
  
    [image: Average Joe]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Average Joe]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: dedication]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright©2022 Krissy Daniels

        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book in any form or by any means whatsoever without written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial use permitted by copyright law.

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Published by Kiss Me Dizzy Books

      

        

      
        Edited by Corinne DeMaagd

        Cover Design by Okay Creations

        Cover Photo by Michelle Lancaster

      

        

      
        Ebook ISBN 978-1-7336159-9-0

        Paperback ISBN 979-8-9866316-0-8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Prologue]
        

      

      Marley

      “You shot me!”

      “I’m sorry!” Frantic and pleading, I repeated, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry” as I climbed over the fallen man, peeled off my Guns ’N Roses T-shirt, and balled the fabric over his oozing wound. “Don’t die. Please don’t die,” I begged. Despite my best efforts, sticky fluid saturated my shirt and his.

      I pressed harder, hoping to slow the blood loss, only to draw an agonizing scream from the man beneath me. With violent grunts, he bucked his hips, attempting to throw me off his thighs.

      “Stop squirming. I have to stop the bleeding.” I squeezed my knees together, desperate to hold him steady.

      “Get off!”

      “Hold still.” I leaned to the right, stretching, walking my fingers across the floor toward the fallen phone, so, so close to calling for help.

      “You goddamn motherfucking cuckoo-ass crazy bird.” He curled his bottom lip between his teeth with a groan. “You shot me.”

      “I swear, it was an accident.” My fingertips grazed his cell, shoving the lifeline farther from reach.

      I needed therapy. My temper was out of control. Why had I touched that gun? I hated violence and blood—oh, God, the blood. I hadn’t meant to hurt him. Yet, there I sat, all one hundred and twenty-three pounds of me, fighting with two hundred and something pounds of pissed-off, wounded man-beast. He would not die on my watch or because of my recklessness. Engaging my thigh muscles, I surged forward, stretched, ignoring the sharp twinge in my ribs, and curled my fingers around the thin metal.

      “Got it!” I held the phone high in the air, but it was a short-lived celebration. The bugger slipped right out of my gore-slicked hand and landed with a thud on Joe’s head.

      He yelled words not fit for any ears.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

      “Get”—his large hands cinched my waist—“off.” His face contorted as he lifted me with supernatural strength. “You maniac!”

      My butt hit the hardwood floor with a spine-cracking thunk.

      Joe rolled to his side, sucked in two breaths, then pushed to his feet. Fists clenched, face red with rage, he stalked toward me.

      I was dead, and I was too young to die. I crab-walked backward to no avail, my elbows hitting the wall before my shoulders and head caught up.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” were the only words I could manage.

      Joe stood over me, his chest rising and falling in rapid, violent bursts, the dark stain spreading halfway down his leg, soiling his jeans.

      “We need to call an ambulance. Let me call for help before you kill me.”

      His red eyes narrowed. “Kill you?” he snarled. “Yeah, that sounds good. Maybe that’s what I’ll do.” He tilted his head in a thoughtful gesture, his gaze aimed at my feet for a long moment before bouncing back up to strike me with a death glare. “I’ll make it slow, too.”

      He’d always been larger than life, but now, towering over me, contemplating the many ways he could end my life, he seemed bigger, omnipotent even.

      This was not how I’d imagined my last moments on earth, dying at the hands of my terrifying neighbor, the ex-con, the man who’d made my life miserable for the past months.

      The man who’d stolen my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter one]
        

      

      Marley

      “Come on!” I shouted to the metal beast. “Start. Please. One more time. I know you’ve got it in ya.”

      My rusty, tired, yard-sale lawnmower stood like a cow in a field. Unmoving. Unmowing. Unmotivated. I dropped one foot on the bumper, grabbed the plastic handle, and pulled with all the fight I had left in me, yanking the string with a hard jerk.

      Nothing. Not even a halfhearted sputter.

      Defeated, I bent forward, hands to knees, head down, catching my breath, glaring at the lush green blades beneath my feet.

      My neighbor and dear friend, Alice, had been in the hospital for two weeks due to a tumble in her rose garden, where she’d hit her head on a concrete bench, the same garden seat where we’d spent many hours discussing love, life, and all that was right and wrong with the world. While she was laid up, I focused my spare time on keeping her property pristine because I wanted her to have zero worries when she came home. Her yard was her pride, and that rose garden, her joy.

      I dropped my ass to the dewy ground in her front yard, squinted up at her pale yellow, two-story Craftsman, and couldn’t help but smile. I’d managed to keep her hanging baskets alive, the front flowerbeds free of weeds, and the driveway clear of moss. My arms were full of scratches from the countless hours spent in her rose garden around back.

       The lawn, however, was a whole different battle, seeing as the grass seemed to grow two inches per day, and my well-used machine could no longer hack the thick greenery.

      I looked across the street to Mr. Slavic’s half-acre paradise and considered borrowing his Toro when a different machine altogether drew my attention to Alice’s driveway: a large, rumbling, black-and-chrome motorcycle.

      The bike rolled to a stop in front of Alice’s garage, its growl rattling the windows. The man straddling the Harley wore dusty jeans, thick-soled boots, and a mountain of muscle. A tapestry of ink peeked out from under his black T-shirt on both arms.

      First impression? Pretty boy, he was not. Trouble in a pretty package, he most definitely was. 

      Mystery rider planted one boot on the ground, then hoisted his log-sized thigh over the bike, offering me a front-seat view of a high, tight ass. The type of ass that conjured wicked images.

      The man turned, removed his helmet, and wiped his brow with the back of his forearm. His gaze brushed over me like I was nothing more than a dandelion sprouted in a patch of greenery before he strode with purpose up onto Alice’s porch, impressively skipping two of the steps. He shoved a key into the doorknob, walked in, and disappeared with a hard slam of the door.

      I sat, my butt damp, processing the past sixty seconds. I looked down to find that entirely too much of my cleavage was showing. Not that the man had taken the time to notice. Seriously, any decent human would have at least acknowledged my presence, maybe offered assistance or asked what I was doing in the yard that he must know wasn’t mine. Which reminded me—who was he, anyway? Why did he have a key to Alice’s house? I was her favorite neighbor, and I didn’t even have a spare.

      I hopped to my feet revved and ready to storm Alice’s front porch, bang on the door, and demand answers, but the guy came back outside, shirtless, and stalked toward me, his glower daunting. Sweet mother of mercy, he was mammoth—stacks upon stacks of earned muscle that had to have taken years of disciplined training. Colorful tats covered his well-conditioned chest, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of the art through my blurry vision.

      I swallowed the fear and cranked my chin upward to meet his glare.

      “How much is she paying you?” he grunted, shoving a hand into his pocket and pulling out a wad of cash.

      “Who?”

      “Alice.” He looked over his shoulder and nodded at the house. “How much does she pay you to take care of the yard?” His gaze raked the length of me, his expression apathetic at best.

      Good Lord, his eyes—sleepy and swollen like he’d smoked weed for a week straight, but huge and framed with thick lashes, and so damn beautiful I almost sighed.

      “The yard? Oh. No.” I waved away the misunderstanding. “I don’t work for Alice.” I pointed a thumb over my shoulder. “I live next door. I was helping out while Alice…” I tucked my hands into the pockets of my cutoffs. “Wait. Who are you?”

      “Listen.” He scrubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’m sure she would’ve appreciated the kindness, but I’m here now. I’ll take care of the yard work.” With his glum declaration and not so subtle blow off, he turned on his heel and marched back toward the house.

      I followed, legs moving double-time to keep up with his long strides. “Wait.”

      He ignored me.

      I sprinted to reach the top of the steps before he could ascend, then turned to meet him eye to eye. “You didn’t answer me. Who are you?”

      I was no longer dumbstruck by his scary beauty. I was pissed. And I wasn’t wholly convinced he even knew Alice. He looked every bit the criminal with the tats, the muscles, and his fuck-the-world attitude. 

      I hit him with the same glare I gave my employees when they tried to bullshit me, the same angry warning I shot my customers when they got out of line, my don’t mess with Mama Bear scary face. Only, my glare didn’t faze him. He shot daggers right back with his puffy, red-rimmed, glorious blue eyes. 

      “Why do you have a key to her house? Explain, or I’m calling the cops.”

      The man dropped his head. His shoulders sagged, and he released a long breath. “Marley, is it? I’ve had a long fucking day.” He moved around me and reached for the door. 

      “Wait.” I shoved myself between the massive man and the sturdy oak frame at my back.

      “Christ, woman. Get out of my way.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      He slammed a palm into the jamb above my head and braced his body.

      I slapped my hands to his chest in defense, a move I immediately regretted. A grumble vibrated his pecs beneath my fingers, a slew of profanities flew my way, the world spun, and I found myself pinned against the porch railing.

      “Go home.” With a grunt, he released my arms and headed back inside. 

      Alice was my neighbor. My dearest friend. I wasn’t about to let some stranger into her private space. She wasn’t home to fight, so I would fight for her.

      I followed that tight, beautiful ass right into the kitchen. 

      “You have a death wish or something?” he asked, voice raspy.

      “You need to leave,” I ordered, pointing at the door. 

      “Why would that be, little one?”

      Little one? Oh no, he did not. I shoved a pointed finger between those marble-hard pecs. “I don’t know who the heck you are, but this is Alice’s home, and I’ll be damned if I let you come in here and—”

      Scary guy stumbled, slamming his back against the wall before sliding down, down, down and landing with a thud.

      Elbows to knees, he hid behind his hands, and the hulking man sobbed.

      Despite my irritation, my heart broke for the guy.

      Men didn’t cry. Men were emotionless globs of lies and selfish motivations. What was I supposed to do? Walk away? Leave him on the floor to drown in his ocean of misery?

      I scanned the room. A fresh bouquet sat on the kitchen table—daisies, Alice’s favorite. A worn leather jacket hung on the back of a kitchen chair, and two suitcases waited at the bottom of the stairs.

      I hurried to the hall closet where the tissue supply resided, snagged a box, jammed a finger through the perforated hole, then crouched at the man’s side.

      When I tapped him on the shoulder with my offering, he raised his head, red eyes finding mine. So weary. So damn broken. Through jagged breaths, he managed to say, “She passed today. I didn’t make it home in time.”

      “Who passed?” I croaked, fearing the answer. 

      “Alice,” he muttered, barely keeping his shit together. 

      No, not my Alice. Deep anguish pulsed through me, the pain bone deep. Like a drunk snake, I crumpled, coiling to the ground in a messy heap. “Today?”

      “This morning,” he mumbled, ripping tissues from the box.

      “But the doctors said…” The doctors had warned me she might not survive her stroke. I’d visited her only two days ago. “I mean, I thought she was doing better.” I had tried to convince myself that she’d be home in no time, that maybe the little twitch in her fingers the last time I’d held her hand meant she was going to wake up.

      “Goddamn!” He slammed a fist into the linoleum. “I was one day too late.” 

      With increasing pressure, I sunk my teeth into my bottom lip. I would not cry in front of this stranger. I would break down later, where I could fall apart, cuss, scream, and mourn yet another loss in the privacy of my home.

      “Who will make arrangements? I have to…” I pushed to my feet, heading for the drawer where she kept her address book. Then I remembered, Alice had no family. Well, except for her brothers-in-law, whom she had said were never worth mentioning, and a nephew she’d helped raise, who had done time upstate for God knows what before going off the grid. Alice suspected he’d joined his father’s “satanic biker gang.”  Her eyes would tear whenever she’d brought him up, and a bottle of gin would appear out of thin air.

      “I have to call the funeral home. The church. Yeah.” I nodded like a bobblehead. “The church. Maybe they’ll help. I’ve never had to do this before. I don’t know what to do.”

      “I got it,” came a gruff reply.

      “What?” I asked, thumbing through her list of contacts as if I would find answers in her embellished handwriting. I needed a task, a distraction from the paralyzing grief.

      “I got it covered.” He cleared his throat. “She’s my responsibility.”

      “Who are you again?” I asked, the room going blurry.

      “Joe.” His voice was wet and garbled, his pain palpable. 

      “Joe who?” I slammed the address book on the counter. “That tells me nothing.”

      “I’m her nephew,” he said, head hung low while he fisted his hair. 

      I’d spent hours upon hours with Alice, drinking tea or gin, talking, gardening. One thing I knew sure as shit was that she claimed no family except for—oh crap, her no-good nephew.

      “No.” My body tensed. “Alice’s only nephew broke her heart and went to prison for a crime so awful she couldn’t speak about it. That’s what she told me.”

      “She exaggerated. He got out. I mean, I got out,” he said to the floor. “And it was… I was…” His voice broke. After a painful silence, he whispered, “Too fucking late.”

      “You’re trying to tell me that you’re Little Joe?” I locked my emotions down tight and rifled through the drawer until my fingers met the sharp metal corner of the frame that I knew resided in the back. I pulled out the photo. “You’re this scrawny, buck-toothed kid?”

      “In the flesh,” he grumbled. “Got my teeth fixed. How about that?”

      “Where’s your scar?”

      He dangled his arms over his knees, tilting his head up to shoot me a glare. “What scar?” 

      “She told me the story about the cat in the tree. Where’s the scar?”

      “Fuck. Seriously?” He slammed his palms on the floor, shoulders bunching tight. 

      “I’m not leaving this house until I know who you are. Show me, or I’m calling the cops.”

      My mention of the police had the opposite effect I’d expected. The beast smiled. “You’re crazy. You know that?”

      “You’re stalling.” I backed into the counter and slid my hand into the drawer, feeling for the box cutter I’d used three weeks ago to help Alice open her latest Amazon order. Stupid move, entering the house alone with a stranger.

      I stared into the face of danger and watched, trembling, while he curled his legs underneath himself and slowly rose to stand. The man had murder on his mind, judging by the way his muscles flexed and twitched, and the way those blue eyes, once anguished but now dark with fury, held my gaze and rendered me immobile.

      I hadn’t noticed the size of his hands, the long fingers, the map of veins under the skin, until he raised those beasts to his belt. Slow and steady, he undid the heavy metal clasp.

      Jeans next. Pop, pop, pop went the buttons.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Crazy fuckin’ woman,” he murmured, turning, giving me his back.

      The violent knocking in my chest grew painful as he lowered his jeans and boxers to his knees, revealing the ninth wonder of the world. Aside from the scar stretching from hipbone to butt crack on his right cheek, his butt was perfection. Purrr-fection. The longer I stared, the more I realized that the disfigurement only added to his appeal. And Lord have mercy, those thighs were thick and athletic, the perfect size for pinning a willing participant against a wall. 

      Shit.

      He was Little Joe.

      Joe the ex-con.

      I couldn’t have been more mortified. That was until he turned, arms held wide, pants to his knees, enormous cock swinging in the breeze. “Satisfied?”

      My breath hitched. Holy freaking monster dongs, the man was hung.

      Not appropriate, considering the news of the day. Had he no shame?

      The rays of a thousand suns hit my cheeks. The blade slipped from my trembling, sweaty palm, hitting the floor with a terrible clang, jerking my attention from the Holy Grail of cocks.

      “I, um. I gotta go.” I turned, tears flowing, and made a mad dash for the door.
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      Marley

      The last guest, an elderly man who had introduced himself to me earlier as Larry, seconds before commenting on my “plump, fresh titties,” commanded Joe’s attention for over an hour. Adorned in a gray suit, slick loafers, gold rings on his fingers, and a heavy gold cross around his neck, the man reeked of old-school debauchery—a mob boss from a bygone era.

      I’d met a handful of Alice’s friends over the years. I’d dined with them, sipped tea in the rose garden, listened to endless stories about long-lost loves, grandchildren, and hip surgeries.

      The gentleman—and I use that term loosely—was someone I’d never before met, never heard of, and did not want in Alice’s home. For that reason alone, I had stayed well past my welcome.

      I ignored Joe’s sideways glances, the subtle hints that my time was up, and made myself useful by collecting dishes and garbage left behind on the hardwood furniture Alice had kept in pristine condition.

      Trash in the bin outside, dishwasher loaded, floor mopped, and countertops sparkling, everything looked as it should.

      Except things weren’t as they should’ve been. My friend wasn’t sitting in her favorite chair or making me tea while offering passive-aggressive dating advice. Alice was gone. Dead and buried. I never told her how much I loved her or that our friendship had kept me grounded while my world fell apart around me. I didn’t get to say goodbye. Alice was gone. Like Dylan. Like Warren. All the most important people left me.

      In the quiet of the empty kitchen, my heart broke. I shattered, crumpling into a heap of sobs and weary bones on the lemon-scented linoleum. 

      With a grunt, Joe lifted me off the floor and settled me onto a kitchen chair.

      Warm, spicy breath hit my face. The tissues were soft but rough under the press of his strong fingers while he wiped my tears. Never had a man touched my face with such clumsy tenderness, and the intimate gesture ignited a deeper ache in my chest.

      A bottle of gin landed on the lace tablecloth in front of me.

      “You broke into her Hendrick’s?” I searched the room, expecting Alice to shuffle around the corner and scold us. 

      Joe settled in the seat across from me. “Way I see it, she’d want us to finish this bottle in her honor.”

      He pushed a glass filled with ice and clear liquid my way.

      I studied the small scratch in the tumbler. “Alice never filled my glass this full.”

      Joe laughed. “She always gave me too much.”

      I swiped a knuckle under my eyes before lifting the crystal. “To Alice.”

      Glasses clinked. I opened my mouth, relaxed my throat, and let the liquor soothe me from tongue to gut, numbing every sensitive spot along the way.

      Joe hadn’t cried at all since the funeral started. I envied his strength. He’d removed his suit jacket and tie, and the silver-blue dress shirt made the blue of his irises sparkle.

      “Who is Larry?” I nodded to the corner where the man had last sat. “I’ve never met him before today.”

      Joe refilled my glass, then topped off his own, his expression giving nothing away. “Nobody.” He looked down at the table, his eyes narrowing, jaw clenched. “Thanks for cleaning up.” Crossing one black-socked foot over his knee, he leaned back and looked as if he planned on staying awhile. He tapped a rhythm on his glass, staring right through me, and the silence, the weight of his glare, heightened my sorrow. 

      Instead of offering words of comfort or begging for a hug, which I desperately craved, I finished my drink in one long draw. “I’m sure you want me out of your hair.”

      He looked over my shoulder and blinked, then sighing, brought his gaze back to me. “Have another drink.”

      One more wouldn’t hurt. The hooch was good. Besides, I couldn’t bear the thought of saying my final goodbye to Alice. Not sober, anyway. I nudged my glass closer to Joe, and he poured me another shot.

      “She was my best friend,” I said, raising the gin in salute.

      Joe nodded, his eyes welling with emotion. “She was my favorite human.”

      I sipped slowly, savoring the flavor, welcoming the numbing buzz. “I feel like when I leave, that’s it. She’s gone for real. I won’t see her, smell her, feel her arms around me.”

      When he smiled, his whole face got involved—forehead wrinkles, eye crinkles, dimples. “She gave the best hugs, didn’t she?” 

      “The absolute best.” I curled my arms around myself, remembering Alice’s last embrace. “And she always knew when I needed one. I never had to ask. She just knew.”

      Joe shifted in his seat, coughing. “Thanks for being here.”

      His eyes sizzled, raking the length of me, lingering on my mouth for an uncomfortable spell. 

      I licked my lips, a knee-jerk reaction and a bad, bad, terribly bad move because Joe moaned a low, hungry moan.

      He shifted again, tossed back his drink, and refilled both of our glasses. “Last call. Then you should probably go.”

      The big man with killer muscles and a don’t fuck with me aura slumped in his chair. Jaw set hard, he rasped, “Or you could stay.”

      Those words, that thick voice, rumbled through me like a thunderstorm. “Why?”

      “Why?” He huffed. “Because you’re beautiful. And I want to bury my grief in those gorgeous curves.”

      I downed my glass in one swallow. “You’re drunk.”

      “So are you. And you’re still sitting there. And you’re licking those lips, staring at me like I’m about to be your next meal.”

      Stupid liquor. I gave him my standard response. “I can’t get involved with a criminal.”

      His face reddened, muscles bunched. “I’m not asking for your heart. Just need to get lost in a soft body for a while.”

      I respected his honesty. 

      Call it bad judgment, loneliness, grief, whatever, but I craved a physical connection. To be touched, noticed… needed, maybe.

      I wanted to bury my pain, too.

      And damn, there went my tongue again, sweeping between my lips.

      One second, Joe was seated across the table; the next, he towered over me, hands in my hair, tongue tangled with mine and, God bless the man, he kissed like an awkward teen, big and sloppy and desperate. He didn’t take long to find his rhythm, though, and when he relaxed? Sweet coffee with cream, that man savored my mouth like making out was his only care in the world. One hand wandered down my back, then lower still, and without breaking contact, he scooped me off the chair and dropped me on top of the table. His hips split my thighs wide, forcing the hem of my dress to my hips. 

      The man was strong, and he seemed to vibrate with need, every inch of his hardened body taut to the point of snapping.

      Aching to hurry the pace and starving for a distraction from the sadness, I raised my fingers to his tie and made quick work of undoing the knot and discarding the damn thing. 

      He yanked at the V of my wrap dress, exposing my lace bra, and cupped my breast, rubbing his strong thumb in a slow circle over my hardening peak.

      His buttons proved troublesome. Frenzied, I ripped the shirt open down the middle, desperate to get to the brutal heat hiding beneath the fabric.

      Joe stepped back, shrugging out of his sleeves, and ditched the barrier somewhere over his shoulder. His gaze bounced from my boobs to my mouth, his cheeks flushed, lips parted and wet.

      His chest rose and fell. “I haven’t been with a woman in ages.”

      “Been a while for me, too.” I snatched the bottle of gin, took a swig, then offered him another drink. 

      “Got a lot of pent-up energy.” He lifted the bottle to his lips, paused, and said, “Soft and sweet won’t be an option.”

      I leaned back on my arms and raised an eyebrow, ignoring the fuzzy tingles clouding my vision. “That a challenge?”

      “Shit.” Two deep dimples appeared before he took a long draw from the bottle. “You’re perfect.”

      He came at me, rushed and clumsy. One thousand pounds of virile male, unbridled, unleashed, and un-freaking-believable.
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      “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty.”

      Despite the rich timbre of his voice, every syllable hammered spikes into my skull.

      The sheets rubbed my skin like sandpaper. I moved to kick them off, my blood going cold when my feet hit something hard and hairy.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The bed bounced. Warm flesh poked my backside, and a heavy arm lopped around my waist, fingers splaying over my stomach.

      I held my breath, praying the beast would go back to sleep.

      His chest rose and fell. A gentle tug, and our bodies were flush, melded together, back to chest, ass to groin.

      Heat rushed through me. Dear Lord, the man was huge. And not just the part of his anatomy nestled against my butt crack.

      I silently cursed the gin sloshing through my veins, my stomach roiling.

      Warm lips grazed my shoulder.

      Visions of empty bottles, broken tables, and acres upon acres of bare, colorful skin flashed behind my lids.

      I squeezed my legs together, the memories of all we’d accomplished over the past drunken hours causing heat to swell between my thighs. Damn, I was tender. Damn, the man was well endowed. Damn, I was in trouble.

      Mourning sex was incredible. Waking the following morning, however, sucked hairy balls.

      Not only did I suffer an inconvenient hangover, but I carried an unbearable burden of guilt for desecrating Alice’s home. I would never be able to look at a La-Z-Boy recliner without blushing.

      His kisses wandered lower, as did his fingers, meandering over every erotic point of contact on my body.

      I refrained from arching into his ministrations, stifled my moans, and remained still when all I wanted to do was press closer, feel anything other than abandoned by those I loved, and connect with someone, anyone, even a total stranger.

      A criminal.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      No more bad boys.

      What had I been thinking? Had the past thirty years taught me nothing? A few drinks, a hot body, and I’d broken my vow, repeating the cycle that had brought me battered heart after battered heart.

      A string of profanities left my lips. I kicked free of the bedding and shrugged free of his hold.

      Joe grabbed for me, but I rolled away. I misjudged the size of the bed, and off the edge I fell, hitting the floor with a yelp as pain shot up my spine.

      “Ow,” I cried, scrambling to my feet, rubbing my backside.

      “Jesus, woman, you okay?”

      God. His voice was like a well-aged Barolo: rich, robust, and firm, making my mouth water. I surveyed my surroundings and groaned. Heaven help me, we’d fallen asleep in Alice’s guest bedroom, on a twin-sized bed, no less.

      Time to make my escape.

      “I’m fine. I, um…” I searched his room for my clothes, then remembered we’d disrobed downstairs, in the kitchen of all places. “I need to get ready for work.” I snagged a pillow off the bed to cover myself.

      “Little late for modesty, don’t ya think?” Joe huffed. In one smooth motion, he threw off the blankets and, oh, sweet hell, the way his skin stretched over all those bumps and ridges… A girl could go blind if she stared too long.

      He hit me with a panty-melting grin. “I’ll make you breakfast.”

      “No!” I shouted, tossing the pillow his way and heading for the door. “For the love of God, go back to sleep.” I jogged down the stairs, holding my breasts steady.

      “Marley? Marley!” Joe’s footsteps sounded above me, then a drawer opened and closed.

      I shrugged my dress over my head, snatched my bra, panties, and shoes off the floor, then made a mad dash for the door.

      A loud whistle stopped me with one foot over the threshold, two heartbeats from escape.

      “What the fuck?” Joe wore nothing but a pair of boxers and stood clutching the banister and scratching the stubble on his jaw.

      “I don’t have time for breakfast,” I threw over my shoulder. “Late for work,” I lied, then slammed the door behind me.

      Sure, my swift exit was a shitty move, considering the events of the past twenty-four hours. We’d buried Alice, his aunt and my dearest friend. We’d mourned together, soothed each other. Nobody deserved the brush-off I’d just given Joe, but my organs were still bloody and bruised from the last man who’d stormed out my door. I’d sworn off men like Joe. Men like… like every other man in my life.

      No good. Low-life. Self-serving.

      Criminals.

      I attracted them like flies.
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      Joe

      “Fucking fly.” I groaned, swatting away the nuisance. I set my coffee on the small dresser and parted the thin bedroom curtains, scenting them for the thousandth time. The lingering stench of cigar flooded me with childhood memories—happier times.

      A door slam drew my attention out the dust-spotted window to the yard next door. My new neighbor dashed to her car through the darkness, her long auburn hair bouncing against the hood of her baggy sweatshirt.

      Sweet Jesus, that woman.

      A grin cracked my face as I recalled the perfection hid beneath her loose clothing: smooth skin made for rough fingers, her body soft where it mattered but tight in all the right places, long, sweet legs, and an ass I wanted to gnaw like bubblegum. Marley had attitude for days—a fighter if ever I’d met one. What was she fighting? I hadn’t a clue. I doubted she knew either, but damn, that fiery spirit would be fun to unravel.

      I hoped to God there wasn’t a man in the picture, because I wanted more.

      True, I should’ve inquired about a significant other before we’d desecrated Alice’s house, but in the frenzy of sharing our mutual grief, we’d drowned our sorrows in each other’s grunts and moans, and there’d been no room for talking.

      I watched from behind my shield of darkness while she settled into her Crosstrek. She ran the engine for a good five minutes while she scrolled through her phone, then rolled out of her long driveway and headed east.

      I closed my eyes and allowed one more playback of the previous night when she’d rode me on the stairs, her heavy tits bouncing in my face, my spirit igniting for the first time in years, my body on fire, my libido unquenchable.

      When I turned to face the empty room again, grief squeezed my chest. I itched for simple things—a sweet “good morning,” a hug, or the scent of pancakes and homemade maple syrup. Alice had been everything good about my youth—wisdom, grace, and the perfect dash of rebellion—and as I turned and studied her room, I couldn’t find a lick of regret for what I’d done. She’d given me everything a young man needed, and in return, I’d given her freedom.

      Her faded pink robe hung on a giant white hook nailed to the closet door. Purple crocheted flowers trimmed the collar, some of them hanging by frayed strings. Her slippers sat on the floor, toes touching the wall, waiting for feet that would never again fill their vacant space. Her hairbrush lay on the small vanity perched between the bedroom windows, silver hairs tangled in the stiff black teeth. Her bed stayed as she’d left it, one half made, the other with the sheets and blankets thrown back, her pillow still bearing the indent where her head should be lying. At some point, I’d have to change the bedding.

      My gut knotted. Another day.

      The doorbell chimed, and my dark thoughts dissipated, freeing me from the ghosts. I jogged down the stairs, tore open the front door, and was assaulted by two of the craziest fuckers I’d ever known.

      “Ready to catch some fish?” Frank asked, his heavy arm slung over my shoulder as he raked his nails over the top of my head. He’d damn near doubled in size since the last time we’d wrestled.

      Then again, so had I.

      “Can’t wait.” I’d missed our early morning excursions and had never been more grateful to see those two knuckleheads.

      “Morning.” Connor held up a massive thermos, then led the way to the kitchen. “We’ll fill this baby, then be on our way.” He busied himself with the coffee pot. He was overdue for a haircut, his blond hair hanging in his eyes and messy like he’d just rolled out of bed and hadn’t taken a look in the mirror.

      “My gear?” I asked.

      “In the truck.” Frank perched his ass in a kitchen chair, dark eyes aimed my way. His dark brown hair had been recently trimmed, cut close to his scalp—no nonsense, like Frank. “You find anything yet?”

      “No.” I scratched a nagging itch behind my ear. “But Larry didn’t come to the funeral to give his condolences. He was fishing for something.” He’d tried more than once to case the house, and Con, Frank, and I had taken turns steering him back into the living room.

      Frank, who’d graduated college with me and gone on to become a cop without me, crossed his arms, nodding. “You get anything outta him?”

      “No. But I will.”

      My uncle Larry. Dirty to the bone. He’d had eight years to hound Alice. “Why did he wait for my return to come sniffing around?” I asked the room.

      “Don’t know, buddy. You talk to any of the neighbors? Maybe Alice confided in one of them?”

      “Working on it,” I grumbled. Most of the attendees at Alice’s service had been neighbors, and though every one of them had come offering casseroles and condolences, I hadn’t been in the right headspace to interrogate.

      Anger and regret still dominated my gray matter.

      “Goddamn that woman!” I slammed a fist on the table, then pushed to my feet, agitated, and stepped into the other room. At times, I hated Alice for being so damn sweet, for making me love her so much, for staying with Uncle Bill, her piece of shit husband. But she was worth the sacrifice, I reminded myself, breathing deep. Alice was worth all the wasted years. After four controlled inhales and exhales, I returned to face my friends again.

      Frank stood and tucked his chair back under the table like I hadn’t had a fucking meltdown. “That neighbor of yours…” He nodded in the direction of Marley’s house. “You hit her up? Maybe she knows something.”

      “Doubt it.” Marley was off-limits, but if I voiced my demand, they’d want to know why. I didn’t understand why myself. So I told them, “I’ll poke around when the time’s right.”

      I snorted, unable to contain my grin. I’d poked around all right. Poked for hours. I was jonesing for more poking.

      Frank’s right brow arched. “What’s funny? Something going on with your neighbor?”

      Before I could rustle up a lie, Con turned, tightening the thermos lid. “Ready?”

      “Hell yes.” Ready to get my life back on track. Eager to fall into a routine that didn’t include guns, drugs, or dodging bullets. I was primed to get back to normal, whatever normal entailed, starting with my two best friends. “Let’s catch some fish.”
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      Mom of the Century? Donna Ruiz. The second she’d heard I was headed home, she’d hit up Amazon, Costco, and several men’s clothing stores. On my second day back in Seattle, the deliveries had arrived. She’d thought of everything down to my favorite cinnamon-flavored floss. 

      That wasn’t what made her phenomenal, though. What I’d found hard to comprehend, what had eaten at me every day while I was away, was that my mother never once believed I’d committed the crimes for which I’d served time. The lies I’d told. God, the lies. Yet she knew the truth, hard as I had denied her the facts. She knew and had accepted what transpired. She’d never judged, never chastised. Never once questioned or complained when I made her promise never to visit. She’d trusted me completely. For that, I owed her everything. 

      “Your hair is growing fast,” she said, eyes watering as she stared at me through the screen.

      “Yeah.” I scrubbed a hand over my scalp. “I’ll get it cut this week.” 

      Her once blonde hair was now a gorgeous silver-white, and she wore it long. Her skin was still youthful, and her smile still made me feel like a goofy kid. 

      I missed my mom.

      “Catch a big one this morning?”

      “Nah.” I chuckled. “Wasn’t about the fish, though,” I confessed. “Guys and I spent most of our time catching up.”

      “You’ve got the best friends, Joseph.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I appreciate the deposit you made in my bank account.”

      Though I didn’t need her gift, I knew better than to offer to give one cent back. But fuck, I hated being in that position, a grown man accepting money from his mother. Lower than low, in my opinion.

      “What will you do for work? Do you need me to call Sean and see if he has any openings?” 

      My mother’s cousin, Sean, ran a successful logistics company based in Seattle.  

      “No. I’m good. Promise. Got everything lined up.” Mom had no clue what I’d done to earn a living the past six years. The truth would kill her. Better to let her believe I’d served my full sentence, rather than only two years.

      And since I’d lived rent-free, my savings was hefty.

      “What a blessing that Alice left you the house, honey. Real estate is outrageous in Seattle. Are you going to keep the property or sell?”

      I choked down the ball of emotion in my throat. “Think I’ll stay for a while.”

      I’d inherited the house, along with everything Alice had owned. But I’d trade the two-story craftsman in a heartbeat for one more day with the woman who’d made the best of dire circumstances and managed to keep a mischievous adolescent in check while his mom worked two jobs to keep a roof over his head. Though Alice was my aunt by marriage, she’d treated Mom and me as her own flesh and blood.

      Before my arrest eight years ago, my career goal had been respectable and obtainable. After? Options were limited. I could follow in my father’s footsteps and continue the family legacy, but that was the easy way out. I’d fought too damn hard not to fall into that cycle.

      Connor’s sister, Bridget, had offered me a job at Misled. Though I knew the ins and outs of running a club thanks to my six years under Dad’s employ, pride kept me from accepting. 

      Option number three? Frank’s old man was about to retire from a career in waste management. He’d put in a good word for me at the local facility. The job was a done deal. Not the high octane, do good, save the world fantasy I’d had as a kid, but real life was an uphill battle, and a man had to learn to roll with the punches.

      So, most likely, a sanitation worker I would be.

      “I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it to the States for the funeral,” Mom said, sniffing. “I loved that woman dearly.” 

      “She loved you, too.” I sighed, taking in the room. The kitchen was small and cozy, but without Alice, the space seemed vast and empty. “The house doesn’t feel right, ya know?”

      “Oh, Joseph, this has to be hard for you. She was one of the good ones.”

      “She was.”

      Mom leaned closer to the screen, crossing her arms on the table. “So I’d like to make a trip home at the end of the summer. Does that sound good?”

      I forced a smile and prayed she couldn’t read my deception through the screen. “That’d be great. I miss you so much.” Last thing I wanted was a visit from my mother. Not until I had my shit together. Not until I could make her proud. “I’d kill for your mac and cheese right now.”

      Mom laughed, wiping tears from her cheeks. It fucking broke me to see her hurting, knowing she couldn’t hug her only child. But she was safe, alive, and cherished by a good man. 

      Precisely what she deserved after dear old dad had trampled her heart and left her to raise his son.

      “I’ll talk to you in a couple of days, Mom.”

      “Promise?”

      “Of course.”

      “Love you, Joseph.” She waved, her eyes welling, face scrunching, then leaned into the camera as she severed our connection. 

      I stared at the black screen with laser focus, giving that inanimate object all my negative energy, drawing deep breaths until the rage subsided. Once again, I was utterly alone in the home that seemed a castle of silence, every corridor, every room, more cold, vacant, and lifeless than the last. 

      I lugged the sledgehammer upstairs, pulled the safety goggles over my head, and shoved my fingers back into the gloves I’d removed when Mom had called.

      The spare room seemed the best place to start.

      I raised the heavy tool.

      With all the fury I harbored, I swung and struck, cracking the drywall, and damn, what a great feeling. Swing. Smash. Breathe. Start again. For hours, I beat the shit out of that wall, purging, until I slumped on the floor, spent, sweaty, and too damn tired to care about the shit in my head.
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      Joe

      Dear Joseph,

      I hope my letter finds you well. I understand we were not meant to communicate, but I find myself in a pickle, my dear boy, and while I’m still clear-minded enough, I must, with great urgency, get this message to you, my greatest joy, my pride, the son I never had. 

      Our years together were precious, weren’t they? I was tasked to care for you in your mother’s absence, but it was you, Joseph, who took care of me, without complaint, without fail. You loved me. You protected me. You did a terrible, grievous thing for that love, and though my mind is unreliable these days, my memories jumbled, at this moment, pen in hand, I must confess that I remember, at least for now, every detail of that horrid night. 

      You traded your life for mine. Threw away a promising future for that of a stubborn old woman. I shake now with grief, with disbelief, with gratitude. Tears of anger and shame stain this very page. I’m sorry, from the deepest wells of my soul, to have put you in such an impossible position.

      I pray your father’s hooks have not burrowed so deep that you cannot shake free, because you see, dear boy, you must come home. William invades my dreams and sometimes appears when I’m awake. My husband haunts me, calling me back to his side, and my time on this earth will soon come to an end. 

      I’m not afraid for me, Joe, but for my roses. 

      Who will tend to them? I trust no one but my favorite nephew with their care. Please, and hear my words, remember to dig deep. In their soul, deep down in their very roots, treasure lies. If I could turn William’s sins into paradise, imagine the reclamation you’ll achieve with a purging of blood, sweat, and tears. Hard work is vital for grounding a lost soul. 

      Come home so I can wrap my arms around you again. Let me see that beautiful smile once more before I redeem my ticket to the Pearly Gates. Come home and live. Claim your life back.

      All my love, 

      Alice

      P.S. I have a new neighbor and friend, Marley Masters. She’s feisty and intelligent and watches out for me, much like the boy who saved my life. You have my permission to marry this one, Joseph Kaine. 

       

      Alice’s last communication.

      My hands trembled, making reading difficult, but I skimmed the words regardless, the left tilt of her letters, the curly flair to her t’s and i’s, and the exaggerated swoop of her y’s. Alice did everything with flair.

       Every time I’d refolded the pink flowery paper, I’d sworn it would be my last read-through. That letter was the reason I’d come home. Those words were likely the ramblings of an aged and well-used brain, but the Alice I knew had a purpose for everything, and my gut told me there was a hidden meaning. 

      Vision blurry, I stretched, rolled out of bed, and tucked the letter under my socks in the drawer before dressing to head outside. Step by measured step, I made my way to the center of the small, thorny maze, gravel crunching under the heavy soles of my boots.

      Alice’s apology garden. Our private joke. Her safe rebellion. 

      Bill had always been unfaithful—his moral fiber weaker than wet tissue—and cocky enough to believe a new rose bush, accompanied by a few days of ass-kissing, would appease his wife and erase his sins. My aunt, faithful to a fault, had turned his apologies into a beautiful sanctuary. 

      As a punk kid, I hadn’t understood the magnitude of my uncle’s wrongdoings. Had I paid attention, pulled my head outta my ass, Alice would…

      Fuck. I shook the thought from my head. The past was the past. No changing that shit. 

      I’d avoided the garden since coming home, reluctant to relive unpleasant memories. With every step closer, my legs grew heavier.

      The center of the garden was circular, the ground covered with white rocks and pebbles. A small bistro-style table sat off to the left, one of the chairs knocked over. A cement bench sat to the right, close to the shed, and the shattered remains of a porcelain teacup littered the pebbles beneath.

      God. Alice. What were the odds she’d fallen in the same place my uncle had? Was the garden cursed?

      Horrid visions of Alice unconscious and helpless, bloody and beaten, dropped me to my knees. My guts twisted, an unholy fire ripping through me. Head in my hands, I breathed through the wave of nausea and tucked the memory away. 

      Three deep breaths brought the world back into focus. The scent of earth and leaves and spring blossoms calmed my racing pulse. Before rising, something caught my eye. Behind a leg of the bench lay a half-smoked cigar. Laughter bubbled through the heartache. Alice and her stogies. Though I’d never picked up the habit, my rebel aunt had been the first to introduce me to the forbidden novelties of tobacco. I hated the shit, but there wasn’t much I wouldn’t have suffered for that woman. Chest lighter, I retrieved the soggy stick and headed for the trash. 

      For the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, I tended to the apology garden, sweating, bleeding, purging, digging deep—like she’d asked—into my soul in search of peace.

      More often than not, my thoughts drifted to my neighbor. Feisty was how Alice had described Marley, and feisty had been my first impression. 

      You have my permission to marry this one.

      None of the girls I’d dated had passed Alice’s approval. Marley was unique; I’d sensed that, too. Marriage was the furthest thing from my mind, but damn, I needed to know what made that woman tick. 

      Why? Who fucking knew. The important thing was, I looked forward to the challenge for the first time in too many years.
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      The yellow shag rug slipped under my feet as I stepped out of the shower. Flailing, I grabbed the towel rack for support, but the rusty old chrome tore from the wall, chunks of paint and plaster falling at my feet, taking me along for the ride.

      Thank God I’d closed the toilet lid, because my bare ass landed on the cold porcelain with a spine-cracking thud.

      The doorbell rang again.

      I scooped my towel off the floor, secured the cotton around my waist, and jogged down the stairs. Expecting no one, grateful for anyone, I ripped open the door. Blinding beauty greeted me. Cool air caressed my skin, and the muscle underneath tightened. My cock thickened beneath the damp fabric of the towel.

      “Hi, Joe.” Marley stood on the porch, her hands in the pockets of a long, baggy T-shirt, or maybe it was a too-short dress. Either way, her legs were on display mid-thigh to ankles. Good God, what a gorgeous sight. White canvas shoes covered her feet. The woman looked young, vibrant, and too damn innocent to have done the things we did in Alice’s home only a few days ago.

      Her sun-kissed cheeks darkened as she took in my naked chest, my wet torso, the white towel that hung loose on my waist. Her gaze lingered on my bare feet before she shook her head.

      Deadly adorable, that one.

      “My eyes are up here,” I teased, pointing to my face.

      “Uh. Sorry.” She scratched the base of her neck. “I… um…” Again, her focus shifted to my bare chest, and I couldn’t help but laugh and, yeah, I flexed just to mess with her.

      “I came by to…”

      Arms crossed, I leaned against the doorjamb, the towel loosening, falling lower on my hips, seconds from dropping to the floor. I made no move to adjust, curious how she’d react, egging her on because I couldn’t help myself.

      Her face darkened from a pink blush to beet red, and just as the cotton gave way, she snapped her hands to my waist, just above my growing erection, and clutched the terry cloth.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Mumbling cuss words, she twisted and tucked, not gently, then settled the fabric back around my waist. “This is a respectable neighborhood,” she scolded, like a mother to an errant child.

      I stared down at her soft, shiny head of hair and bit back a groan. Voice thick with need, I asked, “You got a man?”

      Her gaze snapped to mine. “What?”

      “You got a man?” My arms stayed crossed. I wouldn’t mess with another guy’s woman, but damn, every muscle strained, aching to touch that feminine firecracker.

      She stepped back, brows pinched, those full lips slightly parted. If she said yes, I’d have to jump off a bridge.

      Marley adjusted the pile of hair on her head, tightening whatever held the soft waves together. “Little late for that question, don’t you think?”

      True. We’d already fucked, but I’d been drowning in grief and gin. A mistake I wouldn’t make twice. I was revved and ready if the lady wanted another go, but we’d both be clearheaded.

      I stood tall, studying those exotic eyes, and I couldn’t read if she was terrified or turned on. Too far gone to care, I demanded, “Yes or no?”

      Taking another step back, she shook her head and whispered, “No.”

      Where the hell was she going? I hooked her waist, spun, and pinned her against the rough shingles. “Good goddamn answer, neighbor,” I mumbled before claiming those sassy lips.

      Marley’s was the only mouth I’d tasted in too many months, and shit, I was out of practice and overexcited, so when she gripped the hair at the back of my head and pulled me away, our breaths labored, I feared I’d gone too hard.

      Until she grumbled, “Oh, fuck it,” and crushed me with a kiss so greedy and full of pent-up frustration my knees buckled.

      The beauty tasted like coffee, smelled like expensive perfume. Too long deprived of life’s simple pleasures, I gorged on her kisses and moans, her tight body and soft breasts. God, how I’d missed the simple skin to skin.

      Cupping her ass, I lifted her higher. She hooked her legs around my waist, her fingers tangled in my hair, her tongue… Sweet Jesus, the things she did with her tongue. I was seconds from making a fool of myself and exploding all over her stomach.

      Ending the lip-lock, I begged, “Come inside.”

      Panting, she stared at me long and hard, her hooded gaze bouncing between my eyes. She dropped her legs, taking my towel with her, the cotton pooling at my feet, my bare ass exposed to the neighborhood, my rock-hard cock bobbing, throbbing, between us.

      She looked down and bit her lip, stifling her laugh, but those wrinkles at the corners of her eyes gave away her pleasure over my predicament.

      “Listen.” She slapped a palm on my chest, then jerked her hand away like the contact had singed her skin. “We got drunk and hooked up. But that won’t happen again.”

      Liar. And not a good one. The woman was turned on. I slapped my hands on the house above her head and leaned close, waiting, watching. Her breath hitched, her gaze darkened, her lips parted while she studied my chest. Finally, she found the courage to meet my eyes.

      I couldn’t help my smirk. “If you say so.”

      Swear to fuck, that grimace was priceless. I got the feeling Marley wasn’t challenged often. What a travesty. She had a gorgeous scowl.

      Again, she pushed at my chest, and this time I backed off, standing straight but staying close.

      Not intimidated, the little firebomb twisted and slipped inside, heading for the kitchen. “I came by to get my spare key back. Alice had one in case of an emergency.”

      Towel forgotten, I followed. “I haven’t found any spares lying around.”

      “It’s in a teacup, second shelf above the toaster. Back left corner.” She looked over her shoulder, her glare dropping to my rigid cock, then bouncing back to my face. “Can you put some clothes on?”

      “Nah. I like the way you look at me,” I taunted, then pushed past her and pulled open the cupboard door where Alice’s treasured teacups lived. I reached into the cup in the back left corner and snagged the metal ring. “Do you have a spare to return?” I asked, releasing the key into her outstretched palm.

      “No.” Her brows furrowed, eyes glazed as if lost in a memory. “Alice never gave me one.”

      I gestured toward her hand. “You sure you don’t want me to hang on to that, you know, in case of an emergency?”

      She tossed the key in the air and caught it, then crossed her arms. “No offense, but I don’t know you. Why would I give you access to my home?”

      Christ, how I wanted to kiss that wrinkle between her eyes. “I don’t need a key to get into your home,” I teased, winking. “Just FYI.”

      “Not winning brownie points here,” she huffed and headed toward the door.

      I leaned against the counter, the hollow in my chest expanding. “Tell me something.”

      Marley paused but didn’t turn around. “What?”

      “Why’d you run out the other morning?”

      Her left shoulder raised, then dropped. “I woke up in a strange bed, next to a man I just met. That’s not me. I can’t afford to be so careless.”

      I couldn’t resist. “So our hookup was a one-time thing?”

      Marley didn’t answer, just walked away. I watched her leave, silently begging her to stay, have coffee, have a good fuck, hell, just sit together in silence. She slammed the door behind her, but then, as I was about to head upstairs, the door cracked open, her arm poked through, and she dropped my towel on the floor.
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