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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. And because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job, and a family
I love spending time with, at this time, I’m afraid it would be
very hard for me to maintain a multitude of social media sites.
However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social
media coordinates:

 


 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


 Email

 


 


Newsletter


Dedication

 For my
readers –

You guys really, really rock!
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Prologue

 “I want a divorce.”

I stopped
rummaging through my dresser drawer, as I had been searching for my favorite pajama pants. I
turned to face my husband who was standing on the other side of the
room, our queen size bed like a battle line between us.

He looked
serious.

“What?”

I watched as
he straightened taller, his hazel eyes clear and determined. “I want a divorce,” he
repeated, and I was still having trouble following.

My hand
gripped the edge of the opened drawer as my stomach pitched. “Yo…you want a divorce?” We’d been
married fourteen years, together for fifteen. We’d met our
sophomore year in college, but our friendship hadn’t turned
romantic until our junior year at Stanford. We had married as soon
as we had graduated and had Leta two years later.

And now,
fifteen years later, he was standing in our bedroom
and telling me that he wanted a
divorce. My handsome husband, with his sandy brown hair, beautiful
hazel eyes, and impressive physique for a man edging towards forty,
was standing in our bedroom, looking at me, ending our
marriage.

“I haven’t
been happy for a long while,
Monroe,” he announced as if I were supposed to have known this,
even though he’s never said anything. “And life is too short to
spend it unhappy.”

Normally, I’d agree,
but…

“I don’t
understand, Thomas,” I replied, confused and…in shock, I
think. “If you’ve been
unhappy, why didn’t you say anything before now? Couns-”

“It
doesn’t matter,” he said,
cutting me off. “I’m saying something now.” It had to be shock. For
me to stand here, so calmly, listening to him say words he won’t
ever be able to take back, it had to be shock. “And I’m not going
to waste my time or yours with counseling
that I know won’t work.” The tone of his voice wasn’t hard to miss.
It was apparent that Thomas had already moved on both emotionally
and mentally, if not physically, and he wasn’t suggesting divorce. No. He was telling me
he was getting a divorce.

I wasn’t quite
sure what I was supposed to
feel right now. My marriage was supposed to last, and I didn’t have
a Plan B. I knew somewhere in the back of my mind that I should be
crying, or screaming, or pleading for…a chance? For his
love?

I mean, I
should be feeling something, right?

But
then like most mothers, my
maternal instinct kicked in and reminded me that even though my
marriage was falling apart right now, there was still someone more
important in all this that needed me to fight for her. “What about
Leta? Have…have you thought about what this will do to
Leta?”

“She’s young.
She’ll get over it,” he
replied stoically.

And that’s
when I felt the first twinge of emotion. “She’s young? She’ll get over it?” I repeated. “Are
you serious? How…she’s a twelve-year-old girl,” I said, feeling the
need to remind him. “She’s going to be devastated.”

“And like most
kids from divorced families, she’ll get over it, Monroe,” he said
again.

I
stared at this man in my
bedroom, who I didn’t know, and wondered what in the hell was going
on. Thomas was a good father. He always has been. He and Leta had a
wonderful relationship. So, for him to dismiss her and her feelings
so casually…well, that told me that even if I did get on my knees
and beg for a chance to make our marriage work, he
wouldn’t.

He was
done with me.

Too bad
I’d been the last one to know
it.

I knew I was
going to feel rage, betrayal, pain, and sadness further down the
line, but right now, all I
felt was anger on Leta’s behalf. “Well, then, if you’re so sure
that she’ll get over it, then you’re going to tell her you’re
divorcing me,” I spat.

He nodded. “I’ll
just explain-”

“No,” I
snapped, stopping him. “You don’t get to dismiss how this will affect her and still try to come
out of this mess squeaky clean. If you want an uncomplicated
divorce, then you’re going to have to be completely honest with
her. There won’t be any of this ‘me and your mother’ bullshit.
You’re going to tell her the truth, Thomas, which shouldn’t be too
hard since she’ll eventually get over it, right?”

“I think
it’s best if I stay in a hotel
tonight,” he said, ignoring my conditions.

“I think
you’re right,” I agreed, and wondered, again, what the hell was
going on.


Chapter 1

 Monroe – (Three Years Later)~

What the
hell was wrong
with me?

I was a
grown ass woman with a
fifteen-year-old child, one marriage, and one divorce under my belt, and creeping up on forty. I should
not be lusting after youngsters.

I
wasn’t a pervert, for Christ’s
sake.

But
then what was the age limit
for pervertedness?

A
three-year
difference?

Five?

Ten?

Twenty?

And did it
depend on the age range? If a
person was fifty but their partner was forty, that sounded more
acceptable than if you were forty and your partner was only thirty,
for goodness’ sake. And ten years might not seem like much to
people, but if you were twenty-five and you were chasing a
fifteen-year-old, they’d put you in prison for that
shit.

So, what in
the hell was age appropriate?

And if it was
a forty-year-old man with a
thirty-year-old woman, how did that stack up against a
forty-year-old woman with a thirty-year-old man?

And if
you were fifty and found
yourself attracted to someone your children’s age, then what? Was that wrong? Was it okay as long as your
children approved?

Since I
needed to finish my coffee and
start my day, I closed my eyes and turned away from my kitchen
window before I gave myself a goddamn headache.

I knew my
neighbor was only thirty-five.
I knew he was a firefighter, and a grown ass man, living in his own
home, paying his own bills, and was a full-fledge productive member
of society. And how did I know all this? My neighbor to the left,
Kerry Florence, was a fountain of neighborhood information. And
when Mr. Sayer Hayes had moved into the house to the right of mine,
Kerry had done her best to welcome him to the neighborhood. And in
the two months that he’s lived there, I’ve only exchanged a couple
of hellos with the man, and that’s been it.

Being a
firefighter, he worked weird
hours, but every now and again, I’d catch him coming home from work
or leaving for work, and it was all I could do to keep my tongue
from lolling out like a love-struck cartoon character.

Sayer Hayes
was everything you’d imagine a
hot, sexy firefighter to be. He was well over six-feet tall with
muscles that couldn’t be contained no matter how loosely he wore
his shirts. He had dark brown hair and bright blue eyes (that bit I
got from Kerry because I’ve yet to talk to the man beyond the
mumbled hellos), and a face carved from perfection.

In
short, the man was smokin’
hot. And God bless his soul, he was a firefighter to boot. What was
more sexier than that?

And here I
was, a mousy thirty-nine-year-old who was heading towards forty in a few months. I wasn’t a
complete hag, but I wasn’t gravity-free, either. And I had a child
who’d left proof of her existence behind on my wide hips,
stretch-marked tummy, and not-so-perky breasts. And even though I
worked out and did my best to stay in shape, age was the
motherfucker of all wars. You could fight it all you wanted, but
age prevailed like a damn five-star general.

Of course, my
uncontrollable drool could
also be a result of my three-year penis hiatus. After Thomas had
dropped the bomb that he had wanted a divorce, I had spent that
first year putting all my efforts into making the change as
painless as possible for Leta. I had totally failed, by the way,
but that hadn’t stopped me from doing my best as her
mother.

I had also
spent that first year doing
everything I could to get promoted at work. My personal life had
been a disaster, but I had managed to work my way up from a county
clerk to one of the three Silias County building inspectors. The
pay increase had been a godsend, and it had allowed me support Leta
without the benefit of child support or alimony.

Even though
Thomas had turned out to be a jackass, he had always been a good
father, so I hadn’t fought him
when he had demanded fifty/fifty custody of Leta. And with fifty
percent custody, he hadn’t been required to pay child support. He
also had offered to let me keep the house, but pride had been my
best friend during that first year, and we had ended up selling
everything and splitting it all right down the middle. It was how I
had been able to buy the house Leta and I lived in now.

The second
year had been spent digging
into my new role at work, and still working on getting Leta through
the shitty thing her father had done. After months of crying,
raging, hurting, and going through all the other stages of divorce,
I had found that the one thing I had resented the most was how
Thomas hadn’t given us a chance at all. Instead of coming to me
when he had first started feeling the first signs of unhappiness,
he had sat on his feelings until he no longer felt anything for me.
That was the crap that pissed me off. Not because I was still
pining over him, but because he had ruined my daughter’s chance at
having a happy family, and all because he hadn’t wanted to bother
with trying to fix what had been going wrong.

The dick.

And this
past year had been all about
being happy. Other than Leta still being pissed at her father and
being just a moody fifteen-year-old girl, life was pretty good. I
had a great job, a nice house in a nice neighborhood, a healthy,
moody daughter, and a best friend I wouldn’t trade for anything in
the world.

So, penis
hasn’t been a priority these past few years, what with me trying
to get my life back together.
And on the weeks that Leta was with Thomas, I worked that
frustration out by going through batteries by the dozens. I was
fairly certain me and my vibrator were a large part of what was
destroying the planet’s environment, even if I did try to buy
recycled batteries.

And even
though Thomas had broken my heart, he hadn’t turned me into a man-hater. He had turned me into
a Thomas-hater, but I hadn’t fallen into that trap of believing
that all men were awful. I didn’t think all men were awful. I had
just fallen into a nice, quiet, safe existence, and I wasn’t
exactly eager to cause any waves after the tsunami Thomas had
already put me through.

However, my
need for a peaceful,
uncomplicated life hadn’t made me blind, deaf, or dumb. And every
time I saw Sayer Hayes coming or going from his home, my lady parts
tingled. He was truly a magnificent male specimen, and he was just
another reason for me to believe in God, because…

Oh. My. God.

My phone rang,
blessedly snapping me out of my inappropriate thoughts about my young neighbor. “Hey.”

“We’re
planning a camping trip for the week after next, when Leta goes back to stay with
Thom-ass. Do you want to come with us?” Karma asked, no greeting
necessary.

I let out a
soft laugh. “One of these days, you’re going to accidentally call Thomas that in front of
Leta,” I said, instead of answering her about the camping trip.
“Then what?”

“She’ll probably get to
calling him that all the time,” she replied.

“Exactly my point,
Karm,” I said.

“So, do you
want to go camping or
not?”

“I appreciate
the offer but Sarah’s on
vacation that week, so me and Kevin are dividing her inspections to
help out,” I told her.

“Maybe
you can talk to Thom-ass and Leta can
come with us,” she suggested. “We’ll be gone Friday through Sunday,
but it’s during his Friday through Sunday.”

Thomas and I
had shared custody where we
traded Leta off every Friday. Whoever had Leta would drop her off
at school on Friday mornings, and the other parent would pick her
up from school Friday afternoon. We’d been doing this for three
years, and I still wasn’t used to it. I didn’t like having my child
away from me for an entire week, even if she was already fifteen
and called me during her weeks away.

“I’ll let her
know she was invited,” I replied. “She can ask him.” Leta and Karma’s daughter, Jennifer, were
close and often did things together. Karma and her husband, Vernon,
had two kids, Jennifer being their youngest, and an older son,
Tennison, who was a freshman at USC. Apart from her parents giving
her a stripper name, Karma’s life was pretty perfect.

“Sweet,”
she squealed like a
teenager.

“Alright, I have to go,” I
told her. “I want to catch up on some paperwork before Leta comes
home tomorrow.” As always, Leta needed special…uh, handling
whenever she came home from staying with Thomas.

“Okay,” Karma
replied. “I’ll talk to you
later.” I was about to hang up when she said, “Oh, but before I go,
how’s the hunky fireman these days?”

I hung up on
her.

Dropping my
head back in a rather dramatic fashion, I knew I was going to have to get back out there
one day soon. But it wouldn’t be with a guy damn near five years my
senior, that’s for sure.


Chapter 2

 Sayer~

What the hell
was wrong with me?

I wasn’t a
bad-looking guy. I did my best to keep in shape. I
was friendly enough. And I even
fought fires for a goddamn living. I had a heroic occupation where
I saved lives and kittens stranded on tree branches.

My
parents, Robert and Louise,
were decent people who had raised us to be decent human beings. My
father was a construction engineer, and my mother was a fulltime
homemaker. And they had raised me and my brothers, Gideon and
Nathan, without any hints of mental defects. Gideon had followed in
my father’s footsteps and was a construction engineer, and Nathan
played professional baseball. I came from a good family, damnit.
Even my best friend and fellow firefighter, Kellen Everett, was a
good dude.

So, why was I
practically invisible to my
next-door neighbor?

Okay.

Ego aside, her
ex-husband’s hair was lighter
than my own dark brown. The dude also had hazel eyes instead of
light blue like mine. He was in his forties, so a few years more
mature than I was. And he was a CPA; a nice, boring, dependable,
successful CPA. He didn’t run into buildings engulfed in flames,
placing the life of others before his own. And how did I know all
this? A couple of weeks after I had moved into my house, he had
been outside waiting to pick up their daughter for the week and he
had walked over and had introduced himself as he’d been waiting. He
had given me no details about his ex-wife and had been quite
content with talking about himself only.

So, it was
quite possible,
maaaaaaaaaaaaaybe, that I
just wasn’t her type. I was nothing like her ex-husband, but then
that should be a plus since he was her ex, right?

And even
though he hadn’t offered up any information regarding his
ex-wife, our mutual neighbor, Kerry
Florence, had been a wealth of information when I had moved into
the neighborhood. She had given me the gossip on the couple who had
owned my house before me, The Masons across from me, The Hendersons
across from her, my sexy neighbor, Monroe Stewart, who was nestled
between our two houses, and of course, Kerry Florence had made sure
to let me know that she was a single florist who was surrounded by
love all day, just waiting for her Prince Charming to come and
sweep her off her feet.

It had
been…awkward.

Especially, since I was
more interested in the sexy divorcee with a teenage daughter and
baggage in the form of a douchebag ex-husband than I was in a
single florist who had no baggage.

Who knew?

But I’ve been
living here for over two
months already, and the woman hasn’t looked my way more than twice
in all that time. She’s given me a quick wave and a couple of
mumbled hellos, but nothing more than that. And it would totally
suck if she were still hung up on her ex because I found myself
really, really, really, really attracted to the woman.

She wasn’t
very tall, but then I stood at
six-foot-three, so that probably put her at around five-foot-three,
or so. And from what I could tell from the distance, she had dark
brown hair with these subtle whiskey-colored eyes. She mostly wore
loose-fitting clothes when she was off work, but Jesus fucking
Christ, the days I’d catch her coming from or going to work, she
was dressed to the nines in sexy secretary office attire. And those
slacks and pencil skirts she wore showcased curves for
days.

I had a
straight up stiff dick for my
neighbor, and the woman couldn’t care less.

Now, it wasn’t
that I didn’t date because I
did. I was a healthy male with healthy male appetites. It was just
that my job was demanding, and a lot of women couldn’t handle that.
My parents had sent all us boys to college, and while Gideon and my
father were partners with their own engineering firm, and Nathan
was off breaking records in the MLB, I had gotten a Bachelor’s in
arson investigation. However, I had found out, rather quickly, that
desk work hadn’t been for me. I preferred the physicality of the
job, rather than the paper pushing and all the bureaucratic
nonsense that came with it.

Since
graduating from college, I’d
only had one serious girlfriend, and that record sucked in my
opinion. I was thirty-five, and only one girl has tried to stick it
out over these past ten years. And she had finally given up when
she realized I was never going to end up with a nine-to-five. So,
since Amy, I’ve been making do with casual dating, but even that
was getting old. However, it was hard to find a woman who was
confident enough in doing her own thing that she didn’t flip out if
she didn’t get to see me for three days. All signs pointed to older
women who had their shit together and weren’t interested in
hovering or having enough boyfriend selfies for their social
media.

I guess that’s
why I was so obsessed with my
neighbor. She checked off all my boxes, and then some. Between
having a fulltime job and a teenage daughter, I seriously doubted
she’d have time to feel slighted if I didn’t respond to a text fast
enough.

And it wasn’t
that I didn’t want to bother.
It wasn’t like that at all. But being a firefighter was not all
calendar photo shoots and false alarms. Though rewarding, our
shifts were brutal. The bonds and camaraderie were solid, but the
risks were real. And like any other profession where the man next
to you made the difference in whether you’d see tomorrow or not, it
was a brotherhood. And believe it or not, some women got jealous
over that kind of bond shared with somebody else. I gave my all to
my job and I just wanted a woman who could understand that, rather
than resent it.

And while
children have never been a must for me, I still wanted a partner I could come home to every
night and just love on. If she gave me children, great. If she
didn’t, great. Children weren’t a deal breaker for me, one way or
the other. I really just wanted a sense of family. And if that
family consisted of only me and my partner, well, that was still a
family. If it consisted of me, my partner, and twenty kids, that
was still a family. And that’s all I really wanted. The feeling of
belonging to something bigger than I was.

My phone
rang-too early in the day, in
my opinion-jerking me out of my obsessive thoughts about my sexy
neighbor. “Hey. What’s up?”

“If Mom calls
me one more time to tell me how it’s so nice to have at least one son to talk to, I’m
going to drive over to your house, and then to whatever city
Nathan’s in, and kick your guys’ fucking asses,” Gideon snapped
into phone. “Call your goddamn mother!” He hung up before I could
tell him Mom was playing him because I just talked to her
yesterday. I also knew for a fact that Nathan always called her
before and after a series.

But before I
could decide on whether to
call him back or not, my phone rang again. I answered it still
wondering what Mom was playing at. “Hey.”

“Hey,”
Kellan’s voice greeted over the line. “Some of us are headed to
Choker’s tonight before we hit our stride tomorrow.” Firehouse
shifts varied from city to city or county to county, and in Silias
County we were required to work three on, three off, four on, three
off, and they were twelve-hour shifts. The family men made the
effort to make it home each night after their shifts, but most of
us just slept at the firehouse while we were on. It was more
convenient that way.

“I
don’t know, Kel,” I said, not
really feeling the social vibe. “I’d rather hang out at the end of
our stride than right before it.”

“Oh, come on,”
he cajoled. “You’re talking
like an old man.” Kellan was a year older than I was. “Besides,
Daria’s going.”

“If
that was supposed to be an
incentive, it’s not, Kel,” I replied dryly.

“Dude. Sayer,
man,” he kept on. “The girl is
hot.”

I scoffed.
“And she knows it,” I said.
“Kellan, man, she likes the attention a little too much.”

He chuckled
over the phone. “You don’t gotta marry the girl, Sayer.”

“She’s also
the firehouse administrative assistant, Kellan.” I
shook my head, even though he
couldn’t see me. “No way am I shitting where I eat.”

“Dude, you’re going
to die a virgin.”

“Eat a dick.”
Kellen knew very well that I
wasn’t a virgin. We’d known each other for the entire eight years
that I’ve been a firefighter for Silias County. We’ve partied
together often in the past.

“The sexy
neighbor still not giving it
up?”

I groaned.

One stupid,
stupid, stupid drunken night,
I had confessed my obsession to my best friend, and he’s been
giving me shit about it ever since. And while he was, indeed, my
best friend, some things were still sacred.

Monroe Stewart was one of
those things.

But I still
told him the truth. “She still
looks right through me. Thanks for asking.”

Kellen
laughed. “Don’t give up,” he said encouragingly. “As long as her ex-husband is the only guy
knocking at her doorstep, there’s still hope.”

He had a point.
“That’s true.”

“Unless, of
course, she’s going to her new
dude’s house,” he added. “Then-”

I hung up on
him.

No way was I
going to listen to that negativity.


Chapter 3

 Monroe~

Why, Lord?

Seriously,
why?

Working
for the county, I was familiar
with all sorts of city codes and ordinances. As a building
inspector, you had to know what you were talking about when you
were laying down the law, because more often than not, the building
owners tried their best to get over on you.

And even if
that weren’t the case, I got a city water bill every month just like everyone else, and with it
came a friendly reminder of when your sanctioned watering days
were.

Thursday was not
ours.

We were
allowed to water our grass,
wash our cars, and have wet t-shirt contests on Sundays and
Wednesdays only. Granted, our neighborhood has yet to have a wet
t-shirt contest, but I wasn’t opposed to one. Well, as long as the
children were in school and it was adults only. And not that I’d
participate in such a thing, but I was all about girl power. I say
if you got it, fault it. Just…flaunt it accordingly.

So, pulling
into my driveway, I was doing all I could not to wreck into
everything around me as my
neighbor, Sayer Hayes, was in his driveway washing his
car.

Shirtless.

The city
employee in me wanted to lecture him about watering on an off day, but the woman in me wanted him
to take that hose and hold it over his head as the water sluiced
down all those hills and valleys that made up a six-pack and Adonis
belt.

Lord, have mercy on
ovaries everywhere.

I mean, I
understood he worked weird
hours and had to do what he had to do when he could do it, but I
wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take before I crossed our
property lines and mounted the poor man.

I needed to go out
on a date with a real person, and soon.

The
car in park (when I really
should have just driven into the garage, so I could avoid him
completely) I took a calming breath to hide the fact that I was a
sex-deprived lunatic, grabbed my purse and briefcase, and opened
the car door to get out.

Maybe we could
move closer to Karma and her
family. That’d be nice, right?

But before I
could give anymore thought to selling my house, kicking one of Karma’s neighbors out and taking
over their forever home, Sayer Hayes’ voice hit my ears. “Hey,
Monroe. How are you?”

I’d rather
bash my briefcase over my head
than turn around to face him, but I was sure that’d raise some
eyebrows, and I didn’t want to be labeled as the crazy neighbor.
Divorced neighbor? Sure. Mom neighbor? Okay. Lonely neighbor? Well,
that’s okay, too. But crazy? Nah, not a fan.

So, I turned
around to face him and get this torture over with.
Do. Not. Look. Down. At.
Those. Abs. “Hi, Sayer,” I
muttered like a fool. “Ho…how are you?”

He smiled,
and the
no-good-cock-sucking-sonofabitch had dimples.

But I
supposed, to be fair, he
couldn’t be no good because the man fought fires for a living. And
I didn’t think he sucked cocked, but even if he did, who was I to
judge? I had sucked Thomas’ cock a million times over during our
marriage. And I’d never met Sayer’s mother, so it wasn’t fair to
call her a bitch. I was fairly certain she was a very lovely lady,
indeed.

God, I needed my head examined.

“I’m doing
well,” he replied. “Just trying to get some chores in before my shift
tomorrow.”

My lips curled
in and I nodded like an idiot. “Yeah…well…your water bill will probably be sky-high…because…you
know…”

Kill.

Me.

Now.

“Well,
hello there,
neighbors.”

We both turned
to see Kerry standing at the
end of our driveways. She was dressed like she’d been out jogging,
but she looked too fabulous with her hair still in place and her
makeup tutorial worthy. She probably saw Sayer washing his car and
needed an excuse to ogle the man. And while the thought might seem
catty, but it really wasn’t. If I had the confidence Kerry had, I’d
be pretend dressed in spandex, too. I mean, just look at the
man.

He was
volcano-lava-erupting hot.

“Hi, Kerry,”
I greeted back.

“Hi, Kerry,” Sayer
echoed.

She made her
way up the
driveway-his-and I totally planned
to use that as my escape. “What are you guys about?”

I
smiled at her. “Yeah, uh…we
were just discussing Sayer’s water bill,” I word vomited, and even
Kerry looked perplexed.

“Oh,” she
mumbled.

I looked back
at Sayer, and he had his head
cocked and looking at me like I must have a bathroom cabinet full
of prescriptions.

I grinned.

At least, I hoped it
looked like a grin.

“Conserve the
water,” I announced like a
goddamn lunatic. “Save the planet.” Then I turned around and
practically ran around the hood of my car to my walkway and up the
front porch. I couldn’t get the lock opened fast enough, but once I
had, I raced inside for cover.

Once I was
safely inside my house, my
purse and briefcase dropped to the floor just inside the doorway
and I slid down against the front door until my ass hit the
floor.

Save the planet?

Really??

I reached over
and pulled my phone out of my purse. I dialed Karma, and I thanked
God that she answered and
wasn’t busy doing mother/wife stuff.

“What’s up?”

“My
neighbor was outside washing
his car with his shirt off, and when our neighbor Kerry came over
to join in on the conversation, I told them to make sure they
conserve water to save the planet,” I confessed like a loser. There
was a pause of utter disbelief before I had to pull the phone away
from my ear because Karma’s laughs had gotten so loud.

What an asshole.

“Karma!”

“Oh, God,” she
rushed out. “Oh, God…Mon…”

“Quit
laughing, damnit! This is
serious!” I screeched. “Now I’m going to have to sell my house and
move away!”

She got
herself under control long enough to ask, “What did he say?”

“Nothing,” I grumbled. “I
practically ran inside before he or Kerry could say
anything.”

“Sweet
Jesus, Monroe,” she laughed,
though her cackles had simmered down a bit.

“It’s not
funny, Karma,” I insisted.
“The guy turns me into a bumbling idiot.”

“Awe, Mon,”
she said warmly, “why don’t
you just ask him out already?”

“Are you
insane?” I choked out. “Talk
about out of my league.”

“Stop it,”
she scolded. “You are
beautiful, Monroe. Even if that snatch napkin couldn’t see it, you
are. That sexy neighbor of yours should count his lucky stars that
he makes you a bumbling idiot.”

“Even if he
did find me attractive, Karm,
I doubt my looks are good enough to offset my crazy,” I told her,
mentally reliving my idiocy earlier. “No one wants to date someone
who’s crazy.”

“But you’re not crazy,
babe,” she corrected. “He just makes you act crazy.”

“Not to
mention, the guy is
thirty-five, Karma. I’m about to hit forty,” I pointed
out.

“Last I
checked, thirty-five was way
above the legal consent age. And by all accounts, it seems as if
he’s doing all the things that grown men do, Monroe,” she replied,
not bothering to hide her sarcasm at all. “You know, like hold down
a job, buy a home, purchase condoms legally.”

“You’re not
helping,” I remarked.

“I’m not
helping you
hide,” she clarified. “But I am trying to help you get
laid.”

“I don’t need
help getting laid,” I denied. “I need help selling my house, so I can move.”

Karma let out
a deep sigh. “That’s it,” she
said, invoking her mom voice. “When we get back from camping, we’re
going out and we’re getting you laid.” An automatic denial was
ready on my lips, but…

I
really, really, really wanted
to have sex with something that didn’t require
batteries.

But
could I?

When it came
down to it, could I have a one-night
stand? I didn’t judge people who did, but I’d always been in a
committed relationship when sex was involved. Could I let go of my
inhibitions like that?

“Well see,” I
hedged because there was only
one real way to find out, right?


Chapter 4

 Sayer~

Why, Lord?

Seriously,
why?

I
worked hard for my money, and
while I did enjoy splurging from time-to-time, it didn’t excite me
to have to pay an astronomical water bill every month because the
sight of me washing my car without a shirt on did nothing to entice
my neighbor.

Or
rather, the neighbor that I
wanted to entice.

After Monroe
had escaped to the safe confines of her home, that had left me chatting it up with Kerry. And
while I liked the woman well enough, I knew she wanted more with
me, and I just wasn’t interested. Plus, I was so determined to have
Monroe, I limited the amount of time I spent socializing with Kerry
because I didn’t want there to be any hint of
gossip where she and I were concerned. And I certainly didn’t want
to lead her on or give her any false hope.

“Well,
that was odd,” Kerry remarked.
“But then I supposed working as hard as she does and trying to
raise a teenage girl would make anyone have strange days, every now
and again.”

I
didn’t want to gossip about
Monroe, but Kerry wasn’t exactly gossiping about her or being mean.
She was just remarking on Monroe’s quirky personality. “We all have
tough days,” I agreed.

Kerry leaned
forward enough to make me lean back and get back to fake washing my car, but that didn’t deter
her. “You know, next month is our annual neighborhood barbecue to
kick off the summer,” she said. “It would be great if you could
join.”

I
twisted the nozzle on the water hose
to, you know, conserve water and save the planet, while we spoke.
“Thanks for the invite,” I replied. “Summer’s kind of hard for us,
though. With all the fires that pop off during the hot months,
we’re usually pretty busy. Even if it falls on my days off, we’re
always on call during the summer.”

“That’s
a shame,” she hummed. “It would have
been a nice way for you to meet everyone.”

“Well, I’ll see what
I can do,” I told her. “No promises, though.”

She grinned,
pleased with herself, but then
she giggled a bit. “Don’t say anything, but I’m actually going to
invite a distributor I work with to the barbecue.” Oh, that’s nice.
She’s finally got a man. “I think he’d be perfect for
Monroe.” What?! “He’s forty-five
with these beautiful bedroom eyes,” she went on. “He owns his own
brand manufacturing business, and he’s single.”

“When’s the
barbecue, exactly?” No fucking
way was I not going to be there.

“June
twelfth,” she supplied. “We always
strive for the week after graduations.”

I
quickly counted the days in my
head. Having a rotating schedule the way we did, we all pretty much
knew our days off in advance. It was the only way to plan a life
around what we did. And after my rapid mind count, I knew I was
going to have that Saturday off.

Thank you,
Jesus.

“You know, I
think I might have that day
off,” I said, then quickly realized she might think I was going for
her. “You’re right that I should probably use this opportunity to
meet all the other neighbors.”

“Well, it’s
always a good time,” she
replied. “Hopefully, we’ll get to see you.”

I
smiled. “Hopefully.” Hell
yeah, you’re going to see me. If I haven’t sewn up Monroe by then,
there’s no way some desperate, loser asshole was going to be
rubbing up against Monroe.

But I
supposed, to be fair, he
probably wasn’t desperate just because he was single. And he
couldn’t be much of a loser if he owned his own business. And even
if he was just a hard-working stiff, he’d be far from a loser. And
granted, I didn’t know the guy, so it was possible he was a decent
guy and not a total asshole. He might be cool as hell.

Fuck, Monroe
was making me crazy.

But
before I could ask Kerry if
she knew of a reputable psychiatrist, my phone started ringing.
Because I had been playing with water, I had set it over on the
porch railing, but I had made sure the ringer was on high, so I
could hear it.

I jerked my
head towards the porch. “I
probably need to get that,” I told her.

Her face registered
with a bit of disappointment. “Oh,” she mumbled. “Sure.”

“I’ll
talk to you later,” I said before
turning from her and heading to my porch. I grabbed the phone and
walked over to the faucet to turn off the water hose
altogether.

I glanced at
the name flashing across the screen, I slid the icon over and
answered. “Shouldn’t you be at
practice or making stadiums go crazy or something?”

“You would
think,” Nathan replied. “But
nothing is more important than my mother’s happiness.”

I
laughed. “Gideon?”

“Yeah,” he
chuckled. “What’s up with that? I just talked to Mom when we
landed in Chicago two days
ago.”

“Mother’s Day
is in a couple of weeks,” I
said. “Maybe he’s feeling the pressure because we’ll both be
working.”

“And
maybe she’s
laying it on thick because she knows
we’ll both be working,” he replied, and I let out a small snicker.
Both my parents knew our work schedules as well as we did. Mine was
an ongoing repeat of rotating days and Gideon’s was a routine
Monday through Friday. And the second that Nathan got his team’s
season schedule that thing was emailed to my mother before most
wives of his teammates got their copies.

Mom didn’t fuck around
when it came to her sons.

“Yeah,
well, he called me earlier and
threatened to kick my ass if I didn’t call her,” I told him. “Nate,
I just talked to her yesterday.”

“Yeah?” he
snorted. “Well, if I ever come
up missing, the dumbass left a voicemail detailing how my body will
never be found if I don’t call Mom. It was aggressive, and quite
frankly, uncalled-for. If he’s going to murder me, it should be for
something more dire that not calling Mom. Especially, when I
did call her.”

“She’s going
to get Gid sent to prison for
no good reason with her nonsense,” I remarked.

“Right?”
Nathan agreed. “And the poor
bastard doesn’t even realize he’s getting played.”

“She’s a
diabolical one, for sure,” I
muttered.

“So, have you
called her yet?” he
asked.

“I did,” I
admitted. “About a couple of
hours ago. And I’m warning you now, Nate, she was on her
Dad-works-too-hard kick.”

My mother was
bored. Plain and simple, she was bored as fuck. Dad had
been able to provide well for
her and us over the years, and so she’s always been a stay-at-home
mother, wife, and homemaker. When Nathan had finally graduated from
college ten years ago, she had gotten a bad case of empty nest
syndrome. I think having her baby traveling all over the country
and unavailable at times had really hit her hard. She might go a
few days without seeing me, but we could talk on the phone more
than she could with Nate. She went months without seeing Nathan in
person, and that fucked with her. Gideon was the most accessible to
her, and I think that’s why he got the brunt of her
smother-mothering.

Nathan
groaned. “How many times do we
have to tell her that he works because he wants to,” he grumbled. “The house and cars are paid for, and
retirement is plenty for their basic household costs. Dad’s working
because he still wants to.”

“Choir here,”
I replied.

“Yeah, well,
the woman needs to take that shit up with her husband. We have no say in that,” he kept
complaining. “Jesus. Could you imagine one of us trying to tell Dad
what to do with his life? He’d skin you alive.”

“Me? Why me?”

“He needs
Gideon to keep their business going, and I’m worth millions and
loved by a nation,” he replied. “You might fight fires and save
lives, but you’re clearly the more dispensable out of all of
us.”

“I’m
the firstborn,” I reminded him. “That
makes me more important than the two of you combined.”

“And as
the firstborn, it is your duty
to sacrifice yourself for your younger siblings,” he fired back.
“Isn’t it your duty to serve and protect?”

“Those are cops,
asshole.”

“My point is
still valid.” But before I
could call him an asshole again, he said, “I gotta go. I don’t have
much time, and I gotta call Mom. Again.”

“Yeah. Gideon
flying to Chicago to kick your ass is just a disaster waiting to
happen,” I replied.

“Well, we
wouldn’t be in this situation
if you’d hurry your ass up and give Mom some goddamn
grandchildren,” he said, continuing to blame me for Gideon’s and
Mom’s crazy. “Hurry up and ask your sexy neighbor out and save us
all.” Yeah. My brothers knew about my obsession because…well, they
were my brothers.

“I’m working on it,”
I lied.

“Work
harder, Sayer,” he demanded.
“An instant granddaughter is just what we need to get her off our
backs.”

He wasn’t
wrong.


Chapter 5

 Monroe~

Talk about crap they
didn’t teach you in school to
prepare for.

Ugh.

“He’s such a
jerk!”

I was in the
kitchen when that declaration vibrated throughout the house and the front door slammed
closed. And because I could hear the pitter-patter of pissed off
feet already marching through the house and getting closer to the
kitchen, I knew I didn’t have enough time to down a shot of tequila
before taking on my very upset teenage daughter.

Fridays were rough
in this household.

As soon as
Leta’s angry face met my eyes,
I asked the stupidest question on earth at this moment. “Are you
okay?” The hazel eyes that she got from her father narrowed, and I
wondered if I could bribe my parents, Ernest and Jillian Stewart,
with monetary pay outs for the next three years to come stay with
Leta while I hid in a hotel room.

In
Idaho.

My father was a retired
police officer, and my mother was a retired elementary school
teacher. If anyone could handle a temperamental teenage girl, it
was them. Mom had the soothing patience that could only come from
being a teacher of littles everywhere, and I was pretty sure Dad
was still legally able to handcuff Leta and lock her away in a
closet if Mom’s soothing patience didn’t work.

Besides, I
wasn’t equipped for these emotional waves. When Thomas and I had agreed to get pregnant and
raise a child, it had been with the understanding that we’d be
getting through these rough teenage years together. I’d never expected to get hoodwinked by the jackass right
before those rough teenage years were about to become a reality.
Granted, I had never expected to get hoodwinked at all, but here we were.

And as much as
I had tried to separate Thomas-the lousy husband from Thomas-the good father, Leta was
clearly still lumping the two together.

“What happened this time?”
I asked as she dropped her purse and backpack on the floor between
two of the counter barstools. Leta had a second wardrobe and
essentials at Thomas’, and so all she needed to ever carry back and
forth were her purse and school backpack.

She
took a seat, and you would
have thought she was sitting down to a police interrogation with
how violently she had plopped her butt down on the stool. “He’s
awful, Mom.”

Now, normally,
I’d pick Leta up from school on my Fridays, or she’d
take the bus if I was working
late, but Thomas had sent me a text yesterday, asking me if it was
okay for him to pick up Leta from school today and drop her off,
and I had texted back that I was fine with that. Like I said, I
tried to separate the husband who had left me from the father who
loved his daughter. And because Leta was old enough to voice her
objections and share her points of view, I hadn’t asked Thomas why
he had wanted to pick her up. That was between him and
her.

“His latest
screw is a teacher at Granger
High,” she announced. “And he felt I should meet her.”

Goddamn it.

“Honey-”

“When I got
to where he usually parks, Ms.
Leal was standing with him, and he actually thought
school was a good time and place to make
introductions.”

“Okay,” I
started, and did my best to
soften my tone because I knew she was upset, and it was completely
understandable this time. Thomas should not have blindsided her at
school in front of her friends. “The first thing we’re going to do
is watch the language, Leta. No matter how you feel about your
father, Ms. Leal does not deserve to be referred to as his ‘latest
screw’. Unless you know something about her that I don’t, show some
respect.”

“Sorry,” she
mumbled.

“Second, this
is hardly the first woman you’ve met that your dad has dated,” I pointed out. “Was it that he
introduced you at school that has you so upset?”

“Mostly,” she replied.
“But…”

My brows shot up.
“But, what?”

“Well, I was less
than…enthused to meet her, and I didn’t try to hide it,” she
admitted. But then she’s never pretended with any of the women
Thomas has brought around her.

“That’s hardly a surprise,
Leta,” I told her.

“Well, I guess
Dad really likes her, or else
he’s had enough, because he got nasty on the way home,” she said,
her voice low and hurt.

I
counted to ten because if I
found out that Thomas mistreated her, I was going to kill the
bastard, and Dad’s retired cop status was not going to help one
bit. “How?” I asked.

Her eyes
looked sad and angry and just so damn troubled. She
also looked so much like her father,
with her light brown hair and hazel eyes, it was hard to remember
how much I disliked the man. “He started saying that it’s not his
fault you’re not over him, and I can’t keep punishing him for
that.”

My eyes almost
bugged out of my head.
“What?”

Leta shrugged.
“He was trying to blame you
for my bad attitude.”

I stood
there, stunned. It never
occurred to me that Thomas would think I was still hung up on him.
Worse? It never occurred to me that Leta might think that, too. “Is
that what you think?” I asked, “Do you think I’m still hung up on
your father?”

She
scoffed, and I laughed.
“Puhlease,” she drawled out. “He’s not that hard to get
over.”

“Leta!” I choked out a
mortified laugh. “Do not talk about your father like
that.”

“Why not?
It’s true,” she argued. “He’s
awful, Mom.”

I let out a
deep, deep breath. “Leta, he’s
your father,” I reminded her. “And he’s always been a good
one.”

She cocked her
head at me. “See, that’s
debatable,” she replied. “A good father doesn’t tear apart his
child’s family. He doesn’t destroy his child’s home because he’s
having a goddamn mid-life crisis, Mom.”

“Leta, we
don’t know if
that’s-”

“Oh,
c’mon, Mom,” she interrupted.
“Of course, that’s what it was. He made no attempt at counseling or
any spiritual guidance or just basic damn communication. He made no
efforts to save his marriage or to see if he was just being an
asshole.”

“Leta, that’s
enough of calling your father names,” I insisted. I was willing to let her vent her tangled
teenage emotions, but I drew the line at cruelty or disrespecting
her father just to be mean.

She
knew I was serious, so she
simmered down. “I just didn’t like meeting his latest
sc-female
friend the way I did. And I
didn’t appreciate the comments he made about you. That’s all,” she
mumbled.

“Leta, honey,”
I said, softening my tone, “sooner or later, you’re going to have to let go of all this anger.
He’s your father, and that grudge you’re holding isn’t going to
change that. If you want to be angry at him because he broke up our
family, okay. That’s valid. But don’t be angry at him for
everything else under the sun.”

She
looked like she wanted to say
something, but this was an old debate. Leta was angry, and she was
holding onto her grudge with a vengeance. “Can we talk about this
later?” she asked. “I just want to shower and relax before dinner.”
I decided to give her a reprieve. I nodded, and then she grabbed
her stuff and headed to her room.

Goddamn
Thomas.

Before I could
cuss him out more in my mind, my phone rang. I pulled it out
and saw that it was my
co-worker, Sarah. “Hey, Sarah.”

“Hey,
Monroe,” she greeted back. “Do
you have a minute?”

“Sure,”
I replied. “Are you about ready for
your vacation?”

“Ugh,” she sighed
dramatically. “That’s why I was calling.”

“Okay. What’s
up?”

“I’m
super swamped, and I was
hoping you and Kevin could help me out this week before I take
off,” she grimaced, but here’s the thing about Sarah; Sarah was a
helper. She was the co-worker who brought cookies, remembered
birthdays, sent soup to your sick mother, helped with school
fundraisers, etc. To say no to Sarah would be like securing your
seat in the Seventh Circle of Hell.

No, thank you,
Satan.

“Whatever you
need, Sarah,” I said, and I
meant it. She was truly a phenomenal human being.

“Oh, thank
God,” she rushed out. “So,
Kevin was kind enough to take on three of my assignments, so that
leaves the Public Works substation and Firehouse Station
No.17.”

“Firehouse
Station No. 17?” I squeaked
out.

“Yeah, it’s
one of the county firehouses,” she replied. “It’s their surprise annual.”

I searched my
brain for some of that random
information I knew, and there was a one in six chance that Sayer
worked for Firehouse Station No. 17.

Not bad
odds, right?


Chapter 6

 Sayer~

Talk about crap they
didn’t teach you in school to
prepare for.

It was
Thursday afternoon, and even
though we’d been prepared for our annual county building inspection
for weeks, I hadn’t been prepared for when Monroe Stewart walked
out of the administration office with Daria.

Her
dark brown hair was piled on
top of her head in one of those buns that looked messy, but you
actually had to work at to make it look like that. Her face was
fresh with just a hint of makeup that ensured that you’d wake up to
the same face you fell asleep to if you were lucky enough to get
her in your bed. She had a simple button-up white blouse paired
with a grey pencil skirt and heels that clicked-clacked on the
concrete floor. And I wanted to fuck her on one of the firetruck
ladders until she screamed my name, and we started our own
stage-five fire.

I was so not
equipped to deal with this
kind of frustration. As a healthy red-blooded male, I should be
squeezed in between a hot set of thighs at least four times a week.
Preferably, Monroe’s hot set of thighs. Instead, I was yanking my
dick on my days off like a horny teenager.

Before I
could weigh the pros and cons
of fucking her on a firetruck ladder, Kellen’s voice was in my ear,
irritating the hell out of me. “Jesus Christ, who’s that?” he
asked, his appreciation for Monroe obvious in his voice.

“Don’t make me
fucking kill you,” I growled,
my eyes still glued to where Monroe and Daria were
talking.

“For
what?” he asked
incredulously.

“That’s
her,” I told him, knowing I had to.
“That’s my neighbor.”

“Are
you serious?” He was gawking
every bit as much as I was. “Did you finally make a move? Is she
here to see you?”

I shook my
head. “No,” I admitted. “I
have no idea what she’s doing here.”

Kellen
let out a low whistle. “Dude, if you
don’t ask her out, I will,” he threatened. “She’s fucking
smokin’.”

I looked over
at my best friend. “I will
kill you if you go anywhere near her,” I warned. “She’s mine.”
Okay. Not entirely true, but true enough.

He
snorted. “Not if she’s not in
your bed every night, loser,” he fired back, but before I could
bash his head into the nearest fire pole, Daria and Monroe made
their way over.

“Oh, Kellen,
Sayer, I’d like you to meet
the county building inspector,” Daria said. “This is Monroe
Stewart. Sarah’s on vacation or something.”

Kellen reached
his hand out to take Monroe’s
hand in his and I almost snatched it back and beat him in the head
with it. “Ms. Stewart,” he greeted. “It’s nice to meet
you.”

Monroe shook
his hand. “It’s to meet you,
too, Mr…?”

Kellen
flashed her a smile, and though he
looked nonthreatening with his blonde hair and keen brown eyes, I
really was about to bash his head in. “Everett,” he supplied. “But
you may call me Kellen.” Monroe smiled at him, and that was my
limit.

“Hey, Monroe,”
I said, never mind a circle
and just pissing all over her from head to toe.

“Hi, Sayer,”
she mumbled, a far cry from the smile she had given Kellen. “I…I didn’t know you worked
here.” And I
didn’t know she was a county inspector of sorts.

“Yeah, I-”

“You two know
each other?” Daria asked, and even though I knew it was a perfectly reasonable question, it
bothered me because Daria’s been trying to ride my dick ever since
she started working here. And it didn’t matter that she’s already
slept with a couple of the guys here, she still dialed her flirt on
high whenever I was on shift.

“We…we’re
neighbors,” Monroe answered,
and I hated that she had labeled us neighbors and not even
friends.

“Oh,” she exclaimed. “That
makes more sense.”

“More sense
than what?” I asked coolly. I
knew exactly what she was meaning, and I didn’t like it.

“Uh,
the…inspection,” Kellen said, trying to defuse my irritation. “Is there anything you need from
us?”

Daria
threw out a fake laugh, trying
to mask the awkwardness. “Hardly,” she replied. “I seriously doubt
she’s going to fail us with Sayer being her neighbor, and
all.”

I had to grit
my teeth at how unbelievably
stupid and catty Daria was behaving. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Uh…you know,
I think I better call another
building inspec-”

“What? No,” I
rushed out, looking at Monroe.
“What are you talking about?”

“Yeah,” Kellen
said, trying to help. “It was just a joke, I’m sure. No one was questioning your integrity, Ms.
Stewart.”

Monroe started
gnawing on her bottom lip, and
she no longer looked like the confident government worker she had
looked like just minutes earlier. She shook her head and grimaced a
bit. “Be that as it may, it’s best if someone else handles this
inspection.” Her eyes shot my way for a quick second before
returning those chocolate orbs back Kellen’s way. “We can’t chance
any…possible misrepresentation of this…uh, situation.” She
tightened her clipboard to her chest as she dug her phone out of
her purse. “Excuse me, please.” I stood there like a chump as
Monroe made her way towards the garage man-door, but that lasted
all of five seconds.

“What in the
hell is your problem, Daria?” I hissed. “She’s a goddamn county building inspector, and
you’re treating her like some gossip girl sorority
sister.”

“Sayer-”

I turned
towards Kellen. “What, man?” I asked, and he knew I was
pissed, and more importantly,
why.

“Jesus,
Sayer,” Daria huffed. “It was
just a joke. I didn’t know your neighbor was so
sensitive.”

“Really?” I barked. “And
what exactly did you mean when you said that us being neighbors
made more sense, Daria?”

A sneer
appeared on her pretty face,
but it was gone in an instant. “Well, since she looks to be a bit
older, it makes sense that you two are neighbors and…nothing
more.”

Daria was an
attractive woman. She had
fiery red hair that was more dark auburn than that awful orange.
She had bright green eyes, a delicate doll-like face, and a body
she paid good money for. She was smart, organized, and did a hell
of a job for us. Other than letting her petty jealousy get the best
of her today, she’s always done a good job here.

But she
did nothing for me.

And if
she just cost me any chance
with Monroe, I might seriously have to consider transferring out to
another firehouse, lest I strangle her.

I
leaned in close, so that she
couldn’t misunderstand what I was about to tell her. “Listen
carefully, Daria,” I seethed. “Monroe is not only my neighbor, but
she’s a good person. She did not deserve to have her integrity and
character questioned, even if it was in a jokingly manner.” Daria
bristled, and it was all I could do not to call her a petty bitch
to her face. I didn’t care how attractive the outside package was;
if you were ugly on the inside, you were ugly on the
outside.

“It was just a
joke, Sayer,” she repeated. “And I didn’t mean to embarrass her,
but we all know you’d never fuck her, so of course, you’d just be
neighbors.”

She
deliberately used the word
‘fuck’ to dirty up whatever she suspected there might be between me
and Monroe, and that’s when I threw the gloves off. “Let me make
one thing very clear, Daria,” I snarled. “Whether being just
neighbors, or whether I was fucking Monroe
every goddamn night of the week, it’s none of your business.” Her
eyes narrowed, and this was all pure jealousy. “Now, do your
goddamn job and stay out of my personal life.” With that, I took
off after Monroe.

When
I exited the station’s man-door, I
saw Monroe on her phone, pacing by her car. I walked up to her, and
when she saw me, she put her finger up to put me on pause. It was
killing me, but I waited patiently like a good boy.

She hung up a
couple of seconds later and
faced me. “I’m going to trade some accounts with Kevin, so he can
do the inspection later today or tomorrow,” she said.

“Monroe,
that’s not necess-”

“Sayer,
I need my job,” she said. “It
supports me and Leta. I can’t risk that for…even if it was a joke,
I can’t…”

Christ, I was
pissed.

“Monroe-”

“Uh…tell Kellen it was
nice to meet him,” she mumbled. “I…I’m sorry about your
girlfr-”

“Daria is
not my girlfriend,” I snapped, and her wounded brown
eyes widened. “Shit. Monroe-”

She shook her
head. “I…I gotta go.” And with
that, she got in her car and drove off.

Well, fuck.


Chapter 7

 Monroe~

I knew I couldn’t hide from him
forever.

I knew
this.

However,
I’ve been exercising some
serious ninja skills lately, and I have been successfully avoiding
Sayer Hayes for days now. It’s been almost a week since that
embarrassing debacle at the firehouse, but I knew I couldn’t keep
this up forever.

More’s
the pity.

I kept
telling myself that it was all
because I had been blindsided by Sayer working there, but it had
been the woman, Daria, who had really flustered me. First, with her
insinuation that, of course, I could be nothing but Sayer’s
neighbor, embarrassing the hell out of me. And then that I’d
actually pass them based on my relationship with Sayer. When Kevin
had agreed to trade me accounts, I couldn’t get out of there fast
enough.

And now, it
was Wednesday, and I was so happy Karma had gotten her weekends mixed up and Leta was,
indeed, going camping with them this weekend because then I could
drink my shame away for two straight days.

Because I really
needed a drink.

It was
Wednesday, and just changing out of my work clothes
and getting ready to relax, if I
hadn’t truly believed it before that I needed a drink, I believed
it now as I opened my front door to my ex-husband, who appeared to
be angry as hell.

Flippin’ great.

“What
are you doing here, Thomas?” I
asked, blurting the first thing that popped in my head. “And
where’s Leta?”

He jerked his head
towards the inside of my house. “Can we talk inside?”

What?

Was
the man nuts?

This was my
house. This place was my sanctuary. This place was my Thomas-free humble abode. This was
my home.

Hell to
the no, he couldn’t come
in.

“No,” I told him.
“There’s no reason for you to need to come in.”

He planted his
hands on his hips. “We need to
talk, Monroe.”

“About what?”

“Leta,” he
replied, causing my stomach to
dip.

“What about
her? Is she okay? Where is-”

“Calm down,
Monroe,” he said, his voice a
bit snappish. “Leta’s fine. She’s with her friend,
Elise.”

I took a deep
breath, thankful that my child
was okay. “Then what is this, Thomas?”

“I’m here to
talk about Leta’s attitude,”
he said. “I’m getting tired of her bullshit, Monroe.”

I stood there
and stared.

Shocked.

Annoyed.

But more shocked
than annoyed.

“I’m not
following,” I finally told
him. “She’s fine when she’s with me.” I knew what this was about,
but I wasn’t about to let him dump his issues with his daughter in
my lap to fix.

“Last night,
Susie told me she thought it would be best if we stopped seeing
each other because she
couldn’t stand for Leta’s disrespect any longer.” He lifted his
chin as if I were supposed to care about this latest
development.

Newsflash: I
didn’t.

“You’re here
because your latest girlfriend broke up with you and it’s Leta’s
fault?” I asked, still skating on the surface of shocked. “Are you
serious?”

His jaw ticked
and I knew I had just pissed
him off more. “This isn’t a joke, Monroe,” he snapped louder than I
would have appreciated. “Her attitude is out of
control.”

I cocked my
head. “Her attitude
towards you
is out of control, Thomas,” I
corrected. “When she’s here or at school, she’s fine.” He bristled,
but who cared? I certainly didn’t. “So, since she only appears to
have problem when she’s with you, I’d say
that your issues with Leta are between you and her. Your
relationship with your daughter is for you to
work on. Not me.”

“Oh, yeah?” he
practically yelled. “And how am I supposed to do that when you keep her stuck in the
fucking past, Monroe?”

My eyes
bugged. “What?” I damn near
screeched. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m
talking about how you refuse
to move on!” He did yell this time. “You’re so stuck in the past,
still living in a marriage that is long over, and you have Leta
living there with you.”

What?!

This mother-

“If you would just go out
and start getting laid, instead of still being hung up on me, maybe
Leta wouldn’t resent me so much for dating other women,” he ranted,
making me want to stab him in the face. “But because you insist on
playing the pathetic martyr, Leta feels sorry for you and is
punishing me for it.”

He took a step
closer to me. “It needs to fucking stop.”

I was not
going to let Thomas intimidate
me. And yeah, this conversation should probably not be had on my
front porch but fuck him.

Fuck. Him.

I
stepped up, forcing him to have to
take a couple of steps back. “Look, I don’t know where you got the
idea that I’m still pining over you, but let me assure you, Thomas,
I am not,” I snapped. “I haven’t cried over you since well before
the divorce papers had even been signed. I am not living in the
past. And I sure as hell am not living there over
you.”

“Yeah? Then
when was the last time you went on a date?” he challenged.

“You righteous
bastard,” I spewed. Yeah, calling him names was probably not the
way to go, but how dare he.
Seriously? How. Fucking. Dare. He. “I spent that first year, after
our divorce, getting my life in order with a new job, new finances,
a new home, and helping Leta cope. The second year, after our
divorce, I spent that concentrating on my career and
still helping Leta cope with her new normal.” I could
seriously feel my blood pressure spiking. “And as for this past
year, I’ve been spending it being happy, you jackass. Getting laid
on the regular might be what defines your new life, but mine is
centered more around my daughter, my job, my friends, and what
makes me
happy.”

“Well,
obviously that’s not good enough since Leta is still unhappy,” he fired back.

“Leta’s
unhappy with you, Thomas.
You,” I corrected. “You broke up her family, and
contrary to your earlier beliefs, she’s not getting over it like
you had hoped she would.” I shook my head. “Your mistakes with your
daughter are not my responsibility to clean up.” I wasn’t going to
do this with him. “Just leave, Thomas,” I said. “Figure out a way
to fix things with Leta without blaming me for your
problems.”

“You are to blame,
Monroe,” he spat unreasonably.

“You know what-”

“Is there a
problem here?” Both our heads turned, and I wanted the ground to
swallow me up when I saw Sayer Hayes, the man I’ve been trying to
avoid for days, standing in my driveway. I’d been so caught up in
my fight with Thomas, I hadn’t even noticed him walking
up.
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