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      “You may kiss your amazing wife.” I close the Bible and watch as one of the best guys I’ve ever known makes the woman he loves his forever. Something I’ve failed at before, but these two they’ll make it because…

      I don’t know…I just know.

      I have them turn to the fifty guests inside of Graffiti Street Bar. “Friends and family, I give you Copper Brecklin and Harlow Kincaid-Brecklin, partners in life and love.”

      The crowd stands and cheers as Copper and Harlow make their way down the aisle. Harlow’s two teenagers, Arya and Roan, file out arm-in-arm as Maid of Honor and Best Man. None of Copper’s grown guy friends took offense at not being selected for the duty. He’d bonded to those kids like he had their DNA, even if that they didn’t have his. And I think most were relieved not to have to pay a hundred bucks on a tux.

      I stare out over the crowd and there are many friendly faces, and one not so friendly.

      Why the hell is she here?

      Then a head darts around to see me, a hand raises and waves at me. “Dad!” My son Dillon slides out of the row and makes his way to me at a run. I brace my body as he slams into me.

      “Hey, buddy. What’s up?”

      I haven’t seen Dillon for almost a week, and it’s been too long. Tracie and her new guy—

      I think his name is actually “Guy”—some suit wearing stiff executive from the Vegas strip, took Dillon to Disney World over parent-teacher conference days last week. I went to the meeting with his teacher. Dillon needs help and like always, Tracie’s oblivious with her head stuck in her phone.

      Well, she didn’t ignore a couple truths. One, that we weren’t right for each other and two, that I had some big problems. Problems she didn’t want to deal with.

      My best friend Dane Drake—Hemi to everyone in this room—makes his way over. “Hey, Dill-pickle.” He scruffs my son’s hair.

      “Hemi!” He pushes away and smooths his hair. “My girlfriend’s here. I gotta look my best.”

      “Whoa…what’s up with that?” I ask him. “Girlfriend?”

      “Dad!” He shushes me. “She doesn’t know she’s my girlfriend, yet. So what do I say to her?” My nine-year-old son is growing up too fast. His eyes dart around the room and I follow their trajectory.

      Shit.

      This isn’t going to end well.

      “Dillon, I need to talk to Hemi.”

      “Okay. I’ll go get Skye a soda and see if she wants to play pool.”

      Hemi’s smile drops immediately, but he keeps his cool. His eyes dart to me. “He’s going to be sorely disappointed. Skye already has her eyes on someone.”

      Skye, being Hemi’s eight-year-old stepdaughter, his pregnant wife Cece’s daughter from her first marriage. My son lives next door to all of them with his mother in the house I used to own with Tracie. I live in a two-bedroom apartment near my business, Valore Lawn & Landscaping. I actually have Hemi to thank for still having my business. He saved it…and me.

      “She already has a boyfriend?” I ask him.

      “Well, she wants to.” He turns his head. “She says she’s in love.”

      My stomach rockets into my throat. This is just too much information to take in. Our children talking about girlfriends and love. It’s too soon for me.

      Hemi chuckles. “I’m sure it’s just a crush on someone in her class, but she’s definitely got eyes for someone. Cece says she’ll take care of it, if she sees something happening.”

      “I need a drink,” I say and Hemi’s tanned face turns ashen. I shake my head. “Not like that. I mean iced tea. My throat’s dry from all that talking.” And this news isn’t helping.

      Over three years ago, Tracie found me face down in our bedroom in a pile of vomit. I’d partied for about a hundred nights straight. Not here at Graffiti Street Bar, the owner and my friend Zale didn’t open until after I started getting help. I am a recovering alcoholic. There is no end to the recovery, it’s a journey I’ll always be on. I’m not embarrassed by my addiction; I am embarrassed by how I hurt those people I loved.

      I’m still mad at myself for what I put my son through. How I showed him my weaknesses. How I treated…my ex-wife. Part of the journey I’m on includes taking responsibility for what I did and it’s easier with some people than others. Tracie and I hurt each other and, in the end, that pain made us say things we didn’t mean. I have regrets. Not that it’s uncommon as a human, but it’s certainly not making this fight for my future any easier.

      “Leif, I know about the night of the shots.” Hemi steps in front of me. “Cray told me.”

      I asked Cray and Copper to keep what happened to themselves, and I know my friend didn’t mean to get Hemi on my ass, but it was bound to happen. Cray was trying to be a good friend, but still…

      I look over at him as he sits at the bar, in a suit that I’ve ever seen his ass in, talking to the bartender, Marissa Greer. I asked Marissa—Rissa—out. More than once. And she’s shot me down each time and now it’s kind of a running joke between us. I know why she can’t say yes and she has more to protect than her heart.

      She throws her head back and laughs at something Cray said. Cray isn’t her type. I’m sure of that. Cray’s type is someone who won’t be back. But I still can’t help but feel the rise of that green monster inside of me and then I remember what he didn’t do that I asked him to do.

      Fuck off, Cray.

      I attempt to stay calm.

      I had a little set back with my clean and sober journey about a month ago. I didn’t drink, but I was close. Five shots lined up in a rainbow. All left on the counter with two twenties. Money down the drain, but no alcohol down my throat. It wasn’t the answer to my problem, but I didn’t have a clear answer to the issue still.

      “I didn’t drink them. I stopped myself.”

      “And I’m proud of you. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      “Hemi, you’re not responsible for me. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I know that, but you tried to call me. And you didn’t tell me what happened after I called you back. You acted like nothing was wrong.”

      “And nothing was at that point. I had my shit…mostly together. I was having a bad day. I’d just found out that my actions had…” My eyes connect with Vivian Coates’s, she waves for me to come over. Her partner Jillyn Kincaid-Coates wraps an arm around her.

      “Leif?” Hemi’s gaze follows mine.

      “Man, I still have a ways to go with my actions matching my intent to be a better man.”

      Hemi brows rise and his goatee tips up on one side. “Be clear, Leif.” It was a tenant I was trying to live by.

      I grab his shoulder. “I had a threesome, didn’t use protection, and the one in red…she’s pregnant with my baby. They’re happy about the baby. I’m not fucking sure what I am, Hemi.”
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      I love love and today’s wedding made me turn my back behind the bar to wipe away tears. But I also need money, so I return to filling champagne glasses and waters like I haven’t been touched by these two amazing people joining their hearts and lives. It doesn’t always work that way for everyone. I knew that for a fact.

      My job as bartender at Graffiti Street pays the bills, I like what I do, but I’m realistic, I’m not going to get rich. On a good night, I pull in enough tips to put a little away for my dreams, but not enough to truly make a difference, because then my car ends up having a shit-fit or the air conditioning bill comes in a little higher than expected or… a hundred other things and it’s all gone and I’m back to ground zero.

      Zero hope. Zero luck. Zero love.

      I smile when my eyes catch Leif Valore talking to two of my favorite regulars—Vivian and Jillyn. His slate gray suit wraps around his body like a glove, exposing every perfect muscle on the man. I’d never been attracted to suits, but on his broad shoulders and tight ass, it’s winner. I bite the inside of my lip.

      Leif’s asked me out…more than once. A lot, actually. But I don’t date customers. It’s a bad idea. Regardless of how my boss broke his own “no fraternizing with the patrons” rule and then basically, just did away with the edict like it never existed when he fell for his wife Ella, I still know there’s a reason the rule was there. And it still is there in my mind because I have a reminder of why it should be there.

      Leif’s sweet and hotter than a solar flare in August, but bringing another man into my life, when the last one had left a lasting reminder—that I don’t regret—that it isn’t smart. I’d done everything I could in the past to ruin my chances at happiness. I was trying to be smarter this year. Even if the Universe seemed to think it needed to fuck with me at every turn, I’m not giving up.

      Riley deserves it.

      “Rissa! Hey!” Cray’s voice brings me back as the pint glass overflows in my hand.

      I flip the tap handle. “Shit.”

      “What’s up?” he asks.

      “Long night.”

      Cray chuckles, raising his beer. “Don’t need to know about your bedroom exploits, Greer.”

      I’ve never seen Cray in a suit and tie and honestly, it’s not a good look. He’s so big that he looks like he’s been sewn into the fabric as it stretches across his bulky muscles and when he moves the seams are at their max hold. I’m hoping he doesn’t Hulk-out soon.

      “Not that. My daughter had a rough night. She’s going through the mommy-doesn’t-need-sleep-and-I-want-to-scream-all-night terrible twos.”

      “Ugh. Kids.” And with those two less-than-supportive words—and what did I really expect from him—Cray slips from his stool and he’s gone.

      “Thanks for the support, Cray,” I mumble under my breath as another person sits at the bar.

      Leif knocks his knuckles against the counter. “Hey, Rissa. Can I get an iced tea?”

      “You wanna live dangerously and make it an Arnold Palmer?”

      “Nah, just give it to me straight up. And while you’re at it, you could give me your number for a date…” His swagger-filled smile makes my nipples pebble into tight peaks. Thankfully, this flowy summer dress will hide the effect he has on me.

      I set the glass in front of him. “That was a great ceremony. I didn’t know you were ordained.” I ignore the ask. I don’t want to encourage it. But I don’t want to discourage it either.

      He leans forward. “Don’t tell them…I’m not.”

      My eyes are like half-dollar coins. “What?”

      “Just kidding. It’s one of those internet ordaining things. I told Copper I’d do it, if he’d do it for me.”

      “Paybacks are hell?”

      “I gotta have a woman to say ‘yes’ first, but yeah, I’ll make sure that the payback is well worth it.”

      Leif’s smile has a cockiness that has women wringing their soaked panties out in the bathroom. His jawline, long, creating almost a heart-shaped face. And his bottom lip. Puffy.

      I really need to get laid.

      Almost three years. Three years since I last felt the touch of a man. Engaged in that act that brought two bodies together and created one explosive moment. Not that I’d ever had an explosive moment. He had. They all had. But nobody seemed to care if I did or didn’t get my moment in the bright sun. I knew it wasn’t right, but still I hoped each time that it would be different. Not that I had sex with hundreds of men. I think at last count I was under double digits.

      Oh, no wait, I guess with the last guy I would be double. But a number doesn’t make a woman a slut, or easy, or whatever. It makes her willing to test her heart. To want to have some connection. To desire what we all want…to be accepted.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Leif asks as a woman stands behind him silently. She crosses her arms and glares at the back of his head like she can shoot lasers from her eyes.

      I lower my voice. “I think you have company.” And I really don’t want to answer that question. I nod my head at Leif, and he clenches his eyes as if he can feel her lasers.
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      Leif

      I spin my stool. “Tracie, hey.” I try to smile, but that clenched jaw just tells me that anything I do will be wrong.

      “Don’t hey me. I heard about your stunt with the shots.”

      Women.

      “I didn’t drink.” I lift my tea and take a sip, remembering one of the reasons I…Nope, don’t blame your actions on someone else. I started drinking to cover for failure. My business. My marriage. My life.

      “I mean, I hit a rough patch, Tracie, but I didn’t consume any alcohol. I stopped myself from falling down the hole.”

      I don’t want to have this conversation right here, but if I ask Tracie to go somewhere, she’ll start yelling when we’re alone. Here is safe. She will keep her cool because Dillon’s close. It’s self-protective and it sucks. She’s mad and I get it. I created this monster and until she finds a way to make me pay for what I’ve done to her the monster won’t die.

      “I hope so. You need to pick Dillon up from Kids Network on Wednesday and Thursday. I’m in court.” She stops Ella as she walks by. “We’ve got a big week. I’ll text you tomorrow with a plan for the week.”

      Ella nods quickly. “I’m ready. Hey, Leif. Great ceremony.”

      I nod back.

      That’s how she found out…the womenly barking chain in our group is strong.

      Zale Carter, owner of this bar, his wife Ella works at Tracie’s partner law firm—Darby, Rice, Evan, Tucker and Hill—DRETH Law. Tracie Rice being the youngest female lawyer to make partner at their firm. I’m sure Hemi told Cece, his wife, and Cece told Ella, her best friend…and…

      Fuck my life.

      And I know Cece worries about Dillon.

      I like how close I am with my friends, but at this moment, I wonder how I can have some separation. Do I stop asking them to be concerned? Or is that what a friend does?

      “Leif, can you do it or not? You know what? Don’t worry about it. I’ll get Guy to do it.”

      I was right about his name, not that it makes me feel better.

      “No, I was thinking about something else.”

      She crosses her arms. “What’s more important than your son?”

      “I’ll get him. Tuesday and Wednesday, right?”

      “Wednesday and Thursday. I’ll text you to remind you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Right. How many times have I heard that and then I did it all without you?” She stomps off and I remember how we used to communicate.

      We didn’t.

      “Doing okay?” Copper walks over. “Another, please, Rissa.” He sets his pint glass on the counter and I stare at it.

      I won’t. I don’t want to. It won’t help.

      “Doing good. How about you?”

      “Just wanna say how thankful I am that you did the ceremony. We didn’t want it to be…”

      “Not you?”

      “Exactly. This was us. Simple. Friends and…family.” He grabs my shoulder and squeezes.

      “You know?”

      He leans toward me. “I figured it out after Jillyn told me how Viv got pregnant in Vegas and it happened to be the same weekend you were doing that big job at the Golden Lily Casino. Harlow told me it was someone from the gym and I remembered how you came up to Jillyn when I was working out and you said you were tired of doing the wrong thing the night of the five shots.”

      “Nice work, Sherlock.” I toast my glass of tea and he chuckles, but leans in.

      “You want to be a part of the baby’s life?”

      I didn’t move. I didn’t want to indicate either way.

      I still don’t know.
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      After midnight, people start filing out and soon it’s just me, Zale, Leif, and two of Harlow’s friends over in the corner.

      Zale cleans up the bar and I take care of restocking alcohol. My phone buzzes as I fill the beer cooler.

      Cami: I’m really sorry, but I can’t watch Riley tomorrow night. I have a study group for a big test on Monday. I’ll be back on Wednesday. Again, sorry! Don’t hate me!

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Sunday nights weren’t busy at Graffiti Street Bar, but I was usually the only bartender.

      Rissa: Don’t hate you. Thanks for letting me know. Good luck on the test.

      Riley’s father wasn’t an option. Hell, I didn’t even know where he was these days. He was number ten on the list of men who’d disappointed me, in many, many ways. I’m too used to being abandoned by now, but Cami hadn’t ever done this. I couldn’t blame her. She was twenty years old and in college, something I was doing four years ago, too, and then I met Number Ten and imagined we would be happy forever together. It lasted just over a year before I realized how miserable I really was, and that he’d been cheating from the beginning.

      Then, I found out I was pregnant, the real eye opener on how I’d treated myself to bad luck. I considered my options and eventually, I realized what my heart was saying. I didn’t regret my choice, but I knew how hard the choice really was. Having Riley meant dropping out of college to find a full-time job and putting the dream of having a child ahead of having a degree.

      I have two other people who take care of Riley on an emergency basis, but my sister Carmen works Sundays at the hospital and a toddler is a challenge for my mom and I worry about her the way it is. At almost sixty, she’s an option when it’s an hour for a doctor’s appointment, but not for eight-plus hours.

      I stare at Zale. “Zale, what do you have going on tomorrow?”

      He doesn’t turn, just keeps cleaning. “Taking Rebel to the batting cages and then Daddy and Me dance classes with Roxie.”

      Those were family. They came first.

      I texted Snake, my favorite and fellow bartender.

      Rissa: Any chance you can cover for me tomorrow night?

      I know that the third bartender, Terrance, can’t do it. He spends the day with the youth group at his church on Sundays, and I won’t contact Kim, the other female bartender. I won’t. Please, Snake. I finish up stocking. The phone buzzes and I jump.

      Snake: No, can do, babe. Have day two of trials with the GSGMC.

      I have to think for a moment. GSGMC? And then I put it together—Graffiti Street Guardians Motorcycle Club. I know how much becoming a member of the club means to Snake. He first started going by the creative animal moniker when he began “drilling” with the motorcycle club. Zale told us to use the new name and forget the name we knew him by before. I liked his real name—Jason Crue. I’m not sure why he had to change it, but I support him no matter what. Even if it means I have to contact…ugh…Kim.

      Rissa: Hello. Would you be able to switch Sunday for Tuesday night with me? Babysitter crapped out.

      I have Monday and Tuesday off. I’d ask Mom or Carmen to take Riley Tuesday for me.

      Kim: No.

      And that was Kim. She never switched, but asked others to do it and we all did. That would now stop.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Leif asks, stacking the stools for the cleaning crew to come in and do their job. We always do what we can to make it easier for them and Leif tends to lend us a hand when he’s still here.

      I wait for the last two guests to file out and Zale heads to the office to close up the business side. The event had been a closed to the public event. The new bouncer and Zale’s new friend, Vice, gives me a nod before heading out and locking the door behind him. We really didn’t need the bouncer part in him, other than to tell people it was a closed event when they tried to come in.

      It’s just Leif and me. “My babysitter can’t sit tomorrow night. I’ve asked everyone and there’s no one who can switch or watch her. I might have to use one of those emergency sitter services that cost a fortune. I really can’t afford it, but I can’t afford not to work or get fired either. There goes my savings, not that double digits is really savings.”

      I only have a hundred dollars in my account to last the week, after paying my rent and all my bills. Diapers and food are a large portion of that amount. I’ve looked into going back to school and finishing up but how can I? I can’t afford to do it.

      But I can’t afford not to do it, too.

      “How about Kim?” he asks.

      I flip my phone around and he reads it.

      “That’s not cool. Didn’t you just trade with her when she needed last week?”

      “Yes.”

      He shakes his head and finishes stacking stools. He cleans up the pool table and brings the darts to the counter and I put them back in the cup next to the register.

      Leif steps behind the bar. He’s allowed there after hours. “Why don’t I take care of him for you?”

      I laugh. “Right. That’s what you want to do with your Sunday evening. Funny, Leif.”

      He steps closer. “I mean it.”

      “First, she’s a her.”

      “Oh, sorry. Her. I can babysit. I have a child. You don’t trust me?”

      I don’t trust many men these days, Leif.

      I look at him and the soft smile on his face is welcoming. I want to sink into it, feel his warmth in my soul, but this isn’t cool. Sure, he’s Zale’s friend and he’s a nice guy, but he’s also a customer who has repeatedly asked me out, albeit in really cute ways.

      I glance back over my shoulder as I shove the money into a cash bag for Zale to count. “You don’t want to be taking care of a two-year-old. She puts her fingers in her nose and then tries to put them in my mouth and laughs about it. She’s quite sadistic for how young she is.”

      He chuckles.

      I add, “Plus, Zale has a rule about employees and—”

      “He broke that rule, Rissa.” He steps closer. “What’s her name?”

      I swallow at how close he is. I feel like he’s already holding me and we’re not even touching. I don’t raise my eyes. I can’t. There’s too much at stake here.

      I whisper, “Riley Lane.”

      “Pretty name.” His hand raises my chin. “Come on…”

      “But—”

      “Please, let me help you. I can see how much you give to others. It’s time someone gave to you.”

      “And what will I owe you?” I found with most guys there was a tally of things they’d done that were nice, that related to a list of things they wanted from a woman. Tits for tat in their minds.

      “One date?” It’s a question, but it’s not anything but something I shouldn’t give him in my mind.

      “I can’t…” I’m hiding behind the policy, but I need to protect mine and Riley’s hearts and if I need to use some long-forgotten policy to do it, then that’s what I’ll do.

      His hand grasps my waist, softly and his hand brushes the wisps of hair that have come out of my ponytail during the night. “Please.”

      “Leif…”

      “God, I want to kiss you so bad.”

      My heart pounds until my ears whoosh with the sound. “Please don’t.” My voice betrays me as it wobbles out of my mouth, but my body sinks into his betraying what I’m trying so hard to fight.

      He’s so solid. Firm. Unwavering.

      “Okay, I won’t. But I will take care of Riley.”

      My eyes fill with tears and I bite my lip to stop it from quivering. I close my eyes as his lips press to my forehead.

      His voice comes out like silk, covering me in his comfort. “Rissa, I promise, I can do this. I can help you. Please…” I open to see his hazel eyes sparkling like a shooting star in the neon bar signs.

      I make a wish on him.

      I step back and he wipes a tear that I’ve let fall over the edge. I’ve gotten good at keeping the waterfall inside of me.

      “I start at six.”

      “Your address?” He steps back and holds out his phone to me. “Code’s 0811.”

      “Your birthday?” I ask.

      “No, the day I took my last drink.”

      “Oh.” I sometimes forget that he’s a recovering alcoholic. I put my phone number in his phone and use it to call myself.

      “I’ll be there at five-thirty, so you can show me her routine and the ropes.”

      I don’t have a choice.

      But inside, I’m not sure I want to choose anything else either.

      My choice…is Leif.
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      I have Sunday’s off. I’m solid with this. My team needs to have down time and in the height of the season, which just ended since it’s November now, we’re working ten-hour days, six days a week.

      I ran by Tracie’s and just finished throwing around a football with Dillon for a couple hours while she and Guy went shopping. Dillon and Skye start playing, and I walk inside, my t-shirt wrapped thrown over my shoulder.

      “Leif! Put your clothes on.”

      “I’m not naked, Tracie.”

      Guy looks up from his copy of the Wall Street Journal and you know how I know he’s boring as fuck? That. That right there. Who reads that tiny ass writing for pleasure?

      But for some reason I feel a little judged by him…or admired. Either way it’s fucking creepy.

      The back door slams. Dillon walks the hallway, tossing the football in the air.

      “Hey, buddy. Come here.” Guy motions Dillon over.

      No one calls him “buddy,” but me…and maybe Hemi. And Cray. And Copper. And Zale. And Leif. Just not you, Polo shirt guy.

      “I bought you something today.” Guy pulls a bag from under the coffee table and on the outside has that iconic apple with the bite out of it.

      That better not be a phone.

      Nope. It’s a tablet. Just as bad…or worse. I don’t know, but I don’t like it.

      “Trac, can I talk to you?” I say as calm as possible. “In private.”

      Dillon’s gaze shoost to us. We keep our shit locked down when we’re around him, but he’s come to know that “in private” means we’ll be less than calm.

      “It’s okay, buddy.” I smile, but Dillon’s face doesn’t change.

      “You wanna open it and see what we can download?” Guy asks him and Dillon’s eyes still stay planted on us.

      “Okay.” He relents and sits next to Guy.

      In her bedroom, I notice that she’s painted, and everything is different.

      It has been three years…

      Three years that I was in a fog. I lost time with Dillon and I lost time with life and the years before that when I’d been reckless. I never physically cheated on Tracie, but I now understood how I cheated on our happiness.

      “I went to the parent-teacher’s conference on Thursday. Dillon needs a tutor in math and English.”

      She crosses her arms and her thin lips purse. “This again…” She huffs. “That teacher just doesn’t know how to teach him. He’s creative and a free spirit. He needs time. He’ll catch up.”

      “No, I saw his daily work. He’s missing some fundamentals. I’ll pay for it.”

      “I have money, but I also get to have a say for what we expose Dillon to.”

      “Expose? What’s that mean?”

      “It means that he’s been through a lot of bullshit in his life, so I try not to upset him and cause further upheaval in his life. He’s been upset enough in his life and we don’t need to be adding more to that.”

      More upset, by me. That is the insinuation and I have to accept that part—most—of what she’s saying is true.

      “How about we try it for one month, just twice a week? The teacher gave me the name of someone, a girl from the local college, Cami. She’s really good with the kids and they play games to learn. She’s getting a degree to be a teacher.”

      “Fine, but it has to be on your days, not mine.”

      “Okay.”

      “And if he tells me he doesn’t like it…”

      “We’ll discuss it.”

      “No. We’ll end it.”

      I run a hand through my hair, settling the strands off to the side. “And when it comes to that tablet…”

      She walks out before I can say more. I blow out a long breath. That was an improvement, believe it or not. We didn’t yell and I didn’t storm out. Maybe this will work out in the end.

      Yeah right.

      I say my goodbyes while Guy continues to instruct Dillon on how to use the tablet and how to keep his hands clean to not get it dirty. He’s not as bad as I thought, but he’s…different than I thought also. My gut says one thing, but I could be very wrong. I’ve been surprised by people before.

      I’m outside when I hear a voice calling me from next door.

      “Leif!” The tiny redhead bounds down the stairs, her pigtails bouncing back and forth.  “I…I made you something.”

      I fumble to put my shirt back on feeling the weight of an eight-year-old stare and it makes me about as uncomfortable as Guy looking at me.

      “Hey, Skye. Thanks.” I hold up the folded piece of paper and she scuttles back into her house with a flapping hand wave. I open the paper and my stomach clenches. Along with about a thousand drawn hearts it says:

      

      Dear Leif,

      I like you. A lot.

      Do you like me?

      ___ Yes

      ___ Sorry, but I don’t like you that way.

      ___ Other

      P.S. Please don’t let Hemi see this. I don’t think he’d like it.

      <3 Skye

      

      I shake my head. Not sure what Other would be, other than Hemi will not be happy, she’s right there. She’s sweet, but I’m definitely not in any of those categories. Hemi and I need to have a talk, Skye.

      I shower and get ready to go over to Rissa’s. She doesn’t live in a great part of Kildare and I’m not happy about it.

      There’s no buzz-in security door on her apartment building, so I walk up to her door on the second floor and knock. I hear the happy squeals of a toddler inside and the soft jangle of a hand on the door handle. I smile, imagining she’s looking through the peephole.

      The door opens and she’s all done up for work—a black t-shirt that’s torn at the collar, exposing that bone I’d love to skim my lips over. A thick black necklace that wraps close to her neck and has a skull in the middle. Tight black jeans skim over every curve like she had them specifically made for her form. And…those boots. From day one, I’d gotten a semi just looking at them. Metal and leather laced up to her calves.

      “I like those boots.”

      “Thanks. Come in.” She motions me into the tiny apartment.

      “Hello.” I lean in and kiss her cheek, lingering close to smell her scent. Tonight, it’s dark and ominous. I’m not sure why the change from her usual exotic floral scent is deeper and I have to walk away to stop my brain from thinking about it too much.

      The place is four rooms the size of closets. I’m shocked, but I try to keep my cool. Actually, I’m almost mad. And not at her, but at life, for her. And a little at the asshole who left her, but sometimes that was for the best. She’s sweet and smart and lovely and honest and deserves so much more. And she also looks happy, something I can’t say I always am, so maybe it’s not where you’re living at, but how you’re living life that matters. I need to think about that more.

      “You’re sure about this?” she asks.

      I remember last night and how it felt to hold her. I want to pull her close and hug her and reassure her. But I don’t. She’s standing as far away as she can from me in the small room. Her eyes wide, like a wild animal tonight, like she’s ready to skit away at the first sign of trouble, and that sensual and mysterious scent reiterates my thoughts.

      I just ignore the question and go to where Riley is sitting on the floor. She looks up at me with round, dark blue eyes. They’re not like Rissa’s honey-brown ones. I’d say Riley got those killers from her father. I don’t want to ask, but…

      “Can I ask what’s up with Riley’s dad?”

      “He was out of the picture before she came into the picture.”

      “Immaculate conception?”

      She laughs. “No, we dated for about a year, I got pregnant, then I got smart cause I knew he was fooling around. He said he wanted nothing to do with either of us as soon as he heard the word pregnant.”

      The story sounds too familiar and I cringe a little. I’m not running from Viv and Jillyn, but I wonder if I’m running from myself again and if this isn’t just another way for me to shirk responsibility in my life. I was there. I made that baby. Hell, could’ve made two babies and I’m probably fucking lucky that Jillyn’s not pregnant too. I don’t regret it. We’re all adults. Running into Viv and Jillyn in Vegas was a moment in time that I have to either accept fully or decide to step away from and let them raise that baby alone.

      But if I can, shouldn’t I be a part of the baby’s life?

      I squat to the floor and play with some of the soft figures Riley has in front of her, dancing them across her feet. She giggles and it draws a smile from me. I remember Dillon being this age and it was some of the best days of my life.

      I sit down and she moves on her knees to a place between my spread legs looking up at me. I wore joggers because I wanted to be able to move quickly and comfortably. I look up and Rissa’s leaning back against the wall her arms crossed and her eyes intently watching. Caution makes her eyes darker.

      I pick up a book and Riley’s eyes widen. “You like this one?”

      “Read!” She plops down hard on my crotch and I have to remember that babies don’t know what they’re doing as my nuts ricochet into my throat.

      “Ugh.” I grunt and adjust her just a little onto my thigh, taking a deep breath.

      “You okay?” Rissa asks with a chuckle.

      “All good,” I say in a high octave and Rissa rolls with laughter. Rissa’s laughter is like listening to my favorite song on the perfect spring day, my son telling me about his best day, and me feeling in the zone when I’m working—all wrapped up into one. Her daughter mimics her in a copycatting way, making me laugh, too.

      After a couple of books and the little one’s insistent direction that I re-read the first book about a hundred times, I lift her to her feet and stand.

      “Okay, give it to me…” I motion to Rissa, asking her to do the tour and directions.

      Her hooded eyes soften. She steps forward toward me, her hands pressing into my chest and I close my eyes as she leans into me. Her lips press to mine softly.

      Not what I meant, but I’m not going to stop her.

      I slip one behind her neck, tipping her head and sliding my tongue along her lips. She opens her mouth and I taste the sweetness that I always knew was inside of her. Even if the outside is a little stressed and closed off, she’s sugar and spice inside. I slip another hand onto her back, low. My pinkie pops into the gap on the back of her jeans, just grazing the crest of her crack. That luscious full ass of hers is my kryptonite. It’s curves for days.

      “Iley ungry.” A little voice breaks into the moment.

      “I think she said she’s hungry,” I say as I pull away slowly, touching my head to Rissa’s.

      “Damn.” She swallows. “I think I’m hungry, too, Leif.”

      I see it in her eyes. The hunger is real. I swallow down every instinct to lift her into my arms, wrapping those toned thighs around me and carry her to the bedroom. But two tiny fists pound on my leg.

      “Pood. Pweeze.”

      It takes every ounce of will, but I separate from Rissa. “Okay, give me all the directions,” I say as I lift Riley into my arms. “And then we’ll get you some food.”

      Rissa, with a still flushed face, leads me around the apartment showing me Riley’s food for the evening, the pajamas laid out, the sippy cups, the diapers, the tub for a bath if she gets too dirty from dinner, the First Aid kit, the fire extinguisher…the thermometer…the Poison Control number…

      I grab Rissa’s hand. “We’re going to be okay. I know it’s hard to leave your baby with someone. No matter who it is. She’s going to be fine. Don’t worry.”

      “’Ungry!” Riley wiggles in my arm and I lift her up and toss her into the air and she giggles. “’Gain!”

      I do it again and Rissa’s eyes widen. I pull Riley back to me and whisper in her ear, “I think we’re freaking Mommy out.”

      “Yes, you are,” she says with a smile while grabbing her jacket and purse from the hooks by the door. “If you need anything, please call or text.”

      “Will do. Riley, we got this, right?” I hold up a hand for a high-five and she slaps it. “I need to get this little girl fed. See you around what, midnight?”

      “Yeah.”

      I open the door for her, because I have a feeling if I don’t she’s not leaving. “Have a good night.” I lean in and brush a kiss on her cheek.

      Her hand comes up and presses into my cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you, Rissa.”

      And with that the door closes behind her.

      “Okay, baby girl. Let’s get you some pood.” I tickle her stomach and she wiggles with happiness.
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        * * *

      

      Rissa was right. Riley fights bedtime. But I have the answer. I warm her milk a little and we read a few—okay, maybe more like a dozen—stories. She finally yawns her milky mouth, her eyes half-closed.

      I grab the blanket from the living room that she’s been carrying around for the hour after dinner and she reaches out for it, snuggling it under her body and close to her face. Her middle and ring fingers from her right hand slip into her mouth and soft sounds of sucking settle into the air as she settles onto the mattress. I don’t know if Rissa allows it, but she seems to find the move soothing so I’m going to just admire how damn cute she looks and leave it.

      I’m searching the web for my next company mower and maybe a couple new sidewalk edgers when my phone pops up a text window.

      Jillyn: The lawyer has the paperwork ready. I’ll drop it by your place tomorrow after I pick it up.

      I stare as the phone feels like a metal brick in my hand.

      Leif: Okay.

      I don’t know what to say. Parenthood is the ultimate responsibility in life. It’s not just a one and done night in Vegas. And as much as Viv and Jillyn can do it on their own, I’m not sure I can watch from afar, especially knowing that I’ll still see the baby when our lives entwine so much with friends.

      I lay down on the couch around ten-thirty. I do six martial arts twice a week. I’ve been punched by my Muay Thai master several times and I never felt this exhausted.

      My eyes close and my phone plops to my chest.
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      I come in quietly and he’s there on the loveseat. Contorted so his six-two size fits in a pretzel kind of way. He’s so handsome that I almost feel like looking away to shut the door on the place in me that I’m quickly letting him into.

      I check on Riley and she’s out. I’m sure they played hard, and if I know Leif, he read her a dozen books. She loves to listen to books and I almost believe that she knows how to read, but I know that’s not possible. She can recite some of the books though and that’s just as impressive to me. But as her mom I’m allowed to be impressed by a dirty diaper, too. It comes with the territory.

      I knew that he was asking me to show him around and give him details earlier, but I couldn’t help myself and had to kiss him. Just to see how it would feel. I was right. It was fucking amazing. But I chastised myself all night, until Zale came in and he sat at the bar, asking for a beer. We’d been busy and I was a little behind cleaning up.

      I asked him what was wrong and he said that he fired Kim. I pushed off the bar and thought that maybe I was next. I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I wasn’t sure that he knew that Leif was taking care of Riley.

      I remember back as I look down at Leif.

      Zale rubbed the back of his neck. “She was a miserable person. Plus, Vice caught her stealing from the register a month ago. She said she wasn’t to me and I believed him. I had to make sure he was right.”

      “Really?” I tried to make the inquiry sincere, but I knew it didn’t come out that way. I had a feeling that Kim would push the boundaries and with her Don’t-Give-No-Fucks attitude.

      “And I think she’s been taking for a while. Our numbers just haven’t been adding up. Her nights were significantly less than yours.”

      I stepped forward. “I hope you don’t think that I’m—”

      “No. When Vice came to me with the information, I put in a security system and I watched the footage for the last week and caught her giving herself cash.” He pointed up at the tiny cameras that I never noticed. “Plus, I wanted to give the video of the wedding to Copper.”

      My back straightened. “And?”

      “Do you want me to tell Leif to back off, Ris? Just be honest with me.”

      A slither of fear came over me… like an icy snake crawling through my veins, but I pushed it away.

      He smiled, a crooked smile. “I thought so.”

      “What?”

      “Rissa, you and I are a lot alike?”

      “How’s that?” I started unloading the dishwasher, checking for lipstick and shining the martini glasses.

      “Scared to be honest with others and ourselves. Protective of our fears because they might be all we have.”

      I looked up. “What if it doesn’t work out?”

      He held up his hand and the tattooed band that read “Ella Forever” around his finger said more than any words he could have said. “Sometimes it does. Don’t be frozen by the fear. Don’t be scared of the possibility.”

      “Jeez. You sure have gotten sappy.” I tried to lighten the mood because I was being dragged under the tow of his sincerity tidal wave.

      “Hey, Leif’s still a work in progress, but I couldn’t be prouder of how he’s changed his life around. He knows rock bottom and I guarantee you that he’ll never let you hit the same.” He rapped his knuckles on the wood surface. “Okay, I’m looking to hire someone, actually, two new bartenders. We’re making good numbers, when Kim isn’t here, and I want to spend more time with Ella and the kids next year.”

      “Leif’s taking care of Riley tonight.”

      He pauses as he runs a hand through his hair. “Okay. He’s great with kids. And you’re both adults.”

      “You ever think of adding to your brood, boss?”

      “I can’t.”

      “What?”

      “Baseball to the groin, the swimmers don’t swim.”

      “Wow. That’s horrible.”

      “Nah, I found the woman of my dreams who came with two kids. I can’t imagine not having them in my life, so it’s all good. And plus, we can have sex for days and not have to worry,” He says as he walks away.

      I yelled, “Didn’t need to know that.”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to close up the office.”

      “Hey!” I threw the money bag at him and he caught it. “I’ll get the lights.” As they flick off, I was coated by the dark, but I wasn’t afraid. I smiled.

      And now I’m back home staring fears and possibilities in the face. That handsome whisker-stippled face. I sit on the coffee table staring at a person who might be able to calm the fears and crank up the possibilities.

      His hair looks so inviting. I’ve never touched it. I want to, but I don’t want to wake him. I reach out and slowly run my hand though those dark strands. How he gets them to stand up was a mystery, but not so much anymore. Thick. And yet, soft. The strands stand up even higher now. I run my fingers through them again and his eyes flicker awake. This close I can see how much green and brown there is in them. They’re like a watercolor painting, blended.

      “Hey. How was your”—he yawns—“night?”

      “Busy, but good.” I bring my fingers to his cheek and then to that puffy lip, it’s so soft under my fingertips.

      I shouldn’t want him as much as I do. This has complications written all over it. And I’ve done this before. I’m scared that he already owns a part of me, but the more I fight it, the more I don’t want to fight.

      “One night…Leif?” Maybe I can get him out of my system. Maybe he’ll be like all the others and I’ll understand why I put up a wall.

      The lies I tell myself probably hurt me more than I know.

      I lean toward him and he stills, not pushing or pulling me, just letting me do what I want to. His firm muscles outline against his t-shirt as I press a hand into his chest. I lift the edge of the shirt and skim my fingers over the soft skin of his stomach. He shaves his chest and lower. But how low? I want to find out. I can’t help myself from finding out. As I look into his mottled eyes, I skim my fingers lower and lower, until they’re dancing along the fabric line of his jogging pants. His mouth is open and his eyes lax, as I sneak my fingers under the waist band. Still smooth as a baby’s butt. I go another inch and I hit coarse hair. His eyes close, the edges of his mouth turning up just barely. And then I feel it.

      It.

      Damn.

      I wrap my hand around what’s at least twice my grip. His hips rock up, forcing the flesh through my tight grip and he moans.

      I lean toward his face and press my lips to his soft and lax ones. His hand feeds into my hair, ripping out the ponytail and allowing the long brown strands to fall. I stopped cutting my hair when I was pregnant with Riley, it just grew too fast and now, it’s more I don’t have the money to get it cut. Every penny is planned.

      I continue to jack his cock, a little faster, then a little slower. He meets my actions beat for beat.

      My tongue swipes along his lips, asking for entrance into his body.

      One hand untangles from my hair and slides down my neck, stopping to play with the skull on my necklace for just a second, his long, slightly callused fingers toying with the charm before he moves to cup one of my breasts. My tongue battles with his, rolling and tumbling. My stomach twists and turns like I’m riding a rollercoaster. I’m being turned inside out. I’m being plummeted to the ground. I’m being shot into the air and all the time I can’t breathe. My head lightens. If I don’t come up for air, I might pass out. This man can literally take my breath away and that’s never happened before. I want to be scared and part of me doesn’t want the fear anymore. I want to feel without questioning. And love without worrying.

      I back away slowly and his eyes open.

      “Jesus woman. You can kiss.”

      “Right back, at ya, Mr. Valore.”

      “Actually, it’s Va-lor-ay.”

      “Oh…I didn’t know the last is a hard ‘a’.”

      “It’s Italian.”

      I look down at what’s now poking up through his waistband and my hand’s still attached to. “Yes, I’d say you’re an Italian stallion.”

      He chuckles. “I’ve heard that once or twice.”

      “How was Riley?”

      “Little fussy at bedtime, but we read a couple books.” His hand pulls my face closer again and his lips grind against mine.

      I back away again. “A couple?”

      He chuckles. “Okay, maybe a dozen.”

      “She’s got you wrapped around her tiny little fingers.”

      “Yes, she does.” He draws me back for another firm, but brief kiss. “And her mom has her fingers wrapped around me, too.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not ready for more than tonight, Leif.”

      The disappointment is clear on his face, but he nods. “Okay…we’ll start with tonight and we’ll go from there.”

      He sits up quickly, leans over, putting his shoulder to my stomach and in a second, I’m thrown over his shoulder and giggling as his pants start to slide down his legs as I loosened the tie with my earlier actions. He doesn’t seem to care and basically walks right out of them.

      “That was convenient.”

      “You’re gonna hurt yourself!” I shout whisper to him.

      “Babe, you’re nothing. I’ve carried two hundred pounds of dirt at a site before.” He slaps my ass. I inhale quickly but reach down and with his bubbly butt right in my face, I give him a nice thwap of my hand and he slides to a stop. “Holy shit that almost dropped me to my knees…and you, too. But I liked it.”

      Inside my bedroom, he turns and shuts the door. “You ready for the best one-night stand you’ve ever had?” He sits my feet to the floor gingerly, but his brow furrows when he sees my face. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      It’s time to just be honest with him. “I…I’ve never…you know…” I can’t look at him.

      “Hey, please. Ris. You’re telling me that you’ve never had sex? Cause that little girl in there says…” I shake my head. His eyes widen. “Oh. I see. You’ve never orgasmed.” He lifts my chin and I shake out of the touch. “I’m glad you shared. This is important to me and it’s obviously important to you.”

      “Not once.” I shake my head, but still can’t look at him. I feel like I’ve done something wrong when I know I haven’t. I tried. I tried hard. I did everything I read. I did everything they told me to do. Relax. Raise your ass. Lower your ass. Flip over. Touch yourself. Don’t touch yourself.

      Only to hear: Every girl I’ve been with has gone off this way.

      Dude, they were lying. I guarantee it. Because that last dude took all of eighteen seconds to finish. No woman goes off in eighteen seconds.

      “Okay, then we’re gonna change that, baby.”

      I put a hand to his chest. “No. You can’t go in thinking that it’s going to happen when it hasn’t. I want to be realistic with you.”

      “Have you ever faked it?”

      I slide my tongue in front of my teeth. I don’t lie…well, not to him and I haven’t yet.

      He sets his forehead to mine. “You don’t have to answer that and I shouldn’t have asked it.”

      God, he’s just too good to be true. And thinking about being with him makes my pussy flutter.

      “I really want to.”

      “Orgasm?”

      “Could you stop saying that word?”

      “Okay… you want to come. Explode. Ride the light fantastic. Have big O. Climax. Gush. Pop the bottle. Reach nirvana.”

      “Okay, okay! I got it. Yes. I want to do all of that.”

      “Then, baby, let’s get started.”

      He walks around me and presses his body up against my back, sliding the shoulders of my jacket off. He swipes all of my hair to one side of my neck and his lips enjoy the other side, gliding down, down. And then he hits the spot, right above my collarbone, his whiskers brush over the sensitive spot and then his lips. My knees wobble and an arm wraps around my waist. Firm, but not tight. He’s holding me up.

      I lift an arm and slide my hand into his hair. I love how it feels. How my fingers almost get lost. He releases me, backing away, and I crave for him to touch me again. He slowly stalks around me, nothing on from his waist down and I can’t help but examine the goods. Leif reaches behind his neck and when he pulls his T-shirt over his head, every one of his abs clenches into a hard roll of muscle. I reach out and trace every single one, leading down to his Adonis muscles on either side of his hips. They’re so pronounced. Like a ledge of godliness.

      “Damn, Leif…” And then my eyes fall past those muscles, now actually seeing his cock in the light of the nightstand lamp. “Ummm…that’s not gonna be possible.”

      “I promise, it’ll fit.”

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      His hand slides behind my neck and I raise my head, even if I want to keep one on his dick to make sure it doesn’t climb up his body to look me in the eye. I think it has a separate brain.

      “Baby, you and me, we have every chance to be in heaven tonight and I promise, you will come and come hard, and this cock will be inside of you when you do it, at least once, if not multiple times.”

      I shiver from the tips of my toes up through my core, through my nipples, and then to my trembling lips, ending with a moan that travels the same path.

      I lift my T-shirt and pull it over my head. I’ve never been a small girl, but after Riley, I haven’t had much time to get back down to my normal curvy weight. There’s more to love, in my mind. His hands go to the button on my jeans. He works it and the zipper. I wiggle back and forth so the tight fabric can slip over my round hips.

      My baby blue bra and panties are perfect against my lightly tanned skin and he steps back taking it all in.

      “Rissa, you are fucking sexy. Like the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.”

      I feel the appreciation in his eyes.

      “Are you clean?” he asks.

      “Yes, tested while pregnant and no one after.”

      “And I recently got tested. So we’re all good.”

      I walk to the end table and pull out a box of condoms. I wasn’t planning, but I didn’t want to get pregnant again for a long, long time, if ever. And maybe never.

      “For you. I’m not on the pill.”

      He walks over and backs me to the bed, releasing the clasp on my bra behind my back before dropping to his knees and pressing his nose against my clit, inhaling deep.

      “You’re so sweet, baby. I can’t wait to eat you out.”

      “Jesus, Leif.”

      “What?”

      “Do you say that to everyone?”

      “Not everyone, but I’m sure as shit going to say it to you. I’ve wanted to bury my tongue inside of you for months. Makes me hard just thinking about how you might taste.”

      I let the words settle into me. Every man I’d been with was always telling me what I could do to him and blaming me for his short comings—and quick comings. Not once had they told me how much they wanted me. They just did what they had to do to get in and get off.

      I stop the tears, but my body rocks a hiccup.

      “Shit. Hey, hey, I’ll stop telling you those things, if you don’t want to hear them.” His warm arms wrap around me and he guides me to sit on the bed edge. “And if this is too much or not right for you, then just say so. Baby, I want this, but I want you to be happy more.”

      There are times in our lives we’re faced with a choice. One of my biggest from the past is across the hall in that second-hand crib and she’s happy. She’s truly happy. What makes me think that I’m allowed the same in the present.

      I slip a hand behind his neck and I fall back to the bed, tugging him with me. “Please. Make love to me, Leif.”

      The warmth of his hand on my double-D breast sends a lightning bolt straight to my core. I swear I’m dripping. His lips close around one of the nipples and he sucks first softly.

      “Harder.”

      He sucks harder.

      “Yes. Oh, God.”

      His other hand travels down my stomach. “Baby, just tell me what’s feeling good and if there’s something I can do better or different, you tell me. Tell me all of it.”

      His hand slips into the waist of my panties. The tip of a long finger brushes my clit and I gasp. My body is on fire, the match struck by this caring man. A finger slides between the wet, puffy lips, and slowly inside of me. He repeats the motion, slowly. Clit and inside. Clit. Down. Inside. Clit…

      I arch my back as a burst of energy radiates out of my stomach. Every muscle tenses in my body, contracting in a way I’ve never felt.

      “Can you suck on my clit?”

      “I can, but why don’t you tell me to do it?”

      I grasp his head and make him look me in the eye. “Suck on my clit, Leif.”

      Superman doesn’t move as fast. My panties are down my legs and his tongue laps up my center, dipping briefly into my body, almost slurping like he can’t get enough.

      “Oh, fuck yes. That’s sweet, Rissa.”

      His finger slips back inside me as his tongue laves over my clit. I buck my hips and on the upward thrust his lips latch on and he doesn’t let go.

      I hold his head to me. “Don’t stop. Yes. I think I’m close. God, so fucking…” He reaches up with his other hand and his fingers pinch my nipple and my body explodes deep inside.

      “Oh, fuck!” I pulse everywhere and I can feel my pussy clench around his finger as he continues his actions. “Oh, God…” The waves keep coming and I have to grab and pillow and cover my face so I can scream his name. “Leif!”

      He chuckles against my body and I feel him sliding up to look at me. I keep the pillow over my face. I don’t know what to say to him or how to say it.

      He’s like that tattooed lion on his chest—an animal. And I liked it.

      He tugs the pillow and I hold it firmly.

      “Rissa…hey, I need to see you.”

      I drag the pillow to my chest as I heave deeply.

      “How are you feeling?” His fingers thread into my hair and behind my neck.

      “I’m…grood.”

      “Grood?” His scorching and self-satisfied smile starts pre-heating my body again.

      “I mean, good…great.”

      “I just want to be clear, baby. Am I correct in believing that was your first orgasm?”

      I nod. “Fuck, yes.”

      “You never got yourself off?”

      I shook my head. “Just thought that if I couldn’t with a man, that I couldn’t.”

      “So…what do you want now?”

      I reach down and rock my hand along his cock. “You have to go slow. I’m not sure you saw, but I had to have a Caesarean-section because Riley was breach.”

      His face hits the recognition phase. “Oh, so you’re…”

      “Tight as the day I had sex for the first time.”

      “Okay.”

      “But let’s try this.”

      “Have some lube?”

      I pull it out of the nightstand.

      He suits up and then slathers up. “Okay, baby, I know it’s going to feel like a lot, but I promise, it’ll start to feel good.”

      His massive cock head presses against me. Slick. Cool. I close my eyes to just feel and when he slides through the puffy tissues, I relax my legs a little. I like it. I love how full I feel. The pressure in my body. The moment in my soul. The gravity in my heart. It’s all there.

      “More please,” I say on a moan.

      Leif’s lips hit mine and his tongue frantically searches for mine. I meet him, dancing and dipping. “Fuck, Rissa. You’re not just tight, you’re hot. Boiling inside, baby.”
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      I try to keep control, but I’m going to lose it quickly. I give her what I think is about six inches before stopping. “More?”

      “Fuck, yes!” Her hands grasp my shoulders and she wraps her long legs around my ass. Her toned thighs contract and she uses those legs to drag me deeper into her.

      “Baby, slowly, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “God, you won’t…” She stills, her gaze meets mine. “Leif, I know you won’t.”

      I start thrusting, slowly driving deeper with each subsequent plunge. Finally, I hit rock bottom, my nuts slapping her ass. “I’m all the way in.”

      “In my throat!” She giggles and I cover her mouth with mine, so Riley doesn’t wake up.

      I plant my knees and press up so I’m looking down on her.

      “Faster…” she demands.

      I obey every word from her mouth. It’s all for her.

      “Harder,” she moans, writhing under me.

      “You sure?”

      She smiles. “Give it to me, Leif.” Her hand slides down my cheek, and I kiss her fingers as they pass by. “Give it all to me. I’m ready for everything you have.”

      I swallow back what I’m feeling, she wanted one night. If it’s only one night, it’s going to be one fucking amazing night.

      I go harder and deeper, listening to her body. “Baby, play with your clit.” Then I remember what she said. “Rub it lightly, tease it, however it feels good to you.”

      She reaches between us and her eyes grow wide. “It’s so sensitive.”

      “If it feels good, keep doing it.”

      I settle her thighs in the crooks of my arms and drive deeper, a little slower, a little faster, watching and waiting. All the time, ignoring how my nuts are buzzing and my gut is like a fist ready to punch through my dick.

      And then I see her eyes widen and feel how her pussy starts to quiver. Pulling me deeper, asking me to lose control with her.

      “Leif…” My name is a breath of life from her mouth to my ears.

      “That’s it. God, you’re so fucking beautiful. Come for me, Marissa. Come on that cock…hard, baby.”

      She clenches down on me and her body rocks with waves. Her glove of a pussy grips me until I’m seeing stars while my cock fills the condom. I collapse on her body, her soft meeting my hard.

      Heaven.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to her sucking on my cock, then Rissa slips a condom on me and rides me. Grinding her pretty little clit in between my cock and stomach, her pussy starting to do that fantastic quiver that I know is precursor to her detonation. And then she leans down and sucks my nipple. No woman’s ever done that and for some reason, it’s like my fucking cock kryptonite. I detonate with little warning and force myself to keep going until she’s throwing her head back and screaming my name.

      As she collapses to my chest, I look over at the clock. 6:15 a.m. Probably okay if we wake up Riley and I have to get going to meet the guys at the shop at seven, but still…

      “You have to work today?” she asks, tracing her fingers over my chest in a lazy pattern, my cock still inside of her. I don’t want to pull out. I like this.

      “Yeah. Probably should get up and going.”

      I know what she said, but I also know that she woke me up this morning and got me going again. It wasn’t technically a one-night stand to me because I’d be gone if it was. It was a one-night and is an early-morning stand. We’ve crossed over and I’m not going back.

      After she rolls off of me, I stand and clean up in the hallway bathroom. I hear Riley making sounds, so I pull on my pants and go into her bedroom. She startles when she sees me, but soon reaches out. I lift her and meet Rissa at the door.

      Rissa reaches out, but Riley shakes her head at her mother. “Oh, really? You like him better than me? Okay, princess. I see how it is.” Rissa flips her hair as she turns quickly, and I nuzzle into Riley.

      “She’ll be okay. She likes me, too.”

      “What did you say?” Rissa asks, turning back to me.

      “Nothing.”

      She gives me a skeptical glower but turns and walks the hallway to the kitchen. “Breakfast? Coffee?”

      “Coffee would be great.” I slip Riley into her highchair seat as she rubs her eyes to clear sleep. I grab her sippy cup from the fridge. If there was something I learned as a parent, it was always have one ready. She starts drinking the milk like she’s been in the desert for days.

      I examine the brochures on the fridge. “You going to college or wanting to?”

      “Well, sure, I want to, but it takes time and money. Two things I’m sorely lacking these days.”

      My phone buzzes on the coffee table. I take the four steps to get it as that’s all it takes to get there from the kitchen.

      Vivian: Put the envelope in your night drop at your biz. If you could have it back this afternoon, we’d really appreciate it.

      She hands me a cup of coffee. “Something wrong? Dillon okay?”

      It warms my chest to know she cares, but telling her this is sitting hard in my stomach. Coffee tastes bitter, but it’s not the coffee.

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “Okay. Let me get Riley her breakfast and we’ll talk.”

      I lean against the doorway and watch how she dotes on her daughter. Half a banana cut into small pieces. Cheerios and a little milk in a tiny bowl that suctions to the plastic highchair table. And Riley sets to feeding herself. She smiles at me, milk dribbling down her tiny little chin.

      “What’s up?” Rissa leans her hip against the small oven.

      “You know Vivian Coates and Jill—”

      “Jillyn Kincaid? Yeah, I know them. They come into Graffiti Street occasionally. Jillyn’s constantly trying to get me to go to Graffiti Street Gym to give her personal training a try, but she scares me a little. Intense.”

      “Right. Exactly. So about two months ago, I ran into them when I was doing a job in Vegas. I knew Jillyn from the Graffiti Street Gym, too, and one thing led to another and…”

      Her face pales, that blush of tan gone. “You slept with…one or both?”

      “I don’t want to get into the specifics, but technically, we all slept…”—I blow out a long breath—“Together. A month ago, they told me that Vivian’s pregnant. And it’s mine.”

      “Did you know it could happen?” She shakes her head. “I mean, did you try to prevent it from happening?”

      “No. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t know they were…” I raise my eyebrows. “Bisexual or lesbians or whatever. Plus, they never asked me to wear a condom.”

      “How did you not know? And do you just not wear one, if no one says anything.” She tips her head and her brows rise higher than mine, her voice tight.

      “I figured they were on the pill.” I don’t look at her. I’m a little scared to.

      She narrows her eyes. “But you didn’t ask?”

      It’s making me uncomfortable to talk about how my moment of recklessness affected so many lives. Even if they’re excited about it, I’m not so sure I am.

      “Vivian’s pregnant and when they first told me I said I’d sign over my parental rights. But now…”

      “Now?”

      “I don’t know. They’d be great parents, but can I…”

      “Abandon the baby?” Her eyes laser into me. I can see how this is a familiar story to her.

      “But there are two of them and they want this baby.”

      “The real question is, do you want the baby, Leif?”

      Up until last night I was still thinking I’d sign the form and move on with my life, but now, looking at Rissa and Riley and knowing that a piece of me would be living just miles away…

      Moving on isn’t always that easy…
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        * * *

      

      Rissa

      “Leif, do you want to be a part of the baby’s life?” I ask him again.

      “Do you want more kids, Rissa?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know that I don’t want another guy who is willing to abandon his child. I already had one of those.” I shimmy past him. “Leif, I was wavering, but that one night—”

      “And this morning stand, Rissa.” He reaches out to me, but I shake my head.

      “It’s all it can be. I need to look out for Riley.” I rush to the bedroom and I’m back in seconds with his T-shirt. “I need you to go and I don’t think I can see you again for a while.”

      “I want to be honest with you. I want you to be happy.” He pulls the shirt over his head and I don’t look. I can’t. His perfection in my mind was a lie. It’s always a lie.

      “Then can you stay away from Graffiti for a little while, or at least not Wednesday to Sunday? Maybe I can just get back to thinking of you as a customer and not…”

      He steps toward me and I back up with a raised hand. “Think of me as what, Ris?”

      I point to the door. “Please, just go.”

      “All right. I’ll stay away from Graffiti Street for a while and I’m sorry for disappointing you. You have my number, if you need me, please call me. I’ll always be here for you.” His lips brush my cheek and I crave to turn into them. To let them caress away my fears. Sweep away what he’s just told me.

      But I can’t.

      And the door closes.

      I walk to the kitchen and Riley giggles as she licks a Cheerio off the highchair table.

      Tears stream my face.

      The dam broken.

      My soul crushed.

      My heart…shattered.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon is gorgeous. Seventy-five and partly sunny, but I feel like I’ve got a storm cloud over me. I decide to take Riley to the park, but the one near us isn’t great. I saw a needle on a bench last week and that cemented that we wouldn’t be back. “Isn’t great” is an understatement. I look up a few parks and find one near Zale’s house. I remember he’s lived in the same neighborhood since he was a baby, so I figure it can’t be too bad. He’s turned out okay and I know he wouldn’t live somewhere that would put Roxie and Rebel in danger.

      I’m pushing Riley buckled into a safety swing and she’s screaming happily. I smile. But the sounds of two kids arguing gets Riley’s attention. I look around and see a girl and boy under the slide.

      “No, I like someone else!” the girl exclaims. “You’re just my friend.”

      I stop Riley and lift her out. “Hey…everything okay?” I look closer. “Dillon?”

      “I know you.” He stands. “You work for my dad.”

      The young girl stands. I remember her from the wedding, but I don’t know her.

      “I do. I’m Marissa, but you can call me Rissa.”

      “Rissa, this is Skye.”

      “I’m his friend. Not his girlfriend.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Whatever.”

      Skye runs off to a group of girls. “You okay, Dillon?”

      “Yeah. She says she likes someone else, but maybe someday she’ll like me. I just want her to be happy.”

      Leif’s words ghost back to me. I want to be honest with you. I want you to be happy.

      “I’ll be waiting for her.” He runs off and I can’t breathe.
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        * * *

      

      Leif

      I about ran my team into the ground today. We got more done than needed so I gave them tomorrow morning off. I was just trying to keep my mind off of… everything. I texted Hemi and he agreed to join me at Graffiti Street. She had the night off, so I figured it was safe. And it was time to handle the Skye issue. Tactfully. Hopefully. I still couldn’t touch the piece of paper that stared at me from the console. One of my guys had seen it and his eyes widened. I covered it with my jacket.

      My office manager called out for me before I left, and she handed me the manila envelope that says “DRETH” in the return address. My ex-wife’s law partnership. Great.

      Zale’s behind the counter. I take a seat in the corner in a swivel chair and he seems confused.

      “What’s up Valore?” he calls out and I walk to the counter and he has my iced tea waiting. I probably don’t need the caffeine with how my heart’s been beating fast today.

      “You have someone else coming in tonight?” I ask, eating a handful of the cup of bar mix he set in front of me.

      “Yeah, Snake’ll be here soon and I just hired another bartender today. Giving her a trial tonight.”

      “Cool. I’m meeting Hemi for a drink and…talk.”

      “About Rissa?”

      “Did she tell you?”

      He nods. “That you were taking care of Riley? Yeah. But I saw the tape from Saturday night. Don’t have to be able to read lips to know what was happening. I thought the camera might melt, dude.”

      I let go of a chuckle. “I’m going to be a gentleman and not say anything.”

      A hand grasps my shoulder. “Hey, Valore.”

      “Hemi. I got us chairs in the back.” His head rears back. “Oh…it’s a chair kinda conversation. I’m a little scared.”

      I mumble walking away. “Maybe I should be.” I have martial arts skills, but Hemi is street smart. And as my Muay Thai Kru has said over and over, “Don’t think that your skills can be used against brains, only brawn.” And my Taekwondo Sahyun said, “It wasn’t smart to think with your muscles, only your brain.” We’d find out what Hemi wanted to fight with.

      He grabbed a beer and sat. “First, are you okay?”

      Every time I needed to talk to my guys, they thought I was in crisis. I wasn’t always in crisis. I’d hit a couple of rough patches, but that was to be expected.

      “I’m good. Like…really good…or I was…but I’m not sure if I will be.”

      “Whoa, dude. That was like a verbal Rubik’s cube.” He rubs his hand over his goatee. “Just spit it out.”

      “Your daughter wrote me a love note.”

      I slide the paper over to Hemi and he sets his beer down to pick it up. He shakes his head like he’s clearing what he just saw.

      “That was…”

      “And now you know why I can’t talk straight.”

      “I knew she had a crush, but this is…”

      “Again, I know. What can we do?”

      “Cece thought it was cute and she’d grow out of it, but I think we need to talk to her. You okay?”

      “Little freaked out to be hit on by an eight-year-old.”

      Hemi threw his head back and laughed. “We’ll take care of it.”

      “I don’t want to hurt her, but I want to be clear, she’s not my type. Speaking of, I spent the night with Rissa.”

      “Okay.” Hemi leaned forward his elbows on his knees. “She know about Viv and Jillyn?”

      “I told her. I think it scared her. Her daughter’s father did a disappearing act and I think she’s thinking I’m doing the same to this child.”

      “Well…” He raises his shoulders.

      “Well, what?”

      “I’m here to support you.”

      Fuck.

      “Just stop it. I never should have taken you to that meeting.”

      He leans back in his chair and swivels to face me. “But you did. So I’m here. What are you gonna do, Valore? You know you can have both in your life? Hell, you can have it all.”

      “I want it all, but do I…”

      “Do you what?”

      “Do I deserve it. Am I fixed enough to believe I can make this happen without freaking out and going back—”

      “You will never go back. We won’t let you. Copper said that when he thought you were going for that shot a month ago, he was going to knock them all down the bar if your finger got any closer.”

      “You can’t be with me all the time.”

      “But you called us to be with you. That means you knew what you were going to do didn’t sit right. You just wanted someone there to support you.”

      He’s right. I need someone to support me and Rissa needs someone to support her, too. Not financially. Just to listen to her and hear what her heart really has to say.

      “So, Valore…one more time. What do you want to do about your spawn?”

      “I want to be happy.”

      He grabs my shoulder and squeezes. “You remember when we stole Cece’s car together?”

      “How could I forget?” We were lucky to be alive. And my parents almost killed me after picking me up from juvenile hold.

      “Remember that feeling. Remember how free we felt as those stupid seventeen-year-olds? Remember we said ‘no regrets’ and I don’t have any. Will walking away make you happy or will you have regrets?”

      “Our babies could grow up together.”

      “That’s true.”

      I lean forward and pull a piece of paper out of my back pocket.

      “Don’t tell me that’s a return note to my daughter.” He rears back like the paper will burn his eyes.

      I shake my head and chuckle. “No. It’s a check for what you lent me to get my business out of trouble three years ago. I’m doing really well and I’m ready to repay you.”

      He entwines his hands behind his head. “Nah, you use it for something else—a house or more equipment or hell, Dillon’s college education. I don’t want it back.”

      “You sure.”

      “Leif, seeing you happy will be repayment enough.”

      My friends were too good to me.

      Now it was time for me to be good to me.

      No regrets and happy.
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      Two weeks later.

      I took Hemi’s advice. I got to know myself and find out what I like, what is my happiness. First, I found out that I was kind of boring, but I also found out that I hate doing laundry, but love doing dishes. I make a horrible meatloaf—a beef brick flavored like feet—but great mashed potatoes and gravy. I read three books, more books than I had since high school, all four years. I took long walks, went on long runs and I loved both. I avoided Graffiti Street Bar. And that taught me the most.

      Today, I took Dillon and Skye to the zoo. I explained to Skye that she and I could be friends but nothing else. She said “Yeah, Hemi told me I couldn’t like you that way.” Then she turned to my son and said, “Okay, Dillon, I’ll be your girlfriend.” I tried to insert that wasn’t what I meant to have happen, but by Dillon’s face, it’s what he wanted to have happen.

      I’d have to have another conversation with Hemi. Great. Or maybe I’ll let Tracie take care of it. That sounds even better.

      Speaking of Tracie, now I’m dropping both of them back at their homes. It’s Sunday and I know Rissa’s at the bar.

      I walk Dillon and Skye into Tracie’s house. It’s no longer mine. I have to face this.

      Dillon gives his mom a hug and then he and Skye run outside.

      “Trac, you have some time or is Guy here?”

      “Guy won’t be here ever again.” She plops down on the couch and lifts her phone to her face.

      I take a seat on the couch, but far away. I reach out and lower her phone. Her glare like icy barbs into me. “You okay?”

      “He’s found someone else.”

      “I’m sorry, that sucks.”

      “Guy found a guy.”

      I break out laughing. “I knew it!”

      “You knew?”

      “Tracie, the way he was looking at me, I felt like a slab of beef.”

      “He thought he was bisexual. He decided he wasn’t. I’m not mad at him.”

      I cock my head at her.

      She rolls her eyes. “Okay, maybe a little mad, but not because he’s gay, but because he used me to find out.”

      “Only you, Trac.” I shake my head. “I am sorry.” I reach for her hand and she stares at the connection. “And I’m sorry about everything I did to…us.”

      A long sigh brushes the air. “I know you are. I’m sorry, too. I wish I could have loved you through all of it, but I knew I wasn’t equipped for how hard it would be. I wasn’t strong enough.”

      “Stop, please. It wasn’t you. I wasn’t a good husband. I expected a lot from you that was unreasonable and I used alcohol to treat my downfall. I’m sorry.” My swallow hard as the truth settles between us.

      “Thank you.”

      “You think we can stop yelling at each other?”

      Tracie smiles and sniffles. “Yeah, I think so. And you were right about Dillon needing the tutor. He’s getting all As and Bs now. So, thank you.” She crosses her arms. “But I have something to ask you.”

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do with Vivian and Jillyn?”

      “You’re the lawyer on the paperwork?”

      “Yeah. I tried to tell them it was a conflict, but since I’m the only woman in the firm, they demanded me and since I’m up for promotion…it wasn’t like I could turn it down and it wasn’t a lawsuit, it was a contract. Sorry, again.”

      “It’s okay. Yes, I’ve decided what I’m going to do.” I stood and walked toward the door.

      “But you’re not going to tell me?”

      “Nope. You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Leif! Leif! Come on!”

      I chuckle as I leave her house.

      But as soon as I hit the truck, I see the manila envelope.

      It’s time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rissa

      Two weeks is a long time, but I know forever will be longer. I thought maybe he’d ignore my request and I’m kind of bummed that he didn’t.

      “Hey, Rissa. Since no one’s in here, can I start some different music?” The new bartender Nene asks as she finishes up stacking the chairs.

      “Sure.”

      “What do you like?” The girl with two sleeves of tattoos that are gorgeous looks back over her shoulder.

      “Just about anything.”

      “Death metal?”

      “Eh, not my favorite, but if it’s yours.”

      “Nah, I was just messin’ with you.”

      Thank God. My head is already pounding from how long this night has been.

      She starts playing some Run DMC and we both dance around as we do the closing routine. Zale’s in the office and I walk back there with the nightly deposit bag.

      “Hey, boss, wondering if I might have a minute of your time?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I’m going to start back to college next month.”

      “That’s great.”

      “The first three months are day classes, so it’ll be a while, but then I’ll need to start a new schedule when I have to take some night clases. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Not at all. You find someone to watch Riley since your schedule will change?”

      “Not yet. Cami can do some of the nights, but I need some day help, too.”

      “You might want to talk to Nene, she has a degree in early childhood education.”

      “Thanks.”

      The music changes to Sam Smith’s “Stay With Me.”

      “Wow, Nene’s eclectic.” But the words settle into me. You and me Sam, we’re both not good at a one-night stand.

      I step further into his office. “Hey, Zale would you happen to know Leif’s—” I hear the front door open. “Shit, I forgot to lock up the door.”

      Zale’s eyes dart to the cameras on his computer. “It’s okay. He’s allowed in here after hours.”

      My heart starts to pound. “Who is it?”

      “Rissa?” His voice pours over me like honey and I let it slide through me, coating me in hope.

      “I’m gonna go help Nene and lock up.” Zale slides out of the room.

      I don’t turn around. I can’t. I’ve missed Leif so much. My emotions teeter on the edge. I don’t want to lose control. I’ve missed him too much.

      Just like Dillon waits for Skye, I’ve been waiting for him.

      He moves in close behind me. I can feel his breath on my exposed shoulder. The cut-outs on this jersey shirt torturing me.

      “I’m going to be a father again.”

      “How’s that?” I know I’m not pregnant, so it’s not me.

      “I told Viv and Jillyn that I want to be a part of the baby’s life and they agreed that’s for the best. Hell, they’re kinda excited that the baby might have a big brother and a big sister.”

      My eyes well with tears, but I can’t turn, my heart has wanted this moment for so long.

      “Rissa, I know how sacred you are. I’ve been scared for the last three years because I didn’t know how to be me. You forced me to take a look at me and who I really am so that I could hopefully…” His hand settles on my waist and I have to stare up at the ceiling to calm myself. “Hopefully be the man you, Riley, Dillon, and this baby deserve.” His back presses into mine. “Baby, I’m here for you. That one night won’t ever be enough. I’m ready for forever with you. I love you, Marissa.”

      I turn to face him. “You’re sure? Cause I won’t live through you leaving us. I…” I swallow. “I love you too much.”

      “Baby, I’m staying right here.” He starts our bodies swaying and then dips me, his lips floating across mine. “Let’s go home.”

      “Yours or mine?” I ask.

      “What about Riley?”

      “She’s at my sisters for the night. Maybe I…I was going to come find you after work. I was getting your address from Zale.”

      “Then he would’ve been wrong whatever he’d have said.”

      “What?”

      “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

      He slips his hand into mine. I’ll go wherever he is and I know he’ll always be right where I am.

      I grab my purse and jacket, and Zale waves us out the door. “Have a good night.”

      Outside, Leif guides me to his truck. “I’ll bring you back for your car tomorrow.”

      His warm hands lift me into the cab and I slide into the middle. Bench seating takes me back to high school and I’m almost giddy.

      Leif climbs in and his lips claim mine. I sink into him, enjoying my breath leaving me.

      He touches his forehead to mine. “Thank you, Rissa.”

      “For?”

      “Being strong enough to tell me that I needed to get my shit straight before you’d be with me.”

      “I don’t want you to think that I wouldn’t have been with you, if you’d decided not to be the father. I was… scared that you’d leave me and Riley.”

      “No, I didn’t think that. I thought I was doing okay, but I wasn’t. I hadn’t spent time learning how to be me by myself. I was always at Graffiti Street if I wasn’t at home or the gym or the marital arts center. I took the two weeks to do things that I haven’t since I was young and remember what happiness really is. It’s not having my shit together. It’s about being on the path to having my shit together and being accountable for my past shit.”

      “I think we both have past shit that we never truly dealt with.”

      “Yeah, but admitting it is the first step.”

      I smile. “Riley missed you.”

      “And you?”

      “I cried myself to sleep for the first two nights.”

      His eyes cloud. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, I pushed you away when I asked you to go and stay away.”

      “I know, baby, but I’m back and I’m not going anywhere. You can’t scare me off this time.”

      His lips settle to mine and we take it slow. Seconds of time suspend, and I can’t wait to spend eternity having my breath stolen away.

      He sucks in a quick breath. “Okay, more of that later.” The truck starts and we’re off. Driving into Zale’s neighborhood, he points out where Hemi and Cece live next door to Dillon and his ex-wife, Tracie. I tell him the story about Dillon and Skye at the playground, and he tells me one that has me swooning for him even more. I remember having crushes as a little girl and how heartbroken I was when I realized it just wasn’t going to happen. He did it right.

      We pull into the drive of a house that looks like about three bedrooms and a big “For Sale” sign in the yard.

      “Welcome home, baby.”

      “What?”

      “The owners accepted my bid today and since they’ve moved out, I’m renting it until I get in. I’d gotten preapproved for a mortgage three months ago, but with summer work I kept putting off buying one, but I don’t want you living in that apartment anymore. Please. Please say you’ll move in.”

      I slide out and walk to the porch, complete with a porch swing. “Wow. I…are you sure?” I want to say yes, every molecule of my body is screaming to say yes.

      “Rissa, I’m not saying that every day is going to be easy, but I’m going to promise you that I’m going to do everything…everything, baby…to make sure that you’re happy.”

      “And I’ll do whatever I can to make you happy, too.”

      “Having you move in would make me happy.”

      “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      He lifts me into his arms, and I slide my hands back into that hair that I’ll never get enough of. Thankfully, it’s attached to this great guy, who I’ll never get enough of, too.
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      Leif

      Two years later.

      “Leif, did you get a check from GSGMC?”

      I plop the check on her desk and kiss her cheek. “You look gorgeous today.”

      She puts the check number into the computer, ignoring my platitudes and the fact I’ve walked in without shirt on because we’re at work. Work is business. Home is… I remember this morning and how I took her up against the shower wall, driving deep and devouring her neck, concentrating on that one place that’s basically a hair-trigger for her orgasm.

      The Graffiti Street Guardians hired me to make their compound look more…friendly. Finding love had changed the Guardians a little, they were a little happier and less intense.

      Rissa finished up her accounting degree. She only had a year and a half left and now she’s Valore Lawn and Landscaping’s Operations Vice President. Well deserved in my mind.

      I plop down in his desk chair and look over at her, taking a moment to just breathe. “How’s my beautiful wife doing?”

      Wife. She said yes this summer, and I put a lovely band of diamonds on her hand. My forever is tattooed on my ring finger.

      She looks up at the picture on the wall of that day and I imagine her remembering back. Copper did the ceremony in our backyard…dressed as Elvis, as per my request. Paybacks are hell in our group of guys. My love walked the aisle in a lace, deep V-neck mermaid dress that hugged every curve, which I tell me every day that I love.

      Her only requested that the group’s children be a part of the ceremony. Roxie and Rebel handed out programs. Riley was flower girl number one. Copper and Harlow’s daughter Corey was flower girl number two. Hemi and Cece’s daughter Jovi was flower girl number three. And Vivian, Jillyn, and my daughter Kinsley was flower girl number four. It was a sea of petals as Kinsley tried to feed hers to Zale and Ella’s dog, Bailey Jo, who walked along with her. And Dillon, in his little tuxedo, stood up next to me as my best man. I’ve never seen a twelve-year-old more proud and a thirty-two-year old man cried that day. Rissa kept her shit together, but later she told me it was only because she spent too much on her makeup to ruin it. Then I ruined her lipstick with a soul-bending kiss, and she admitted it was totally worth it.

      Now that she’s not breastfeeding, Kinsley stays with us one week and then with Viv and Jillyn one week, before that she was only an overnighter and sometimes a couple days when Viv and Jillyn wanted a quick weekend vacation. Dillon is the same with all three of our kids in one house one week and only Riley here the off week. Riley misses her sister and brother so much. It’s not traditional, but sometimes doing it different isn’t a bad thing.

      “I’m doing really good.” She smirks.

      I reach to turn on my computer screen but stops. I lifts something new on my desk. She pretend to be working diligently, but I see how she’s watching me out of the corner of her eye.

      I close my eyes and shake my head. Our lives are about to become bigger, happier, with more love.

      I rise, and move over to her, falling to my knees and turning her chair toward me. “I’m the happiest man on the earth.”

      She holds my face in her hands. “And you always will be. Congratulations, Daddy.”

      “Congratulations, Mommy.”

      I lift her as I stand, and she stays in my arms soaking in myt love for minutes.

      We both looked fear in the face and told it to fuck off.

      I’m not going anywhere…

      Maybe to the closet to celebrate.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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      Brynn Hale is a Midwest girl who can spot--and swoon over--a hard-working guy a mile away. She believes in winks across a crowded room, guys who do the dishes, a blue-collar alpha will always win a heroine's heart, and a martini or craft beer is the perfect accompaniment to her stories.
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