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      I spin the sign on the door to my clothing boutique, Cece’s Closet. It’s my dream come true to own my own business. My baby. Well, after my daughter… my real baby. Everything I do is for her, including leaving her father. I saved us both, but now I’m on my own and it’s scarier than I imagined. Not that I can’t do it on my own, but that’s why I’m back to my hometown. I need a little help. And that’s hard for me to say. My mom helps. So does my best friend, Ella Tremble, who’s outside banging on the front door right now.

      “Just a minute, bitch!” I yell with a smile on my face.

      She moves to the glass front, flips me off with both hands, and sticks out her tongue. Her attitude is as big as her heart. Maybe a little bigger. “Biotch, hurry up! I’m hangry. That Graffiti Street pizza is calling my name. El-la! El-la! El-la!”

      The sound reminds me to set the alarm system. I don’t let other people take what’s mine anymore. My dignity, my property, my life. It’s all mine.

      I jab the light switch off on the way out, smiling at what I’ve made of the place. With my purse over my shoulder, I turn my back to her to finish locking up. “I’m sorry but I—”

      “Nope. We’re going out tonight, Cece. Your mom has Skye for spring break. You need a this. You’re not going to skip out on me this time.” She grabs my hand and my four-inch, candy apple-red heels scratch down the concrete sidewalk.

      “One pizza. One beer. One hour.” That’s all I can commit to.

      “We’ll see. I’m ready to get laid. One man. One penis. One orgasm. That’s all I need.”

      I roll my eyes. She’s exactly the same Ella I left in this dead-end town, but now that I’m back, I’m seeing maybe it wasn’t quite as dead-end as I thought. When I left, I was looking for something that never existed. The excitement of moving away was nothing compared to the relief of coming back. This town is my nest, and I’m starting to think it’s the place I can count on to have my back.

      “How was your day at the firm?” I ask as we turn another corner.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my dick boss tried to show me his dick again.”

      “Ugh. You’d think a guy who takes other guys to court over sexual harassment would know better.”

      “That’s the thing. He knows just what to say to not get in trouble. He’s fucking subtle, but I know what he’s talking about.” She turns us to the right.

      I’ve heard of this place, and the fact that it’s a meat market—plenty of guys, few girls. That might interest some, but not my kind of place.

      My eyes widen as I examine the buildings that have become new businesses—barber, yogurt shop, handmade jewelry story and more. I’ve been so busy with the store opening and making sure my daughter Skye adjusts to being here, I’ve almost been oblivious to how the city I grew up in has changed and what’s new.

      But I’m hungry too, and it’s my best friend duty to be Ella’s wing-girl—or at least be amused to watch her do her best and her worst. She’s been there for me. It’s the least I can do.

      The outside of the Graffiti Street bar is plastered in bright paint with graffiti letters on the brick announcing the bar’s name. I smile as I recall in high school a couple of the guys had some real talent for the street art scene.

      I take a deep breath of the city air, a mix of oil, dirty concrete, but the floral scent of the blooming cherry trees hits a high note, bringing back memories and stimulating a smile.

      “Hey, do you remember that guy who did art in school… Zale, I think?” I stop to take a closer look at the talented work.

      “He owns this place.”

      Really?

      “And is that why we’re going inside, Ms. Tremble? Is he the next Mr. Ella Tremble?”

      “Nah, I’m not in Zale’s social circle or his normal type. He dates those tiny things that have tiny dogs and tiny purses and tiny waists.” She smooths her leather jacket over curves that any man would be happy to have in his hands, but some days we all do the comparison, even if we don’t want to. I’ve been there, too.

      She continues, “Plus, we both know it takes a really special guy to be there for more than a night of fun when you have kids. I’m not going to put Rebel and Roxie through the hope and crushed dreams. They’re with Walker for the next five nights, so I’m going to have some fun. No strings attached. It’s time I stopped thinking about what should’ve been and start living what can be. You, too, my friend.” She’s talking the truth when it comes to kids, but when it comes to dating again… I just can’t do it.

      I slip an arm around my friend. Ella’s hurt runs as deep as mine. Maybe deeper. We both found love with the wrong guy. We can’t be faulted for being starry-eyed and trusting. Thankfully, her ex is still a good guy. But Walker isn’t from here. He’s a transplant and sometimes I wonder if that’s what I need. Someone who doesn’t know the past. Someone who won’t care about my crazy ex. Someone who doesn’t have any knowledge of how my fears and anxiety became my worst baggage. Probably why I’m not interested in looking for another guy. I’ve been burned enough to know that even looking at matches isn’t a smart idea. Single is firmly on my business card and I’ll stay that way.

      We sit at a loveseat and chair combo that smells faintly of spilled beer and AXE body spray. It’s a very down-to-earth kind of place. No pretenses here. If you don’t like it, leave, is what it says to me and I don’t hate it. I feel welcome and at ease.

      Ella fills out the form for pizza. Half and half—all the meats for her and all the veggies for me. While she’s delivering the slip to the kitchen, I scan the room and my gaze lands on three guys sitting at the bar. I can’t make them out in the shadowy light, but the way they’re laughing, they have some close bond.

      After hitting the bathroom, Ella stops to talk to them, and they all turn to me.

      Shit.

      Multiple sets of eyes hold to me. I’m frozen in my seat.

      But one of the guy’s lips twitch and my gaze is instantly drawn to those pouty red pillows surrounded by a closely trimmed goatee. I know that smirk.

      Dane Drake. I don’t need a Jerk #2 in my life.
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      “That’s Celeste Rollins?” I ask Ella. If there’s a Thursday that Ella hasn’t been here in the last two months, I’d be surprised.

      “Yeah.” She grabs my arm as I start to climb down from my stool. “Just a minute.” She leans into the counter, her breasts lying right on the bar counter top and Zale’s eyes widen. “Can I have two Deep Seas, please, Zale?”

      “Sure thing, Ella.” He winks and his chest flexes while Ella bats her long blonde lashes.

      Her gaze returns to mine. “Yes, it is. She moved back about four months ago. Her ex did a number on her, so don’t even think about it, Hemi.”

      I lift my beer and spin my stool. “I’ll just go over and say a proper welcome back to the city.”

      Ella pokes my chest with a nail that’s like a dagger. “I mean it. She’s been shit on. I’m not going to stand for any shenanigans and we both know how you liked those in high school, back when we all called you Dane and not this moniker you and the graffiti boys have created. Remember? I’m sure she hasn’t forgotten. I know you’ve changed, but she doesn’t.”

      So I used to steal cars. Used to are the operative words there. It’s not something I’m proud of. But it’s not like I wanted to hurt anyone. I was just having a little fun. Test driving. Making sure the suspension could withstand a curb at seventy miles per hour. It couldn’t.

      Zale slips the drinks onto the counter. “On the house. Tell Celeste I say hello.”

      I follow Ella. She hands Celeste one of Zale’s concoctions that could put an elephant into a coma.

      “I said, a beer, Ella.” Her voice is exactly as I remember it from high school—sweet but sharp. She took no shit and gave no shits. I liked that. Back then I had an attitude as deep as the ocean. Still might. But now there’s almost a timid quality to her. Something is missing. A spark of the old Celeste. I know time changes people, I’m a closed case in support of that fact. But she doesn’t seem changed, she seems… detached. Not the fireball of a woman I remember.

      “Someone wanted to come say hello.” Ella turns to me. “Be nice.”

      “I am nice, Tremble.” I slide around the coffee table to sit on the sofa next to Celeste.

      Her jaw tightens and she inhales a deep breath, raising her bountiful breasts up and catching my gaze. I try not to stare, but the woman hasn’t only gotten more beautiful since high school, she’s gotten more voluptuous. Curves like a Formula 1 race—sharp and quick and I’d like to ride them all night long.

      “I’m gonna go talk to the guys.” Ella nods to her left. “You’ll be okay?”

      She nods briefly. “Hello, Dane.” She spits my name like it’s acid in her mouth.

      “Hey, glad to hear you’re back. Hopefully for good. And I go by Hemi now.”

      Her eyes widen almost imperceptibly. “Like the engine?”

      “Same one.” I lift my beer and chug half. “How’ve you been, Celeste?”

      “And actually, I go by Cece now.”

      I like the name. It’s sassy and shows me that a little of the person I used to know is still in there. “Okay, how’ve you been, Cece?”

      Seems we’ve both changed a little… and maybe a lot. Maybe we needed to be redefined, and not that our names can alter our futures, but maybe they can help give us a new path that feels right.

      “I’m fine.”

      I chuckle. “I agree. You’re looking very fine. In fact, I don’t think you’ve ever looked better.”

      Her head tilts adorably with pursed lips. “Same asshole as always, I see.”

      “Hey, I just call ‘em like I see ‘em. And I like what I… CeCe.” I emphasize her name in jest, but inside I’m rolling horrible visions in my head to keep my cock from rising to the occasion of putting her feisty attitude in check.

      “Dane or Hemi or whatever, I’m not in the mood to be messed with.” She lifts her martini glass and sputters through a deep drink. “What the hell is in this?”

      “I’m not messing with you, Cece. I watched you walk in, like every warm-blooded man in here, but unlike those fools, I can’t keep my eyes off you.” I hand her a napkin to dab at the drips of martini spotting her dress. “And it’s called a Deep Seas—one of Zale’s custom concoctions. I’m pretty sure it’s mandarin vodka, Blue Curaçao, and a splash of lime.”

      “And maybe lighter fluid. It’s deadly.” Her green eyes glow neon in the beer signs above our heads. She uncrosses her legs and the shapely gams make me cuss under my breath.

      I lean back and cross my arms behind my head. “So again, what’s the class valedictorian and homecoming queen been up to?”

      “Nothing you’d be interested in.” She throws the napkin on the coffee table. “Let’s just cut to the chase, Hemi, I remember what you did and I’m not in the mood to rehash things that have made me upset in the past. I’ve done too much of that lately.”

      “That’s great. I’m good with letting bygones be bygones, too.” I stand. “Glad we’re on the same page. Then I’ll pick you up at seven tomorrow evening for a date.” I pull out a card. “Here’s my phone number. I’ll expect a text with your address by six-thirty.”

      Our fingers brush as she reaches for the card without hesitation. Her mouth opens like she’ll say something, but it just hangs there, and I can’t help but imagine how amazing it would look wrapped around my hard cock while my mouth is making her pussy quake.

      Sixty-nine is not just a number, my friends.

      She waves my card back at me. “No. I’m not going out with you.”

      “Yeah. You are.”

      And without another word, I walk out the door.
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      I sit here stunned for longer than I’ll admit. I gulp a long drink of the martini, coughing through the alcohol’s afterburn. It’s been years since I drank more than a glass of wine or beer with a meal.

      Ella sits down with her second—maybe third—drink. I’ll definitely drive her home tonight. My car’s parked in a lot only a couple blocks away, so I push the martini glass of dragon’s fire away.

      “Can you believe him?” I ask.

      Ella smirks. “I can. He’s always been a cocky S.O.B. What I can’t believe is that you liked it.”

      I drop my mouth open dramatically and then realize I’ve just outted myself. My panties are soaked from his words. 100%. My heart beat fast as our fingers brushed when he handed me his business card. And having him so close to smell the oil and grease mixed with his manly pheromones and spicy cologne made my head spin.

      He stole my car when we were seniors in high school and now he thinks he can just walk up and take me out? Steal my heart? That’s not going to happen. Ever. He’s a part of my past. He’s not someone I could ever consider for the future.

      “Which of those guys is it, Ella?” I try to direct back to her, my discomfort settling in like a fog over a warm river.

      “None. They’re not interested in me.” She sighs and sucks back the last of her drink as the server delivers the bubbling pizza.

      My gaze darts to the bar. The guy standing behind it making drinks stares at Ella, undressing her with his baby-blue eyes. Exactly how I felt with Hemi’s smoky brown eyes skimming over my body. But interested and taking action are two different things. I definitely know that.

      My phone buzzes on the table and I ignore the call. Jerk #1 can wait. I need to be here for Ella like she always is for me.

      “Then it’s just you and me, my friend.” I wrap an arm around her, and she leans into me.

      “You’re not my type.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe our type doesn’t exist, so I say we stop looking.”

      But how I glance to the door, hoping he’ll strut back in—now that’s something I’ve never imagined would exist.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m running on time the next morning. Something that’s a miracle but…

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I turn the key again and the tick-tick-tick of the starter tells me the car is moving juice from the battery, but probably not gas to the carburetor. Having issues is the story of my life lately, but I didn’t expect my ’69 Chevy Nova not to have my back. Cherry has always been there for me, but even cars have bad days. I dropped Ella off last night at home, but she’s already texted that she walked to get her car this morning.

      I pull out my phone.

      Cece: Can you come get me and take me to the shop? My car isn’t starting.

      Ella: I’m so sorry, hun. Walker called, Rebel’s having a bad morning and he needs help. Can you take a Lyft?

      I open the app store to see about how to do that. I haven’t downloaded it yet but knew there would come a time when I’ll have to use one. Better to start now when I have a little extra time.

      Ella: Or you could call Hemi…

      I look at my phone. 8:17 a.m. I need to be to the shop by nine to meet an electrician.

      Cece: I’ll just Lyft.

      Ella: He lives really close to you.

      He does?

      I chose this area because of the great schools and proximity to the shop. If I had the time, I could walk. I can’t imagine why a single guy needs to live around here.

      I run the scenarios in my mind and the only thing that comes to the forefront is that my divorce settlement barely covered the down payment on the two-bedroom house and the startup on the store. And now, I’m tapped out and I don’t know how I’ll even pay to fix my car.

      I tug the card from my purse and type his info into my phone, taking my time to create the contact. I can’t believe I’m even considering this. But then again, maybe this will be a great way to let him off the hook for tonight. And me, too.

      The screen lights up before I can type into the message box.

      Hemi: I’m on my way.

      “Ella!” I scream into the car, throwing my head back.

      Ella: I heard that.

      I burst out laughing. The woman is part sorceress and part the best thing that’s ever happened to me. How I lived so far away from her for so long through so much hell, I can’t imagine. She’s a pain in my ass some days, but as my stomach drops anticipating his arrival, I can’t be mad. I’d love to say I haven’t thought of Hemi all night, but I don’t lie. Not anymore at least. I lied enough about and for the last man in my life. I won’t do that again.

      I stand outside of my car, butt pressing into the front driver’s side fender. He drives up in a lifted truck and all I can think is, How the hell am I going to get into that thing? He isn’t going to lift me, that doesn’t sound reasonable. And I don’t see any running boards.

      He climbs out and rounds to the passenger side. “Hey, beautiful.” Hemi’s deep voice tickles me in places I didn’t even know have nerve endings.

      “You really need to stop that. This is only a ride to work, that’s it.”

      “If you say so.” He jumps onto the back fender and lifts something out. “For your climbing comfort.” He sets the small plastic stepstool to the ground by the now-open passenger side door. Muscles bubble against a t-shirt that reads “Graffiti Garage—Hot cars, not stolen ones.”

      I can’t stop the smile. At least he owns his past. Maybe I could learn something from him in that respect. “You work at a garage?”

      “Part-owner on the down low. I’ll have my guy come tow Cherry there in a few.” He remembers the name of my car and it makes my heart hopscotch in my chest.

      I stop with my feet on the top rung of the stepstool and turn toward him. My balance shifts and his big hands wrap my waist in his safety. His face is right at my chest. His gaze lifts to my face before his head does, like a part of him wanted to keep his gaze right where it was.

      “I got you.”

      I swallow hard, my heart pounds in my chest. “I’ll find my own mechanic, but thanks.”

      I gaze into the eyes of the man who stole this same car twelve long years ago, but the passing of time doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten. Or forgiven. That car was the only thing I had left after my father passed away. The one thing that Jerk #1 tried to take away. I’ve given up plenty to make sure that Cherry stayed mine through the divorce. I won’t let anyone take it from me again.

      His head tips and the side of his lip twitches. I want to lower my head and see how that twitch feels under my lips. I can only imagine amazing, but that’s all I’ll be doing—imagining.

      “Babe, come on. I can do it for part cost or less if I have the part on hand.”

      I bite the inside of my lip. I have to remember my bank account balance. Or lack thereof. “I’ll pay you. I’ll just need to do it in a couple of installments.”

      “We’ll work something out.” The way he says the words makes my stomach heat.

      “Not sex.” My jaw tightens and I narrow my eyes.

      He chuckles. “Not what I was thinking, but glad to know where your head is.”

      I gasp and turn back to scramble into the car, realizing my substantial ass is now firmly in his face.

      “And now I’m thinking about sex,” he mumbles.

      I spin around to get back down. “I knew this was a mistake.” But in my attempt to get away, my black patent-leather Mary Jane heel snags on the step lip. I fail to catch myself and drop directly into his arms. His strong and supportive arms.

      “There’s no mistake here, Cece. I’m going to take care of you. In more ways than one.”
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      I lower her to the ground, but I won’t let her go. She needs to realize the past is past. I’m not that same man from my youth. I was a pissed-off rhino back then. The testosterone pumped wild through my veins, and I didn’t know how to express myself as a teenager. As a grown man, I do now. But I can’t tell her that. She’ll only believe it when she sees it.

      My gaze doesn’t stray from her face. There’s nothing about the woman that isn’t perfect. Her little upturned nose. Her full, rosy cheeks. Her rolling breasts pressing against my chest, in a tight dress that makes my cock hard—it’s Betty Boop meets ’50s pinup girl, and every fantasy I’ve ever had wasn’t this vivid or flawless.

      “Babe…” The word growls from my chest.

      She licks her lips and it’s over.

      I claim her mouth. Cece doesn’t let go. She wraps me so tight I almost can’t breathe, and that’s all I need to deepen the kiss. Stealing her breath and helping her realize this isn’t wrong. It’s so fucking right. My cock hardens in my jeans and I move slightly to give it room. She moans against my mouth and I’m wondering if I can make it to a bedroom to make this woman mine or if the back of the truck will be the perfect setting.

      Cece breaks the kiss. “Dane…”

      I don’t correct her. She can call me anything, and I’ll fucking answer. She’s my queen and I’m her king.

      “Yeah, baby.”

      “I really have to get to work. I have an electrician coming at nine to fix a lighting issue.”

      She’s a businesswoman. I appreciate that. I understand how the success of a business can make a person feel like they can do anything. I can’t take that away from her.

      “All right. We’ll continue this tonight.”

      She shivers in my arms, and it’s what I hoped for. She wants more. She just needs to let herself go. I’ll be ready to catch her again.
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      As she expected, it’s the gas pump and it’ll take a day to get one delivered from the u-pull-it shop. I’ll just have to be her chauffer until it’s ready. It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.

      One of my best friends, Leif Valore, sits in my office when I leave the work floor. My guys have everything under control whether I’m looking over their shoulder or not. And I don’t have to look very often. I’m part owner because my mentor had the money to start the place, but he’s pretty silent these days. Retirement isn’t far away, and I’m ready to make this place all mine soon.

      He clears his throat. “Was that Celeste Rollins’ car they were moving into the storage area?” He sits up straight. “Don’t tell me you stole it again.”

      I plop into my chair and jab the on/off button on my computer monitor. “No, dumbass. I didn’t steal it. I’m fixing it for her.”

      “Oh, that’s cool.” He leans back again, his leg bouncing like he’s running a marathon somewhere in his body. “You and her starting somethin’?”

      “Yeah, we’re going out tonight.”

      “You know she has a kid, right?”

      I still. I didn’t.

      Leif leans forward in his chair. “I know you’ve always said ‘no kids’, but you are not your father. You aren’t the asshole he was. You are a great guy who cares for people. Who gives more than he probably should and asks for very little. Not to speak ill of the dead, but that man was always asking for more and more.”

      “Are you training to be a champion at annoying people? Because you’re really good at it.”

      “No, I’m done with not telling people what I think about them. I watched Ella flirt with Cray last night when I know Zale likes her, has forever. He’s just in the same headspace as you when it comes to kids. Although his issue is different, but I don’t think Ella would have issues with his issues either. I might work in dirt, but I’m not dishing it. I’m just telling you that I saw you with Celeste—”

      “Cece.”

      “Cece?” Leif smiles creepily and I want to punch him. “Is that your designation for her, or hers?”

      “Hers.” I go back to ordering parts on my screen.

      “But you like it?”

      I sit back and cross my arms. “Why are you here? To bust my balls?”

      “Sounds like you might want Ms. Rollins to do that.”

      It doesn’t sound all that unpleasant.

      I run a hand through my hair. Tonight has to go right. “So where do I take her? Mr. Smooth-and-Annoying?”

      “You take her where you’re most comfortable.”

      My place.
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      I don’t wait for him to pick me up. I need to see his garage and make sure Cherry isn’t being chopped up.

      I stand in the waiting area decorated in posters of half-naked girls hanging on cars. Typical. After a couple of minutes, I press the doorbell and hear it faintly ring in the back of the shop.

      “Can I help you?” A guy wearing a painting mask pokes his head around the door. He’s dressed head to toe in a white painting suit.

      “I’m looking for Dane Drake.”

      “Hemi’s not here right now. He went to buy flowers or some shit.”

      My eyebrows lift and a delicate but potent warmth fills my chest. “My car was brought in earlier. Mind if I get something out of it?”

      “Sure, go ahead. I need to get back to painting.”

      I walk through the door and into the main bay. My car isn’t there. Maybe it’s out back? I look around for a door and walk to the right. I swing it open and the bay’s filled with five or six cars in various states of disorganization and completion. My Cherry is closest and she looks okay, but I still walk to her and look inside. The doors are locked, and I won’t bother Mr. Painter again. He seems dedicated to his job, which is probably a good thing.

      “Hey.”

      My back straightens and I turn around slowly. “Hey.”

      “Whatcha doin’?” Hemi’s luscious lips turn up and his eyebrows rise slowly.

      “Just checking on my car.”

      “You don’t trust me with her?”

      “Let’s be clear. I don’t trust many men, Dane… I mean Hemi.”

      “Here’s the deal. First, you can call me whatever you fucking want as long as you call me. And second, I’d never hurt your car, Cece.” He slowly prowls toward me. His boot heels click on the cement floor and my heart pounds frantically to the sound. “Or you.” He pushes a chunk of hair over my ear. My tight bun has become loose during the day. “You know, I always dreamed of taking you on or in this machine.”

      I’m positive I’ve stopped breathing. “What?”

      “Babe, you still don’t get it.” His hands grasp my waist and back me against my car. “I stole your car to get your attention. Sure, it was a shitty way to do it, but back then I didn’t know how to be a good man. I had a horrible example of one in my life and I acted out to get attention. But now I know. I know that giving someone my attention is a hundred times better than insisting I need theirs. And I’m ready to give you all my attention, baby. I’m ready to make your dreams as important as my dreams and—”

      “Stop. Just stop, please. I have a child. I have someone who is already the most important person in my life. I don’t have it in me to give her less than that. She’s been through too much because I stayed with Jerk #1 too long.”

      “What did he do to you?” His fingers tug out the clip holding my bun and he slips his fingers into my hair, entangling the strands that unwind to my waist.

      I can’t look at him. “It’s the past and I’m over it.”

      “But you won’t let me in.”

      I raise my gaze to his beautiful caverns of eyes, dark and deep. “You don’t want in. I’m broken, Dane.”

      “Just like Cherry, I’ll fix you, Cece.”

      His body is so warm and inviting.

      “And do you need to be fixed?” I ask while sliding my hands over his chest. The muscles hardening under my touch.

      “I only do my fixing on cars now. What you see is what you get, and I’m as good as it gets, baby.”

      And I like what I see. And hear. And touch.

      He wraps me in his arms and tugs me close. “You wanna go get food?”

      I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I am hungry, but not for food.

      “You have the key to my car? And can you lock that door from this side?” I feel the slickness between my legs start.

      He lists his head back. “Fuck. I really like this Cece Rollins. She reminds me of high school and how I used to fight a boner every day because of you.”

      I inhale slowly, trying to remain calm and collected, but the façade is slipping away quickly.

      “Are you going to answer my question?” My hands travel down his chest and cross his waistband to cup his stone-hard cock over his jeans. I lose a little of my composure when I feel it’s size. Damn.

      He reaches into his jeans pocket and jingles the keys. “I’m the only one who gets to work on this car. And I locked the door behind me and I turned the video cameras off for this room.”

      I still and raise my eyebrows. “Was I a sure thing, Mr. Drake?”

      He chuckles. “What can I say, I’m a guy who gets what he wants…”

      “Yes, I think you do.”

      We take a moment to just look in each other’s eyes before he unlocks the door. I open the door and flip the driver’s seat forward. I want him like I’ve never wanted anything. Will there be something tomorrow? I don’t know. I just want to live tonight.

      He engages the parking brake. “Just in case we really get it rocking.”

      I flip the other bucket seat forward giving us room in the back seat. He slips in and it’s like I’m in high school again, but back then I never did anything with anyone. This makes me feel like I’m taking back a part of me from the past that I’d missed so much.

      “I don’t want to think about tomorrow, Dane.”

      “Babe, I only want you thinking about how my hard cock is going to make you scream my name.”

      My body is already buzzing. His touch might just ignite the explosion inside of me.

      His strong hands move me until I’m sitting on his lap. “This is where I want you.”

      The snake in his pants presses into my left butt cheek. I wiggle a little to get his attention.

      “Cece…” he growls. “You’re a bad girl.”

      “For a very bad boy.” The right bad boy? I push the thought away. Just enjoy the moment…

      His hand skims up the inside of my leg, pulling the hem of my jersey dress up and I lift it over my head and out of the way. His fingers brush over my panties.

      “God, you’re soaked.”

      I lean my head back and moan into his ear. “For you…”

      His other hand turns my head until his lips can press to mine. He isn’t kissing me, he’s devouring me. He’s pulling me into his world. I’m not scared when I’m right here. He feels like coming home.

      He pulls my panties to the side and slips his fingers inside me. I break the kiss to savor how he plays my body. My body heats inside, the pulsing building, a nuclear blast preparing to erupt. His thumb skims my clit and I’m done. I let nature surge energy through my body. The moment seems to go on forever and soon I’m breathing heavy in his arms. A heap of satiated woman, but nothing like I’ve ever been before.

      His hands skim my body and he lifts me slightly so he can lower his pants. The car is a cocoon of heat and steam from our heavy breathing. I turn around and stroke his cock a few times in my hand. He’s got more meat than I’ve ever had or seen. He pulls out a condom and once he’s covered, I kneel over him and slide down. My body strains to accept his size, but the pressure is delicious.

      “Damn, woman. You’re a vise around my cock.”

      “Are you complaining?” I can’t help myself but give him a little shit.

      “Not. One. Bit.” He pistons into my body on every word and I moan in response.

      Hemi’s hands caress my curves. He’s exploring me. He’s memorizing the curves. “I love your body, babe.”

      I meet every pump of his defined hips. “I’m definitely not hating yours right now.”

      I run my hands into his short black hair. My skin sizzles under his touch. He releases my breasts from my bra and his lips waste no time lavishing kisses and suckling at my nipples. I arch my back, relishing the pace he’s keeping. Faster and faster with his hips. Deeper and deeper with his cock. I can’t tell where he starts and I stop. We are one and it’s both exhilarating and terrifying.

      I reach between us and rub my clit.

      “That’s it, baby.” He slows his thrusts. “Cece, look at me. I wanna see those green eyes erupt when you do. It’s so beautiful watching you come.”

      My body seems to be hearing his words and internally I grab him tighter. “Oh, God…”

      I stare into the fathoms of our future in his eyes, my body quakes from the inside out, searing the moment into my memory with peace and hope.

      He thrusts two more times and remains planted while his body lets go. His chest heaves quickly, and I lay my head against him.

      I’ve never felt like this. So calm. So protected. So…

      Scared.
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      Her body tenses under my touch and her gaze stays away from mine. I can feel her slipping away. Her phone lights up next to me and I lift it while she climbs off me and onto the seat, scrambling for her dress.

      “Hey Mom.” Her breath hasn’t settled, and I wonder if her mother can tell. “Yeah, yeah, I was just heading home. Bring her to me and I’ll take care of her. Okay, see you in a few.” She hangs up and tugs the dress over her head.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My daughter’s not feeling well and she’s asking for me.”

      “Okay, I’ll take you home.”

      Cece shakes her head. “No, I’ll take a Lyft.” She’s reaching for the door handle before I have my pants to my waist.

      “Cece, wait!” I stumble from the car and find my footing.

      The distance she’s putting between us feels self-protective. I’ve been there. If it hadn’t been her daughter, it would’ve been something else. It’s taken me a long time to realize that vulnerability is challenging and even the most self-aware person can fight it. Anyone who has been through the shit that she has been has a right to protect herself from what she might think is a Jerk #2. I’m not that guy, but I’m not giving up either.

      She spins to face me, when my fingers barely brush her arm. She holds up her hands. “I can’t. I appreciate the offer, but I’m not ready for you to meet Skye.”

      My stomach burns. I want to meet this part of her life. To be part of her life. “Okay, I’ll just drop you off and then, if you want me to, I’ll leave. Take a breath. It’s going to be okay, baby.”

      Her forehead crinkles and I can see how she’s fighting herself. I know she’s almost there. I can feel it.

      “Okay.”

      Yes. Now to sway the mini-me version of her. This might be the harder feat.
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      She nods in the truck and I trail her into the house without a word. Cece doesn’t specifically ask me to follow her, and she glances behind her to make sure I’m still there, which isn’t a bad sign. But this point, I’m just the guy following behind Skye’s mother. Nothing more.

      Cece balances precariously on the edge of the sofa. “Hey, sweetie. Gramma tells me you’re not feeling well.” She kisses her daughter’s forehead. “You’re not warm. What’s wrong?”

      “My tummy hurts. And I missed you, Mommy.” The mini-Cece wraps her arms around her mother’s neck and squeezes her tight. From her red hair down to her tiny button nose, she’s exactly like her mother, and deep in my chest burns at how beautiful she is.

      I walk into the kitchen and grab a glass of water and a warm washcloth. Both things my mother always did for me when I felt sick.

      “Okay, baby. I’m here.” Cece lifts her little girl onto her lap and rubs her back.

      “Water and a warm washcloth.” I set both on the coffee table.

      Cece glances at me. “Thank you.”

      Cece’s mother sits in a chair in the corner, and I re-introduce myself to her. She knows who I am. We’ve crossed paths over the last decade at community events, but we’ve only just nodded at each other. There’s an unspoken understanding. I did something wrong by stealing the car. She doesn’t hate me.

      At least I don’t think so.

      “Hello, Dane.” Her gaze darts to her daughter. “This is new.”

      Maybe she does.

      “Mother. Not now, please,” Cece whispers.

      Skye drinks half the glass of water. “Can I go play with Dillon?”

      Cece’s mother chuckles. “Just like her mother.”

      “Were you faking?” Cece asks the tiny version of her.

      “No. I farted. I feel better.”

      I roll with laughter. “Is that like her mother, too?” I ask Mrs. Rollins.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Rollins deadpans and Skye giggles.

      I continue my laughter while Cece shakes her head at me. I see another glimmer of the old Celeste that I admired and thought the world of back then. And seeing her with her daughter, it’s clear that my world will change soon. This little girl will mean the world to me, too, and I will do anything to protect her.

      “Skye, this is Dane Drake. He’s my friend.” Cece sets Skye’s feet to the ground.

      I’ve pushed my way into her life, but the little girl looks up at me with hopeful big blue eyes. Same as her father’s, I imagine.

      “Thank you for the water.” She finishes what’s in the plastic cup and sets it down.

      Then it hits me. “Is Dillon’s last name Valore?”

      “I think so…” The sixty pounds of human dynamite slips her shoes on and grabs her jacket off the back of the chair. “He lives next door.”

      All the guys in my crowd live within blocks of here. Dillon’s dad, Leif, used to live next door to Cece’s place. He’s a great dad, and I really admire how he tries to keep his shit contained around his ex Tracie. She can be a handful. But they both put whatever they have wrong aside when it’s in front of their son. The way it should be.

      “I’d be glad to walk her next door,” I offer.

      “Oh, we have a special door in the backyard. Mommy, can I?”

      “For an hour.”

      I take a look through the kitchen window and sure enough the kids have rigged the fence to swing and Dillon’s waiting right there.

      When he sees me, his face lights up. “Hemi!”

      I walk outside and give him a wave off the small back deck. This place could be something special. The backyard is huge. “Hey, Dill-pickle,” I call out and he sticks out his tongue.

      “Hey, Hemi-roids!” he returns.

      I chuckle.

      “Why did he call you ‘Hemi-roids’?” Skye asks.

      “It’s a joke. I’ll explain it to you some day.”

      “Okay. Bye, Hemi-roids. See you later.” Her little arms wrap around my lower half and give me a hug before she takes the steps two at a time down to the ground.

      I swallow a lump in my throat before I can say anything. “Later, Skye.”

      “I saw that.” Cece’s voice is like an angel on earth.

      “She’s amazing.” I turn and she’s leaning against the doorjamb. “Cece, why did you leave?”

      She looks down and shakes her head. “Because I wanted to be somebody else somewhere else and I thought Jerk #1 would be different if he wasn’t here. Location doesn’t change people, it only brings out a whole new side because they feel emboldened by distance from the protection of family and friends. It was dumb to think that he’d be different.”

      “I think as the valedictorian of our class you were pretty smart and you’re too hard on yourself.”

      “Okay, I wasn’t dumb. But I did marry someone who I knew wouldn’t change. People don’t change.”

      I totally get that. My dad was a dick up until two minutes before he died. Then his silence screamed louder than he ever had.

      “And now? How do you feel?” I cross the deck to her. Her gaze is still dropped, and I see how much she’s been hurt in the beat-down-dog look. I want to hurt the guy whose done this to her. I want to make him cower in a corner and whimper for help.

      “Now I’m just scared that I’ve found what I was missing out on and…”

      “Get out! I said she doesn’t want to see you,” her mother’s voice calls out from the front room. “Get…out!”

      I move past Cece, and in a few steps I’m in the front room face-to-face with her past. It looks like I might get my wish to show Jerk #1 how Cece feels. When I get closer, I realize I know the guy. Bruce Collier. Slicked back hair, designer jeans, and more jewelry than one man needs to wear. He’s from the other side of the tracks. The rich side. But it’s clear money doesn’t make the man.

      I step closer. “I think you heard Mrs. Rollins. You need to leave.”

      The guy chin juts my way. “Who the fuck are you, asshole?”

      “Hey, we’re all adults here and there are kids outside who don’t need to hear that kind of language.”

      Before I can register his movement, his fist clocks my chin with a right cross. I grab his hand on the way past and twist it behind his back, while grabbing the other and locking him up tight.

      I growl into his ear, “Now, I don’t want Skye seeing her dad wrapped up like this, so I’d suggest you take your attitude down a notch and act like a gentleman in Cece’s home.”

      “Fuck you.” He rocks in my arms, trying to escape.

      “Bruce, outside.” Cece opens the door.

      I watch her hand shaking as she motions us out, and I tighten my grip on Jerk #1, getting a whimper from him. And it sounds like music to my ears.

      When we reach the porch, I shove him forward a step and stand in front of Cece with my arms crossed on my chest. “You can talk to her through me.”

      Her arm lands on my bicep. “I can take it from here, Hemi.”

      “Your fuckin’ name is Hemi?” the guy says as he brushes imaginary cooties off his designer shirt and jeans. “I see you’re back to slumming it, Cece.”

      And that is my trigger. I’d heard similar from my father and no matter what my mother did or didn’t do, it wasn’t right. This guy isn’t good enough to breathe the same oxygen as her.

      I take quick strides to him and he shuffles backward. “Go and don’t come back.”

      “You can’t tell me what—”

      “I know your kind. You’ll use and abuse to get what you want, which is control. You’re done.” I try to keep my cool. I don’t want Skye seeing any violence. I know how that affects a young mind and I won’t allow it in my home.

      A hand lands on my arm. “Hemi, I can take care of him.” I look down at Cece, her face calm and collected. “Promise.”

      I glare at Bruce, my gut telling me this is a mistake and I should decorate his clothing with splatters of his own blood, but I also know the strong woman in front of me. I return to the porch, standing with my legs spread and my arms crossed. I won’t go further. She needs to handle this herself.

      But now I wait for this asshole to give me a reason to move.
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      Hemi’s smoky eyes turned black. I swear I saw his heated breath searing the cool evening air like a bull. But he isn’t scary to me. He’s in control. Something Bruce never was. He was always looking to control and to be heard. But the problem was he never listened.

      “Bruce, you need to leave.”

      “I want to see Skye.” He runs a hand through his auburn strands that used to seem shiny, but now lack that same interest.

      “You can see Skye when you have your two weeks during June.”

      I wasn’t the one who chose the arrangement, he was. He was always too much of something—too busy, too tired, too jealous—to spend time with her. That’s why he gets one night every month on a weekend and two weeks during the summer with her. He isn’t a parent. Hell, the only thing she knows about him is how he screamed and yelled for seven long years before I got smart and left his pitiful ass. And then I moved six months ago, but apparently an hour isn’t far enough.

      No. You belong here. Don’t give him that power.

      “I want—”

      “I don’t care what you want.” I straighten my back. “What you want is over. I’m ready to want what I want. I listened to all of your dreams for ten years. Ten long years. I’m done. Find someone who wants to listen to you drone on, but make sure that person knows you won’t listen to them.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re not mine to worry about anymore. It’s time for you to go. And it’s time for me to move on.”

      “Where’s Cherry?”

      “She’s getting fixed, but again, not yours to worry about.”

      Bruce reaches for me, but I evade his slimy fingers. “You really shouldn’t be letting just anyone take care of that car.”

      I turn and walk away. Anything he says will be the same drivel about how I don’t do it right, do it well, or do it to his liking. But now I realize he has no right to tell me to do… well, anything. And what he likes and what he doesn’t, at this point aren’t my concern.

      Bruce huffs. “You were always a bitch.”

      I shake my head at Hemi as he starts to move.

      In the background, I hear Bruce’s custom loafers scratch across the concrete on his way to his Beemer. We are so over.

      The man in front of me on the porch is smiling like a Cheshire cat and I might be the mouse he’s just caught.
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      Hemi

      Cece shooed me out after her mother and I sufficiently bonded over our love of NASCAR but argued about the best driver. In a friendly way. I planted a slow kiss on those perfect pink lips while we stood on the front porch away from Skye’s eyes. But when I broke the kiss, I saw the curtains flick back together. Someone was as curious about me as I was about her.

      But now I’m in bed and thinking only about Cece. My cock reminds me of the great time he had. That was hands down the best sex I’ve ever had. I glance over at the nightstand when the room lights up. The security alarm is going off at the garage. It happens about once a week and it’s not anything I can’t handle. I call my partner while tugging my jeans up my legs.

      “Hey, Jerry, the alarm’s going off. Want me to go take a look?”

      “Yeah. Betty’s mother is in the hospital again and we’ll be here for a while. It’s probably just another animal outside, but if it’s anything else, don’t mess around, call the cops.”

      I roll up in my truck about five minutes later. Everything looks okay from the front. I drive around the back, hitting the remote opener and the gate clunks open. I don’t see anything, and I roll down the window to listen. Nothing. I’m sure it’s like Jerry said—just a possum or raccoon outside. Since we have the lasers set at thirty-six inches, animals usually don’t trip the censor, but sometimes they’ll climb the fence and that does it. The fence is high enough that anyone stupid enough to climb it would probably be hurt, but it wouldn’t be the first time.

      Then I see something. The side door is slightly ajar and a light is on inside.

      I swear I locked that.

      But after my adventure in the back of Cherry, I wouldn’t be surprised if my brain didn’t slip up in its sex haze.

      I lift my phone to dial 9-1-1 but the biting whine of metal being ground or cut hits the air and I jump from the truck. There is no way someone is going to do damage to a car under my roof. On the way to the door, I call Leif since I know he and Cray are right around the corner at Graffiti Street having a drink.

      I didn’t feel like it tonight. Too much on my mind.

      “Bro, someone’s in the shop and sounds like they’re doing some damage to a car, can you and—”

      “On our way.” I hear stools scratching the stained concrete floor before the phone goes dead.

      I shove my phone in my leather jacket pocket and carefully slide inside the doorway. I need to see what we’re working with. One guy, I can handle on my own. I’ve got the skills for that, but multiples, I’ll wait for Cray and Leif. They have the experience with true hand-to-hand combat; Leif as a martial arts instructor and Cray coming from the military.

      I’m no spy, but I think I’m doing pretty good, until I get to the door to the storage area and it’s closed. If I open it, I’ll out myself to whoever’s in there. I listen for multiple voices, but all that’s happening is grinding. I move and my ass hits a rack, sending hubcaps flying and the grinder stops in the next room.

      I hear the back door open and now I’m in an even worse position. If it’s not Leif and Cray, I’m between two sets of invaders. I move quickly behind an older-model flatbed truck, trying to keep one eye on the front door and one on the storage room door. My eyes catch the top of Leif’s blond hair and my speeding heart slows a tick.

      “Guys!” I shout-whisper to them as I step into the light.

      “Who is it?” Leif asks.

      “You called the cops? Or you want me to take care of them?” Cray asks, cracking his knuckles.

      “Slow your roll, Cray. I don’t know who it is, and no, I haven’t called the police. I knocked over the rack of hubcaps and the noise stopped, but as you can hear whoever it is, is—”

      And it stops again.

      We all step behind the truck as the door opens.

      As soon as I see him, I am ready to kick some ass. “Bruce…”

      “Shit.” His ridiculous canvas shoes swish across the floor.

      Cray steps out and stops him from going any farther. “I think you’re going to stay.” He crosses his massive arms.

      Bruce backs up until he hits Leif and now he’s boxed in by the two of them.

      “Touch me and I’ll sue.” Bruce’s eyes bounce between them.

      Leif brushes his chest off. “Seems like you touched me. Ouch. Oh, I think I might have a bruise.” He deadpans and Cray chuckles.

      Bruce holds up his hands. “Hey, I don’t want any trouble.”

      I step around the truck’s bed. “I think you’re the one who started the trouble. Do I want to go in there and see what you’ve done to Cherry?”

      Bruce pulls out his phone. “I think I’ll just call the police.”

      I look up to my right and then to my left to make sure I actually restarted the security cameras after Cece and I had our fun. Two tiny dots indicate the security system is on and recording. “Okay. Do it.” I cross my arms. “And I’ll go pull up the video of you breaking and entering. That’s a, what, Cray? Misdemeanor?”

      “Felony.”

      “And malicious destruction of private property?” I ask with a smirk.

      “Felony.” Cray’s voice rumbles like a motorcycle exhaust.

      “And—”

      “What do you want?” Bruce grumbles.

      “I want you out of her life.”

      “But my daughter—”

      I hold up a hand and Leif looks at me like I’m going to take swing at him. “You can see Skye. You just can’t see Cece.”

      “How exactly is that going to work?”

      “You can text, you can call—with me listening—and you can meet at her house to get Skye, but you can’t be alone with her ever again.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “No, I think you’ve taken that prize tonight.” I take the last two steps to be chest-to-chest with him. “Why do that to Cherry?”

      His jaw tightens. Even facial hair hates the man as his five-o’clock shadow seems non-existent. Or he shaved to commit at least two felonies. Either way, he’s a douche.

      “It’s the one thing she cares about.” His lip raises in a sneer. “That stupid car and Skye.”

      And that’s when I know. He can’t be trusted with that precious little girl. He needs to go away for a while and hopefully, he’ll come out with a new attitude.

      “Okay, you’re done. Cray, call the police. I’m gonna go check on the car.”

      Cray pulls out his phone. Half of the police officers come to him at South Graffiti Tats, at least one will be a friendly face.

      I open the door, and I don’t need lights to see that he’s done a real number on the car. There isn’t a surface that’s untouched by a grinder or blowtorch. The dude has some serious anger issues. And the fact I can realize that tells me my issues as a teenager were nothing like this. This is psychopath-level shit.

      How am I gonna tell Cece?
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      The knocking on the door makes me grab my baseball bat. I check Skye and she’s out. The girl could sleep through a 747 landing on the house.

      As I walk to the living room, the sweet scents of the wildflower bouquet that Hemi bought me float down the hallway. He said that their beauty didn’t compare to mine, but if flowers made me smile, he’d bring them to me every week. And that made me smile even wider.

      My chest tightens as a second set of knocks echo the room. I carefully peek through the curtains and find multiple figures on the porch, including two police officers.

      I pull my phone from my robe pocket. There’s only one person I want to call, and to my surprise, it’s not Ella. I type out a text and hit send without hesitation.

      Cece: Hey, I don’t know what to do. There are police and guys outside of my house. Can you come over?

      Hemi: I’m on the porch, babe.

      Oh.

      I tighten my robe and open the door, flipping on the porch light. “Hello, officers. Guys.” Behind the blue uniforms are Hemi, Leif Valore—Dillon’s dad, and two guys I don’t know.

      “Ms. Rollins, we need to talk to you…” one of the officers begins.

      I invite them in. Twenty minutes later, my face is soaked with tears.

      I glance at Hemi. “But you’re okay?”

      His broad smile with that twitchy lip is a clear indication. “Yeah, babe. How about you?”

      “I’m not, but I will be.”

      Hemi sinks into the couch next to me. “He’ll never hurt you again.”

      “We’ll make sure of that.” The biggest man I’ve ever seen in person grunts and flexes his muscles.

      One of the police officers shakes her head. “Keep your hands to yourself, sir.”

      His honey-colored eyes slide over her body and I’m getting major vibes that the two of them need to get a room.

      “Mommy?” Skye pokes her head out of the hallway. “Mommy!”

      “Hey, sweetie. I’m over here.”

      She has her stuffed unicorn in her tight grasp as she runs through the room in her sweet cotton-candy-pink pajamas. But she doesn’t come to me, she stops at Hemi.

      “I know what Hemi-roids are. Dillon told me.” Her face contorts and the room bursts out in laughter.

      “Dillon and I are going to have a conversation now,” his father Leif says, shaking his head.

      The police walk to the door.

      “Folks, have a good night.” The female police officer leans to her partner. “Hey, it’s almost six. The Big Plate Café opens in thirty, let’s go get some food.”

      The guys all rise or push off walls where they were standing. I know Leif, but the other two guys I’m not familiar with.

      Skye slips in between me and Hemi.

      Two guys move forward and Hemi motions. “This is Copper Brecklin, my friend from college.”

      I whip my head to him. “You went to college?”

      The guys chuckle. Copper’s smile has a dangerous quality to it. It’s half mischievous and half angel. “Looks like you two have lots to catch up on. Nice to meet you, Cece. And you…” He squats in front of Skye. “Whatever Dillon told you about Hemi-roids, just know that Hemi here isn’t a pain in the butt like they are. He’s a pretty great guy.” He holds out a fist for her to bump and she doesn’t hesitate.

      “Thanks, man.” Hemi gives him a bro-hug.

      “I’m here for you no matter what.”

      Hemi says something to him while they’re close that I can’t hear.

      “I’m Cray Michaels, I did all of Hemi’s body décor.” He holds out his hand and I shake it. He’s covered in tats. Some of them are probably hidden below his clothes, but I can only imagine they’re as impressive as the ones I can see.

      “Nicely done, Cray. Can I ask, is that your real name?”

      “It is now.” He smirks.

      I don’t know what that means, but I’m not sure I need to know. He’s like Adonis in person, his tight shirt stretched until it looks like a rubberband read to .

      “Bye, Cece.” Leif leans in and kisses my cheek. “It’s great to see you, again.”

      “Same here, Leif.” He’s not the skinny kid he was in high school. Nope, not anymore. He’s solid and he weirdly smells like pine, but not cologne, like he’s been rolling in a Christmas tree. It’s not a bad smell, but I like oil and grease.

      There’s so much to know and I want to know it all. The man’s got people who have his back. And they have mine. They wanted to be here to make sure we were all safe and now with Bruce in jail, I actually feel some relief. I’m not happy for Skye’s sake. She deserves to have…

      Two parents.

      Since I left Bruce and after the divorce, I thought I would be going at it single. But as Skye skips across the room and tugs on the edge of Hemi’s well-worn leather jacket and he squats to talk to her, my heart fills with not only his love, but how she can love him, too.

      Love him, too? I love him.

      “You okay?” Leif asks. I know my eyes are glazed with tears.

      “I’m great. You guys interested in going to get some breakfast?”

      Copper’s already gone, but Cray and Leif accept the invite, and I already know Hemi’s answer. He’ll go wherever I am.

      “Can I go?” Skye bounces over. Her unicorn is tucked in the crick of Hemi’s arm while he lets Cray out.

      “Of course. I’m not leaving you here alone.”

      “I’ll get dressed. What should I wear?” She looks back over her shoulder at Leif and I realize my daughter might have her first crush at eight. God help us. At least she has good taste.

      Skye’s in her room, the guys are on their way to the café, and it’s just me and Hemi in the living room. The weight of the last couple of days really takes ahold of me. I blow out a long breath.

      “How are you really doing?” he asks, wrapping his arms around me, and I sink into his warm body.

      “I’m okay. Better with you here.”

      “I didn’t want to leave you earlier.”

      “I know. My mother needed to see you leave. She’s going to take a little while to come around.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I still against him. “What?”

      “I like your mom, but there are only two people who I care about now.”

      “Cray and Leif?” I tease.

      He leans back and tips my head up to look at him. “You and Skye.”

      “Oh. You’re sure?” I can’t have him leaving us, ever.

      “I’m damn sure.”

      “Shhh. If Skye hears you, she’ll make you put a dollar in the jar.”

      “I heard him!” she yells from the bedroom.

      He leans down to my ear, his hot breath tickling my neck. “Celeste Rollins, I love you. I loved you long ago and now that you’re back, I love you even more, and this time, I’m not letting you go, babe.”

      “You feel both familiar and fresh and I need that. I need someone who has my back.” I purse my lips for a second to collect myself. “I love you, too, Dane.”

      “Babe…I got your back…” His eyebrows flick up and down. “And your front.” He kisses me like it’s pedal to the metal in his heart, steadfast and unbreakable.

      Hemi—Dane—Drake has graffitied my heart with his love and I’m never painting over it.
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      Hemi

      I flip her over and lift her to her knees. My cock isn’t ready for this to be over, and she needs another orgasm, if we’re going to break our record. Six. Six in one day. That’s the goal.

      The last time her mother asked her why she was walking so funny when five happened. Cece didn’t think it was funny, but here we are, and she’s begging me to bring it home with gusto, again.

      Who am I to deny her what she wants?

      And with Skye at Mrs. Rollins’s for the weekend, we’re not wasting time breaking the record.

      I pick up the pace. When she’s like this, so hot, so wet, and so turned on, she’s got almost a hair-trigger of an orgasm in that sweet pussy of hers.

      “Oh, yes, oh… Hemi!” The words make my knees weaken; I swear she knows it. She’s almost trying to make me come first. That minx.

      “Babe, I’m in it for the long haul.”

      “I’m almost…” She clenches around me, and I’m mumbling cuss words under my breath. I’ve already had to add $12 to the jar this week. Skye’s a ball-buster, like her crush, Leif. But Leif’s got more problems than an eight-year-old swooning over him.

      “Come on, sweetheart. I love that tight pussy. It’s like wrapping my cock in the softest… slickest… warmest…”

      “God, yes. Yes. Oh, I forgot…” She moans. “Oh… God. To tell you…” Her body starts to quake. “You’re going to be a daddy.”

      And that’s all it takes. My body rockets off like my fuse was a millimeter long. I continue to thrust, hoping to get her there, and I do. Watching her come is by far my favorite pastime. But now we have to talk.

      What the hell, Cec?

      She collapses to the bed. “Holy shit, that was so good.”

      I climb over her and roll her onto her back, my wet cock sliding up her body. We stopped using protection weeks ago. The moment wasn’t really planned, but life isn’t always planned. She was worried Jerk #1 had stepped out on her. If he had, he hadn’t given her anything. Thank God. After we’d both been checked out, sex was so good without it and neither of us really said we wanted any between us ever again.

      “Woman, what the hell?”

      She laughs. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “And while my cock is erupting in a meteor shower is the time?”

      “It was before you started your orgasm and I told you I would get you to go off before me.”

      I look into those green eyes and wonder if I’m dreaming. “Are you serious?”

      Her hands clasp the sides of my face. “Four sticks all positive and a trip to the clinic for a doctor’s visit. I’m pregnant. Six weeks.”

      I can’t even start to tell her how happy I am. This is the icing on the cake of my being. I’m ready to be a dad. And a damn better one than the one who raised me.

      “I love you, Celeste Rollins.”

      “I love you, too. Go for number seven?”

      “Is it okay?” I rub my hand on her stomach.

      “Yeah, it’s totally fine. He’s the size of a sweet pea.”

      “He?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Just a figure of speech, speed racer. We won’t be able to find out until at least sixteen weeks.

      “No matter what, healthy is the most important thing.”

      “Exactly.”

      I nuzzle her neck.

      The guys in the shop helped me get Cherry back in working order, the body pounded out and parts replaced, and a new coat of cherry red all over. But in the end, Cece decided to get a little fuel-efficient hybrid car and store the Nova at my house in the garage. Soon that place will be a rental and I’ll be on my way to living here full-time and we’ll build a big garage in the back yard.

      “You ready for my powerful engine?” I ask.

      “Already?”

      “Vroom, vroom, baby!”

      Bring on the Hemi.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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        The Graffiti Street Bad Boys series from Brynn Hale. Bringing blue-collar bad boys and curvy women together in a hot, quick, & colorful way.

        Ella Tremble

        My curves aren’t every man’s dream and I know that. And I’m definitely not the kind of girl he dates. And I come with kids and a jerk of a boss. But when it comes to Zale, I get drunk on his love.

        Zale Carter

        Every Thursday she comes into my bar. This Thursday, I’m making my moves and Ella will be mine. But if she wants more kids, that’s not happening, and it’s not why people think. I’m mixing up a recipe for love.

        Zale: Graffiti Boys 2 is an instalove, happily-ever-after, STEAMY, single mom romance. NO cliffhangers, NO cheating. This is a standalone story part of the GRAFFITI BOYS series.
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      DIAMOND RIDGE MOUNTAIN MEN SERIES

      Boone: Diamond Ridge Mountain Men

      An Alpha, Curvy Woman, Instalove, Christmas Romance
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        Daisy

        I need a few more pictures for my nature book.  But soon I’m lost in the woods. And there’s a bear. With a belt buckle?

        This is no bear… this is a beast of a man.

        Boone

        I wanted to check my traps before the snowstorm. But then she faints. And I’m stuck taking her home. What will I do with her?

        The real question is: What won’t I do to her?

        If you like steamy, happily-ever-after, short stories with rough-around-the-edges guys and sassy, confident women, then this book is for you. NO Cliffhangers and NO cheating.
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      An Alpha, Curvy Woman, Instalove, Christmas Romance
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        Willow

        I need this holiday weekend at a cabin in the woods. I think my GPS seriously messed up this time. The mountain man roars that this is his bed. But I recognize those blue eyes.

        Will this end up being the best wrong turn I’ve ever taken?

        Kaede

        She cleaned my house. But also she broke into my house to do it. And now she’s sleeping in my bed. She’s a sassy woodland fairy, I can’t get out of my mind.

        Will I go crazy with her or without her?

        If you like steamy, happily-ever-after, short stories with rough-around-the-edges guys and sassy, confident women, then this book is for you. NO Cliffhangers and NO cheating.
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      Wyatt: Diamond Ridge Mountain Men

      An Alpha, Curvy Woman, Instalove, Christmas Romance
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        My sister ditched our plans to spend Christmas at the family cabin. That doesn’t stop me from going anyway. I arrive, and there’s smoke coming out of the chimney. And a man’s making breakfast in my kitchen!

        Who is this mountain man living in my cabin?

        Wyatt

        All I wanted was some bacon and pancakes. But instead I get some strange woman yelling for me to get out. It’s not her cabin—it’s mine. When she calls the police, it’s my brother who arrives to arrest her.

        What if I let her stay? Will I be tempted or will I be tortured?

        If you like steamy, happily-ever-after, short stories with rough-around-the-edges guys and sassy, confident women, then this book is for you. NO Cliffhangers and NO cheating.
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      PEACOCK RIDGE COWBOYS

      Alpha cowboy, curvy women, steamy instalove romances.
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