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      I check the calendar to make sure. Yep. It’s Thursday. My nerves rattle my bones inside of me like my skeleton is a puppet on her string.

      Thursday is the day she comes in and the day when I almost always have to stay behind the bar. Hidden because I have to hide the raging boner I get every goddamn time. It’s both a curse and a fucking blessing.

      No woman has ever had this effect on me, and I can only imagine if she makes me go rock hard from just walking into my joint, the Graffiti Street Bar, that when I get my arms around her, I’ll be thinking horrible thoughts to keep from coming. And if I get her into my bed…

      I shake my head as the blood rushes to my crotch. Even thinking of her makes me have a reaction I can’t stop.

      I kept a distance for three long years. There are reasons. But tonight, I’m not going to fight it. In fact, I’m going to embrace the boner. I’m going to take a chance.

      “What’s the massive sigh for, boss?” My best bartender, Marissa—Rissa to me and the regulars—drops a bottle of vodka back into the premium bin in front of me.

      I push off the counter. “Just thinking about what drink to make for the special for the next week?”

      She tips her head dramatically, the side of her lip lifting. “You’re a horrible liar.”

      The front door creaks open. My eyes flash to the sliver of daylight that bursts into the room.

      “Oh,” she stretches the word and crosses her arms. “So, you’re waiting for someone?”

      Normally, Rissa is all business, but my action seems to pique her interest in something other than earning great tips. As a single mom, I know she needs all she can get.

      “Who is it?” Her eyes widen. “Please don’t tell me it’s that woman who orders extra garlic on her pizza. Is she warding off vampires?”

      I chuckle. Nothing against Garlic-Lacy, but it’s definitely not her.

      My woman smells like rolling around in a field of wildflowers and since we live near Sin City in a small town called Kildare, the scent is a welcome change from what’s only twenty miles away. I don’t venture into Vegas that often, but when I do, I come back with the same thought, fun for a day or night, but not a chance of living there. The miles between me and the glitzy strip of chaos and debauchery isn’t barely enough.

      Rissa leans back against the bar. It’s still early and we only have a couple of regulars at the bar top. “Weldonna?” Her mouth drops open and she holds up her hand, with an extra from the others. “She has six fingers on one hand. Six. Could be fun…”

      I chuckle, but wave her off. “Stop. Weldonna’s a sweet lady. You just leave her and her fingers alone.” I consider Rissa a friend, but I’m not interested in talking about the woman I’m interested in with my dudes. I’m less interested in talking about one with my employee. “You have work to do and I have to create this drink.”

      Every Thursday I create a new drink for the following week’s Specials board. Usually it’s something that’s inspired by the chef’s pizza creation, but it always keeps my girl’s favorite alcohols in mind.

      The door opens again and a pit cracks in my stomach.

      Not her.

      But it is two of my buddies, Cray—he’s like Cher or Bono, first names only—

      and Leif Valore—the single dad who I might’ve divulged my feelings to once or twice.

      Damn tequila.

      “Regular?” I ask both and they nod.

      Cray’s a beer guy and Leif is an iced tea or water guy. He’ll say it’s because of the heat and being in the sun all day, but I know it’s not. It has a lot to do with the gold coin he keeps in his pocket.

      Living this close to Vegas, I’ve seen plenty of people succumb to the ethyl alcohol monster and most of the time if I see them continually as repeat customers, I have a little conversation with them. It wasn’t that way with Leif. Leif realized out his problems after his wife left him face down in his puke and called me and Hemi, our friend from high school, to get him out of the house before their child came home from school, threatening him that he’d never see his son Dillon again. It about killed him, but I’ve supported him every step of his journey. Sure, he probably shouldn’t be back in here, but I know I’m not fucking going to serve his ass, so he’s probably safer here than anywhere else.

      My bar is pretty laid back, more of a place to hang out, than a party scene. We used to have a reputation as a meat market—a place where people go for hooking up—but now, when people get to know us, they find they’re either very disappointed or they’ve found a place to have a respite from the crazy in their life. We don’t hit on our guests and in fact, our bartenders have to take an oath that they won’t sleep with the regulars or the irregulars. Granted, I haven’t had to enforce this oath, yet. But I really feel it makes them take their job seriously. They’re not here to find someone for a night. They’re here to provide high quality service, tasty cocktails, and a smile, if they have an extra.

      And that’s reason #1 why I’ve stopped myself so many times from asking Ella on a date. Yeah, Ella…Ella Tremble—that’s her name. I almost can’t even say it out loud without feeling a quake in my chest. It fits her and what she does to me. The name is angelic and floats off the tongue. But tonight, tonight, I’ll ask her on a true date, not a drink in the dark corners of my bar. I imagine taking her to dinner and maybe a movie, bringing her flowers that mimic that soft scent that she wears.

      The jukebox turns on. It’s one of those systems that a patron can request a song to be played through the internet. “Tubthumping” by Chumbawamba starts and my heart pounds with the music.

      It’s her.

      I chuckle, but quickly stop. Instinctively, I know she’s having a bad day. She only starts a song to walk inside to when her day has gone sideways on her. I steady myself. If I really want her in my life, I’m going to have to be there on the good and the bad days. I’ve watched my buddy Hemi and his woman, Cece, Ella’s best friend, and how as partners support each other, even when they barely have strength to blink.

      I have a smile on my face when the door opens and Rissa whispers in my ear. “I knew it!” She walks backward toward the three-part sink to wash glasses. She lowers her voice, “Nice one, boss. Good luck.”

      I finish pouring Cray’s beer and hand it over. My heart pounding in my chest. I’m ready.

      Cray glances over his shoulder, probably hearing Rissa’s declaration. At one time I thought he was competition, but Cray’s love life is more love ‘em and leave ‘em and I know he wouldn’t do that to Ella. Plus, she probably knows more about all of us than we know about her and what Cray’s shared might scare any woman away. She has a way of bringing out what’s wrong with people and what’s right. Sometimes there’s a lot more of the earlier than the latter.

      Until now, I kept my feelings well hidden, but no more. I’m tired of feeling like she’s unattainable and now that she’s divorced, she’s actually attainable. If I can just keep my shit together.

      “Ella… hey,” I start, but as soon as I see her face in the neon of the bar lights, I can’t breathe. She’s beautiful, but that’s not the reason. “What the fuck?”

      Her lips purse. “It’s nothing.”

      The dim lights of the bar aren’t giving me enough light to truly see what I think—slash that—I know is on her face.

      I round the bar and Cray meets me at her. His training from the military probably won’t come in handy, but he’ll be ready to take on whoever did this.

      And now her song choice is not funny to me.

      “Ella, who did this?”

      “I’m fine, Zale. Let’s just move on.” That’s Ella. Never concerned for herself.

      I lift her chin and examine the grey and green darkening on the side of her face near her eye.

      “This isn’t fine.”

      I guide her to a stool and she sits, her fantastic ass rounding on the black pleather seat, but now my body is not 1% turned on. Okay, maybe 2%, but she’s fucking hot as Sin City, I can’t be held to greater standards. But my concern outweighs any thoughts of how much I want to tell her my feelings.

      Cray rumbles, “I’ll go get some ice.”

      I sit next to her and take a closer look. “Ella, come on…”

      The front door opens and the final light of the day rays through. Ella stiffens and her eyes darting like a mouse toward sound.

      I recognize the three guys from last Friday. The biggest one has his hood up over his head. That’s something we don’t allow in here. We need to see a person’s eyes to know what state their actually in, but part of me wonders if it’s worth saying something, considering the mess I have on my hands next to me. The one leading has a full arm tat that includes some sort of emblem and the last seems like he could be a lawyer or doctor—super clean cut with a smile on his face, he’s definitely different from the other two who appear to be able to kill with a look.

      “Did one of them do this?” I ask her quietly as she seems to cower.

      “No.” She shakes. “But who are they?”

      “They were in here last Friday. I’m not sure. Rissa took care of them.”

      We don’t have wait staff, so people have to come to the bar. The one with the hood paces across the floor with intention.

      “Hey,” I chin jut at him.

      “Hey…” he stills when he sees Ella. His head tips and his jaw tightens. “You do that to her?”

      I straighten my back, my hand on Ella’s shoulder. “Not any of your business, bro. Just get your drink and head back to your table.”

      I stand upright and although at six-three I’ve got about four inches height on him, he’s got a good fifty pounds—and more—of weight on me, and his number probably means more.

      Growing up I was that skinny kid who used to try to show power with his fist, but now I know that muscle doesn’t mean strength. If he swings, I’m still going to try to avoid it, but this is my bar. I can kick out anyone I want to and he’s getting close to that place in my mind.

      He steps closer and I see the scar down his throat and probably why he has his hoodie up. “I asked you if you did that and I won’t ask again.”

      I put myself between Ella and this testosterone fed beast.

      No one. And I mean no one is getting near her.

      Bring it on, Sweatshirt Guy.
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      I hear Cray’s big black boots cracking on the stained concrete flooring and a part of me is relieved. Zale’s not a big guy and I’m concerned for his safety.

      I huff at myself. Concerned for others but never for myself. That’s the way it’s always been. I’ll stand up for a stranger, but cower in the corner when it comes to standing up for me. I don’t know why and part of me hates that I’m this way. It’s one of the reasons my first marriage ended, but there were a lot others, too.

      Cray moves himself between Zale and whoever sweatshirt guy is. “Hey, hey…What’s going on?”

      In Cray’s presence, sweatshirt guy actually looks small. That’s just how big Cray is. He’s like two guys in one. But that’s not what I like in a guy. I like the guy I can wrap my arms around. And that’s Zale. But he doesn’t know that. He’s always dating girls who probably wear those jeans that say 00. That’s like a negative number in sizing, right? Believe me, I’m not jealous or hating, just amazed. I like food way too much. And that’s kinda why I’m here. I need carbs to feel better and this place has the best pizza. Bread, cheese, sauce, meat…it’s like the perfect food. My stomach growls thinking about it.

      But I almost didn’t show tonight, I knew the fuss that this remnant of my boss’s assholery on my face would gather. But when you’ve hit rock bottom, it’s best to admit it. And today feels like the moss on the underside of a rock. It’s the bottom of the rock bottom.

      Sweatshirt Guy’s gaze holds on Zale. “I asked him if he did that to her… and I’ve yet to receive an answer.”

      And now the other two guys that Sweatshirt Guy is with stand and start walking over. Leif jumps from his seat to join Cray and Zale, and I’m behind a wall of dudes. I should feel protected, but I only feel the fear. Fear that someone will get hurt. Fear that I’ll get in the middle. Fear that this bruise on my face will end up being my scarlet letter. I could have stood up to sweatshirt guy, but I’m too drained to even think.

      Cray hands back the ice pack slowly. “No pressure, just hold it to the bruise, sweetheart.” He turns back, as cool and calm as I’ve ever seen him. “Now, here’s the deal guys, if you want to stay, you’ll follow the rules. First, no hoods up. So, put it down. We need to see your eyes.”

      Sweatshirt Guy complies without a blink or word. The cleft in his skin that runs from the side of his shaved head down his neck is like the Grand-Canyon-level of scars. I want to look away to give him privacy, but I can’t. My injury is nothing like that and part of me now thinks that all of this fuss is ridiculous.

      No. A man hitting a woman is never ridiculous.

      “Second, I’m Cray and this is Leif. I feel the need to tell you that I’m ex-military, special ops, and Leif here has a black belt in six marital arts. Six.” Cray growls the word and crosses his arms, puffing his chest and muscles. “And this is Zale.” He nods over his left right shoulder. “He owns this bar and he’s not looking for trouble, so if that’s your M.O. I suggest you find another bar outside of Kildare.”

      For the longest time there’s silence. Three guys facing off with three guys.

      The guy with a full arm tattoo slowly extends his hand. “Slater.”

      Cray reaches for his hand and by the way Slater grimaces for just a second I can tell that Cray has let him know who is in charge in the situation.

      The clean cut guy on Slater’s right holds out his hand to Leif. “Blade.”

      Leif’s brows creep up slightly. “Like as in a knife?”

      “Like as in Arnis.”

      I’m not sure what that is.

      “Oh…cool. I’ve always wanted to do Kombatan.”

      Oh…stick and knife fighting.

      Cray grunts, “And you are?” to Sweatshirt Guy.

      The guy’s dark eyes rise from being down cast and I shiver. I’ve seen that intensity and I cringe behind Cray.

      “Vice.”

      “I’m gonna assume all of those aren’t your real names.” Cray crosses his arms again.

      “You can assume whatever the fuck you want to,” Vice replies with a chin jut. “Now, who the fuck did that to her and what the fuck are we going to do about it?”

      And that’s when I finally inhale a breath. Vice isn’t here to start something. Something that I should’ve been done with a long time ago.

      Cray actually chuckles, something I’ve never heard him do before and a tiny brick of the anxiety wall I’ve built falls away. “I think I like you, Vice.”

      Vice moves to the bar. “Can I get three of your tap craft beer, please?”

      The nicety coming from his mouth makes me smile. Even marshmallows that have gotten hard on the outside still have a gooey center and I can tell Vice is gooey.

      “What Spec Ops, Cray?” His hand lands on Cray’s shoulder. “Can I buy you guys a round?”

      And just like that everything is back to normal.

      Well, not normal.

      Nothing is normal in my life right now.
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        * * *

      

      Leif and Cray take their beers to the table to sit with the new guys. I haven’t told anyone what happened or who did this and I’m not sure I will. And I don’t know what they’re talking about and part of me doesn’t care. I just want to be left alone right now. But Zale has taken up a seat next to me, silent but with a brooding look on his face.

      I usually like Thursdays in the Graffiti Street Bar. It’s low-key without some of the early twenty-something crowd that comes in on the weekend. I like how it’s the regulars and tonight a few newbies, but those guys seem less scary than some of the regulars. There’s Jack—the guy who has thirty-seven dogs. There’s Willie—the lady who has thirty-seven personalities. And there’s Charlotte—the homeless veteran who has been living on the streets for five years after her hubby died and she was kicked out of her two-bedroom apartment. I’ve tried to get her help, but people have to want help to make it work.

      Rissa fills a shot of something and hands it over. “A little kill-the-pain juice.” She puts a lime on a cocktail napkin and slides the salt to me.

      I throw it back and the tequila coats my throat with a lightly fruity tang of a Blanco type. I know my tequilas and thankfully, Rissa knows what I like.

      “You. Me. Back room, now.” I recognize the voice and I figured someone would call her.

      I motion to Rissa for another shot, she pours it right into the shot glass and I throw it back.

      I spin my stool and my head spins after the movement. “Whoever called her, you’re officially on my shit list!” I call out. “Okay, Cece, let’s get this over.” I stand and start a song on the jukebox.

      Stronger by Kelly Clarkson. Seems fitting.
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      “She okay?” Slater asks as I sit at the table with a glass of beer. I normally don’t drink when working, but Thursdays are slow, and honestly, I need to take the edge off.

      “I think so.”

      He leans forward. “I’m sorry for Vice’s attitude. He’s got some… issues with domestic violence.”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      “Her old man a piece of shit?”

      “Actually, Ella’s divorced. I’ve only met the ex once, but he seemed like a great guy.”

      “Yeah, they all seem, until they’re not.”

      That is probably true. I grew up with parents who love each other to their souls. And I think it’s one of the reasons I’m cautious when it comes to love. That and if a woman accepts me, she has to accept that I come with a medical problem that I can’t do anything about. It’s a long story that started with a bat and a very misdirected ball, ironically.

      “Here’s the deal. You find out who it was and we’ll take care of him.”

      I glanced out of the corner of my eye at Slater. “What do you mean ‘take care of him’?”

      A large hand lands on my shoulder. “Hey, Zale.”

      Hemi, my best friend from high school, and the guy I got into trouble with the most, hovers over me.

      He flips a chair around and sits next to me. “I don’t think you need to answer that, Slater.”

      “You know each other?” I ask.

      “Kinda,” they say in unison and I set my glass down with a thud.

      “How kinda?” I stare at Hemi, but he’s closed lipped.

      Slater clears his throat. “That’s not important. Just know that our group will step in when needed and make sure this guy—I’m assuming guy—makes better choices.” Slater stood. “Hemi, give my number to Zale. If she needs us, let us know.”

      “Needs you for what?” I’m a dozen kinds of confused.

      Hemi stands and does some sort of fancy handshake with Slater and a tattoo on Slater’s arm holds my attention. The skin on my neck stands up. I know what they do and who they are.

      Graffiti Street Guardians MC.

      Hemi had talked about them about three months ago when Cece was having problems with her ex and that he might be calling in a favor from someone. Thankfully he didn’t have to do that and everything worked out for the best.

      From what I know, and that’s very little, the GS Guardians aren’t like regular motorcycle club. They only go in when it isn’t something the police can do anything about. They don’t like the term “vigilantes.” They prefer the phrase “peacekeepers.” But I don’t see much distinction between the two terms.

      “You want Slater’s number?” Hemi asks, pulling me off to the side.

      “I really don’t know. Wait!” I shake my head. “And why would I need it? Wouldn’t Ella need it?”

      “It’s time Zale.” Hemi crosses his arms and his right eyebrow rises slowly. “We all know.”

      “Time for what and what do you know?”

      I shouldn’t be afraid. This guy has known me since I was in diapers, and he was the same. We chased tail together unsuccessfully for four years in high school. Part of that was because he was hung up on Cece and partly because I looked like I was twelve up until my twenty-first birthday. And that was nine years ago. Hemi and Leif are the only two in our group who know my medical situation. Hemi because I needed him to pick me up after surgery five years ago, and Leif because part of his program is honesty and I decided if he was making the effort, I would too.

      Hemi’s perfectly manicured goatee flickers with amusement. “Cece saw how you watched Ella that very first night that they were both here and how you act around her. And how you create drinks especially for her and let her have the first drink of the concoction, listening for her opinion. Dude…it’s time.”

      I’m not going to deny the truth but doesn’t mean that I have to own up to it. Not yet. Ella is the one who needs to know how I really feel. Hemi is going to give me a little shit because he can and that’s what we do to each other. It isn’t about making anyone feel bad. It’s our way of showing that we’re there for each other. That we care without saying that we care.

      No matter what.

      “Do you know who did this to her?” I ask after a few seconds of silence. That is what is important.

      “I have an idea, but only because Cece let it slip that Ella’s boss was sexually harassing her. Jack Conklin’s his name, of Conklin and Sons Law Firm.”

      My blood slithers a serpentine path through my body. I don’t know the asshole, and I rarely hate anyone, but this dude is now on a list I start in my head.

      “Did you see her?” I rub the back of my neck after taking the last swig of my beer. Before I know it, there’s another one in my hand and Rissa walks away.

      Hemi nods. “I’m just hoping that she got a good one in on him.”

      I haven’t thought about that. Maybe he looks worse than her. I could see Ella giving as good as she got. And I’d love to hear that she made him scream. But there is something about her silence earlier that tells me what happened doesn’t have a great story behind it.

      The door to my office opens but I seem frozen where my boots press to the concrete.

      My woman is hurt and I’m going to do something about it.
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        * * *

      

      Ella

      “Who called you?” I plop into Zale’s desk chair. It rocks a little more than I thought it would and I let out a little shriek. “Shit. Like I needed that.” My heart bounces around in my chest like a cricket.

      “Cray did but Leif was hot on his heels to call me, too. You’re not going back there.” Cece paces the room.

      “I can’t quit my job, Cece. I don’t have enough savings to even last a month.”

      My ex-husband and I have joint custody. I stretch pennies so I can to have things that make the kids happy. Our nine-year-old twins, Rebel and Roxie, deserve that much. Don’t get me wrong. My ex is a great guy and he does his best as a long-haul trucker. Our problem was we didn’t know who we were when we tried to be what the other needed.

      Now I know I need someone who will be there for me. I have to see them daily to believe in us. And that wasn’t Walker’s issue. It was mine. Two years of therapy showed me what I’d done right and wrong. And I hate that I feel like I did more wrong than right.

      “Then you’re going to find a lawyer and sue his ass.” She gets into my face.

      “And a lawyer costs money. Lots of money. I know…I work for one!”

      “One that gave you a black eye!”

      I smile wickedly. “I’m imagining he’ll have the same tomorrow.”

      She stills. “You got him, back?”

      “You think that I’m going to not get a good right hook? I’ve been taking Muay Thai for too long to make that not happen.” I might have an ass that won’t quit, but it doesn’t mean I don’t work out. I like to eat. Speaking of…

      I stand and round Zale’s desk. “Come on. I’m hungry Cece and tonight’s the last night of the buffalo chicken pizza special. I don’t need your compassion or your insistence that I need to do something. I need food. I’ve got the lead on a couple of jobs, but right now I only need food.”

      “Can you at least call in tomorrow?”

      “I don’t think he’ll be coming in tomorrow or for a few days. I promise, he looks the worse of the two of us.” I reach for the door handle.

      She huffs behind me. “I don’t condone violence, and I’m still fuzzy on what happened, but I’m hungry, after all, I’m eating for two.”

      Her news stops me, and I turn back to her with a gaping mouth. “And you didn’t start with that!”

      “Because my best friend has a fucking black eye!”

      Our screaming is probably pretty un-nerving to the guys out there, but maybe the walls are thick enough so they can’t hear us and there is the music playing.

      I touch her stomach. “I’m so happy that you’re happy.”

      “But when will you be happy, Ella?” Cece grabs my hand and squeezes. “Zale.”

      “We’ve been over this a thousand times. I’m not his type. The last girl I saw him walking around Kildare with was practically see-thru, Cece. See. Thru.”

      Cece and I have never been small girls. In high school I was her thin friend and now she’s mine. Having babies and just maybe liking food a little too much has given me more shape than I had back then, but I also have an ass that won’t quit and I’m quite proud of.

      “He likes you,” she says quickly.

      I still with my hand on the doorknob. “What?”

      “I saw how he watched you the first night you brought me here. You were the only thing he looked at.”

      “Maybe he was disgusted or maybe I had a booger.”

      “Stop! Ella, there’s life after divorce! There is life after having kids and a divorce. I know.”

      I shake my head and don’t face her. “You and Hemi are the exception to the rule, my beautiful friend. Hell, Hemi liked you back in high school, so this is your second chance when you never took the first one.” I glance back over my shoulder. “I know all the rules, and this is one that men never break. If they like skinny, they don’t like…” I point to my body. “This.”
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      I return to behind the bar as Ella slides onto a barstool. “What can I make you?”

      “Buffalo chicken pizza and this week’s drink, please.” She looks up at the board. “What the hell?”

      I set a shaker on the ledge. “We sold out of the buffalo chicken yesterday, so chef Darren is substituting a Cubano pizza.”

      “Oh. That actually sounds good.”

      “It is. I had one for lunch.”

      “Then the special drink and one of those.”

      “How about I make you an extra-special special drink?”

      Her round cheeks lift and she perks up, leaning forward until her breasts are almost resting on the bar. “Your next concoction for the specials board?”

      “Maybe…”

      I place her food order and pull out a chilled martini glass. I start with a half an ounce of lilac simple syrup in a shaker from a batch I made when I visited my grandparents in Nebraska in May. My grandmother used to make violet syrup for our pancakes when I was a boy and it was delicious—more like a spread that melted into the soft pancakes. I figured that lilacs would be similar. After making sure I wouldn’t poison anyone, I simmered lilacs for a few minutes in sugar and water and I was right and wrong. It was better than the violet syrup and even Grandma was impressed.

      She watches my every move and I make sure the show is worth it, throwing a bottle behind my back and twirling the metal jigger in my fingers.

      After the lilac syrup, I add an ounce of light rum, half an ounce of Crème de Violette, a squeeze of lime. I shake for a few seconds to blend the flavors, then pour into the martini glass and top with just a splash of soda water for a dash of magical fizz and a tiny white violet from the fridge below the counter.

      She lifts the lavender-colored concoction to her pouty mouth, always so bright with a hot pink lipstick that I can imagine staining my dick the same color. It would be a sacrifice I’m will to make.

      The throaty moan she releases after one sip instigates my first session of Zale-has-to-stay-behind-the-bar. She closes those sparkling, denim-colored eyes on the next drink, and I lean forward so that my arms are on the bar top. I’m less than a foot from her face.

      She opens her eyes and stares into mine. “Hey.”

      “Ella, what happened to you?”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

      “No, it’s not okay, baby.” I reach out and slide my fingers down the side of her face, avoiding the area, but her eyes still clench closed. “I don’t like that you’re hurt.”

      She shivers at my touch. “I’ll be fine.”

      I whisper, “I care about you, Ella.”

      “You do?” Those usually crystal eyes cloud with confusion and she swallows slowly. “Zale, I—”

      “Hey boss, we need more of the fuzzy yellow beer!” Rissa calls from the wall of taps, but when I motion my head to Ella, she waves me off. “You know, don’t worry about it. I’ll change out the keg.”

      “What were you saying?” I ask.

      “One pizza for the amazing Ella Tremble.” The kitchen runner sets her meal in front of her.

      The time has passed.

      I pat her hand and her lips rise into a small smile. “Go ahead and eat. We can talk later.”

      She seems to want to say something and part of me wants to hear it. If Hemi’s right, then this is the start of…us.

      But then there’s the part where I have to tell her the truth about me and I think I might need a little while longer.

      “I’m sure. I’m going to drive you home tonight.”

      “Oh, really?” She takes her first bite of pizza.

      “Yes, really. I need to know you’re okay.”

      “Believe me, Zale, the other guy probably looks worse than I do.”

      I chuckle. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less from you, Ella.”

      I watch her eat and clean the bar.

      Ella already has two kids, but maybe she’s not willing to be done. She’s young. We’re young. It’s just not fucking fair. I’d like to have a kid, too, but that won’t happen. She’s allowed to be happy and want more kids and I’m willing to walk away to ensure she is.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of the Purple Blossoms—my woman named it perfectly—and Ella’s not feeling any pain. And I’m definitely driving her home. I know where she lives because she lives two blocks away from Hemi’s old place and maybe I’ve driven by a couple of times.

      Close to stalker status, dude.

      We leave early and Cray and Leif promise to stay until midnight to close up and walk Rissa to her car.

      “The kids are with your ex?” I ask and her glassy eyes flicker.

      “Walker.”

      “What’s Walker going to think about your black eye?”

      “I don’t have the kids until next Friday so hope it’s healed by then. But if he saw me, he’d be… probably upset. But it’s my kids that would be most upset.”

      I am, too.

      “How do you know where I live?” she asks.

      My gut rolls. “Ummm…oh yeah, Hemi pointed it out when we drove by once.” Smooth. Not.

      Her brow furrows and then she nods. “Oh, that’s right, he lives over on Bancroft. Or lived. Did you know that Cece and Hemi are gonna have a baby?”

      “I didn’t.”

      She smiles. “I’m so happy for them. Babies are so amazing.”

      I pull into her one-car driveway. These houses are older than we are, but when they build it right, it stays right forever.

      “Okay, I got it from here.” Her voice is steady and part of me believes her because I want to. But when she can’t get the door on my Ford Mustang open, I’m right there to help her.

      I reach out a hand and she slips her long fingers tipped in hot pink fingernails into mine. She stands slowly and soon we’re only inches from each other. That perfume of hers saturating the air—sweet and floral, almost a juxtaposition to her strength. I inhale deeply. I can’t get enough of either. She entwines her fingers in mine while her other hand starts a slow ascent from my mid-chest, her eyes shutter closed slowly as she moves up and around my neck, and does a little tug that tells me what she really wants.

      “Ella… babe… fuck I want to kiss you, but I also want you to remember the kiss in the morning.”

      Her eyes open and when she stares at me, everything in me turns to liquid, hot molten lava. “Believe me, Zale, I’ve waited two long years for this kiss. I’m damn sure that I won’t forget it.”

      I claim her mouth and throw away my doubts that I should wait. Sometimes there’s not tomorrow. Today has always been the day.

      Her body leans into mine and I don’t fight her knowing what she does to me. Everything inside of me is a blaze. Blood pumps riotously through my veins like a wildfire rages inside of me. My cock hardens and pokes into her stomach, my jeans doing nothing to hide how she affects me.

      Her mouth opens and I don’t wait for a verbal invitation to seek her tongue and deepen the kiss. Soon I’m drunk on the flavors of the Purple Blossom. Ella is sweet on the inside, but so resilient and strong on the outside. But is that a façade to protect herself or is she magical? Able to be what others need, instead of what she needs.

      I slow the kiss, not wanting to stop, but fully believing that this cannot continue in her driveway. Both to protect her good name, and because every moment of June in Nevada is hot as the surface of the sun, even after sundown everything radiates the days rays. Her ass will definitely burn if I lift her onto the hood of my ‘Stang.

      I draw my lips from hers and she sighs a content little mewl.

      “Babe, let’s get you to bed.”

      Her eyes pop open and she smirks. “And you, too.”

      “Ella… I’m not sure we should—”

      “Oh, I’m sure Zale. I’ve been sure since I walked in Graffiti Street and saw you standing there with a bottle of Fireball in your hand. Please. I don’t care if you ignore me tomorrow. If you go back to those skinny girls. If you pretend we never happened. Just let me have one night. One night to feel like I deserve you.”

      What the hell?

      I’m fuming on the inside that she would ever compare herself to any of those women. Those women, albeit nice for a night, were never the one I was going to settle down with. They were a settle for situation, and believe me, I hate to even think that, but sometimes a guy just needs to get in, get off, and get out. And if there’s a willing body—sober willing body—then that’s all that matters.

      But Ella’s not like that. She’s more. More than I ever thought I’d get this close to. She’s smart, funny, sexy, fucking sexy, really fucking sexy… and I want her from the tips of my spiked hair to the ends of my toes.

      “How drunk are you?” I ask.

      “You want me to walk a line and say my alphabet backwards?”

      “Kinda…” I don’t get into bed with a trashed woman. Ever.

      She walks to the end of the drive and sashays down the sidewalk, those four-inch black heels doing fantastic things for her ass. Every step has a pop of butt cheeks and my eyes stay connected to each explosion. Then with every sassy step she starts saying the alphabet—and backwards!

      “Y, X, W, V, U, T, S, R…” Then she saunters closer. “Q, P, O, N, M, L, K, J, I, H, G, F, E, D, C, B, A.”

      “You forgot Z,” I say as I grasp her waist, my fingers sinking into her glorious figure.

      “Nope, my Z is right here.”

      Well, fuck…

      What more can I say to her? I have to show her how much I am hers.

      I slip my hand into hers and walk her to the door. She enters the code into the programmed door lock. I lead her inside and without a thought, I’m pressing my body into hers, backing her against the door. The old hardwood door will be the perfect place to take her hard and fast. I need to be inside of her. I need to feel her pulsing around me. I need to hear her scream.

      I about slap myself.

      No. I need to slow it the fuck down.

      This woman isn’t some woman I picked up at a casino in town. She’s a goddess and she demands and deserves my full attention, not my dick’s brain to take over.

      I slip my lips down her neck, pulling the skin taut and biting her right at the top of her collarbone. “Where’s the bedroom?”

      “Down the hall on the left.”

      I reach down and cup under her ass and start to lift her.

      She wiggles out of my grip. “Zale! No! I’ll hurt your back.”

      I stop, but not because I couldn’t do it. I stop because this woman needs to hear what I’m thinking. What I’ve always been thinking.

      “Ella, babe, you need to understand you are beautiful.” I clasp her jawline and tip her face up so she’s looking me in the eye. “You are fucking beautiful. You aren’t more than I can lift and you’ll never hurt me, like I’ll never hurt you. Do you understand me?”

      “I’m scared for you.”

      I reach down again and in one motion, she’s in the air, her legs wrapping my waist. This is what all that time in the gym with Hemi has built up to.

      Could I lift one of those skinny girls like this? Sure. Did I ever? Not once. Because I didn’t want them in my arms. Hell, half the time I had them face down in the bed, ass up in my face, so I didn’t have to remember there was a person behind the moaning. And the other half, I dreamed they were the woman who is in my arms right now and now always will be.

      “You scared now?” I ask.

      “Fuck me, Zale.” Her mouth covers mine and my knees weaken slightly, but I steady myself.

      I carry her down the hall and inside of the room, I lay her softly onto the bed. Her bedroom is just like I imagined. A gold chandelier hangs from the ceiling and everything is painted white. The bedding is a dark purple with a gold design embellishing the fabric. It’s almost the same color as the drink I created for her this evening.

      I lift her legs and slide off her shoes, separating her legs just a little so I can see what’s in the black cavern of her skirt and my breath catches.

      “Oh, baby…”

      Fucking commando.
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        * * *

      

      Ella

      “Every week, Zale. After that very first week, every week, never once did I have panties on. Hoping you’d drag me back to your office, bend me over that wood desk and drive your way home.”

      “Ella, I never thought you’d want someone like me.”

      “Like you? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted. You’re talented. You’re sweet. You’re sexy. You’re kind. And thank God, you’re here.”

      I thrash on the bed as he slides a hand up my leg and under my skirt. His fingers brush over my dripping center, my shaved pussy waiting for him. His other hand lifts my grey silk blouse and pulls a bra cup down his lips center on my nipple, sucking, and I call out his name as every inch of my skin sizzles.

      His finger slides inside of me and I still. I just want to feel him playing my body. Making me feel like I’m flying. My stomach prickles and my thighs stiffen. I’m positive that the impending release is either going to make me cave into a void or explode into a hundred pieces.

      “Zale, suck on my clit, please.”

      He scrambles and in seconds his head is under my skirt. Wet, soft lips clamp around that hard nub and in seconds my back arches as the searing burn begins in my stomach and my toes round, reaching for the earth as I shoot into the stars.

      “Fuck…Zale!” I scream so loud that I wonder if the neighbors will call the cops.

      His hands slide under me and in seconds, the skirt is gone. And with one rip the shirt is open. In another the front clasp on the bra is open and I’m climbing out of my clothes. Bare assed and damn happy about it. And yet…he’s still dressed.

      WTF, Zale!

      I reach to the end table and turn on the lamp. I need to see him.

      My chest still rolls gasping for air and the same heaviness that was there when he laid me on the bed remains in my stomach. My body is primed for him.

      For…

      He pulls his Def Leopard T-shirt over his head and his jeans down in two quick steps. He’s perfect. Those Adonis-lines on his hips. His cock has to be a good eight…no, nine…nine fucking inches. Sweet baby, Jesus. His abs, you could make a cheese board on them. I’d fucking eat it all. And those tats…

      My eyes take it all in. A huge black ink fox head on his chest. A beautiful red rose on his shoulder and down his left arm that says something about music. And a saying on his right obliques.

      Only God can judge me.

      I read it twice and the second time reality hits me. I scramble for the bedding, trying to cover up. Zale saw me naked. He’s perfect and he’s seen all my flaws. The pink divot of my C-section. The excess rolls that speak to my obsession with great food. The spare everything.

      His hand lands on mine. “Oh, no you don’t. I can see the fear in your eyes, Ella. I told you you’re beautiful and I meant it.” His long fingers brush over my bruise. “No one will ever touch you like this again. Babe, every inch of you is amazing. It’s exactly what I want… forever, Ella.”

      I freeze. He did not just say that, right?

      His fingers sink into my hair as he lays on top of me, our bodies meshing. “I’ve loved you for two years. That Thursday in June that you walked into Graffiti Street, I remember it like yesterday. You were wearing those tight black jeans and a gray T-shirt that looked like a werewolf had sliced open the arm and those fucking dick-hardening red heels. Every time you come into the Graffiti Street I have to stay behind the bar because my cock is instantly hard, baby. I’m like fucking Pavlov’s dog for you. My dick knows the heaven that awaits him. And if I get a whiff of that perfume you wear… I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to go into my office to beat off because he just wouldn’t go down. I started wearing tighter briefs to help keep him hidden. Nothing works. Nothing but this.”

      He lifts my legs over his shoulders, my wide thighs resting against his hard chest and he kisses them before aligning his long, thick cock with my pussy.

      I can’t tell him how many times I had to come home and get myself off because he’d said something funny and every time I walked my pussy zinged from that moment on.

      “You with me?” he asked.

      I swallow hard. “Fuck me, Zale.”

      “No, Ella, I’m making love to you, tonight.” The large head of his cock enters me and I gaspe. “But I promise, baby, I’ll fuck you in the morning.”

      And with that he drives deep, so deep that I wonder if he’s ever going to stop. But soon he’s pulling out and every inch glides back inside of me.

      My pussy is as tight as ever and I keep her that way with lots of attention and exercises. I have great internal control and I squeeze around him as he’s thrusting.

      “Fuck!” His arms shake. “What the hell are you doing to me, woman?”

      I reach up and hold his face in my hands. “I’m letting you know that I’m here. I’m all here and I don’t want to ever leave.”

      His hips piston forward and back. In and out. Faster and deeper. Harder and longer. His jaw tightens. I reach between us and rub my already sensitive nub.

      “Ella, I love you.”

      

      And with those words we both hit the moment we’ve been dancing around for two years now. The tango is complete. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted to hear from him. Two years we lost because I believed I wasn’t good enough. That he’d never want me. And all the time all he wanted…

      Was me.
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      I’d love to say that I slept last night, wrapped in her arms, but not at all. I laid there and watched her sleep, running my fingers through her hair and pulling her closer to me.

      As soon as she starts to stretch, I’m under the covers and feasting on her pussy like a starving man. My long and dexterous tongue, I’ve been told, is one of the un-named seven wonders of the world. Her nails dig into my hair, pulling the strands and holding me right where she wants me. She bucks and I grab those round hips to keep her still. I slide a finger in her pussy and search for her G-spot. That spongy little spot toward the front under her clit.

      “Oh, shit…” She inhales.

      And I’ve hit it.

      I chuckle. “Just let it happen, babe.”

      “I feel like I’m going to piss myself, but in a good way, if there is one.”

      “You won’t. I promise, just relax. If it’s too intense, just let me know.” While continuing my attention, I return to her clit and the tiny bud stands on end, so hard, so reactive. I flick it with my long tongue, making sure to hold it still until it slips off of my tongue.

      “Yes, like that…” Her chest rises and falls quickly.

      I repeat it, slowing down and slowly motioning inside of her body.

      “Oh, fuck…” Her fingers dig into my hair. “I’m so close.”

      And that’s when I suction my lips to her clit and suck for everything I’m worth.

      “Fuck!” Her body shakes, and while still continuing my actions, I look up to see her face. The blonde hair spread out in long waves around her head. Her face flushed and her mouth open. Her neck arching with her release.

      As soon as she’s coming down, I flip her over, lift her to her knees, and slide deep into her. She’s still throbbing inside. Still in the throes of her crest while I thrust quickly. A nice quick fuck in the morning is just what I told her I’d give her. My thighs burn and my body buzzes. I grab handfuls of her ass and hold on while I’m driving deep and fast.

      “Woman, you’re so tight and hot.”

      “And you’re so fucking big and hard.” She spreads her legs a little farther, bending her chest to the bed. I tip my hips knowing I’m going to hit that sweet spot again.

      “Zale!”

      “Baby, just let it happen.”

      And in another breath, it does. She’s bucking against me as I thrust like a wild man to come with her. Her sweet essence coats my cock, making her insides a hundred times slicker. Everything I have is released inside of her while her pussy flutters around me.

      I slow and just still inside of her. My heart pounding hard.

      In the light of day, I know that that last night has consequences. Probably not the ones she might think. We need to have a conversation and as much as I want to believe that she’ll still be all in for us, I won’t blame her if she can’t be.

      I pull the covers up and over us. The air conditioning kicks on and chill cuts the air. Or maybe it’s my fears.

      “’Morning. How’re you doing?” I ask as I pull her onto my chest and she runs her fingers over my abs.

      “Good morning. How are you?”

      “Ella, I’ve never been so happy in my life.”

      “I’m right there with you, sexy.”

      “But I need you to know something before we go any further.”

      She sits up. “What?” A line creases between her eyes with her worry and I want to do anything I can to take it away. Ella should only be smiling.

      “Do you want more kids?”

      She giggles. “Zale, I know we shouldn’t have gone without protection last night, but I’m pretty sure I’m not anywhere near my fertile period and I’m going to trust you’re clean.”

      “Yes, I’m clean. Tested two weeks ago, but you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Oh…” She bites her lip, considering the question. “Well, I love kids and with the right guy… yeah, I’d love to have a couple more babies and carry on his…I mean, your name. And having a baby growing up at the same time as Hemi and Cece, that would be pretty amazing.”

      And there it is. I might be the right guy, but I can’t give her what she’d want…love.

      She leans over me, her chest pressing to mine and her hand brushing into my hair. “But again, I think we’re safe. It was in the moment and I don’t want you to worry about it, okay? And I don’t regret it. At all.”

      I go to open my mouth and her phone interrupts.

      “Need to make sure it’s not Walker or the kids.” She reaches to the nightstand. “Ugh,” she grunts out the word and rolls onto her back to answer. “What Jack?”

      I can’t hear what the other person’s saying because my head pounds with fear.

      “No, I’m taking a mental health day.” She rolls her eyes. “Because I can.” Ella climbs off the bed and paces. Her shoulders rising with every word. “You know that all of it is on the video camera and that’s kept off site.” She screams into the phone. “Because I knew you were slime!”

      Ella’s chest rises and falls quickly. “I’m taking the day and I don’t know if I’ll be back and no, I’m not sorry for clocking you and I hope your dick is broken from my kneeing. Go to the fucking doctor you asshole!” She throws the phone onto the bed after hanging up. Spinning so her back is to me, I can hear the breaths rushing in and out.

      “Ella, are you okay?”

      She doesn’t answer so I stand and walk around her.

      The strength is finally gone. Her walls have crumbled, and she sobs into her hands. My chest burns for her. I keep my cool. She doesn’t need another man getting out of control in front of her.

      “Baby. Hey,” I say as I slip my arms around her and her body falls into mine. “Ella. There has to be a better way. You’re too amazing to put yourself through that shit.”

      Her sobs slow. “I’ve interviewed a couple of places, but I still have bills to pay.”

      I consider offering her money, but that’s just another slap in the face. She’s strong. She’s resilient. We’ll figure this out.

      “Let’s go get some breakfast and talk.”

      “I can’t. I have to go into work.”

      “What?” I step back.

      “He can’t find the file he needs for court today and if he doesn’t have it and he loses this case it’s millions of dollars down the drain for the firm. And I’ll definitely be fired and then he’ll really give me a bad reference.”

      “Is this the asshole who did this?” I brush two fingers over her temple and she winces away.

      “I’m going to go shower.”

      I don’t like her avoidance, but she didn’t have to answer the question for me to know the truth. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”

      “I doubt it, Zale.”

      I follow behind her, my dick swinging side to side. “Ella, we can’t start a relationship with secrets like this.” And then I realize I’m doing the same. “Ella!”

      She stops and turns to face me. “I just need to do this, Zale. I need to prove to him that he didn’t break me. That I’m still me and I’m not afraid of him. That I’m stronger than him.”

      My gut says she shouldn’t go, but my heart understands her.

      I wrap her up in my arms and sigh. “I’m worried. Can you let me call someone?”

      “No. I don’t need back up. I’m not telling you that I’m being smart. I’m telling you that this is just something I have to do. I’ll find a new job, but I can’t just quit this one.”

      “Tonight. Tonight you will tell me what happened over dinner.”

      “Don’t you have to work the bar?”

      “I’ll get Snake to cover for me.”

      She chuckles into my chest. “Is that his real name?”

      “No, but he’s kinda like Cray.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s his real name either. Why do they do that?”

      Because they’re hiding something, baby, I can’t say it out loud.

      “Maybe they just like the name?”

      “I always thought that Cray was for ‘Crazy’.” She starts the shower.

      “That’s a good bet, but nah. I know his real name, but I really think he tortured people in the military, so I’m gonna keep it to myself.”

      She laughs. “He’s a big softie inside. I can tell it.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on that.”

      The shower’s not really big enough for two, but we’re going to make it work. I’ll have my buddy Copper come out and help me rework the bathroom. But maybe we could move into my…place…

      “What are you smiling about?” she asks as she lathers her hair.

      “Just thinking about the future.”

      “Our future?”

      “Maybe.”

      I guide her under the warm water and the suds traverse her body, over the curves and down, down, down and when they’re out, I claim her mouth, slowly tangling my tongue with hers.

      I know I’ll have to tell her soon, but for now, I just want to hold her in my arms and imagine that everything will be okay.
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      I have on my red power suit, black kitten heels, and a white lace short sleeve top with a bow in the front… and some Audrey Hepburn-Breakfast at Tiffany’s-style glasses to hide what’s now a lovely shade of green-grey with a wine-colored splotch near my eye. I probably should’ve turned Jack’s ass in, but I liked getting the best of him.

      Maybe I’ll be the one to stop him.

      I saunter in when I want to and he’s standing right outside his office with his arms crossed.

      “Finally!” he motions me into his office.

      I burst out in a laugh. His lip is broken open and bleeds when he talks, and his left eye is swollen shut. And when he takes a step he cringes. Those Muay Thai techniques I learned from Leif came in very handy.

      “You get to stay out here Mr. Dvorak.”

      Plenty of the legal staff are now raising their heads above their cubicle walls to see what’s going on. Mr. Dvorak prides himself on being in control of all situations, but he knows that I have the upper hand, and this time I’m likely to cut his fucking hand off if he touches me again.

      He doesn’t listen and closes the door behind us. I walk to it and open it back up. “Sheila, can you please come here?”

      She walks toward me quickly.

      “You watch Mr. Dvorak while I find his fucking file.” I pull off my glasses and she gasps, then glares at him.

      See, people like me. They tolerate him. I keep this place tolerable. I take his heat. I take…make that took…his crappy advances and sleazy innuendos for four years, but I’m done being nice and putting up with that crap.

      I find what he needs, take one last look at the piece of shit in front of me, and shove the file at his chest. “I quit, you fucking piece of human excrement.”

      Sheila looks him in the eyes. “I quit, too, dickweed.”

      Soon others are at his doorstep, giving their version of nickname for him and some are quite inventive: douche canoe, megadick, puck muppet, and finally, wanker—she’s Aussie, but it fits—and by the time we’re done, he’s left with two male paralegals, out of a staff of eight. Five women and one man leaving Jack with his mouth open. He’s screwed. No, wait, he’s completely fucked, but not how he ever wanted to be.

      “Girls, and Troy, let’s go get us some drinks.”

      “Where at?” Troy asks.

      I check my phone. It’s after eleven. “I know just the place.”
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      Our cackling and laughter makes Snake shake his head.

      The door opens and in walks the man I’ll be sleeping by for the rest of my life. I know this to the depths of my soul.

      “Hey, babe, what’s up?” He kisses my cheek and all eyes widen at the table.

      “I quit my job.”

      “About fucking time.” He lifts me up and gives me a hug that squeezes the breath from me. “And on that great news—the next round is on the house, ladies. Snake, take good care of them.”

      I’m good at reading people, and there’s rock-hard tension in his shoulders.

      Maybe he’s changed his mind about me. About us. It would hurt, but I don’t want him to be unhappy. Last night was special and although I’m hoping we can make something of this permanently, I won’t force anything to happen.

      I follow him into his office.

      “Zale, are you okay?” I ask as I close the door.

      “Yeah, I… I need to tell you something and it’s going to be hard to say after knowing what you want, but I don’t want any secrets between us.”

      My gut coils around the glass of champagne we all shared in celebration. I take a seat in one of the club chairs in front of his desk and he takes the other one.

      “Ella, do you remember in high school when I was on the baseball team?”

      “How couldn’t I? Those baseball pants were one of the only reasons I ever went to a game.”

      Zale chuckles, but soon the amusement is gone. “Second to last game of my senior season I took a ninety-six mile an hour fast ball to the groin.”

      “Oh, my God!” I cover my mouth with my hand.

      “It messed me up down there. Actually, the frank’s still good, it’s the beans that are bad.”

      “What are you saying?” My eyes fill with tears imagining the pain and horror he’s been through.

      “I hate telling you this because it makes me feel like less of a man.”

      I turn my chair to face him. “Honey…”

      I lift his face to me and all I can see is fear in his darting eyes. I hate that he’s scared, but I also remember the feelings I used to have when I was alone with Jack. I knew that bastard would try something.

      Fear is real.

      Fear is powerful.

      Fear makes us vulnerable.

      I move to press my forehead to his. “Before you say anything more, I want you to know that what I feel for you will help us overcome anything. I spent years with a man where I didn’t know him and I didn’t know myself. I want to know everything about you and I know me now. I know how powerful I am and I think you inspired me to do what I did today. Okay… just tell me.”

      “I can’t have kids.”

      I try to not react before I understand. “You’re infertile?”

      “Not one swimmer to be had. Both of my testicles are basically for show. One is actually a silicone implant.”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “And most people think it’s me that’s had the implants.” I wink at him and I garner a smile that make me see a little hope in all of this.

      He sighs and I wind my fingers into his. “Ella, if having more kids is what you need and want, I want you to have that.” Zale sits back. “I’ll let you go—”

      I press my lips to his. “No. There is absolutely no letting me go. I’m here to stay.”

      “But—”

      “I have two kids. We have two kids. I know Rebel and Roxie will love you. The way that I love you. I’ve seen you with Leif’s son, Dillon. I know how Rebel is going to be begging you to throw the baseball around. I mean…if you want to.”

      His face lights up. “You think he wants to play baseball?”

      “Walker tried to coach his team this year and it was a failure. He’s great at the basics, but he needs someone to help teach the big picture stuff to the kids.”

      “And what about Roxie?”

      “Roxie likes dance, so if you’ve got moves…” I lean back and hold up my hands in a questioning way. “Well, you’re gonna have to convince me, first.”

      His face brightens even more. “I can do that.” His soft lips press to mine just for a moment. The hint of him understanding that all I really need is him. “You’re sure?”

      “Zale, I’ve wanted you for two long years and I’m not letting go.”

      He stands and pulls out his phone. “I think you need to see my moves, then to really be sure.”

      He starts “Pony” by Ginuwine on the jukebox and it plays in his office speakers. The ladies out in the bar start screaming and I can imagine them on their feet and Troy, too.

      Zale’s hips start gyrating and he grabs the neck of his T-shirt and it lands in my lap. My mouth dries. I start cheering and reach out but he steps back with wagging his finger. “No touching, ma’am.”

      Oh, the fucking torture this man has in store.

      It’s time to see if that desk is just the right height…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Zale

      Nine months have passed since that fate-filled Thursday where the woman of my dreams stepped across the threshold of my bar and made me the happiest man on the Earth. Lots of things have changed. My “oath to not date the customers” is now history, and also gone for my employees. Rissa is thankful change for that, too.

      “Congratulations, buddy.” Hemi’s hand lands on my shoulder. “You now have everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      “And more.” I lift the tiny wiggling body to my chest. “Isn’t she amazing?”

      Her body snuggles into mine and I’m fucked up, in a great way.

      “It’s time to introduce the new addition to everyone, honey.” Ella kisses my cheek. “I can’t wait to see Cece’s reaction!”

      Rebel and Roxie smile after looking up from their phones. Walker and I have the same opinion about that shit, but Ella “wants them to be able to call her whenever,” so we pick our battles. Walker and I’ve been coaching Rebel’s baseball team, and now they’re winning games and possibly headed to the championship. And although I’ve never shown Roxie my dance moves, I’ll attend the Daddy and Me dance classes for a recital while Walker’s on the road and I’ll fill him in when he gets home.

      I step out of my office and heads turn. “Everyone, we’d like to introduce Bailey Jo Carter.”

      Cece’s eyes widen and the bar lights gleam off of the tears settling in the wells of her eyes. “She’s beautiful. Can I hold her?”

      I slip our newest addition into Cece’s arms and she snuggles nose-to-nose with Bailey Jo. I step back so all of Ella’s friends can clamor in for a closer look.

      A hand lands on my shoulder and I turn. “Hey, Slater.”

      “I need a minute with you.” Everything about him is direct and doesn’t leave room for disagreement.

      I walk him back to my office and he closes the door.

      “We’ve got a problem and I’m hoping you can help me out.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can.”

      We’ve become the Graffiti Street Guardian’s go-to bar and although I’m not quite sure what’s their real mission, I can definitely say that they’ve made Kildare a safer place. A few new gang factions have taken up residence in Vegas and they occasionally try to make their stake here, but the Guardians are always at the ready to keep our community protected and I feel safer with them here. And they’re good about helping those in need. Most members it seems are ex-military, but some I know how a rougher past, including Snake, who let me know that he was drilling to be a member last week. I wasn’t quite sure what “drilling” meant, but it seemed it was important.

      “I wanted to let you know that Jack Conklin will no longer be a threat to anyone in town. Another one of his new employees experienced his un-gentlemanly ways and we got wind of it, so we took care of him.”

      “I don’t think I want to know more.”

      Slater gives a quick chin-jut. “Probably a good idea. Deniable plausibility is number two on our Guardian Commandments.”

      “What’s number one?” I ask and then hold up a hand. “You know, I’m sorry I asked.”

      “Number one is protect those who can’t protect themselves, even if it means breaking the law.”

      “Oh…” That’s a little heavy for the day, but in my heart I know they give law enforcement a chance to make things right before going in. I don’t love it, but if it gets rid of the Jack Conklins of the world, maybe it’s the right way.

      “We’re trying to clean up the streets here in Kildare and keep them clean. If we need a safe space for temporary—”

      “Here.” I reach into my desk and pull out a key. “The alarm code is 0606.” The day a newly divorced Ella walked into my life and now I’ll never let her walk away.

      Slater slips the key into his pocket. “Thanks. I promise, only in really dire circumstances, but having businesses and good people like you on our side will really help.”

      “Just don’t shoot up my place, please. That’s my number one rule.”

      He chuckles and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen his face break like that.

      “You got it.” Slater turns and looks back over his shoulder. “Great looking family you’ve got out there.”

      “I think I got lucky.”

      “No. I’ve come to understand that luck is made. You made a move. You took a chance. And you fought for what you know is yours. That’s all the Guardians do. If you ever need anything, let us know.” He holds out a hand for a shake and I accept the contract he’s offering.

      He opens the door. “Oh, and Baily Jo’s the cutest damn puppy, I’ve ever seen. I won’t let the guys see me touch it cause I gotta keep my chill, but someday I’ll sneak over and get me some of those puppy kisses.”

      I’m floored.

      And with that he’s gone. The humanity inside of him will help me to sleep at night.

      And Bailey Jo’s snores.

      And having the sexiest fucking woman by my side, forever.

      I pick up my phone and start “Tubthumping” by Chubawamba, pulling a two-carat princess cut diamond ring from my pocket.

      It’s show time, Ella.

      
        
        THE END
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