attention back to him, a smile slowly forming on my lips. “Yes, please.”

      His groan could rattle the room, and my smile only gets bigger.
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      She’s perfection.

      I know I have never seen, nor will I ever see anything as perfect as Mallory sprawled out across my bed, with her hair fanning across my pillow and big blue eyes staring into my soul as she looks up at me.

      She squirms under me from the excitement that’s about to come. I know she’s never been cuffed, just based on our last experience together. And man, do I relive that night in my head over and over each day.

      I’ve never been more thankful than at this moment to have a metal headboard. I smile to myself as I lean over her to weave the handcuffs around one of the bars before I take her right wrist. Holding it to my lips, I press a soft kiss to the spot that will be cuffed in metal. Slipping her wrist through, she adjusts her hips under me as it clasps shut on her skin. I repeat the same motion, teasing her before I let go.

      She tugs her hands and there’s no give. That makes me smile, because my girl likes to squirm when I’m between her legs.

      Her baby blues bore into mine as I stare down at her again, unable to look away.

      This… This moment right here, will forever be burned into my memory. I will never be okay without her again, but I’d survive just by having this to hold onto.

      “What are you waiting for?” she sasses.

      “I’ll show you.” I chuckle, slowly moving down her body.

      Her knees fall open, letting me adjust between them, using my broad shoulders to hold them in place. My hands hook around her hips, lifting her slightly until she’s at my mouth.

      She gasps the moment my mouth finds her clit, and I groan at the taste of her on my tongue. “Fuck, you taste so damn good, baby.”

      “B-Bronx,” she stutters my name, and it makes me rock hard.

      I was already hard, painfully fucking hard. But now, I’m about to burst from just the taste of her.

      That’s when you know you’re gone for a woman.

      She’s wet as I swallow her sweetness, and her knees try to tighten around me, squeezing as I suck her clit into my mouth. The sound of the handcuffs banging against the metal frame provides my favorite background noise.

      I don’t pull away from her until I feel her orgasm building, then I pull back. She cries out in disappointment. I chuckle at the frustrated curses coming from her lips.

      “Why did you stop?” she asks, but I don’t answer.

      I stare down at her pink pussy on display for my viewing pleasure, before taking her by the hips and flipping her to her knees. She gasps in surprise, and the handcuffs tighten any give she had.

      Shuffling forward on my knees, I lean over her body, letting my bare cock tease her center while I get a condom from the nightstand. I rip the foil package, slowly rolling it down my cock as I take in the sight of her ass in the air, and her pussy leaking with excitement.

      Leaning forward, I let my fingers slide up the length of her wet center before gripping my cock in my hand and lining it up with her entrance.

      “This what you want, baby?” I ask, sliding my cock up and down, coating it with her arousal.

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      Not good enough for me. I pull my hand back and slap it across her ass cheek at the same time I slam inside of her.

      The entire headboard shakes, and she cries out in pleasure as she swallows my cock whole.

      “I’ll ask again, beautiful.” I lean over her back, pushing deeper inside her until I’m buried all the way to the hilt. “This what you want?”

      “Yes,” she moans in pleasure. “Yes!” she’s nearly screaming now. “Fuck me, Bronx. Please.”

      Hearing her beg snaps any resolve I had to tease her for the night. That sweet word rolling off her lips and the way her pussy squeezes me to the point it’s almost painful. Any control I thought I had goes right out the window.

      She’s tight, slick, and so fucking hot wrapped around my dick.

      “Fuck, baby,” I moan, pumping my hips into her. “Your pussy is perfection.”

      An inaudible groan escapes her and I nearly laugh.

      That’s right, baby. I’m going to fuck you until you can’t think straight.

      My hands slide over her back, pushing her down until I reach her shoulders before I start pulling her back onto my length. The sound of the handcuffs hitting the metal moves in rhythm of my thrusts as we meet each other halfway.

      Her pussy starts convulsing. Her screams grow wild as white heat builds in my core, and I know I’m close. Her pussy clamps down on my cock. My own orgasm slams through me so hard that I’m sure I’m hurting her with my thrust, but she never complains.

      Instead, she pushes her pussy further onto me as she drops her chest against the mattress beneath her. I collapse on top of her, wrapping my arms around her waist and her legs give out from my weight, bringing us both flat to the bed.

      Slipping my cock free, I press a kiss to her bare shoulder. I stand from the bed, moving to the bathroom to dispose of my condom and grab a rag to clean her up.

      When I step back into the room, she hasn’t moved at all. Her breathing is still ragged and she doesn’t even flinch when I press the warm rag against her center, slowly wiping her.

      “You’re amazing,” she admits breathlessly.

      I chuckle, dropping the rag to the floor and climbing next to her before reaching for my key and slowly undoing the handcuffs.

      Her skin is pink from the metal, and I press my lips to each spot.

      “That may leave a mark,” I tell her.

      She rolls to her side, a silly smile on her lips. “Good, I don’t want to forget it.”

      I press a kiss to her head, and pull her against my chest as we adjust the cover over us. She looks up at me and I adjust so I can see her face.

      The light dusting of freckles on her nose makes me smile. She used to hate them when we were younger, now she wears less makeup and they’re my favorite thing about her.

      Minus her pussy. It’s a top favorite too.

      “I love you,” I sigh, pulling her into me.

      “I love you,” she confirms, nuzzling herself next to me before she closes her eyes.

      I don’t know how anything could be better than this.
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      Life has been peaceful.

      But I can’t shake this feeling that it’s more of the calm before the storm feeling.

      The boys are good; they’re adjusting really well in Valley and school will be starting soon. They’re both registered at the same schools I attended until we moved to Arkansas.

      Alec doesn’t think that’s cool, but Austin thinks it’s the neatest thing and that the school is from the olden days. Which is slightly offensive, because I’m not that old yet.

      Everything with Bronx is bliss. It’s pure perfection.

      We see each other nearly every day for lunch. He often has dinner with us at Grans, and occasionally we’re able to sneak away for a date night if the boys are occupied elsewhere.

      I haven’t heard any more from John since that night I went out with the girls and he had texted that he had just found out the boys wouldn’t be going for visitation for a while.

      Like I said… peaceful.

      My attorney has told me that he’s been taking parent training classes, along with a few anger management at his attorney’s suggestion so that it looks better in front of the judge.

      I look out at my boys playing catch in the front yard while I swing on the porch. Gran is taking her daily nap before she heads to BINGO with the other little old ladies in town.

      A couple of girls walk by and I watch as Alec’s attention goes with them. I sigh, I’m not ready for this stage with him yet. One of the girls waves at him, shyly, and even from where I’m sitting on the porch, I can see her blush when Alec waves back.

      Heaven help me.

      I shake my head, looking over to where I see Bronx’s truck coming down the road. Suddenly, I hear a loud smack and a grunt.

      “Austin!” Alec yells, and I hear the girls giggle.

      “Sorry,” Austin shrugs, as Alec starts massaging the spot on his stomach, where I’m assuming Austin hit him with the ball, and looks back over at the girls as they walk away.

      “You’re gonna pay for that.” Alec points at Austin, a small smile on his face as he bends to pick up the ball.

      “Be nice,” I shout, shaking my head. Brothers will be brothers, I suppose.

      Bronx pulls in at the same time my phone begins to ring next to me. He waves at me as he climbs out of the truck, but heads toward the boys instead of me, so I slide my thumb across the screen to answer.

      “Hello,” I say, watching my three favorite guys in the yard.

      “Mallory, hello,” Mr. Vaughn, my attorney, says, a slight rasp to his voice. “How are you today?”

      “I’m doing well, you?”

      “Well, unfortunately, I’m calling with a bit of news that I’m not too thrilled about.”

      My stomach drops, and I still.

      “John has apparently graduated with flying colors from his parent training courses, and in anger management as well.” He clears his throat. “As you know, there’s no history of violence prior to this incident and since there was no official report and Alec is refusing to speak on it, there was only so much we could push for.”

      “I understand.”

      “With that being said, Alec is of age that he is capable of choosing to see his father or not for visitation. Unfortunately for Austin, he is bound by law to see his father on his scheduled days until he is of age and chooses not to or there is a legitimate safety concern,” Mr. Vaughn says.

      “Okay.” I sigh, not hearing what I wanted to hear, but at the same time, I never wanted to take my boys away from their father.

      “The scheduled visitation will begin as discussed in the custody arrangement starting next weekend.” My shoulders feel heavy as I take in his words, I’m going to be required to meet him halfway which is a six-hour drive.

      “And our meeting spot has been confirmed?” I question.

      “Yes, everything has been laid out and approved on both ends. There’s just one thing…”

      “This doesn’t sound good.” I worry.

      “He doesn’t want your new boyfriend in the picture or around the boys,” he tells me, and my eyes dart to where Bronx is standing helping Austin perfect his throw. “He thinks that Mr. Nichols is a danger to the children, because of his profession, and has had it written into the agreement that he not be around the boys for at least a year of dating.”

      “What?” I snap, and Bronx quickly turns his head in my direction, wrinkling his brow as he looks at me. “How can he do this?”

      “Well, it’s not exactly uncommon. Although, I will say that it’s unusual, since I know Mr. Nichols has been in the picture for quite some time. And given John’s past excursions, he doesn’t really get a say in the matter. However,” he sighs. “I’m afraid he’s going to fight this one.”

      “But he has a girlfriend,” I remind him.

      “And he’s claiming she has never been around the boys.”

      Great.

      “What do I do?” I run my knuckle over my eyebrow before pinching the bridge of my nose, feeling a headache coming on.

      “Let’s just take it day by day, for now. I’m doing everything I can to make sure that this part doesn’t stay in the paperwork, but maybe just keep Bronx and the boys separated as much as possible. I know your lives are already intertwined, but maybe cut back just a hair, as we try to appease him, so that we can get this all behind us,” he advises.

      “Okay, thank you for calling.” I take a deep breath as Mr. Vaughn says goodbye and I drop the phone back on the swing beside me.

      I stare at the ground, watching as my foot gently pushes against the wooden boards of the porch to keep my body in motion on the old wooden seat.

      “Everything okay?” Bronx says, coming into view.

      I don’t look up, because I don’t know what I’m going to find when I do. Or how I’ll react to the look on his face when I finally tell him what is happening.

      “We’re going to go inside and cool off,” Alec says, louder than necessary as he pushes inside.

      “Can I have a popsicle, Momma?” Austin asks, holding the door open.

      “Sure, baby.” I lift my head to look at him and offer a smile.

      I hope he can’t see the turmoil that’s bubbling beneath the surface.

      Both boys disappear, leaving Bronx and me alone. He doesn’t ask me again; he knows I’m not okay. He drops to the seat next to me, throwing his arm over my shoulder and pulling me into him, holding me tight.

      I’m unable to hold in the tears as they fall, coating his shirt underneath me.

      “Shh,” he coos into my hair, not letting me go. “It’ll be okay, we’ll figure it all out, okay?”

      He doesn’t push me to tell him who the phone call was from. He doesn’t ask any questions, he just comforts me when I need it.

      I’m sure, what little eye makeup I had on today is smudged, and my face is puffy and red now. After I’ve cried enough that I’m able to lift my head and look at him, his eyes soften as he stares at me. “Baby, tell me what I can do.” He leans toward me, pressing his lips to my forehead.

      “It’s John.” I wipe under my eyes again. “He put in the custody papers that he doesn’t want you around the boys until we’ve been dating for a year.”

      Realization sets in as he comprehends my words.

      Life is just really unfair sometimes. Everything has been going great. I am happy; the boys are happy. John even has a girlfriend, so why does he have to ruin everything now?

      “I don’t know why he’s being like this,” I tell him.

      “What did your attorney say?” He lifts my chin so I’m looking him in the eyes.

      “He said it’s stupid, but that he’s going to fight this and make it unnecessarily hard.” I sniffle. “John is, I mean. John’s going to fight it.”

      “Baby.” He sighs, pulling me in again.

      “It’s so unfair. He has a girlfriend; why is he doing this?” I ask.

      “Because he knows it’s going to hurt you, and even though he’s the one that ruined what the two of you had, you leaving him and moving on probably hurt him worse than you realize. This is his way of getting back at you,” Bronx tells me, kissing the top of my head.

      “I hate this,” I tell him, being honest.

      I hate the whole thing, and if John wasn’t the father of my children and the reason for two of my greatest blessings, I’d hate him too.
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      I hate seeing her like this, especially when there’s nothing that I can do to help take the hurt away.

      Her ex is an asshole, and I hope the judge sticks it to him when it’s all said and done.

      I’ve grown close to those boys and I don’t know how someone who claims to love them could hurt them by going after their mother.

      A woman who brought his two children into this world and no doubt made them into the young men they are today.

      My heart is already cracking at what I know I’m going to have to do. I just haven’t been able to say the words.

      We’ve been sitting on this swing for the last hour, staring aimlessly at the traffic that comes and goes by the house. My grip on her hasn’t loosened and neither has hers.

      But I have to do it, I have to make her life easier, at least for the time being.

      If he thinks he’s going to harm her by going after me, done. I’ll remove myself from the equation, if it makes her life easier.

      It might just kill me, but I know that the love we have for each other is stronger than this shit he’s trying to put her through.

      We found our way back to each other before, we can do it again.

      I loosen my grip, trying to pull away, but she holds me tighter.

      “I know what you’re going to do, Bronx.”

      I wiggle my arm free and move so that I’m squatted in front of her. Her sad eyes gut me as I see the tears build again and I hate myself for being the reason behind them.

      “I don’t want this.”

      “I don’t either, baby. But I’m not going to let him hurt you further by using me.” I place my hands on the side of her face. “I love you, more than anything on this Earth. I love those boys. I’ll step back for a little while, until all of this is sorted or until our twelve-month mark.” I smile at her, but her lip quivers in response.

      “I hate this.”

      “Me too, baby. Me too.” I brush my lips across hers. “You can call me, text me, whatever you need to do until this is all over, okay?”

      She nods, closing her eyes and a tear falls. I use my thumb to brush it away.

      “I’m not leaving you, Mal,” I point out, I don’t want her to think I’m walking away for good. I could never walk away from her. “We’ll get through all of this, and he will never matter in our relationship again, okay?”

      She nods again and when her eyes open, I see the prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen stare back at me. “I love you.”

      “I love you, baby. Focus on the boys right now. Focus on getting all the custody shit ironed out, so he can’t do this again.”

      She nods.

      “I’m going to go talk to Alec.”

      I press my lips to her forehead, then stand to my full height and walk through their front door. Austin is sitting at the table, working on the puzzle he and Gran do every night. Alec is scrolling through his phone, while some show on Netflix plays in the background.

      “Hey, my man, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      He looks up from his phone, but frowns at me. My question is unusual for us but he nods and sits his phone on the coffee table in front of him.

      “Listen,” I sit next to him, leaning forward on my knees, “I have to go away for a little bit.”

      “What? Why?”

      “There’s just some grown-up things that your mom is dealing with and she needs to focus on you two right now.”

      He frowns, confused by what I mean, but the last thing I’m going to do is sit here and bash their father for his piss poor decisions.

      “This is where I need you to really pay attention, okay? Your mom is going to be sad; I need you to be there for her.”

      “If your leaving is going to make her sad, then don’t do it, Bronx,” he says.

      I smile because if only it were that simple.

      I could stay. And I could watch as their father destroyed their mother at every turn, simply because I’m in the picture, and I won’t do that. I won’t let her feel like she has to choose between me and her kids. I won’t give him the satisfaction of making her either.

      “It’s not that easy, bud. But if you ever need me, you call me, okay? You text, you call, no matter what time of day it is, I’ll be there,” I sigh. “That isn’t going to change, ok? I’ll still be around, I just won’t be as involved as I am right now.”

      “It’s my dad, isn’t it?” he asks.

      I want to tell him yes. “It’s a lot of things, buddy. Things that aren’t meant for a thirteen-year-old to shoulder,” I point out.

      “What about my birthday?” he asks.

      “I’ll be there.” I dip my head to look him in the eyes. “I’m not going to be far away, I just won’t be here every night, or as publicly as it has been.”

      “Okay, but you’re coming back? You’re going to be back to having dinner with us every night? And playing catch with me and stuff?” he asks. And that might just break my heart the most.

      This boy is so desperate for a father figure.

      “As soon as I can be.”

      I see emotion flood his features, but Alec isn’t one to wear his heart on his sleeve, so he shrugs, says okay, grabs his phone, and goes back to whatever it was he was doing before I came in.

      “I’ll see you later, Austin.”

      I stand, waving at Austin but he just tosses a hand up at me because he’s so engrossed in finding whichever puzzle piece he’s looking for.

      Stepping back outside, Mallory has pulled her knees up to her chest with her chin resting on the top. I walk back over, needing to make this quick because I’m not sure if I can hold myself together much longer.

      “I love you,” I remind her again. “Come to me whenever you’re ready.”

      With those parting words, I walk away and don’t look over my shoulder. I know that if I do, I’ll walk right back up those steps and tell her to forget everything I’ve just said.

      Absence makes the heart grow fonder, or so they say.

      Absence might just kill me in the process.
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      It’s been two months since Bronx walked away from me on that porch.

      Two long months of crying myself to sleep, of putting on a brave face every day, so that no one knows how much I’m hurting inside.

      But Bronx has made it a point to somehow be involved in all of the big things that have taken place in the last couple of months. Like the boys' first days of school. He was there, just from a distance where he could wish the boys good luck and then be on his way. He’s been at ball games, we just didn’t sit together.

      John has been ruthless, fighting me at every turn on every little detail we have put into our custody plan. Our divorce was finalized, we just need to finalize the custody plan, so we can move on with our lives.

      I finally found a car that was in my price range, so I don’t have to rely on Gran’s Buick to get me everywhere. Besides, with the ball schedules, and everything else the boys have going on, it was getting too hard to manage with just the one vehicle.

      And we can’t expect Gran to miss her gossip sessions with her friends.

      I’m meeting with my attorney today in Arkansas to go over, hopefully, the final paperwork that his attorney sent back yesterday. I’m ready to move on with my life.

      It’s not fair that I’m stuck in a revolving door, spinning in circles, while John has moved on with Elise and is happier than ever, according to her Facebook posts.

      Meanwhile, I’m miserable, and can’t even pass Bronx on the highway without wanting to cry. We’ve barely talked since he left, keeping our conversation light and about the kids. It was too hard when we couldn’t be together the way that we wanted to.

      Climbing out of my car, my phone vibrates and I smile when I see Bronx’s name on the screen.

      Bronx: I love you.

      Me: I love you.

      That’s been the extent of most conversations, just reminding each other that we’re still here, waiting until this shit show is over.

      I toss my phone into my purse and walk up the sidewalk to my attorney’s office and see John’s car parked a few spots down.

      Taking a deep breath, I lift my head up and open the door. I haven’t seen him in months, and didn’t really plan on seeing him today, but Mr. Vaughn felt it was necessary.

      “Mallory,” Mr. Vaughn’s receptionist smiles, “if you will follow me, Mr. Vaughn wants to talk with you in private before going to meet John and his attorney.”

      “Okay.” I smile, following behind her to Mr. Vaughn’s office.

      She opens the door, allowing me to pass by before shutting it behind me.

      “Mallory, how are you? Good flight, I hope?”

      I nod. “It was, but I’m ready to get home to my boys.” I smile.

      He chuckles. Mr. Vaughn is a large man, so when he laughs, his entire body shakes with him.

      “Well, let’s get to it then shall we?” He pulls his glasses from his pocket, sliding them up his nose. “I do have some good news, he has agreed to take Bronx out of the custody arrangement, but he wanted to leave in it that no one would be meeting the boys in the future unless you have been in a relationship for six months. Obviously, that won’t apply to Bronx any longer.” He looks at me. “He didn’t take too kindly when I stated that he wasn’t able to see his current girlfriend, Elise, was it?”

      “Yes,” I tell him.

      “He didn’t like the idea of not being able to see her, not to mention with her being pregnant, it wasn’t going to work in his favor.” He shakes his head.

      “Wait, Elise is pregnant?” I ask, confused. I’d not heard anything about this, which means my boys probably don’t know. “I wasn’t aware.”

      “Between you and me, I believe this is where the entire significant other stemmed from. I, obviously, can’t say for certain, but, that’s my two cents.” He smiles. “Now, if you are in agreement with everything else, we should be able to sign today and this can all be behind the two of you.”

      “Hand me a pen.” I smile.

      He grabs one from his desk. One of those large, fancy pens that you know costs more than necessary for a pen. I scribble my name on every page that he has marked and hand him back his pen.

      “Is it necessary for me to be here since I’ve agreed to everything?”

      “No, ma’am. I can handle the rest.” He smiles as if knows where I’m going with this. “Have a safe flight back.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Vaughn. I truly appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” I smile, standing and holding my hand out to shake his.

      “It was a pleasure.” He nods, but I’m already moving toward the door.

      Pulling my phone out, I’m rushing through the building toward the exit trying to rebook my flight. I need to get home soon, I have things to take care of. Thankfully, there’s a flight that is in two hours, and if I leave right away, I’ll have plenty of time to catch it and be back in time to find Bronx before I need to get to the boys from school.

      Gran is already planning on getting them from school until I get home tonight, but I’d like to surprise them if I can.

      The sun hits me as I walk through the doors, and the heat makes me smile. It reminds me of Bronx.

      I’m almost to my car when I hear my name being called. Spinning, the person standing at the edge of the sidewalk is the last person I expected to see.

      “Elise.” My eyes widen as I say her name.

      “Hi.” She takes a step closer, but I hold my hand up. “I, um, I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

      A maniacal sound escapes me. “You want to know how I’m doing? I’m doing great, Elise.” I step toward her, and she almost looks afraid of me. That’s when I stop myself. “How’s your husband doing, Elise?”

      Her eyes drop to the ground between us, arms instinctively going to her stomach. And that’s when I remember what I’ve just learned.

      She’s pregnant.

      Why am I holding so much anger in my heart toward her? This was just as much John as it was her, granted it does hurt because she was my best friend at one point, I used to tell her everything.

      But, I guess in a way, I’m almost thankful for her now.

      Bizarre I know.

      “Honestly, Elise, I should thank you.” I smile.

      “Thank me?” She frowns. “Why?”

      “Thank you for blowing up my marriage.”

      John steps outside, I’m assuming he saw me and Elise through the window.

      “Thank you for sleeping with my husband.” I turn to him. “Thank you for letting me catch you that day, so that I could go back home where I was always supposed to be, back to Bronx. Thank you for our boys, because they are the greatest loves of my life.”

      His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t respond.

      I look at Elise, glancing down at her slightly swollen belly. “I wish you both the best in life. I hope you never have to start over with a young child depending on you because the man you thought you loved finds someone else he’s interested in.” I look at John once more before turning back to my car and climbing in.

      I rush to the airport, not stopping until I’ve made it through security and boarded the plane. The doors were about to shut when I ran up to my terminal. I have to sit between two people in the very last row, but I don’t care, because I’m too excited to get back to Valley.

      Before we take off, I pull my phone out and send Bronx a text.

      Me: I’ll be back in Valley in three hours. Meet me at the baseball field.

      I watch as the text bubble appears, then disappears.

      “Miss, make sure your phone is on airplane mode, please. We’re about to take off.”

      I look back down and don’t see a response from Bronx yet, so I do as she asks and pray that I’ll have a response by the time I land.

      The flight is quick, minus the snoring on either side of me. The drive from the airport isn’t very long, and I drive straight to the baseball fields.

      I didn’t receive a message from Bronx, but I’m hoping that maybe my having to switch my phone to airplane mode and being in the air caused it to get lost and he’s actually here waiting on me.

      The second I pull down the road, I see Bronx’s truck parked. I pull in next to him, shift into park and climb out.

      He’s not in his truck, and I know that there’s only one other place he’d be.

      The second I step through the fence, I see him standing in the outfield, his baseball hat pulled backward on his head.

      God, he looks good.

      He turns, facing me, and I swear all the air is sucked from my lungs when he looks at me this way.
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      “I remember the last time I stood on this field and stared at you from this direction,” I say, looking over my shoulder toward home plate and then back to her. “You were standing at the fence and I hit it right over your head.”

      “I remember,” she says.

      “I could see your smile from all the way over there.” I smirk. “You were breathtaking, even after running all the way from your house that night.”

      “Bronx,” she whispers, and the sound of my name coming off her lips makes me hard.

      “I love you, Mallory. And I thought I could do what was right and stay away while you figured all this out for you and the boys, but I fucking miss y’all.” I step closer to her, but stop and touch my chest. “My entire heart is yours, baby. And I can’t go on like this much longer without you by my side.”

      “It’s over, Bronx.”

      Her words make my eyes narrow.

      “It’s all over. The custody agreement is over, he agreed to everything.”

      “What?” I sigh in relief.

      “We can be together openly again, Bronx,” she squeals.

      I’m unable to process anything else other than her running toward me at full speed. I brace myself and when she's a couple of steps away she jumps into my arms, wrapping her legs around my waist.

      It feels like fucking home having her in my arms again. Being able to hold her close, smell the strawberry shampoo she uses, the scent that I’ve missed more than I care to admit.

      “Thank fuck,” I whisper against her hair.

      “Don’t ever leave me again.” She says.

      “Not in this lifetime,” I promise. “Or the next.”

      “I love you.” She pulls back, tears in her eyes. “I have loved you for over half my life.”

      “Marry me,” I say, not caring that I don’t have her ring here with me. “Marry me, make me the happiest man on the planet.”

      “You’re serious?” she asks, as I sit her back to her feet.

      “As a heart attack.” I chuckle. “I have a ring, I’ve had a ring for a while, but then all of this kind of put a wrench in those plans.”

      “Yes,” she breathes.

      “You’re serious?” I ask, and laugh when she slaps my arm.

      “Take me home, Bronx.” She sighs. “Make love to me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I press my lips to hers and lift her in my arms again.

      We decided to leave her car at the ballfields until later, I don’t want to be apart from her. At least not today.

      My grip on the steering wheel tightens when I feel her hand slide up my leg, outlining my cock through my shorts.

      “Fuck, baby.” I sigh, leaning my head back and trying not to get us killed. “You’re going to kill me,” I tell her. “I’m not sure if it’ll be from your touch or from me losing control of the truck.”

      “What a way to go…” She giggles.

      I give her a look that says she’s going to be in trouble when I roll into my driveway, in about three seconds.

      Not many have garages in Valley, but thankfully, my detached garage has a remote control door, so I’m able to pull my truck in. Shutting it off, I hit the button on the door once more and watch in the rearview mirror as it starts to shut.

      Mallory moves to open the door, but a wolfish grin spreads across my face as I grab ahold of her arm and pull her toward me. Our mouths collide in a frenzy of kisses and our hands are roaming each other’s bodies.

      I haul her over the console, settling her so that she’s straddling my hips, her knees planted on either side. She’s tiny. So fucking her like this, it’s easy.

      Her hooded eyes fill with lust when she feels my hard cock rub against her pussy through her jeans. I capture her bottom lip between my teeth, bite down lightly, and wait for that sound that I love so much to slip past her lips.

      The second I hear it, her body starts moving. She rocks back and forth over my cock, my hands tightening on her thighs.

      My hands travel up her sides, taking her shirt with my movement before tossing it in the passenger seat and undoing her bra. Her breasts burst free, right in my face, making her nipples bead.

      “So sexy.” I grin, letting my thumbs graze over them.

      She groans, leaning into my touch.

      Leaning forward, I bring one nipple into my mouth, swirling it with my tongue before blowing a cool breath across it. I repeat the same motion with her other, making her squirm.

      I want her to experience the same beautiful pain she provides me with on a daily basis.

      “God, Bronx,” she says, the sound like a bolt of electricity right to my cock.

      Reaching up, I grab my hat before tossing it on the dash and remove my own shirt so that we’re skin to skin. I want to lay her out and devour her pussy to show her how much I’ve missed her, but that will have to wait for later.

      Right now, I just need to be inside her. I need her to feel what I’m feeling, so she knows how much I love her.

      I undo the button of her jeans and we both work as she tries to pull them from her body in the tight confinement of a truck seat. Once she kicks them free, she blows out a frustrated breath when she realizes that she has to do the same thing again with her panties.

      Halting her with my hand, I grab the silk fabric and rip until it falls apart at the side and then repeat the same motion on the other side until I can pull it free and toss it to the side.

      “Yeah, I didn’t like those anyway. They were in the way.” She sighs, bringing her lips to mine.

      “You should never wear panties with me, baby. Nothing will keep me out from between your legs anymore.”

      She shudders at my words and I smile against her lips as I pull my shorts and underwear down, freeing my hard cock.

      Condom. I need a condom.

      “Shit,” I growl, frustration coursing through me.

      “What?” She leans back, looking at me.

      “I don’t have a condom,” I tell her, hating that we’re going to have to stop this and sneak into the house.

      “Who cares.” She sighs, leaning back into me, and lifting herself until she lines up with my dick. “I want to have your babies, Bronx Nichols. And I want you to fuck me bare.”

      Just those words alone could send me over the edge. I physically have to remind myself to breathe so that I don’t ruin this moment before I’m even inside of her.

      Without another word, Mallory pushes herself down. Her pussy already slick with need, coating my cock as she slides all the way down, burying me inside of her.

      “Fuck,” I groan, needing more of her. “You’re so fucking tight.”

      She grunts in response, lifting herself, then slamming back down onto me. Sex with Mallory is anything but what I expect. Every single fucking time, she surprises me. She goes from harsh, fast movements to slow circular ones that drive me fucking wild.

      I reach between us, unable to hold out any longer and needing her to go before I can experience my own release. My thumb rubs along her clit and I feel her tighten around my cock before her head falls to her shoulders and the sweetest sound comes from her lips.

      My own orgasm is so intense, I don’t realize how tightly I’m gripping her thighs until I see the red marks from my fingers. Letting go, I continue to thrust inside of her, making sure she milks me dry.

      Our breathing slowly evens out, but I’m still inside her, loving the feel of having her around me.

      “Feel good?” I ask. She whimpers in response, making me laugh.

      I grab either side of her face and bring her lips to mine.

      “Anytime you need me to make love to you, baby, just ask.” I smile, pressing my lips to her forehead.

      Now, to get her inside, so we can do this all over again.

      Because I know without a doubt, I’ll never get enough of this woman.
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      Bronx and I are heading toward the schools to pick the boys up. This is one good thing about our small town; the elementary, junior high, and high school are all on the same campus and connected.

      One long drop-off line, and one even longer pickup line.

      I’ve had a permanent smile on my face since I got back, and for other reasons than just the blissgasm he gave a couple of hours ago.

      Pure bliss, plus an orgasm. Whew.

      “So, you didn’t tell me what happened today with your attorney?” he says, linking his fingers with mine on my lap.

      My engagement ring is shining as the sun hits it just right through the windshield. He wasn’t lying when he said he had a ring already. After he vowed his love for me again, on his bed this time, he got down on one knee and properly asked me to be his wife this time.

      “Elise is pregnant.” I look at him, trying to gauge his reaction.

      “And Elise is your ex-best friend?” he asks.

      “The one.” I nod.

      “Damn.” He tilts his head, bringing our joined hands to his mouth and kissing my ring. “And how did you feel about that?”

      I’m taken aback by his question. I don’t know many men who would give a woman a safe space to talk about how she feels about her ex having a baby with someone new.

      “I honestly don’t really care. If that’s what they want, then I hope it works out and he doesn’t do the same thing he did to our kids to that one.” I shrug.

      “You don’t have any emotion toward it at all?” He looks over at me before turning his attention back to the road in front of him.

      “Honestly, no. I actually thanked them both today.”

      His head snaps my way so quickly, it makes me laugh.

      “If everything that happened wouldn’t have, as badly as it did suck, it brought me home.” I place my other hand on our joined ones. “Brought me back to you.”

      His smile is blinding, as he leans over to kiss me briefly before letting go of my hand to pull us into the school parking lot.

      “What do you think the boys will say?” He smiles at me.

      “I think they’ll be happy.”

      God, this man, I can’t wait to be his wife.

      It’s almost like living my dream all over again. There was a time where I truly didn’t think that dream would ever come true.

      “Think you got pregnant?” he asks, making me laugh.

      “What?”

      “Earlier.” He shrugs. “Think you did?”

      “Is that what you want?” I ask. I know I want it, but now that we’re engaged, I wouldn’t care to wait until after the wedding.

      “Fuck yeah, a baby with you? You walking around every day, growing my child inside of you.” He grunts. “Mhh. Talk about a fucking boner.”

      I’m laughing so hard at his theatrics, I’m nearly in tears.

      His phone vibrates in his lap, allowing me to catch my breath and calm down.

      “Slade and Brooke want to have dinner tonight to celebrate, think Gran would watch the boys?”

      “How do they know already?” I laugh.

      “I couldn’t keep it a secret anymore.” His eyes soften as he stares at me.

      Swoon. Bronx Nichols could make any girl’s stomach flip.

      “I’m sure she would, she was actually upset when I told her I was home early and getting them. Have her bring Cooper there, Gran was asking about him the other day, and that’ll occupy Austin,” I tell him.

      I watch as he types quickly on his phone and we hear the bell ring, releasing the kids. Climbing out, I wait at the side of his truck for Austin. I see him a few seconds later and when he sees me his eyes light up.

      “Momma, I didn’t know you were gonna be here.” He jumps into my arms. “Gran is gonna be so sad. We had plans, Momma.”

      I laugh, the innocence of a child. “I know, but you’re still going to get time with Gran, sweetheart. Bronx and I are going to dinner, and I think Cooper might be coming to play.”

      “Oh, yay.” He shrugs out of his backpack, handing it to me as I open the backdoor of Bronx’s truck for him to climb in.

      “Hey, dude.” Bronx looks over his shoulder. “Have a good day?”

      “Yeah, I’m so glad you’re back, Bronx,” he says.

      My heart swells with happiness.

      “Mom?” Alec says from behind me. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Everything is perfect now.”

      He smiles at me and I move out of the way so he can climb in before shutting the door.

      The rest of the afternoon is perfect as we chat with Gran about our engagement and break the news to the boys. Austin was confused about what it meant to be engaged, but Alec was excited when we told him.

      His eyes lit up when Bronx asked him to be his best man; I don’t think it was anything that Alec or I ever expected. Bronx and I hadn’t even talked about it, but when he asked him, I cried like a damn baby.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with keeping them? Coop too?” I ask Gran. I probably should have run it by her before I volunteered her to watch him during our dinner, but I wasn’t thinking.

      “Nonsense, child.” She smiles at me, throwing her arm over my shoulder. “The more the merrier here.” Her head tilts toward mine. “It keeps me young.”

      “We won’t be long.”

      She leads me toward the door where Bronx is waiting, wearing a pair of dark wash jeans that hug his slim hips and a black t-shirt with an American Flag printed across it.

      “Stay out as long as you want. We’re fine here.” She looks over her shoulders at the boys. “We’re gonna watch the Sandlot and play a board game.”

      “Thanks, again, for keeping him.” Brooke smiles at Gran.

      “That boy is always welcome in my home.” She smiles at Brooke, then pushes me toward Bronx, and the door. “Now, get out so we can get to our fun.”

      We all laugh, thinking she’s joking, but when the door slams shut behind us, we realize she’s serious.

      “That ole hoot.” Slade laughs. “She hasn’t changed at all.”

      “I love your grandma.” Brooke laughs.

      “She’s the best,” I tell her, as Bronx links our hands and leads me toward the truck. He opens the back door, letting me climb in as Slade does the same for Brooke.

      We chat about baseball and how the boys can’t wait to play again. Brooke tells me that Cooper's teacher this year is so much better than the one he had when he was first diagnosed with Dyslexia.

      “So,” Brooke says as we fall into step beside one another, walking into the small BBQ joint that my gramps used to bring me to when I was little. “Have you thought any about your wedding?”

      “No, it caught me so off guard. We haven’t even really discussed much of anything.” I smile over my shoulder at Bronx.

      “You can have anything you want, baby,” he tells me.

      Slade whistles from beside him, making me blush.

      Once we’re seated and we’ve ordered, the wedding talk resumes.

      “Well, let me give you some advice,” Brooke offers, glancing at Bronx and then Slade. “Do not let him talk you into sex before the wedding in the backseat of his damn cruiser.”

      Bronx barks out a laugh that turns a few heads our way. “Oh, shit. I fucking forgot about that.” He looks at me. “I looked everywhere for you two. I was trying to get ready for their wedding and the planner asked all kinds of questions that I didn’t have answers to, and come to find out they had been bumpin’ uglies in the backseat and then couldn’t get out.”

      “Oh, my God.” I slowly turn my wide eyes toward Brooke and Slade. “You did not.”

      “We did,” Slade confirms, still looking proud of himself.

      “Were you late to the ceremony?”

      “No, thankfully, I still had a few hours and Bronx was quick.” She laughs.

      “Okay.” I look at Bronx. “No cruiser quickies for you on our wedding day.”

      He rolls his eyes looking at Brooke. “Thanks a lot, Brooke. Ruining my wedding day when I was just saving yours.”

      “Yeah.” She laughs. “Something like that.”

      Dinner flows easily and just before we’re pulling into Gran’s driveway, Brooke and I get a notification at the same time.

      Lesslie: SOS! Please, I need you both.

      “Um, Slade, babe,” Brooke says, her eyes still on her phone.

      He turns around in his seat, hearing the worry in her voice.

      “I need you to get Coop and take him home, I need to go to Lesslie.”

      “Same for me, Bronx.” I look in the mirror. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll hang out with Gran and the boys,” he tells me, climbing out of the truck and opening my door. “Or maybe I’ll see if Alec wants to go to the cages.”

      “Okay.” I smile, wondering how I got this lucky. “Brooke, you can ride with me.”

      “Perfect.”

      I lean into Bronx as he drops his lips to mine. “I love you,” I breathe him in.

      “I love you, too.”

      Both of their phones start going off at the same time, they both frown before looking down.

      “It’s Cade,” Bronx says.

      Oh, no.

      “Shit,” Slade murmurs. “I’ll take Coop to my mom’s.”

      “Leave them here, they’re playing,” Gran says from the front porch. “Go be with your friends.”

      If Cade is texting the guys, and Lesslie is texting us…

      That can only mean one thing.
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      Mallory

      

      It’s my wedding day, and I’m so nervous.

      I feel like I’ve waited for this day my entire life. And granted, I was married before, but I didn’t get this type of warm and fuzzy feeling in the pit of my stomach like I am today.

      Today, I’ll finally be able to call myself Mrs. Nichols.

      A name that I have wanted since I was a teenager, watching the boy I fell in love with on that baseball field.

      There’s a soft knock on the door, then Gran’s beautiful face appears.

      “Oh, my sweet girl.” Grans eyes glisten as she fights the tears away.

      “I don’t even have makeup on yet.” I laugh, pulling her into a hug.

      “Your parents would be so proud of you,” she whispers.

      “Oh, Gran.” I sigh, feeling that familiar heartache I get each time I think of my parents.

      Especially today, knowing that they aren’t here to celebrate this moment with me.

      “I have something for you.” She smiles at me, pulling away. “I’ve been instructed to deliver this to you before you get all dolled up.” She hands me two envelopes. “Actually two somethings for you, but there’s actually two boys who want to see you before you get finished.”

      “Okay.” I smile, knowing exactly who she is talking about.

      Gran pulls the door open, revealing both of my boys wearing matching suits. I smile at them both as they walk toward me, but Alec’s smile is what lights my heart up. Seeing him so happy has really done my heart good.

      “Momma, you look so pretty,” Austin compliments, wrapping his arms around my waist. “I bet Bronx is gonna love you.”

      I laugh, smiling down at him. “I sure hope you’re right, baby.”

      “Hi, Mom,” Alec says softly. “You look really pretty.”

      “Thank you.” I place a hand to his cheek. “And you look so handsome.”

      “We’re supposed to go meet the photographer for pictures. We just wanted to see you before the craziness gets started.”

      I smile at them both. “Okay,” I watch as Alec urges Austin back out into the hallway, closing the door behind them.

      Remembering the envelopes Gran gave me, I take them out and settle into one of the chairs in my bridal suite. The other girls all went down to get their pictures done and my hair and makeup girl, Carlin, is running just a little behind.

      Nothing is written on the first one, just a heart drawn on it. When I slide the letter out, I cover my mouth and my brows raise.

      I recognize my mother’s handwriting immediately, and the tears form once again.

      

      Mallory,

      I’ve written this letter more times than I can count, and each time I have thrown it away because I didn’t know how to begin. If you’re reading it now, it means that something on this Earth has taken me away from you, and for that I am so sorry. I wish I could go back in time and change a lot of things. I’d start by letting you finish your high school years out living with Gran so that you could be with Bronx, and all your friends in Valley.

      I know your father and I always joked about how it was puppy love, and that you’d bounce back from it, but I knew, sweetheart. I knew that your heart belonged to Bronx, even from an early age. There was a small moment of hope when you met John, that I thought just maybe you were going to be okay, but I watched you struggle for years trying to love him the way you loved Bronx, and you just weren't capable.

      So, if Gran has given you this letter, it means you have finally left John and you’re getting ready to walk down the aisle to the one man you gave your heart to all those years ago. I’m so proud of you, and while I may not be there, I’m there in spirit.

      I love you, Mrs. Nichols.

      And please tell Bronx that I am going to love having him as a son-in-law, even if I’m not here. He was always a son to me.

      Now, go get married.

      
        
        Love,

        Mom

      

      

      

      I toss the letter on the cushion next to me, protecting it from the tears that I’m unable to hold in right now. It’s the last thing I have of my mother right now and I want to cherish it forever.

      Bronx. I smile slightly, thinking about how I’m about to walk down the aisle toward him in just a few short hours.

      Which reminds me, I have another letter, and I know this one is from him by the messy handwriting scribbled on top.

      

      Mallory,

      Roses are red, violets are blue,

      I can’t believe today is the day that I get to marry you.

      I laugh out loud, my sadness from my mother’s letter fading away.

      I love you, I can’t wait to see you.

      I’d offer to take you for a ride in the back of my cruiser, but we both know how that will turn out.

      I can’t wait to start our lives together, baby.

      P.S.

      I told you I was going to marry you someday.

      
        
        Love,

        Bronx

      

      

      

      A knock on the door makes me wipe the tears that have started to dry, and Carlin sticks her head in.

      “Hey, you.” She smiles at me. “You ready to get started?”

      “More than ready,” I tell her.

      I’m ready to be his, in every sense of the word.

      

      Bronx

      

      I’ve been standing back most of the night, watching my wife mingle at our wedding from afar. I can’t take my eyes off her.

      Her dress hugs her body, and the only thing more appealing than seeing it on her, is seeing it on the floor of our hotel room tonight.

      I’m not sure there was a dry eye in the venue tonight when she started walking toward me, Alec walking right beside her.

      The lights dim and the projector fills the white screen that has dropped from the ceiling. Silence descends over the room as our friends and family are shown in a home video, each giving us a congratulations on what they describe as a finally ever after.

      Mallory looks around, trying to find me and I take it as my cue to come out of the shadows. I walk up behind her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and pulling her against my chest. We stand like this, watching our friends, and soaking in the moment.

      

      “Hi, I’m Lesslie.” Lesslie waves at the camera. “I’ve been friends with Bronx and Mallory since we were little, and I knew they’d always end up together. I’m so happy for the two of you, Alec, and Austin. I love you all so much.”

      “Hi, I’m Slade, Bronx’s best friend.” He smiles at something over the camera.

      “Focus, Slade,” Brooke snaps, making the entire room laugh at the footage.

      “Right, sorry.” He clears his throat. “I’ll never forget before a ball game once, it was junior year, and Bronx announced to Mallory in front of anyone that would listen that he planned on marrying her someday. I’m sure not a lot took that to heart, but I knew he meant it. There’s only been one girl for my best friend, and he married her tonight.”

      

      We watch as a few others are interviewed, including the boys, and I feel Mallory tense in my arms when a picture of her parents fills the screen, quickly followed by a picture of us when we first started dating.

      “We were pretty cute, huh?” she asks over her shoulder.

      “Girl, what you talkin’ about?” I let her go, spinning her in my arms. “We still are.”

      The lights turn back on, and the music kicks back up. Mallory’s head falls back as she laughs and I press my lips to her cheek.

      Amazed by Lonestar begins playing, so I pull Mal to the dance floor with me. Her arms circle around my neck and I hold her close, getting lost in the song and lost in her.

      “Do you think those two will be okay?” she asks.

      I turn my attention to where Cade and Lesslie are standing near the bar. Cade is trying to say something to her, but Lesslie isn’t having much of it.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I tell her, watching one of my best friends.

      I know that look, it’s the same look I had when I found out Mallory was back in town.

      None of us still really know the details of what happened between the two of them. Lesslie has barely been back in town since she left eighteen months ago, but I knew she wasn’t going to miss our wedding just because Cade was going to be here, and I think he knew that too.

      “I hope they do, I miss having Lesslie around.” Mallory sighs in my arms. “FaceTime just isn’t the same.”

      “I know, baby.”

      We dance the rest of the song, singing the words to one another. This has easily been the best night of my life, and I know it’s because I have her as my wife, officially, now.

      When the song ends, Mallory leaves me standing in the middle of the dance floor, holding a finger up as she runs toward where the DJ is set up. I watch her whisper something in his ear and he nods a few times before hitting some buttons on his laptop.

      The song changes and I frown.

      What the fuck is this?

      Is this that TikTok song? The one that sings about being a baby mama?

      I’m about to beat this DJ’s ass, why would he play that? I take a few steps toward him but Slade slides in front of me, stopping me from going any further.

      “Dude, move. I’m paying this dude to play songs for my wedding, not TikTok.” I huff, making eye contact with the DJ and he looks nervous as he glances over to Mallory.

      “Would you listen?” Slade rolls his eyes.

      When I turn back around, I see Mallory and her bridal party, along with a few of my groomsmen, all holding white onesies with letters written on them. It takes me a minute, but I’m finally able to get my brain firing on all cylinders to realize that this is a baby announcement.

      For Mallory.

      For us.

      The Baby Mama song, the onesies, and what really should have given it away was the letters spelling out Baby Nichols.

      “We’re Elise?” I ask, looking into my wife’s eyes, needing to see the confirmation. Not just hear it.

      “Yes.” She smiles, looking up at me. “You’re going to be a daddy.”

      “Holy shit,” I breathe, feeling like the floor might come out from underneath me.

      We’re having a baby, completing our family. Me, Mallory, the boys, and…

      “Oh, shit,” I say, my eyes widening with realization. Mallory’s eyebrows draw together as she leans toward me. “What if it’s a girl?”

      She starts to laugh, and a few seconds later, everyone in the venue is laughing.

      But, I don’t know what’s so fucking funny. The idea of having a little girl terrifies me.

      Then, I’d have two women who could easily bring me to my knees.

      I’d wait a lifetime for her, if I knew I’d get this moment right here again.
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      Are you curious about what happens with Cade and Lesslie? They’ll be here sometime in 2024!

      

      Well, you’re in luck!

      

      Cade is coming SOON!
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