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      My phone buzzes with a call. That special ring. Again.

      5:57. Ugh. Are you kidding me? I consider flinging the buzzing metal across the room. It’s been a non-stop night of emergency plumbing calls these last two day that I’ve been on night manager call. Plumbers call this The Rebellion. It happens a couple times a year. Plumbing just seems to go haywire for no reason. Sewer backups. Toilets doing unspeakable shit—literally. And equipment malfunctions that aren’t explainable, other than by spirits or witchcraft.

      I sit up in bed. “Graffiti Street Plumbing, Emergency Line, Copper Brecklin speaking. How can I help you?” I answer with a little gruffness in my voice, mostly from it being extremely early for this shit.

      “Oh, thank God. I have water coming out of my water heater!”

      It’s supposed to do that, Ma’am.

      “Where exactly is the water coming out of?”

      “That spigot at the bottom. I think…I think it’s… it’s broken off. And it’s running all over the floor in the utility room. There’s a hole in the floor, so the water’s going in there, but I don’t know how to stop it.” Her voice cracks. “I don’t know what to do. My daughter was taking a shower and it just went cold. Can you help me, please?”

      Shit. Not funny.

      I sit up in bed. “You’re not standing in that water are you?”

      “No.”

      “Please don’t, it might be hot. Let me see who I can get out there.”

      “Thank you. I’d really appreciate it, Copper.”

      Her liquid gold voice coats me. The way she says my name has me shaking my head to think.

      I examine the Emergency on-call list on my computer. Everyone is out on a call. The Rebellion has started.

      “Where do you live?”

      “2217 Bancroft.”

      That’s only two blocks away from me and within a couple houses of my college roommate Hemi’s old house. He now lives with his wife Cece in her house. They have something that people don’t get every day. Lucky bastard. Every relationship I’ve ever been a part of has only crumbled like Medusa’s stone victims.

      My Greek and Roman mythology fascinations have proven quite useless in life and my plumbing license quite beneficial. Imagine that.

      “Okay, I’ll be right there.”

      “Oh, are you close?”

      I strip to take a quick shower while still talking to her. My cock pulses and I clear my throat. Unfortunately, with that silky voice, I’m not far from being close to something.

      “Just a couple of blocks away, ma’am.”

      “Oh…okay, well, I’m Harlow, I’ll be waiting for you.”

      For me.
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        * * *

      

      I walk past my motorcycle and car in the garage and jump into the company vehicle. I hit the garage door remote. The door rocks oddly as it goes down. I roll down the window to let some fresh air in. Even at six in the morning, August in Nevada is fry-an-egg-on-pavement hot. Then I hear a loud snap. That can’t be good. But it’ll have to wait.

      I drive the two blocks, grab my bag and sales clipboard, and I knock on the door in less than fifteen minutes. The doorbell is just a pair of wires hanging. Not safe at all.

      I can hear voices behind the door. Not happy voices. Screaming. Yup. That’s officially screaming. But it’s not like people are yelling obscenities or in true rage. It sounds like…

      Yes, a parent and a child.

      I pound harder on the firm wood door this time. By the third crack of the side of my fist, the door is pulling away.

      “Hello, I’m—”

      “You need to fix this now!” The young woman—teenager—in front of me stands with suds covering her hair and her face half covered with some sort of green face goo. “Look at me. I’m…dripping!”

      I have to stop myself from smiling.

      “Is there a Harlow here?” I ask, but soon a pair of legs enter my vision. Long legs. Long shapely legs, coming down the stairs. And attached to those beautiful gams, a body that’s the definition of 36-24-36. Those infamous proportions in the flesh. Damn. I can’t see her ass, but I can imagine it and I’m biting my tongue to create pain and keep my brain busy to stop it from starting a domino effect in my body.

      “Dude…” I male voice growls at me and dart my eyes to find a teenage boy glaring at me from the dining room. He shakes his head.

      Gotta get my shit together.

      I firmly blame my personal trainer. Her ninety pounds of drill sergeant attitude kicked my ass last night. I’ll never do that sadistic and demonic high intensity bullshit again. Give me a set of free weights over that jumping, arm-rope-waving, tire-flipping, sixty-second-timed hell any day. But I have to admit she’s taken my body from a little soft—beer and pretzels aren’t the most nutritious thing in the world—who knew—to a cut and chiseled physique that I’m damn proud of. But ever since we started working out my testosterone has skyrocketed. I’m horny…All. The. Damn. Time.

      “Hello, Copper, I’m Harlow Kincaid. I called you. I’m sorry about Arya. As you can see, she got caught in the middle of her shower.”

      By the Rebellion.

      “Mother, I need to get this out of my hair now! I have a presentation this morning. I can’t go to school looking like this.” Her bottom lip quivers. “And if I don’t do the speech today it’s a grade drop. I’m already sitting at a low A. I can’t get a B it’ll ruin my chances of getting into the college I want to. Ruin!” She screeches the word and I jolt. “It’s just not fair! Get a hotel room! Ask Aunt Jill if we can come over! Do something!”

      “Arya, calm down.”

      Maybe The Rebellion is payback from the Universe for this insistent sprite’s dramatic demands.

      “Arya? Like the—?” I start to ask.

      Arya flips her black hair and icy blue eyes to me. “Yeah, yeah, I was around before the one who saved the thrones by stabbing that ice guy.” She turns back to Harlow. “Why did you name me this?” She stills. “Oh, right. Sorry. Mom.”

      The silence feels familiar to me, but I don’t know why.

      Harlow’s face is like a tranquil lake. “It’s okay, honey.” She draws her daughter into a hug.

      I wonder if I should say what I’m about to say, but my doctor mother always taught me that if I can help…

      “I live two blocks away, you’re welcome to—” I hold my house key up. “I mean, if it’s weird and you’re not interested, I’ll under—”

      “Weird name guy, you’re a lifesaver!” I chuckle at her nickname for me. We have that in common. But then the girl wraps her arms around me and I brace myself. Physical affection makes me about as comfortable as a colonoscopy. Not that I have experience comparing the two, but I can imagine. It’s taken me ten years to get used to Hemi’s bro-hugs and I have to really prepare myself.

      This was a sneak invasion. The Rebellion is strong in this one.

      She grabs the keys. “Roan, you want to go take a shower, too?”

      “Hell, yeah.” The young man stands, carrying his bowl of half eaten cereal and shoveling the remnants into his mouth.

      In seconds, they’re past Harlow and flying up the stairs, two at a time, to the second level.

      This is one of the biggest houses in the area. It’s right on the line of the rich and middle-class houses from the 40s and 50s. I live in one of the houses that seem like they were made by Keebler elves—cookie cutter. There’s probably a third level walk out—a widow’s peak as they used to call them. This definitely was a mansion back in those days.

      “Arya! Roan! Just wait!” Harlow’s long black hair floats behind her from their hasty passing. “Are you sure, Copper?”

      “Yeah, it’s all good. They’re old enough to see my collection of erotic pottery, right?”

      “Um…” Harlow stills, her jaw dropped.

      “I’m just kidding, Harlow.”

      She laughs. “You look more like a DC Comics kind of guy to me.” She’s not wrong.

      But then I remember the stack of Playboys on my coffee table.

      “How old are they?” I ask, casually leaning against the newel post, but it rocks under my weight and I back up.

      “Sorry about that. If something isn’t broken, partially broken, or on the fritz around here, it’s a miracle.”

      Arya bounds down the stairs with a bag and dressy clothes on hangers, and Roan’s not far behind her with some crumpled clothes in one arm and a Pop Tart and stick of deodorant in the other.

      “Hey, don’t get those messed up!” I motion and he rolls his eyes.

      “Whatever.”

      “Hey, be nice. Copper’s letting you shower at his place.” Harlow makes him turn to face me.

      “Thank you, Copper,” they both say and then they continue on their way.

      Harlow turns back and her honey-rimmed coffee eyes brighten with her smile. “To answer your question…Arya’s sixteen and Roan’s seventeen, almost eighteen.”

      To hell with it, that’s old enough to see a pair of nice tits in a girlie magazine and if Roan borrows a couple, I’ll figure it’s paying it forward to the next generation.

      “Mom, text us his address!” Arya calls out as the back door slams.

      Harlow opens her phone and holds it out to me. I type into the box. And get the standard teenager “k” back.

      I chuckle. “They seem like great kids.”

      “They have their moments.”

      “Okay, let’s take a look at this water heater.”

      “You’re my hero, Copper.” Her soft hand lands on my bare forearm and I swallow. For some reason I don’t recoil from her touch.

      It’s an uneasy realization.

      “I hope I can live up to that label, Harlow.”
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      I motion him with my head, and he follows behind me. I press my palm into my breastbone to calm my heart. I swear I’m panting like a feline in heat around him. The dark blond five-o’clock-in-the-morning shadow on his face accents the sharp lines of his jaw. His lavender gray eyes make me think that’s he’s otherworldly, some Greek god sent to me from Aphrodite to torture me. And that T-shirt. Hugging. Every. Damn. Bump. And bulge. And roll on his body.

      My head is already cascading with storylines for a novel. I don’t normally write erotic scenes, but this moment is boiling in my brain. If there’s steam coming out of my ears right now, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      Pheromones pulse from him. He smells like spring rain, well-loved leather, and honey. And it’s apparently my trifecta of kryptonite scents. I want to block it. But I can’t and my stomach rides a wave of anxiety.

      I blow out a long breath as I open the door to the utilities room.

      “I did get the water turned off.” I point to the metal lever I’ve moved into the “off” position. “But I’m sure I’m going to need some water clean-up services.”

      “Great job.”

      “Thanks. I…I Googled it.”

      He leans close and whispers, “I still Google plumbing things and I’ve been doing this for eight years.”

      “I’m not sure if that should make me feel better or make me question your abilities, Copper.”

      He chuckles, the rumble starting deep and tumbling from him. “Good point. I promise, I’m licensed and know what I’m doing, but just standing here, I can see that you’ve got a big problem.”

      I close my eyes and sigh. “Okay, give it to me fast and straight.” My eyes pop open.

      Did I really say that? Oh, God. I’m talking like a character in one of my romance novels. But part of me wonders if having him here isn’t the best kind of inspiration. More ideas roll around in my head.

      “I can do that, but…” the words are deep and almost growl from his lips. “Do you want me to write it all down so Mr. Kincaid can see it?”

      I shake my head, his question bringing me from fiction and into reality. “Mr. Kincaid passed away three years ago in Afghanistan serving the country.”

      His face softens. “I’m really sorry for your loss. I know any loss is hard, but I can’t imagine.”

      The thought of Corbin sobers me. I can hear everyone from a year on after his death, “He’d want you to move on.” They don’t know how hard it was just to get out of bed for the first thousand days. How hard it was to even think of living. I only did it for Arya and Roan. It’s been a few months since I stopped thinking of him every day, now it’s less frequent, and I wonder if that’s fair to him. Or me. He was the love of my life.

      We met working at McDonald’s when we were sixteen. I thought he was annoying, he thought I was stuck up. Turns out I was right, but I got over his flaws quickly and turns out he was wrong. I was scared. I’d grown up around divorce and I didn’t want to fall in love. He taught me that people don’t always grow apart or end up hating each other. They might fight, but communication is what’s important. But he also taught me that sometimes they die and leave you broken. I didn’t regret falling in love. I regretted not telling him a dozen time every day that I loved him.

      My phone buzzes and I look down. I huff. My agent has tried to call twice a day for the last week. She’s going to drop me soon, if I don’t answer.

      “You okay?” Copper asks.

      “Can you just give me a few minutes and then we can discuss this?”

      “Sure, I’ll start cleaning up and call in the water restoration crew to get here as soon as possible.”

      “Thanks.” I answer the call as I’m walking away. “Hello, Ann.”

      “Harlow, I haven’t gotten your story.”

      “I know. I…I need some more time.”

      “I’m sorry that’s not going to work. You know that I’m patient and I know you’ve been through so much recently, but my feet are to the fire here.”

      “Can you buy me another week?”

      “Three days. Monday, Harlow. Monday at five.”

      Might as well return the advance. But I look down the hallway and see Copper, those ideas gaining steam. There’s still some hope.

      “Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

      The advance wasn’t even that much, but it probably would cover what I’d need to spend to fix this fiasco.

      “Harlow, three days. I won’t stick my neck out to the publisher again.”

      I lean back against the hallway wall. “I understand.”

      I look down and see that the original ceramic flooring is crumbling where it meets opposite wall. I hang up and lean over to take a better look.

      A throat clears behind me and I straighten.

      “Hey. So, what’s the damage?”

      “I highly suggest going to a tankless system. We can put smaller units in the bathrooms and a whole house for the kitchen and laundry and outside, if you have an exterior hot water source.”

      “And why should I do that instead of just another traditional stand up unit? Should I Google it?”

      Copper’s eyes light up. Those lilac-colored orbs that seem to light from the inside out. He gives me the low-down on the myriad of benefits and a few downfalls. The instant hot water is a plus, but I know there’s a big downfall coming.

      “What are we talking when it comes to cost?” I cross my arms and my chest pops forward. My commitment to working out and being healthier this year shows. Understandably, I’d let myself slide while I was in the throes of grief. I’ve worked on making more lean long muscle, but after having kids, my shape has stayed exceedingly curvy. I don’t hate it and from the way Copper looks at me, I think he likes it. And part of me likes that even more.

      His eyes dart everywhere but to me and he clears his throat. “I’m going to give you the military discount Graffiti Street Plumbing offers, so for all the units, installation, and taxes and fees, it comes to…” He holds out his clipboard and points to a number.

      $3788.16. Oh, let’s not forget that sixteen cents, Copper.

      Really, it’s not as bad as I thought it might be but compared to another upright water heater which is a fourth of that amount—I Googled it—I’m not sure. And with one kid going into college next year, and a roof that leaks, and a ten-year-old car. I look up at him. It’s not like I can wait. We need hot water. I don’t even know where I’ll be showering today. Probably Jill’s. My sister-in-law has been a blessing to me and the kids.

      “I don’t know. I feel like if I do the tankless I’m just giving a gift to the next person who lives here.”

      “Are you planning to move?”

      “Not planning, but the kids will be gone in two years. Having a five-bedroom home empty seems a little excessive, right?”

      Copper pulls the clipboard back. “Actually, I forgot the special we’re having on tankless installation.”

      He does some calculations on his phone, crossing out numbers and rewriting others. “Okay…how’s this look?”

      I look up at him. “Seriously…”

      It’s looking good, Copper. Really, really good.
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      I’ll have to do all the installation myself, but if it helps her out, I’m willing to work on my own time to get it done. I have a buddy who does electric and another who does carpentry, both owe me favors, and I can get them to pitch in.

      “That seems cheap,” she says.

      I tip my head. “I can go back to the original quote, if you want.”

      “No. No! I mean, I’m surprised. If…if you can do it for that, I can afford it for sure. And maybe two out of the three of us can eat this month.” She winks and it’s the first time a woman has ever done that to me. I feel like Cupid’s tagged me in the move.

      “We can’t have you starving.” I start writing up the contract while she straightens family pictures in the long hallway, her ass popping out of her leggings and the neck of her sweatshirt falling off her shoulder.

      I can imagine taking her out for a nice meal. I bet she’d order an actual meal instead of a side salad and diet soda. I’ve seen it too many times. Want to impress me? Eat a 24 oz ribeye, baked potato, and a piece of pie, but showing me that you don’t eat and are probably grumpy and lightheaded, that doesn’t make my cock rock.

      And I can tell that Harlow works out. I’d say daily. And with—Are you listening Jillyn?—free weights. Solid muscles like that don’t come from yoga or barre. I tried both. I want to eat pretzels, not be one. And if I want to squeeze my ass muscles, I’ll be doing it in the privacy of my own home. I love that people find what works for them, but neither of those worked for me.

      “Um…while you’re here, can you look at something else?” She stands close, her perfume coating the air between us.

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      She marches up the curved staircase and I follow.

      “Watch that second to top step, it’s loose. This place is a money pit. It was Corbin’s dream to re-do every inch, but it’s just so big. I can’t do it myself. And my writing has dried up since his death.”

      “You’re a writer?” I ask as she stops outside of a doorway.

      “I was.” She continues into the room.

      Obviously, it’s her bedroom. It’s decorated in floral patterns. But I don’t hate it. It’s inviting and it smells like her. Like flowers. Imagine that.

      “What do you write?”

      “Romance.”

      “Really? What’s your pen name and subgenre?”

      She steps through a second door. “How do you know about pen names and subgenres?”

      “My friend’s wife writes romance.” I look around the bathroom. It’s been remodeled, crisp whites and dark woods. It’s a little more masculine than the bedroom. A full glass shower with two directional heads and a rain shower head in the middle is impressive. “Like that shower.”

      “Thanks Corbin did it before he left. It was one of his last projects. What’s her pen name, first?” She leans back against the granite countertop.

      “Rei—”

      “Silk…” we say together.

      “You know her?” I wait to hear why I’m in this bathroom. From what I can tell it was stripped to studs and nothing is out of place. And then I hear it. I lift the top off of the toilet.

      “Yeah, that. I can’t get it to stop. At first I thought it was Corbin’s ghost, but then I realized he wouldn’t be that annoying. He was frustrating sometimes, but not infuriating. That is infuriating. And of course I know Rei Silk. She’s always on the leading edge of trends. I love her books.”

      “Okay, now your pen name so I can tell her to read something of yours.”

      Her jaw drops open. “I don’t want to say now because I’m like low B-list to her top A-list.”

      I squat and turn off the water, glancing back to her. “Oh, come on…”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head slowly, popping the word from those gloriously red and full lips.

      “I bet I can figure it out.”

      “You’re not asking the kids. They find it incredibly embarrassing what I do and would rather believe that I’m working at a brothel.”

      I examine the inner workings of the toilet. I hate this plastic shit. It’s an instigator of the The Rebellion. “You have a faulty ballcock valve.”

      “Ballcock,” she giggles.

      I laugh. “You are definitely a romance writer. My friend’s wife has the dirtiest, gutter-mind of anyone that I know.”

      “Well, good luck finding out my pen name, cause I’m not going to tell you.”

      I stand, wash my hands off while she is right next to me. I wipe them off and hold out my hand. “Challenge accepted, Harlow Kincaid.” She reaches out and I pull back slightly. “But, if I figure it out, you go on a date with me.”

      She looked at the hand. “Do you date all your customers, Copper?”

      “Not all. Just the ones who need a new ballcock.”
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      He’s amusing. Definitely different than Corbin. Corbin was all business. He could barely unwind, and his military training kept him standing at attention. Always working. I can’t remember the last time we had a date. It was…

      Nope. Can’t remember.

      My stomach flutters, but I trap the butterflies in a net of the past. I stand up straight. “You’ll never figure it out, so this is a null bet.” I shake his hand.

      “We’ll see.” He heads back downstairs, and I follow. The man is solid from the top of his head to the tips of his toes. “I’ll be back this afternoon to fix the running toilet and I’ll get the water restorers out this morning. I’ll get the units for the install ordered, but it’ll take a couple of days to get them in since it’s Friday. I have to get to the office and get a handle on staffing for the day.”

      “Okay, so cold showers?”

      The side of his mouth rises in this cocky smirk that I can only imagine kissing off of his face. I can see what’s coming.

      “If you need to shower, you’re welcome to use mine.”

      “I can go to my sister-in-law’s but thank you for letting Arya and Roan use yours. I really appreciate that, Copper.”

      “You’re welcome. Probably be late afternoon before make it back.”

      “Would you like to have dinner with us?” Every molecule of my body stops moving. Why the hell did I say that?

      His head tips. “Sure. That would be nice. Been a while since I had a family dinner.”

      “Well, actually, the kids will be out. Roan has football, he’s injured right now, so can’t play, and Arya has drama practice.” I roll my eyes. “Actually, Arya has a lot of drama…period.”

      “Didn’t grow up with a sister, so I can’t say I know for sure, but I think she seemed…normal?”

      “I’m sure it is, but why does she have to be so normal?”

      His wide smile makes me think of days when I did the same free and willingly. Three years is a long time not to smile. I put on the “brave face” smile that everyone expected, but most days a smile felt like a giant hurdle.

      “You want me to text you when I’m on my way?” he asks, pulling out his phone.

      My skin tingles. That was one thing that I’d begged Corbin to do and he just couldn’t do it. We’d ended up agreeing that it wasn’t his thing. But I always liked knowing he was safe.

      Until he wasn’t.

      “That would be great. Can I?” I motion to his phone.

      He unlocks it and hands it over. The background screen is the default screen. That tells me things about Copper. Either he has no one in his life that makes him want to change it, or maybe it’s a company phone.

      “Company phone?” I ask while standing on the bottom step. It makes my 5’4” height just under his height.

      “Nope, it’s my direct phone. You call it, and you’ll get me, Harlow.”

      I send myself a text to have his number. I don’t want this to feel like something important, but I can’t help it. It’s more interaction than I’ve had with a man for a long time and part of me has hope. Too much hope.

      “Later.” He gives me one last smile before he heads out.

      The front door closes and I sink to the stairs.

      What have I done?
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        * * *

      

      “The kids aren’t going to be upset.” My sister-in-law tries to calm me down, but my nerves aren’t listening to her. They’re listening to the rolling thoughts in my head.

      Her girlfriend Vivian hands me a cup of coffee. “Decaf.”

      I nod in agreement. I don’t need to be more freaked out by a caffeine OD.

      “Arya still kisses Corbin’s picture every night before bed. Roan has his memorial flag hanging on his wall and says something to it before he heads off to a football or basketball game. Hell, most days I still wear my wedding ring!” I pull out the chain that has my diamond on it from under my shirt.

      Jill’s face becomes sullen. She purses her lips and looks to Vivian. “I can’t say that I don’t think about him often still, too, Harlow, but Corbin lived large so we will remember him. Service to others was the breath in his lungs. I never thought it would happen, but we know he died giving his life for his fellow soldiers. And most of all, he wouldn’t want you not living. That was his gift, to annoy people into living.”

      It was true. He’d fended off fire while his soldiers found shelter. He’d saved half a dozen men and women. He was the reason I started writing. He put the love into my books. Hell, he kind of put the vivacity into the sex scenes. He inspired me. But I’d never tell anyone about the sex scenes. Although this morning I’d already plotted out a new series and gotten a good start on a novel. It was more effort than I’d expended on writing in a long time.

      “What’s this guy’s name?” Vivian asks stretching out on the couch with her feet in Jill’s lap.

      “Copper…” I pause. “I don’t remember his last name.”

      Vivian sits up quickly. “Copper? Jilly, don’t you have—”

      Jill grabs Viv’s hand. “That’s an interesting name? And he’s a plumber? I bet he’d like to lay some pipe, Harlow.” Her eyebrows flicker with the words.

      A genuine smile comes over my face. Not like I haven’t thought about it. The planned sex scenes in my book were like flash fires of lust in my head.

      I take a sip of the hot liquid. “And oh…my…God. Jill, the man’s body, even you’d be impressed. I’ve never written a character that perfect because until seeing him, I didn’t think a human like that existed. Plus, readers would probably never believe a character was that god-like anyway. They like the flaws and issues. Perfection is unrealistic, or it was until today.”

      “You think Copper is perfect?” Jill asks, winding her fingers into Vivian’s.

      “Every man has baggage and issues, but he looked and acted pretty damn perfect to me.”

      “We all try to look perfect on the outside sometimes and when we need to.” She stares into me.

      Jill knows how hard I’ve tried to keep it together. She was the only one I’d actually broken down to.

      “Maybe just a one-night stand to get the pipes cleaned out?” Vivian asks taking a sip of her… water? Vivian’s known for drinking coffee five minutes before bed.

      “Might be fun…” Jill adds.

      “What’s up with the water, Viv?” I sit up from slouching in the chair when they look at each other and Jill touches Vivian’s stomach. “You’re expecting?” My voice shakes coming out.  “Please tell me I’m going to be an aunt.”

      “You’re going to be an aunt. Now, it’s really early so we’re still cautious, but yeah, the sixth time’s the charm, apparently.”

      I jump from the chair and give each a long hug, brushing away my happy tears with the edges of the sleeves on my long T-shirt. “I didn’t even know you were trying again.”

      “Well…” Jill raises her shoulders, her blue eyes, the same as Corbin’s lighting up. “This was a little surprise from a trip into Vegas.”

      My mouth drops open. “Ménage?”

      “All we needed was a little of the natural method.” Jill raises and lowers her shoulders.

      “Are you going to tell the guy?” Not that it’s any of my business, but I feel like he should know.

      Vivian nods. “Already contacted him. He’s cool with it and will sign over his rights. We said he could stay involved, but he already has a kid and isn’t looking to be a dad again.”

      “Wow.”

      Vivian rolls over to face me. “Yeah, even more wow, he lives here in Kildare.”

      “So you might see him?”

      “We see him all the time. He goes to Graffiti Street gym,” Jill says with a smirk.

      “Won’t that be weird?”

      “Nope. It was a night that we’ll never forget and we’ll be forever grateful to him.”

      “Are you going to tell me his name?” I ask.

      “Nope,” they said together.

      “Hey, I told you my guy’s name.” I suck in a quick breath and my heart races. “I…I didn’t mean it that way! Don’t look at me like that!”

      They both laugh.

      Jill cackles. “Yeah, I think you did. That Freudian slip says a lot, sis.”

      Maybe it does…
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      I get off early and head to the gym. I’m feeling the need to work off some tension and I’m not going to plan on releasing it any other way than pounding on the weights. I’m on my third bench press set and a familiar face moves into my field of vision.

      “Copper, I didn’t expect you to be in here today? Have a bad day?” Jillyn grabs the bar and guides the movement. “Give me five more.” Always demanding more and more.

      I grunt at her, but for some reason I feel the need to do as she says.

      “Not a bad day. Actually, it’s been…inspiring.”

      “That’s good to hear. Four.” She counts down. “I really thought you wouldn’t be able to walk today.”

      “Yeah, speaking of that, maybe less beast mode next time.” That’s what she calls her work outs—the Beast Mode.

      “I can back it down ten percent, but no promises on any less.”

      “Great.” I’ll be 90% exhausted next time.

      My friend Leif joins us. “Hey, Copper. Jill, you have a minute?”

      “Sure. Just give us…two.”

      I grunt through that press and know I’m almost burned out. I give him a chin jut. “How’s it going, Leif?”

      “Maybe meet up for a drink this weekend?”

      “Graffiti?” I ask through gritted teeth. Our buddy Zale owns the Graffiti Street Bar and we’ve made it our second home. I do one more press and Jillyn pulls it up when I’m struggling. “Thank for the assist.”

      “Sounds good.” Leif runs a hand through his hair.

      “You ready?” she asks Leif.

      “Later, Copper,” he mumbles and I’m concerned.

      I get a weird vibe from Leif and that’s not good. He’s been through hell the last two years. He’s technically a friend of Hemi’s, but when I moved to Kildare, he became my friend, too, and I helped Hemi and Zale get him through a really rough time. It’s the way in this group. Whether or not you want to belong, they make you feel like you do…so you do.

      I move onto a couple of other machines and then notice the time. I shower quickly, throw some clothes on, and head out with wet hair. My foot presses on the accelerator a little harder than I need it to, and I have to make real mental effort to stop from speeding.

      I run by my house to grab my car instead of the company truck. I hit the garage door opener and there’s nothing. I hop out of the truck and try again. Great. Just another thing to add to the list. I know how Harlow feels. The list can feel never ending.

      Homeownership fell into my lap. I was doing a plumbing job and the previous owner, a widower who was moving to be near his son in Wyoming, said he was going to put it up for sale. I asked if he was interested in a private sale. He jumped at the chance and gave me an excellent price. I started with a nice chunk of equity. I didn’t have an inspection done, imaging whatever was wrong I would be able to take care of it. Turns out…should’ve had the inspection. He’d top-coated everything. The only thing that was in good condition was the kitchen that he’d had remodeled in the late 90s. It wasn’t my style, but I’m not really sure what my style is.

      I walk to the front porch and lift the one planter. No key. Great. Breaking into my own house. Then I remember the old owner telling me that one of the rocks in the succulent garden is a fake one with an extra key. I start lifting rocks, shaking them and probably looking like I’m having a nervous breakdown. I finally find one that rattles. The key falls into my hand and I’m inside. I glance to the coffee table and crack up.

      Wouldn’t have expected less from you Roan. But you and I will need to chat.

      I pull out my phone.

      Copper: I’ll be there in ten minutes.

      I grab a bottle of red wine from the kitchen and head to my bedroom. I spritz on a little cologne, and my gaze darts to the nightstand. If I have a condom, I’m just being smart right? Maybe. But maybe I’m also be fucking presumptuous. Maybe Harlow is just having me over for dinner as a friend. Being nice. And my brain needs to cool the fuck down.

      I will be fixing the toilet after all.

      I open the drawer and stare inside.

      Better safe, than sorry.
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      Nine minutes later, I park on the street about three houses down. These houses didn’t come with front driveways and I’m not sure there’s one in the back off of the alleyway.

      Harlow answers the front door and my chest burns. She’s curled her hair, the long waves gathered on one side of her neck, the other side open and looking perfect for some attention. She’s wearing an off the shoulder white dress with some type of sewed on flowers trailing over her right breast, down her stomach, and to the bottom of the thigh-brushing skirt.

      “Copper, come in.”

      I carry the wine in the curve of my arm and set my tools down before I lift it and hold it out like a sommelier. “For you.”

      “Awww. Thank you. It wasn’t necessary, but I appreciate the gesture. And since we’re having pasta with red clam sauce it’ll go perfect. I’m Italian, if you couldn’t tell.”

      “That’s cool. Okay, so I’ll go fix the toilet.”

      She sets the wine on the ten-seat dining room table. “I’ve got the sauce going and the salad’s made, can I come watch?” she asks, her cheeks so pink that I wonder if she’s been kissed by the sun today.

      “Sure. Love the company.”

      We make it into the master bath, and I go to work.

      “How much do I owe you for this?” She moves near me watching and the scent of her perfume makes me feel like I’m in a field of flowers.

      “Nothing. We had an extra one at the shop.”

      She leans over me as I squat. “I suppose I should learn how to do this. There are three other toilets in this place and I’m sure all have balls and cocks.”

      I laugh. “Ballcocks.”

      “Seems like someone who created that was being a little tongue-in-cheek.”

      “Probably.”

      I go slow. Giving her instruction and providing details that Googling won’t give to her.

      She leans over the tank across from me. I divert my eyes as her dress gapes and her firm breasts hang free in the top of her dress. I swallow down instincts that make me want to make this woman mine. Claim her in a way that I’ve never experienced before.

      It’s just the workout.

      She motions to me. “What’s that?”

      I move around to the other side and glance over her shoulder into the toilet, my hand rests on her low back, feeling the warmth of her skin below.

      “Huh.” I reach in and pull out a penny. “Penny for your thoughts.”

      “I’m afraid of what they’d be right now.”

      I look her in the eye. “I’m listening, Harlow. I’d listen to your voice and you, any day.”

      Her cheeks brighten and those dark eyes flash at me slowly.

      I hold it out to her and our fingers brush as I place it into the palm of her hand. “Some people think that a penny in the tank will keep rust deposits away. I think that cleaning the toilet keeps rust deposits away, but it’s not going to hurt, unless it gets stuck in the flapper.”

      I squat again to turn the water on. “Let’s see if this works.”

      The bowl fills. I press the lever. And all seems back in order. No extra sounds. No extra running.

      I clean up and stand with my bag in my hand. “I think it’s fixed.”

      Rebellion minimized.

      Her gaze rakes over me and I feel like I’m being hunted. “Suppose we should get downstairs to…eat.”

      I can think of something else I’d love to eat.

      My heart pounds in my chest. “Worked out today and I’m really hungry.”

      She stalks to me, closing the distance between us. Her fingers skim the edge of my T-shirt. “I think you work out a lot.”

      “Harlow… are you sure?” I don’t want to stop myself, but something in me says that I should caution her.

      “All I’m sure of is that I just want to feel something. I can’t promise more, Copper.”

      My bag clanks to the floor and in two seconds, one of my hands are in her soft, black hair and the other is wrapped under her arm around her waist, dragging her to me. She whimpers but licks her lips, preparing for what I’ve wanted to do since this morning.

      “Yes, Copper, please.”

      I claim her lips like I’m putting a mark on her, telling her that I want more. I want it all.

      Her tongue darts out to meet mine. I tip her head a little to deepen the kiss, dancing with her tongue in a soft and yet, passionate tango. Her hands wrap around my neck, long fingers digging into my hair. I moan into her mouth as my cock pulses and jumps in my jeans. He’s not exactly pointed in the right direction for this. I slip a hand down, flick my button and lower the zipper. I reach in and adjust him until he’s poking out of my boxer briefs, never breaking our lips. I don’t want to give her a chance to overthink this. But she tears her mouth from mine, her chest heaving fast and her hot breaths floating over me. Sweet hot breaths.

      Her eyes drop to my waist. “Jesus! Is there any part of you that isn’t perfect?”

      I lift her face. “You make me hard to the point where it’s painful. But I’ll take the pain if I can just kiss you.”

      She walks to the counter and plops her ass up on it, she props her feet up on the edge, and her skirt drops to her lap.

      Commando. And fuck it’s pretty. Fucking beautiful.

      My eyes probably pop out of my head. “Woman…you’re going to kill me.”

      “You said you were hungry. Eat me, Copper.”

      I waste no time. I’m on my knees and my mouth is on her before she can say another word. She’s soft and pliant, the tissues puffy and responsive.

      “Tell me what you like, baby.” I slowly lick from low to high, repeating it while she moans.

      “Tongue fuck me.”

      I go at her like a mad man. I love when a woman tells me what she wants and Harlow’s not shy. She tastes like vanilla and sweet cream.

      “Finger me, Copper. Slowly, I’m close and I want to fucking explode.”

      I slip a finger inside of her and then a second. She’s so fucking wet. I lower my jeans and rock my hand on my cock.

      She leans forward and watches. “Stand up and let me help you with that.”

      I don’t stop, making sure she stays primed as I stand, jeans puddling around my boots.

      “Fuck, Harlow, you’re the hottest fucking woman I’ve ever been with.” I slow my hand and bring my thumb to her clit.

      Her hips jolt. “Yes,” she hisses.

      I lean forward, and her warm fingers wrap my cock in her fist. I thrust my hips forward and she works her hand in harmony with me.

      Our mouths meet and we’re frantically devouring each other. Our bodies jerking and writhing.

      “Shit…” I pull away. “Please tell me you’re close?”

      “Suck my clit and I’ll scream your name.”

      I lean over, missing her hand, but everything is for her. It’s all for her. I return mine to my cock and she leans back to just enjoy.

      Her pretty dark pink pussy pulses under my tongue. I find that hard nub and I slip my lips over it and suck.

      She gasps and her hands dig into my hair, holding me to her. “Yes, yes. Fuck…Copper!”

      With the two syllables of my name she explodes. Her body convulses while she moans low and deep.

      I can’t stop. My cock throbs a pending nut-buster approaching quickly, but as it does, I hear something.

      Fuck. The front door. Shit.

      I reach my long arm out and close the bathroom door. I quickly stroke my cock and an orgasm sears through me like lightning splitting an oak tree. I continue sucking her clit and listening to the mewling whimpers she’s making until she’s bouncing and giggling with happiness.

      I back away hearing a teenager calling out for her again.

      I help her move off the counter. She adjusts her dress and fixes her hair and lipstick. “Stay here. I didn’t expect Roan to come home.”

      I nod, my cock still hard and my breathing fast.

      The moment is over.

      But we’re not over, Harlow, not by a longshot.
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      I don’t go back upstairs, but I text him that the coast is clear when Roan is gone. He just came home to get some clothes to stay over at Trevan’s house. I hear the water run and his boots clicking on the wood steps.

      I don’t regret what happened and the man is a genius with his tongue, both in my mouth and on and in my pussy. I shiver remembering every single moment.

      My phone buzzes.

      Arya: Is it okay if I stay over at Rosa’s tonight? We need to rehearse lines. By the way, I got an A on the presentation.

      I look up and Copper’s standing in the doorway, leaning against it, those velvet eyes covering every inch of me.

      Harlow: That’s wonderful! Congratulations! Have fun. No drinking, please.

      Arya: I know! Thanks. Love you.

      Harlow: Love you, too.

      And we’re alone. I look up.

      “You…hungry?” I ask and he smiles.

      “I could go for some actual food.”

      I set the kitchen table. I love the dining table Corbin gave me for our tenth anniversary, but the kitchen is cozier.

      “Can you open the wine?” I glance over my shoulder while draining the pasta, as he pushes off of the doorway. “Wine opener on the counter.”

      I hear the pop of the cork. “This is my favorite red. It’s called Dionysus after the Greek God of wine.”

      “Can’t wait to try it. I’ll have to get a bottle of my favorite and we can compare, sometime.”

      I’m trying to not set expectations, but my gut is overruling my brain. It says that this could be something. My brain yells to just have dinner and see what happens. And my heart is silent. I wonder if it’s still broken.

      He doesn’t come near me and I’m craving him to touch me. Having his big hands on my body was like adding kerosene to a bonfire.

      I dish up the spaghetti and the sauce into bowls, place a couple pieces of garlic bread on the edges of each plate under the bowl.

      “Start serving yourself some salad, please.”

      I hear a chair skim the floor. Taking a deep breath, I round the island carrying the plates.

      He’s served us both and my salad’s ready.

      I slide the two plates of the main course into the center. “I also made tiramisu for dessert.”

      “I’m going to have to see my personal trainer twice a week, if I keep eating like this.” He winks and my heart flutters. Maybe it’s not silent after all.

      We dig in. I’m crazy hungry too. I skipped lunch to write, getting in another ten thousand words and giving me hope that I might be able to finish the book before Monday. It’ll be close.

      “So tell me about you, Copper? Have you been married?”

      “Not married. I did date a woman for two years, but she decided to move to New York for a job and we both knew I wasn’t going to go with her. I’ve made my home here and I can see being here for a long time.”

      “You didn’t grow up in Kildare or Vegas?”

      “No, I went to college in Tuscon. I followed my college roommate here when he said I could stay with him for a year.” He takes a bite of salad and washes it down with a drink of water. “I’m originally from Colorado.”

      That makes me smile. His eyes look like what I imagine the mountains in a sunset would look like.

      “Your parents still live there?”

      “They do. I was adopted. My birth parents were both seventeen and I can understand why they needed to make that choice. I lived with a dozen sets of foster parents and none of them made me permanent because I had some health and behavioral issues that just needed patience and time to work themselves out. And then when I was eight, I was accepted into a family of two young professionals, a doctor and a lawyer. I think they thought a kid would bring them back together, but they filed for divorce three months after they adopted me. Then I was the extra baggage they had to pass back and forth. From ten years old on, I took care of myself. Love is a check on my birthdays and being told that “Your mother/father loves you, but they just don’t know how to show it.” That’s because they were too busy hating each other to care about me.” He sets his fork down. “I’m sorry, that was a lot to unload on someone.”

      My heart clenches. I know what divorce can do to a child.

      I reach over and slip my hand into his. “I’m glad you did. I feel like I know you now. I know why your phone doesn’t have a personalized screen. And I know why you are eager to please and really put forth a A+ effort. Really, excellent effort.”

      He chuckles, but his gaze meets mine. “I’d love to take you on a date, Harlow. Forget the pen name. I want to see where we can go.”

      I wipe off my mouth. “Let’s just take it slow and see what happens, but…” I swallow back the fears. “The kids are both staying with friends tonight. I’d love for you to stay.”
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      He didn’t say anything after I invited him to stay. I wonder if I went too far. If I put myself out there to get shot down it’ll hurt, but like always, I’ll move on.

      After we clean up, he grabs the bottle of wine and two clean glasses. I watch as he walks out of the room. His boots clomp up the stairs.

      “Harlow, do you want to…come?”

      My knees weaken. I hear it in his voice. He’s calling me to bed.

      Fuck. The man knows how to get a woman wet with just one question.

      I slowly take the stairs. My heart beating fast. This is it. I’ll let another man possess me like only one man ever has. I won’t erase Corbin’s memory, but maybe it’s time to make new memories. I’m still young. I’m vibrant. I enter the bedroom and he’s on the bed.

      Naked.

      And stroking himself. His cock, thick and veiny, grows in his hand. I walk to the edge of the bed and without touching any of his body, I lean over him, my long hair brushing his abs. I lick from his balls, up, up, up the shaft, circling the head with my tongue. Then I blow lightly over his cock, it jerks in midair and Copper’s eyes darken to the gray right before dusk. I slip my mouth over the massive pink head and suck while spinning my tongue around just the tip.

      “Fuck!” His hips jolt and more of him slips into my mouth. He’s allowing me to do as I wish, and I think he’s enjoying the teasing.

      I make sure my mouth is full of saliva and I envelop his cock and deep throat his eight-inches. He hits the back of my throat, and I pull back quickly. I do it again.

      His chest heaves. His hands tangle in my hair, guiding it back so he can see me. I reach between his legs and fondle his heavy balls. He growls and his hands tighten in my hair.

      “Baby, I’m about thirty seconds from coming. I can get him back up, but I don’t want to leave you hanging for too long.”

      I slow my actions and allow him to pop from my lips. I stand back and slip the dress off of my shoulders, the elastic empire-waist under my breasts allows me to slip it all the way down. Until I’m standing naked in front of him.

      I reach out and cup his cheek. “I can’t give you forever, but I can give you tonight.”

      He sits up and reaches around my waist, guiding me onto the bed, next to him. His hand rests on the dip of my waist and his cock against my waxed mound. “Let’s not think past tonight, Harlow. Let me make love to you and show you what a goddamn Venus you are.”

      His mouth covers mine and I’m lost to him. There is no past. There is no future. There is just this moment.

      He drags his lips down my neck, over my collarbone, and down to my breasts. His lips suction over a nipple and zings of pleasure rock my pussy. His tongue flicks the hardened peak. I reach between my legs and slide a finger inside of my body. In three years, I’ve become a pro at making myself come. There’s a spot…inside, and toward my clit. I press on it and my pussy contracts.

      She knows.

      She wants it.

      She wants that cock more than anything.

      I pull my hand away not wanting to go off just yet. I love being teased and then getting what I want in a rush. I move to climb over him. I love being on top. Looking down on my man.

      I still.

      Not my man. A man. He’s just a man.

      I kneel over him and reaching behind me, move his cock, from my clit to my ass.

      Copper’s hands clasp my waist and his fingers dig in.

      I place him at my pussy, coated with my juices, and he pulls his hips back.

      “Condom?” he asks.

      “I’m covered, if you’re clean.”

      “I am.”

      I slowly sink down on him. Savoring every inch that almost tears me apart, but the pressure is heavenly. I keep going until I’m seated on his lap, my pussy already pulsing with happiness.

      His warm hands caress my breasts. “Whatever you want, baby. I’m yours.”

      I look into his eyes. I don’t want to want to be his, but in this moment, I just am.

      He starts to meet the rocking of my hips, his cock almost withdrawing completely before sheathing back inside of my body. I plant against his body and just hold there allowing the impending release to settle just a little. My chest rises and falls quickly. My pussy clenching around him.

      “Fuck…baby…” His jaw tightens and I can see he’s holding off for me.

      I start back up and my body sizzles. I grind along his length. I let him pull out and then I plunge down on him quickly.

      “I’m almost there, Copper.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll meet you.”

      I lower my chest to his and I cover his mouth with mine, his tongue darting into my mouth quickly, teasing my tongue. I sit back up and rock faster on his cock. My stomach burns. My head lightens. And then a blinding sear of white light rocks my body as I explode on his cock.

      “Now, Copper. Give it to me.”

      He pulls me to his chest, rolls me to my back and his hips pump his cock in and out, a quick and dynamic pistoning of my pussy, continuing my orgasm until I finally feel him plant so deep, so perfectly. His hot cum coats my walls and I savor the feeling.

      It’s a rebirth of my womanhood.

      It’s a rebirth…

      Of me.
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      I’m still wrapped around her body, her hair splayed across my chest when I open my eyes the next morning.

      “Mom?” A voice calls out from the entry and floats up to my ears.

      “Harlow.” I kiss her forehead. “Baby, Roan’s downstairs.”

      She stretches but as soon as her eyes open and she hears him calling she’s bounding out of bed, grabbing a robe that’s draped across the footboard.

      I’m dressed before her. “I’ll just go pretend I’m working on the hall bathroom.” I pull on my boots.

      “Okay.” She crosses the room to me. “Thank you so much for last night.”

      “Mom!” The wood steps creak as Roan starts his journey up to us.

      “You’re welcome,” I whisper, pecking her lips.

      I grab my bag from the master bathroom, dart down the hallway, and open the bathroom cabinet, lie on the floor, and stick my upper body inside, like I’ve been there for a while. I make a little noise so hopefully he’ll be curious and leave Harlow alone until she’s ready to see him.

      Roan clears his throat and I slide out. “Hey, Roan. How are you today?”

      “I’m…fine. You’re here early.” He leans against the doorway. “Have you seen my mom?” I hear the questioning in his voice.

      “I think she’s in her bedroom.”

      “Were you in her bedroom?”

      “I fixed the toilet, so yes, I was in the bathroom.”

      “It’s interesting that your truck is in exactly the same place as last night when I came home to grab clothes.”

      I should’ve just manually opened the garage door and driven my car. It’s time to have a little discussion with the man of the house.

      “You wanna go get donuts with me?”

      “Only if they’re Jack’s Donut Shack donuts.”

      “Oh, dude, Donut Hut is so much better.”

      “Not a chance.”

      I stand. “Guess we’ll just have to get both and have a taste-off.”

      “Bring it.” His cocky teenager face reminds me a lot of myself.

      I text Harlow as we’re out the door. We climb into my truck. I drive to Jack’s Donut Shack first, getting a dozen variety through the drive-thru.

      “Make sure you get French crullers. They’re mom’s favorite.”

      “She like coffee?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You?”

      “No.”

      I add the two donuts and two coffees.

      “But no jelly donuts!” I demand at the very end, almost forgetting my number one donut rule.

      “I hate jelly donuts, too,” Roan agrees.

      “It’s stuffed with fruit goop.”

      “Precisely. No one in our family likes them.”

      At Donut Hut, I get similar donut choices and three French crullers.

      “Hey, not fair. You’re trying to bribe her!” Roan laughs.

      I don’t disagree.

      I start back to the house. “Roan, I know you’re the man of your family now and I’d like to ask for your permission to date Harlow.”

      Roan looks out the passenger window. “I want my mom to be happy. I really do. She faked her happiness for so long after dad died. She didn’t think we could tell, but she wasn’t herself. It’s just…it’s just that we’ve started to be a family again, just the three of us. I don’t know if I can see someone else fitting in.”

      It’s hard to accept, but if it’s the way it has to be, I’ll walk away. But…I tell Roan about being adopted and how hard it was to fit into a family, so I understand.

      I turn onto their street. “I understand it takes time to be accepted into a family that’s broken and hurting. I know it’ll take time, patience, and I won’t ever expect that you’ll accept me, I’ll earn your acceptance.”

      I park in front of their house and turn off the truck.

      Roan’s eyes gloss with tears and I know how hard it is for him to show these emotions. I’ve been there.

      “Roan, I’ll leave your mom alone and get someone else to do the installation. It’s okay. I understand.” If I have to, I will walk away. I don’t want to, but I won’t break a family and mess with what Harlow has with her kids.

      Roan uses the back of his hands to clear away the tears. “No. I want her to be happy and yesterday when I came home for lunch, she was in her office for the first time in forever, and all I could hear was her talking to her characters. It’s been forever since she’s done that. Now granted what she was saying was a little gross. But still, if she’s writing again, and I think I know what’s different…you…then maybe we should keep you around to see where this goes.”

      My stomach calms.

      “I promise, I won’t hurt her, Roan. I will do anything to make sure your mom’s happy.” I clear my throat. “And speaking of happy…I know you took my stack of Playboys.”

      He smiles, opening his door. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Just don’t let your mom see them!”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I’ve got them well hidden.”

      He’s almost eighteen, he’ll be able to buy them for himself soon. And if she does find them, she and I will have a discussion.

      “Some of those are classics.” They were from my college days in early 2000s. But now…now I have my own Playmate in the flesh. Not that I’ll tell him that.

      “Old. They’re old, dude.”

      “Grab a bag.”

      He does and we walk into the house bantering about professional football.

      Harlow’s in the kitchen, everything’s cleaned up from last night, her hair pulled up into a chaotic bundle on top of her head.

      I don’t kiss her. Even if I want to. I don’t touch her. Even if I’m dying to. I want to tell her that my heart is hers. But it’s too quick. I’ll scare her away.

      “Mom, Copper thinks that Donut Hut is better than Jack’s!”

      Her dark eyes brighten. “Well, we’ll just have to see about that.”

      I just wink and she winks back.
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      We sit around the table and laugh and it’s easy and nice. I won’t tell Roan—Jack’s crullers are better. But with every second that my heart is falling for Copper, I realize how much I’m forgetting Corbin. How much I owe him for giving me two beautiful children, twenty-plus amazing years in his arms, and allowing me to know true love.

      I like Copper, there’s no doubt about it. But I don’t want to have to forget Corbin to let him into my life.

      Roan goes to Copper’s to take a shower and we’re alone.

      I stand to take my cup to the sink. I find myself staring absentmindedly into the water as it runs cold.

      Why isn’t it getting hot? Oh right.

      Copper stands to my right. “Everything okay, Harlow?”

      “We need to talk.”

      He nods. “You talk, I’ll listen.”

      He follows me into the family room, and I crawl onto the couch, pulling my legs under me. His arm lays along the back edge of the couch, but he doesn’t touch me. And I’m grateful for that.

      “I want you to know what last night meant to me.”

      “Okay, tell me…”

      “For the last three years I’ve been living in a haze. I’d lost me.” I reach out and grab his hand. “But you brought me back. With your listening, your patience, and…” I smile and release a little giggle. “That fucking amazing cock of yours.”

      He chuckles. “Glad to hear that our time means something to you.”

      “But…I’m not sure I’m over Corbin. I don’t know if I’ll ever be over him, or if I want to be over him. I wish I could love you. I wish I could find a way to open my heart completely to you, but it will always be owned by Corbin.”

      He leans forward. “I’ve never fell for someone as hard or as fast as I have you, Harlow Kincaid, but it has to be right for both of us. I know that.”

      “I wish I could be different. I wish I could fall, but I can’t.”

      He kisses my cheek and I clasp his face, pulling his lips to mine. My salty tears coat our lips.

      “I’m sorry…”

      He cups my chin, his long fingers holding me tenderly. “Don’t be. I’ll get someone else to do the install, but you have my number. If you ever want to talk, I’m here for you, Harlow.”

      He stands and in seconds, the door closes. I sit in silence for a long time. Listening to my heart, waiting for it to say something.

      I head to my office and start writing. Emotions pour from my fingers and onto the pages. By early evening, I’m looking at a finished manuscript. Every word filled with heart and soul.

      Heart and Soul…

      That’s the name of the series. Five books, all about finding love after loss.

      I head upstairs to shower. I don’t care that it’s cold. I want to feel the pain. The water isn’t completely freezing, but it numbs me like I hoped. I wrap up in a towel and stand at the bottom of the bed, looking at the crumpled bedding. Remembering every moment of the night before.

      I stare at the nightstand. Before Corbin left on tour the last time, he gave me a letter to open, if the worst happened.

      I’ve never read it. I couldn’t. The fear of what it said, to hear his words again, I couldn’t imagine how that would break me.

      I pull open the drawer and the white envelop sits alone. I lift it out and open it.

      Taking a deep breath, I read:

      

      My beautiful Harlow,

      First, I love you. I loved you from that first dirty look you gave me over the fry basket. And since you’re reading this, I want you to know that I still love you.

      Second, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I’m gone. I’m sorry you have to do all of this by yourself and I’m sorry I’m not there for you. I know you didn’t always understand why I was so devoted to my career, and sometimes I didn’t know why either, but to know that I made a difference and maybe made the world a safer place for you, Roan, and Arya, that’s all I was working for.

      Lastly, cause I’m not the writer in the family and I’m going to keep this short. I want you to find someone who will love you even more than I did. And I loved you to the moon and back, baby. Make sure he can do shit around the house. Make sure he gives you whatever your heart desires. And most of all, make sure he loves you and the kids like I loved you. With all my heart and soul.

      

      I gasp. He’s talking to me. Tears hold in the edges of my eyes.

      

      Baby, you’re the best and I will see you again. Make sure he likes to play pool because I’m going to want to be his friend in heaven.

      Now go write me a story and make it a good one.

      Love you now and always,

      Corbin

      

      I sit back on my bed and hold the letter to my chest. “I hear you Corbin. I hear you.”
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        * * *

      

      After getting dressed, I find my phone. I need to talk to someone. Not Copper. Not the kids.

      Harlow: Can you come over here? I need to talk. I think I made a horrible mistake.

      In seconds, my phone rings.

      “Hello,” I answer.

      “Let’s go out for a drink.” Jillyn sounds out of breath.

      “No, just come over here.”

      “Viv’s on call and I want to go out. Please…”

      Either I do it her way or I sit her thinking about everything and getting nowhere closer to knowing what to do.

      I stand up. “Fine. Where?”

      “Graffiti Street Bar.”

      “Ugh. Downtown.”

      “Take a Lyft.”

      “Okay, but I’m not interested in being hit on in that meat-market.”

      “It’s not like that anymore, the new owner cleaned it up. Great craft cocktails and a good vibe.”

      “Fine. Half an hour?”

      “Yeah, that’ll work. I’m just finishing my fifth mile; I’ll shower and be there.”

      Her dedication to her health and fitness as a personal trainer impresses me. I can only imagine how hot Copper would look if she was his personal trainer. Hell, he could probably teach her some things. I tried going to her once. And only once. She’s nice as a person, mean as a trainer. If I want someone to get in my face about five more of something, I’ll be at an ice cream shop picking out flavors.

      I order the car pickup and in fifteen minutes I’m sitting on a couch in a dim lit corner of the Graffiti Street Bar. They have one of those jukeboxes where you can order a song, so I fill it up with my favorites, some slower and some faster.

      “Remember the Name” by Fort Minor—one of Corbin’s favorites. “Downboys” by Warrant—I’m a hairband junkie. And “When I See You Smile” by Bad English—it reminds me that I can smile and what has recently made me smile. I add a couple more songs and call it good enough. I don’t plan on being here longer than an hour.

      Jill beelines to me.  “What’s up?”

      “I think…I think I made a big mistake.”
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      That wasn’t how The Rebellion was supposed to go. I wasn’t supposed to be the one to get shit on.

      I let myself become attached. I fell for Harlow Kincaid. She might have questions, but I wasn’t done, yet. I wanted to give her some time and maybe she would find a space for me in her heart. I swore I already touched her soul. What we did last night wasn’t a casual one-night stand fuck. It was making love. I knew the difference.

      I sit at home, mindlessly watching golf on TV. Something to numb my brain. I lift my phone when it buzzes.

      “Hey, Cray, what’s up?”

      “Copper, we have a problem.”

      I stand up. “What’s wrong?”

      “Leif. He’s gone off the deep end. I need some help, bro.” My phone buzzed with a picture. I look at the line of shots on a bar top.

      “Shit. Is he considering doing that?” I ask.

      “I think so. He sent me the picture.”

      “Okay, you want me to call Hemi?” I’m at the garage door, I release the door from the overhead chain and in one quick lift, it’s up and out of the way.

      “Already tried. No answer.”

      I get into my BMW 5 Series and pull out, parking in the driveway to close the door.

      “Okay, where are you?”

      “Outside of Evo Room, getting ready to go in.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I tear out of the driveway and I’m shifting gears like I’m a professional racer. It’s only about ten minutes away, but Cray never sounds panicked. He’s ex-military. He’s Mr.-I-Don’t-Give-A-Shit. If he’s involved and worried… it’s bad.

      I park, pay the meter on my phone, and I pull open the door to the Evo Room.

      I see them at the bar. The place is clean. Like sterile and bleach coated. It’s not my kind of place, but I know why Leif was here. It’s not our normal kind of place.

      Please don’t let him have drank anything.

      I approach and see the five shots of various colors of alcohols lined up in front of him, just like in the picture.

      “Hey, Cray. Leif.” I grab his shoulder, but he doesn’t look back.

      I mouth to Cray. Has he?

      He shakes his head. Mouthing, no.

      That’s a relief, but the fact that he wants to, that’s a problem. Leif’s two years sober. Two years of making the commitment to being drug and alcohol free. It’s a major win, but he’s on an edge.

      I pull out the bar stool next to him.

      The bartender catches my eye, but I shake him off.

      “Leif, what’s going on?” I ask.

      “I’m tired.”

      “What are you tired of?”

      “Doing the wrong thing.”

      “We all do wrong, Leif. That’s part of being human.”

      “I’m just tired of feeling like I’m a step away from being a disaster. Dillon deserves more.” Dillion being his young son, I think eight or nine.

      “You texted Cray. You did the right thing.”

      Cray looks at me like he’s questioning that statement.

      Leif stares at the shots. “I don’t want to drink these, but I don’t not want to drink them.”

      I pick up the bronze AA token in front of him. “Leif, you earned this. If you drink that this is nothing more than a piece of metal. Right now, it’s more. It’s a promise to Dillon. It’s a promise to me and the guys. It’s a promise to yourself. If you’re going to drink, I’m going to be here for you, but I hope you understand the power you have inside of you not to do it.”

      Leif pushes back. He reaches for a shot glass and my stomach clenches. “Just kidding. Let’s go to Graffiti Street.”

      It’s safe there. Leif doesn’t feel the pressure or opportunity. He knows they won’t serve him and that’s why he came here. Opportunity. The pressure is inside of him.

      Cray and Leif are already half a block away by the time I’m out the door. I run to catch up with them. Cray wanting to get him out of there. It made him uncomfortable, too.

      Maybe this is what I needed tonight. To be with my guys.

      I look up and see a billboard for Donut Hut. My feet shuffle to a stop. Roan was right, their donuts were good. But I’d swear that Harlow liked the French crullers from Jack’s more.

      I’d have to call in another plumber on Monday to do the installation. Part of me still wanted to complete the job and show her that we could still be friends.

      You’ll never be able to be just friends.

      You love her too much.
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      I’ve told her about Copper and I’ve let Jill read the letter from Corbin. She’s crying by the time she reaches his name. She grabs for a napkin on the coffee table.

      “He could be so annoying,” she says on a chuckle while wiping her eyes. “So, what do you want to do?”

      I don’t know so I don’t answer her. “I finished a book today.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Really? That’s fantastic.”

      “I called it Heart and Soul before I read the letter.”

      Jill’s mouth drops open in surprise. “That’s really weird.”

      “No, it’s the way Corbin was. He knew me.”

      “So again, Harlow, what do you want to do?”

      I bite my lip as the bartender Rissa brings me a refill. Everyone else has to go to the bar, but Jill seems to have the insider lead on getting personal attention. I take a long sip. It’s the Graffiti Street take on an Old Fashioned, and it tastes like honey, leather, and a splash of spring rain. The trifecta of my favorites.

      “I don’t even know his last name.” I do have his phone number, so I pull out my phone.

      The front door opens, and two big guys come through. One much bigger than Copper and one a little smaller. The door closes.

      I take another drink and Bad English starts crooning.

      “I love this song,” Jill leans back and drinks her vodka, soda, and lime.

      “Me, too.” I down my drink quicker than I probably should, but I want to coat the fears inside of me.

      I don’t look the next time the door opens, but when I see Jill’s smiling face, I turn to look at what she’s seeing.

      My heart stops. I’m seeing an apparition. It can’t be. He doesn’t see us in the dark corner of the bar as he crosses to pull out a barstool next to the two guys who just came in.

      Jill leans over. “My brother wants you to be happy Harlow. Please. Go be happy with Copper, heart and soul.”

      How’d you know?

      I stand and cross the room to the wooden bar where he’s sitting with his friends.

      The song ends and the place quiets.

      “Copper…” I whisper into his ear.

      His head turns and he smiles.

      And that’s all it takes. My heart is his. I can fit both my old love and my new love in it. It’s big enough for both.

      He stands and his arms wrap me in a hug. “What are you doing here?”

      “My sister-in-law dragged me here for a drink. She’s back there in the corner.”

      He peers behind me. “Jillyn?” he asks. “That’s your sister-in-law?”

      “You know her?”

      “She’s my personal trainer.”

      I glare with a tight jaw over at her and she raises and lowers her shoulders in a whatever kind of way. I laugh.

      I bring a hand to Copper’s face. “You are the air in my lungs, Copper. You have given me new life and I want to spend the rest of our lives here on earth with you.”

      His head tips and he swallows. “I’ve found a home when I’m with you and I can’t wait to be a part of Arya and Roan’s lives, too. Oh, and your pen name…it’s Wren Wilder.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Last night I went downstairs for a glass of water, I journeyed into your office and looked for the books that reminded me of you in your bookcase. Plus, they were the only unsigned ones because an author doesn’t sign a book to themselves.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      I stop his advancing kiss. “Oh, before we really do this…can you play pool?”

      “I can.”

      “Are you any good?”

      “Nope.”

      “Perfect.”

      He winds a hand in my ponytail. “For that first date, I’m thinking breakfast in bed.”

      “Sounds delicious to me.” I stand on my tiptoes and whisper in his ear. “Kiss me, my hero.”

      He tips my head with his hand and I’m his.

      Heart and soul.
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      Copper

      “Honey, you okay?” I ask her.

      “No, I’m not! Give me a minute to catch my breath.” Harlow leans over and lets her breathing settle.

      I look to my left and a man gives me a been there kind of look. I give her back a rub and she moans. Better stop that, baby. Don’t need to scare these people.

      We could’ve sat in the front row and avoided the stairs, but she wants to be up in the stands to watch Roan’s basketball game. It’s Parent’s Night. I’ll be standing on the other side of Roan as his father. He asked me to.

      I grasp Harlow’s waist and imagine sliding into that pulsing pussy like we did this morning. I now have to take her from behind or on our sides because she’s just so uncomfortable. I miss having her on top, but this is worth it. It’s worth everything to me.

      And hopefully we inspired another book in her New York Times best-selling series, Heart and Soul Forever. If she thought Rei Silk was A-List, Harlow’s now A+-List.

      You see…

      Apparently, my now wife miscalculated how long she’d had the birth control implant in her arm, a year longer than the five they suggest, and that very first night we made love, we created not only our love but a life. Three weeks later she was freaking out thinking I’d run for the hills, but it only doubled my love for her.

      Two days later, I sat the kids down and asked them for permission to ask Harlow to marry me. They both gave their blessings, but told me I needed to get Jillyn’s, too. She almost killed me at that training session. I should’ve waited until the end to ask her. Rookie mistake.

      But she gave me her approval all the same. And now our kids will grow up together.

      I sold my house, with Roan’s help to fix it up. He’ll be pursuing a degree in Business and Construction Management. Hemi and Leif have been helping me to fix up the mansion. One project, on the list of a two hundred, at a time—I’m not kidding. It’s a big project and will probably take years, but it’s home now. And the baby’s room is perfect, thanks to a group effort. If I thought the group of guys welcomed me into their fold, what they’re wives and partners have done for my family has choked me up more than once. Maybe Arya’s having a little effect on me, too.

      Speaking of…Arya is still finding a way to express her feelings and yes, sometimes she still does it loudly, but she and I have a weekly meeting to share a pizza at Graffiti Street and talk it all out. Roan was accepted to UNLV on the basketball team just yesterday—one of the proudest days of my life. I feel like Greek god Zeus has blessed me with the family I never knew I wanted or needed.

      We find seats and I hand her the two kinds of candy and bottle of water I’ve been keeping in my pockets.

      “Oooo, I forgot about the Dots!” Little things make my beautiful wife happy nowadays. This baby is going to be half-human and half sugar monster. But I’ll love it all the same.

      She smiles and kisses my cheek. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” I lean toward her. “I’ve been thinking.”

      She pops another Dot into her mouth. “About?”

      “Names for the baby.” We don’t know what we’re having. We couldn’t get the little booger to roll over for the ultrasound.

      “Oh. Okay, what have you come up with?” She stands up and screams. “Go Roan!” He races down the court and slams the ball into the net. “Whoooooop!”

      I assist her to sit back down. Three months to go.

      “How about Corey, girl or boy, in honor of—”

      “Corbin,” we say together.

      The kids already know and liked the idea.

      “Maybe this is a miracle born out of tragedy, baby.” I slip a hand under hers, lifting her ring. “Just like this ring, our family and our love are part of the old and part of the new.”

      I added a band of diamonds to her original wedding ring and slipped it on her finger with pride in front of family inside of Graffiti Street.

      “I love the idea. Thank you.”

      I have a true family now and I can’t wait to meet our next addition.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I lift it out. Just a telemarketer. A picture of our family brightens the screen and I smile.

      Oh, and the toilet still runs, but now we just blame it on Corbin and I leave it alone.

      
        
        THE END
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