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Dedication



To Becky – 

Thank you for always reminding me not to borrow trouble! 










Let's Keep in Touch




Thank you for buying  Brute's Strength. The best way to keep up to date with my books is to subscribe to my newsletter. 



If you don’t hear from me regularly, please check your spam filter and set up your email to allow my messages through to you. This ensures you never miss a new book, a chance to win great prizes, or exclusive content. 







Playlist




MR. BRIGHTSIDE by The Killers



COME BY ME by Harry Connick Jr.

LET’S GO CRAZY (LIVE) by Prince and The Revolution

AMERICAN WOMAN by Lenny Kravitz

YOU CAN’T HIDE AWAY FROM LOVE by Jamie Cullum

IF THE STARS WERE MINE by Melody Gardot 

I WON’T BACK DOWN by Tom Petty and The Heartbreakers 

HEADPHONES by Michael Franti and Spearhead

FOLDING CHAIR by Regina Spektor 

BABY SHARK by Pinkfong












Chapter 1

Number. Now.


Kenzie





Would it make me one of  those women if I asked to talk to a manager of the lunch date app? 

I shook my head at my foolishness. It didn’t matter. 

What mattered was that I had wasted another lunch hour trying to “put myself out there.” Being stood up stunk to high heaven, but I had to look at the bright side. At least I hadn’t paid for a babysitter only to be stood up. That would definitely turn me into the woman who hunted down managers and got in someone’s face.

The bartender arrived with my basket of food. I thanked him, salted my fries, and glanced over my shoulder. About the time it became clear my so-called date wouldn’t make it, I had noticed two men and a woman eating lunch in the back corner. The man who caught my eye was clearly the third wheel. That surprised me, which meant it intrigued me. Greatly.

He was everything my ex-husband was not. Even from across the room, I could see he was bulky with muscle, rough around the edges, and he moved with sheer power. His dark hair looked like he styled it, but something told me he didn’t. It stood up like each strand was a soldier standing at attention, ready to battle whatever the day brought. Bonus, his laugh was loud and sincere.  

His dark eyes scanned the room regularly, which was why I could only peek at him over my shoulder surreptitiously. 

Yeah. A guy like him wouldn’t know lunch date apps existed. His phone might explode if he tried to download the app.

I faced forward and bit into my chicken sandwich. A few moments later, the bartender executed an exaggerated chin-lift and then my brawny, dark-haired man sauntered out to the concourse. This allowed me a good look at his derriere and the back of his leather vest. 

It featured three patches. The first read, “Riot MC.” The second and most prominent patch was a fist upon which perched a skull with wings off to the side where the fist and skull met. It was pretty damn cool as biker patches went, not that I’d seen many of them. The last one read “Biloxi, MS.” 

I would never catch the eye of a tough-guy like him. Though I wished I could.

As my eyes trailed him turning left out of the restaurant, I wondered if that was the last I would see of him or if he was headed to the restrooms.

The bar and grill I was at happened to be inside a casino, and rather than have the restrooms inside the restaurant, they were always located outside; a not-so-subtle way of encouraging people to get back to the business of gambling their money away. Maybe that was why I kept getting stood up. The location was uber-public, and I knew casinos had security cameras everywhere, so win-win for me. Though, lose-lose for douchebags who wanted to do single women wrong. 

I couldn’t afford to be done wrong. I had Aubrey, my daughter, to consider. She was the most important person in my life. So, job one was to make sure blind dates didn’t lead to any problems which could affect my little girl. 

Okay, not so little. She was six-and-three-quarters, if you asked her. Just six if you asked me, and we needed to find the pause button, stat! She laughed at my threats to make her stop growing by putting a brick on her head, but the joke was wearing thin. 

As I ate my sandwich, a tall, thin woman with long strawberry blonde hair stopped at the hostess stand. She spoke with her hands and her mouth, but she did it while maintaining an air of being prim and proper. The hostess led her to a small table in my line of vision.

Mr. Biker returned, but paused when he passed the hostess stand. He scanned the room, caught sight of the woman, and settled in the seat across from her.

Dammit.

My face fell, I knew, so I bent to my lunch and focused on eating quickly. My boss, Lydia, knew about the blind dates. Then again, besides my mother, she was the most adamant I find a man.

I sipped my Coke Zero and caught sight of the strawberry-blonde woman leaving. Against my will, my head swiveled toward the table, only to see the tough-guy walking toward me, a huge smile on his face.

My stomach plummeted even as heat swirled through my chest. 

He couldn’t have this effect on me. Heartburn! It had to be. 

He kept coming closer.

Great Scott! He couldn’t be approaching me. I looked down at my food, to find four French fries left.

“Funny how the food here disappears so fast, ain’t it, darlin’?”

I raised my head, but didn’t look at him yet. I needed every second to get myself together. 

When I turned to him, I smiled. “It is funny how that happens.”

His facial expression shifted for a moment before he controlled it. Almost as if my smile surprised him, though why that would be, I didn’t know.

Then he grinned, and I struggled to keep a stoic expression. But I managed because mentally, I took a snapshot of that mischievous smile putting a twinkle in his sultry brown eyes.

“Can I get you a drink?”

I rattled the ice in my soda cup. “If only I didn’t have free refills. Besides, I don’t think your friend would like that.”

His eyebrow drew down over his right eye while his chin dipped a touch. “I’m sorry?”

“Your friend, who just left. She wouldn’t like you buying me a drink.”

He chuckled. “She’s my best friend’s sister. Not only off-limits, but definitely not my type. You look like fun, though.”

I bit my tongue to keep from saying I was only fun if a Pixar movie marathon was on tap with popcorn, juice pouches, and ice cream on hand.

My chuckle was quiet. “I’m really not.”

He leaned toward me. “Let me be the judge of that.”

I shook my head.

“Actually, I’m enough fun for both of us.”

My smile faltered. “Excuse me?”

“I’m tons of fun, baby.” He held up a finger. I expected him to say he was number one or something, but what he said next threw me for a loop. “Only need one kiss, and that’ll prove you should give me your number and give me a shot.”

I laughed while shaking my head at his brashness.

The scent of his leather vest hit me when he leaned even closer. “You been watching me since you got here. One kiss, I give you my number or vice versa, and you pick the time.”

My eyes narrowed. “You don’t even know if I’m a good—”

He cut off the word ‘kisser’ by landing his lips on mine. They felt firm yet supple against my lips. The barest trace of stubble could be felt, which told me he’d shaved recently. My lips were parted since I’d been speaking, so his tongue slipped inside my mouth.

Now I knew why Lydia wanted me to do this. I felt this kiss in my core, and I wanted so much more of it. My hand went to the side of his head and I heard him groan. I thought he’d stop things, but he deepened the kiss and my toes curled as my core began to ache. 

Forget ‘great Scott’. I was horny from a kiss! That hadn’t happened since I was a teenager. My inner-slut demanded to drag this man to a private area and have my way with him, but that wasn’t right. 

I knew it wasn’t right. I still wanted to do it, though.

He ended the kiss.

When my eyes opened, I watched his expansive chest heave with his exhale, and I heard something hit the bar.

“Number. Now,” he demanded, his voice husky as hell.

Instinct beat intellect, and I entered my digits with all my ten-key dexterity.

He looked up from the phone. “Christ. You a super-texter or something?”

“Bank teller… or something,” I smiled.

He bit his lip. 

God! I’d never made a man bite his lip! How awesome was that? 

He tapped the call icon, my phone rang, and he hung up. 

“That’s me. What’s your name, gorgeous?”

I gave him a look at the endearment.

“You are, and I don’t want any lip about it. What’s your name?”

“Kenzie.”

He smirked. “Love it. When are you free, Kenzie?”  

I grimaced. “Next week would be the earliest, if you’re actually interested.”

Now he gave me a look. “Learn quick, babe. I don’t waste time if I can help it. I’m callin’ you next week. Plan on it. I gotta get back to the table. My brother just got engaged, and he doesn’t know I paid his tab. Later.”

[image: image-placeholder]“You were kissed!” Lydia yelled, the moment I opened the door to the bank. 

I looked around the lobby, relieved no customers were inside. She hustled toward me, her pointy, black heels clacking on the floor. Her auburn hair seemed brighter against her black power-suit. 

With wide eyes on her, I shook my head. “No, I got stood up. Again.”

Her hazel eyes narrowed on me. “I don’t believe it. You walked up looking all dazed, like you got it good.”

Not good. Stellar. Out-damn-standing was more like it. And it was only a kiss. 

Great. Now I had The Killers singing in my head. 

My knack for self-inflicted earworms knew no bounds. 

Lydia dragged me into her office, closing the door behind her. She focused on my face. “Something happened, Kenzie Whitehall. And I can tell you’re trying to hide it, which means it’s better than good. So spill, lady.”

I sighed. “It’s probably nothing, but even though I was stood up, I met a man.”

She rolled her hand gesturing for me to continue. “I’m sure he has a name.”

My face fell before I whispered, “Shit.”

“What?”

How could I be such a dimwit? 

“I didn’t get his name,” I whispered.

Lydia turned her head so she could give me some side-eye. “That doesn’t make sense. If you met him, how do you not know his name?”

I closed my eyes and tried to envision him again. Seeing him in my mind’s eye wasn’t that difficult, but focusing on the name printed on his leather vest was extremely difficult.

“Kenzie,” Lydia called.

I opened my eyes. “This will sound crazy, but he’s a biker. His name was right there on his vest, but I obviously didn’t commit it to memory.”

Lydia’s brows furrowed and a look crossed her face that she only got when Duane, our district manager, came to visit. After an exhale, she asked patiently, “Did this man kiss you?”

My lips tipped up of their own volition.

Her eyes widened. “I can’t believe you kissed a man and don’t even know his name!”

I sighed. “He asked for…”

I trailed off because even though he asked for my name and got my number, how could I forget to do the same?

“He asked for sex?” Lydia asked.

My head whipped up. “No! Are you crazy?”

She scoffed. “Well, you mentioned he’s a biker. Then you said ‘he asked for,’ but never finished. And I stand by my original observation, Kenzie. You looked like you got it, and good. So, if all he did was kiss you, why did you have such a dreamy expression on your face?”

I exhaled hard. “Because he’s a damn good kisser.”

“How can we spy on this guy in advance without his name?”

My brows furrowed.

“That’s the entire point of online dating, Kenzie. You can run your own recon on the bastards who message you. Then you know what you’re walking into on date night.”

I shook my head. “Whatever, Lydia. That doesn’t seem very honest of me. Researching him in advance.”

“You got a daughter. Means you, especially, have to do your homework, and you don’t want to waste your time on a jerk if you can ascertain he’s a jerk well in advance.”

My focus shifted past her and I shook my head as I remembered that huge, infectious smile of his. “He’s not a jerk.”

“Oh, Lord,” Lydia said while her head tilted back and she contemplated the ceiling.

I gave a short chuckle. My hand wrapped around hers. “I know, Lydia. I can’t know that, but at the same time, I believe in gut reactions. Something tells me he isn’t a jerk. I mean, he bought lunch for his buddy who just got engaged.”

A short laugh erupted from her. “That doesn’t make him ‘not a jerk.’ He’d be non-jerk material if he’d bought your lunch.”

I scoffed. “No way. That would’ve been presumptuous and I wouldn’t have dug it at all.”

Her head wobbled as she considered it. “You’re right. But plenty of jerks buy meals, so I don’t think you can use that as your measuring stick.”

“That’s true, but jerks don’t bite their lips.”

“What?”

“I made him bite his lip, Lydia. That’s never happened. At least not from something I did to him, but—”

A concerned look crossed her face, and I kept talking before she could interrupt.

“Even if he is a jerk, I get why you’ve been harping on me—”

“I haven’t been harping,” she muttered.

I shot her a look and she had the good grace to look contrite. 

“You’ve been kinda harping for me to put more effort into dating. So, if this goes haywire, I’ll step up my game.”

A pleased smile curled her lips, and her eyes lit up before she held out her hand, palm up. “Gimme your phone.”

“What? Why?”

Her expression turned mischievous. “Just hand it over. Unlocked, please.”

I didn’t know why I complied, but I did. She opened up my recent calls, saw the one missed from the mysterious biker and sent him a text. 

I reached out for my phone, but she pivoted on her heel. “Chill out, Kenzie. I’m just pointing out he didn’t give you his name, and asking for it so you can assign him in your contacts.”

“That’s a great idea, but I still think that text should come from, say, me!”

Lucky for me, the chime sounded, indicating the door to the bank had opened. She handed back my phone and greeted the customer.

Two hours later, I took a quick break and checked the text thread Lydia had started. 

Hey, it’s Kenzie. I realized you never gave me *your* name. That’s kinda important don’tcha think?

I rolled my eyes at Lydia putting the word ‘don’tcha’ in my mouth via text. His response made my stomach drop in a pleasant way.

Thought you saw my name on my cut, babe. ;) Since you were distracted, you got two choices. You can call me Sam or you can call me Brute like my brothers do. TTYL

Sam. He didn’t look like a man named Sam. But he most definitely looked like a ‘Brute.’ And for some reason, I especially liked that.

[image: image-placeholder]I walked up the sidewalk to the school doors where the extended-day program was housed. A chain-link fence surrounded a playground but I could see it was mainly older children outside. One of the teachers shouted for the kids to line up so they could go back inside. 

My phone rang inside my purse. I slid it out to see Caleb, my ex-husband, was calling.

“Hi, I’m picking—”

“Kenz, I don’t have much time. Got a plane to catch. I can’t take Aubrey this week. Hal turned in his resignation, and since he’s going to our biggest competitor, I have his three biggest clients and I’ve gotta make sure we retain their business.”

My brows furrowed for a moment. It wasn’t unusual for work to be divvied up when people left his firm, but it was strange he would be flying anywhere on a Friday evening. Caleb was as frugal as the day was long, though it didn’t extend to his company’s wallet. 

Saturdays were our trade-off days, in part because of Caleb’s crazy schedule and in part because Aubrey wanted it that way. One might think she shouldn’t get a say in how we handled the switch-off, but since it impacted her the most, we did what felt smoothest for her.

“When will you get back?” I asked.

He sighed. “Not certain. If my meetings go well, Wednesday. But bottom line, Kenzie, I need to switch our weeks. Can we do that or what?”

My jaw shifted so I wouldn’t grind my teeth. Caleb’s terse business tone irritated me every time. I recalled the day’s date and realized I didn’t have to work tomorrow morning, so I wouldn’t have to find someone to watch Aubrey.

“Absolutely, Caleb. Any special—”

“Great. Next Saturday then. Tell Aubrey Daddy loves her.”

With the double beep of my phone, I knew he’d hung up. Again, I fought clenching my jaw. He had a way of acting like his time was more valuable than anyone else’s and that had only intensified after our divorce. 

It would have been nice to know if he had special plans for the weekend with Aubrey, but now, I’d have to get that info from her. That drove me up the wall, because it wasn’t cool to put a six-year-old in the middle. But then, I supposed that wasn’t exactly putting her in the middle. She would certainly tell me what she’d been looking forward to about her visit with her father.

When I opened the door to the school corridor, Aubrey was wearing her backpack and sitting in a chair along the hall. She jumped up at the sight of me, her dirty blonde ponytail swinging wildly.

Mrs. Ferris, one of the teachers, sat at a desk where parents signed their children out. “We saw you walking up, and Aubrey couldn’t wait to go home, Mom.”

I smiled at my daughter and shared the smile with Mrs. Ferris. “I bet you can’t wait to go home either. It’s Friday, after all.”

Aubrey bustled up, I gave her a hug, and we went to the car.

“How was your day?” I asked, while we both buckled into our seats.

“Good, Mommy. I can’t wait to go to Daddy’s. I have so much Halloween candy left. Who called you? I saw you outside. Was it Daddy?”

I twisted in my seat to look in her gray-blue eyes. “Yeah, honey, it was. I hate to tell you this, but he’s got to go out of town suddenly. He wanted me to tell you he loves you, and he’ll see you next weekend.”

She didn’t frown, but her lips set in a way I felt her disappointment. I hated this about Caleb’s job, how the last-minute travel impacted Aubrey. And whenever I brought it up, you’d think I asked him if he could cut off his arm. But really, he had coworkers who didn’t travel as much or as far as he did. 

Caleb firmly believed Aubrey had to learn to adjust with the curveballs life threw at her. While I didn’t disagree with that, I was of a mindset to limit the number of curveballs my girl received and prevent as many as possible. 

The sound of a sniff pulled me from my rumination.

I stared at Aubrey. Her lip wasn’t quivering or anything, but I got the feeling she was going to blow.

“It’s the weekend, sweetie. Are we doing pizza or burgers?”

She shrugged, then crossed her arms. 

I amped up my smile. “Now, c’mon. I know you’re super-cool now that you’re in first grade, but I figure I got a while before you answer in shrugs.”

“I get to answer in shrugs?” she asked.

“No,” I said, dipping my chin. “But what’s it gonna be? Pizza? It’s time to go home.”

“Whatever you want, Mommy.”

I arched a brow. “You only say that when you’re up to something. What’s going on?”

“I want my Halloween candy.”

With some things I could be a stickler, and Halloween candy happened to be one of those things. Caleb wasn’t. If something could be had for free, he was all about it, and he let her stuff herself sick with candy. Every year. 

“I bet Ronnie’s eating it,” she mumbled.

My lips pressed together to contain my scoff. Caleb’s wife, Veronica, wouldn’t touch candy if a million dollars were on the line.

I put the car in gear. “Doubt that, Aubs. It’ll still be there next week. I’ll make you a deal: tell me what you want for dinner and we’ll swing by Target on the way to see if they have any candy on clearance. Or better yet, we’ll pick up cookies. Fresh cookies beat candy every time.”

In the rearview mirror, I saw her pondering that. Since my girl was no dummy, she saw logic and smiled. “Okay, Mommy. And, can we get pizza?”








Chapter 2

Assumptions Aren’t Cool


Brute





Brute left the casino debating how he would spend the evening. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d told a woman he would call her. Something about Kenzie struck him different, and it was more than her put-together banker look. He knew right off she would be more strait-laced in bed, but kissing her held the promise of a touch of wild. Not as wild as he’d been over the years, but watching Har with Stephanie, Brute could see where it was time to grow the hell up.  

As these thoughts ran through his mind, Brute noticed a man smoking and hanging around his bike. His Harley wasn’t as flashy as other brothers’ bikes, but he maintained it to the point of nearly doting, so it got its fair share of admiration. 

When the man turned toward him, Brute’s body strung tight. 

Detective Raul Tovar threw his cigarette on the pavement and stubbed it out. His eyes gleamed with banked malice. 

“Brute.” His tone was openly disgusted.

“Detective,” Brute muttered, his tone neutral.

“Know Dennizen’s talked to you and your brothers, but I don’t believe that none of you have seen Wreck. Y’all know where he is, and I’m gonna find out.”

Brute held Tovar’s eyes for a few moments. “Sorry, detective. I haven’t seen Wreck in over a year. He owes me –and my club–  money, so believe me, I’d like to find his sorry ass.”

Tovar shook his head with his eyes closed. When he stopped, he leveled his eyes at Brute. “My guess is you bastards killed Wreck… maybe even Layla, too, and they’re both buried on your property or you fed them to the gators.”

Brute fought bristling, but he couldn’t keep his chest from expanding with his anger. 

“Those are extreme accusations, Tovar. I’ll ignore you accusing us of turning on our own brother, but no way in fuck would the Riot kill a woman.”

“Even one who sold you out?”

He shook his head. “She didn’t sell us out.”

“According to her sister, she sold you and your brothers out.”

“She helped two brothers. We don’t share club business with women – the fact Wreck did should’ve tipped Layla off. But, wasn’t her who sold us out. It was Wreck and Massive.”

When the detective stepped close to him, he knew the hammer was going to drop. 

“Get smart, Vaillant. You’re the only brother in that club who has a business that can’t withstand bad publicity.”

He exhaled at the thinly-veiled threat. “I’m already smart, Tovar. Thinkin’ you need to get smart. Threatening a law-abiding citizen isn’t a good idea these days.”

Tovar shook his head. “No threats, man. Merely pointing out facts. Media would eat it up. General contractor, who’s also a biker, is a person of interest in the disappearance of his brethren, and maybe even a person of interest in a woman’s murder? They say there’s no such thing as bad publicity, but that’s a lie.”

With his parting shot, the detective sauntered across the parking garage and up a ramp to his unmarked car.

“Fuckin’ bastard,” Brute muttered.

He straddled his bike and blew out a breath to get his temper under control. The smart thing to do would be hitting the clubhouse, but as he rode out of the parking garage he steered himself to his dad’s gym. Nothing calmed his moods like a good workout.

[image: image-placeholder]The slap of the conditioning ropes against the floor finally struck a rhythm he liked, which was exactly when his dad decided to come chat. 

“Don’t let that bee in your bonnet get the better of you, boy.”

“No bee, and I don’t wear a fuckin’ bonnet, Dad.”

The familiar chuckle forced him to whip the heavy-duty ropes even harder. 

“Whatever you say, Sammy. How about you tell me what crawled up your ass then?”

“Cops.”

One of the ropes stopped because his dad wrapped his thick hand around it. “You say, ‘cops’?”

When he stopped the rope in his other hand, he grunted, “Yeah.”

“My office, son.”

He followed his dad while swinging his arms horizontally back and forth across his chest to stretch his lats. The stress was building rather than receding with the workout and his dad’s reaction didn’t help.

As soon as the door closed, Dad launched in. “What the hell do the cops want with you? For fuck’s sake, I thought you boys looked out for each other.”

“We do,” he semi-lied. He was looking out for his brothers by letting Tovar fuck with him. Keeping them out of this would protect the club. “This cop’s asking questions about a woman who was killed last year. He’s pushin’ me around because he knows I got a small business and —”

His dad nodded. “He’s putting pressure on the weakest link.”

“He thinks is the weakest link.”

With a dip of his chin, Dad gave him a stern look. “Know you’re not weak, Sam. Hell, no way I’d raise a weakling. This bastard come to the clubhouse?”

“Caught me outside the casino where Stephie works.”

Dad’s head reared back. “That’s odd. How’d he know you were there?”

Brute shook his head. That wasn’t his primary concern. “Not sure. My bike isn’t that flashy, but plenty of people know it’s mine.”

He braced when he saw his father’s hard stare. “You gotta start takin’ care of yourself, and not your brothers, Sam.”

Most of the time, his dad seemed cool with him being part of the Riot. Then he’d catch wind of certain things and his disapproval came through loud and clear. “Dad—”

“It’s been over a year since that murder. Why’s he comin’ round now?”

That also concerned Brute, because the detectives hadn’t played it this way when it was fresh, and they should have. “Bugs me, too, Dad. Especially since last year, they told us they had a line on him using his credit cards in some small towns in Georgia.”

All the brothers knew when Major and Blood –brothers from the Jacksonville chapter– took Wreck’s body, they also took his credit cards. Major had the same build as Wreck. Once he shaved his long gray beard, he’d donned a cap and went to an ATM. Wreck had been stupid enough to write his pin numbers on a scrap of paper in his wallet, so Major withdrew a modest amount of cash from Wreck’s account. After burying the body in Thomasville, they’d detoured to Valdosta, where they met Volt, the president of the Jacksonville chapter. They handed off Wreck’s credit cards. Volt, who was taking his wife and daughter to visit his mother in Tifton, Georgia, made sure to use one of the credit cards at the shop of one of his long-time buddies. 

“Somebody’s makin’ waves, is my guess,” Dad said, pulling Brute from his thoughts.

He shrugged as he considered it.

Dad shook his head. “God forbid, but you ever went missing, I’d make waves like a tsunami to get you back and get justice.”

That made sense. They hadn’t heard from Callie, Layla’s sister, in months. She would make waves, and for all they knew Wreck might have family doing the same.

“I’m sure you got nothing to worry about. Not like you killed him.”

Brute’s eyebrow jumped and he wanted to kick himself. 

“Shit,” Dad breathed.

“Had a nine millimeter pointed at Har, Dad. And every intention of using it.”

“Shit,” Dad grumbled.

His phone saved him from responding when a text came through. Seeing the message from Kenzie, he smiled bigger than he normally would from a woman’s message.

“What’s got you grinnin’?”

He looked up. “Just a minute, I’ll tell you.”

His thumbs moved over the screen at half the rate Kenzie’s had when she put in her number. He hadn’t even realized she didn’t ask for his name, and that told him she had been more flustered than she let on.

With a smirk he looked at his Dad. “Met a woman while at lunch with Har and Stephie today.”

“You meet plenty of women, Sam, but haven’t seen you grin like that in a long damn time.”

“You’re seein’ things, old man.”

“Nope, but I like what I am seein’ and I hope it goes somewhere. Me and Gina aren’t getting any younger, Sam. You’re my only hope for —”

“I know, Dad. I thought Amber was nagging her husband—”

“Wanting a baby isn’t nagging, you need to get that through your thick skull.”

He sighed. “Whatever. Sounds like she might be hope for you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t matter. She’s Gina’s daughter, not mine. I want our bloodline carried on if possible, Sam. And if you have a boy, I won’t care if he’s Samuel the third or you go a different route.”

The office phone ringing saved him from responding. He gave Dad a wave and hit the locker room.
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As much as my daughter loved Cub Scouts, I had a love-hate relationship with it. Yes, it fed her tomboy spirit in a way I never could, but why the meetings had to be on Tuesday nights, I would never know. I stood along the wall in the Sunday school room watching Aubrey sitting with the other Tiger Scouts. She was enthralled with the reinforced paper airplane they were building.

Jared, the father of another Tiger Cub Scout, sidled up to me. “You ever make such an elaborate paper airplane?”

I did a closed-lip smile, but my phone rang and I fought sighing with relief. Jared was a nice enough guy, but the attraction just wasn’t there. “Sorry, I have to take this, it might be her father,” I murmured.

“Hello,” I said as I moved toward the door.

“Wanna get a drink, babe?” a deep voice asked.

Pulling the phone from my cheek, I saw Brute’s name on display. 

I grimaced, not that he could see it. “Sorry, I’m busy tonight.”

From the corner of my eye I noticed Jared stood close. “They’re going to need your help,” he said rather loudly.

There was no doubt Brute heard him, but it was confirmed when he said, “Ah, I see. Well—”

I couldn’t help but laugh at him jumping to the wrong conclusion. “I’m at a church function,” I white-lied.

“Right,” he muttered.

Well, if the damage was done, then it wouldn’t be the first time. Dating as a single mom was daunting, to say the least. 

Anyone else, I would’ve let him have his hastily-drawn conclusions, but something compelled me to speak. “I’m at Cub Scouts with my daughter.”

He laughed. “Cub Scouts are for boys, lady. The least you could do is get—”

Now I was irritated. 

“The Boy Scouts started accepting girls a few years ago. In fact, the Girl Scouts are suing because of it, so the least you could do is take me at my word.”

Jared tapped me on my shoulder, and I looked to see Aubrey fiddling with her plane. I scurried around him, but by the time I stood next to my daughter, she’d figured out what to do.

I heard Brute chuckle. “You got spunk.”

I scoffed quietly and went into the corridor for privacy. “No, I got things going on. I don’t like when people make assumptions. I know it sounded like one thing, but it wasn’t.”

“You’re right. Assumptions aren’t cool. I apologize.”

I smiled. “I’m sorry, too. When I agreed to seeing you this week, I didn’t know my ex-husband was going to switch his week with our daughter. So, maybe Saturday or Sunday?”

He was silent for a while.

Figured.

I bit the bullet. “Or maybe not at all. I don’t normally tell men I have a child until a third or fourth date, so I get it if you need to move on—”

“Kenzie. I didn’t say any of that. Wasn’t even thinking any of that. I was debating bringing you two dinner, but I’m guessing—”

Part of me loved that idea, but all of me knew it was entirely too soon to introduce my daughter to him. “We already ate, Brute. Though I appreciate it.”

“Okay, but I was guessing it’s too soon for me to meet a female Cub Scout.”

I felt strangely relieved. 

“Right,” I whispered.

He sighed. “Can’t believe I’m gonna ask this, but could I drop by after she goes to bed?”

Oh boy. 

I wanted that, but then I reminded myself of the adage, ‘safety first.’

“That’s tempting, but maybe lunch tomorrow, instead?”

“On one condition.”

“A condition? Really?”

He chuckled. “Yeah. Wear pants. You’re fine as hell in a dress, baby, but I’m taking you to lunch and I’ll be on my bike. Weather’s supposed to be fantastic, and you ain’t livin’ right if you go everywhere in a cage.”

I nibbled my lip. “Um, won’t I need a helmet?”

He chuckled. “I’ll have you covered.”

My brows furrowed. “You will? You have an extra just—”

“You’ll wear mine, I got an older one I can use.”

“Oh,” I said. 

I could hear the smile in his voice when he said, “Tomorrow. Pants. Lunch.”

His economical way of speaking made me smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Have a good night, Kenzie.”

“You too, Sam.”

[image: image-placeholder]“Babe, lose the shoes. Time to hit the beach.”

We were sitting on the outdoor deck at an extremely popular beachside seafood restaurant overlooking the Gulf. The vision of him walking the beach was so incongruous with all that was Brute I nearly laughed. I’d somehow forgotten how big and burly he was. When he’d shown up at the bank earlier, Lydia had nearly tripped trying to get out of her office to assist him with whatever banking needs he had, but the look on her face when I announced he was there to take me to lunch made me lament not having my phone at the ready. Photographic proof of her being flummoxed would have been worth its weight in gold since she loved nosing into everyone’s business.

I blinked at him. “Are you gonna ‘lose the boots’?”

His grin was lopsided. “No. But I don’t have to spend the next five hours wearing shoes that have sand in them. Saw you’re not wearing hose or whatever. Ditch your shoes so we can walk the beach.”

After a long blink while shaking my head, I relented. Otherwise, he’d realize I wasn’t any fun at all. I slipped out of my heels and wiggled my toes reflexively.

He choked on laughter, forcing me to look at him. 

“What?”

He looked from my toes to me. “Hope you didn’t pay much for that pedicure.”

I smiled at my hot-pink and ‘frosted-sunshine’ striped toes before I looked at him. “Nope. Aubrey wanted to paint my toes, and since she’d been so bummed about the change of plans with her Dad, it was the least I could do.”

His expression turned guarded. “Her name’s Aubrey?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

He exhaled, making a strange sound as he did. Then he ambled toward the stairs. I followed, wondering if this was where things turned awkward and ultimately ended.

Before he set off down the stairs, he took my shoes from me, carrying them on two fingers, and with his other hand he grabbed mine. Then we went down to the beach, holding hands. 

My expectations to walk along the shore were dashed when he steered us in the opposite direction. We wound our way along the pilings and beams holding up the restaurant deck. His eyes kept scanning the area, and when he was satisfied nobody else was around, he faced me. Then he guided me, so my back was to one of the pilings. 

“Haven’t been able to stop thinking about kissing you again for five fuckin’ days, Zee. You mind if I kiss you?”

My runaway mouth overpowered my instinct to nod. “I’d mind more if you didn’t, Brute.”

He leaned down and his lips softly touched mine before his tongue darted out and instinctively, I opened my mouth. This kiss was just as toe-curling as our first. My fingers gripped the edges of his leather vest; he’d told me was called a cut. While I hung on for the ride, I heard something fall to the ground. I knew it was my shoes when his arms circled me, holding me closer. I made a high-pitched noise and his arms moved. One glided lower so he could squeeze my ass while the other slid higher. He moved that hand around to cup my breast and his thumb toyed with my nipple through my blouse and bra. I couldn’t disengage my hands from his cut, so I rose on my toes and pushed into his body. 

His hand at my breast came up to slide into my hair. That morning, knowing I’d be on a motorcycle, I’d put my hair into a chignon. His long, thick fingers tangled in it. Even though it was inadvertent, him pulling on the base of my hairline revved me up even further.

He broke the kiss, but trailed his lips along my jaw to my ear. “Knew you’d be fun, but fuck, Zee. I’m willing to risk public indecency, you light up like this from just my kiss.”

“Our kiss,” I corrected, my voice husky.

He leaned back enough to make eye contact. My heart skipped a beat at his devilish grin. “Right, Zee. ‘Our kiss’.”

“Why ‘Zee’?” I whispered.

He smiled. “Your name, you’re Kenzie, shortened it to Zee, baby.”

Ordinarily, I hated it when men called me ‘baby,’ but whether it was his size or his rough demeanor, there was something about Brute calling me ‘baby’ that thrilled me. I bent to grab my shoes and to hide my satisfied smile.

After I picked up my shoes, his hand wrapped around mine and he led me out from under the deck. He yanked his phone from a holder at his side, checked the time and shook his head. “Hate to say it, but if you gotta punch the clock, I gotta get you back.”

“Technically, I don’t have to punch a clock, but I do have to relieve a woman who punches the clock and is probably hungry enough to chew her arm off.”

He chuckled. “Sounds hazardous to her career if she chews her arm off. How’s she gonna key in numbers or count money?”

“You’re right, so I guess we better hurry.”

Fifteen minutes later, when Brute put the kickstand down on his bike, I dismounted as gracefully as possible. While I took off his helmet, he powered down the bike and swung off. 

I held out the helmet for him. “What are you doing? I figured you had places to go and people to see.”

He put the helmet on the seat, and before I knew what he was about, he wrapped his arms around my waist and my breasts were pressed to him. “Not right to end a date and not see you back safe to wherever you’re going, whether that’s home or work, Zee.”

I liked that so much it wasn’t funny. 

“Thanks,” I murmured. 

One arm unwrapped from me. His fingers came to my chin and he tilted my face up toward his. “You’re free this weekend, text me.”

I nodded, but his fingers didn’t budge from my chin. His eyes danced over my face before he bent and gave me a kiss that was almost as good as the one at the beach. ‘Almost’ because it was far more brief and he didn’t let his hands wander, which was disappointing, but understandable, too.

“Have a good afternoon, Kenzie.”

“You too, Sam.”








Chapter 3

Don’t Make Excuses


Kenzie





I walked into the bank with my cheeks aflame. Even though I had noticed Lydia standing outside her office like a bad sentry before I walked inside, I ignored her. Just before my foot cleared the threshold of my office, she called out, “You owe me, Whitehall!” 

I resisted whirling around to her, and stowed my purse before relieving Trisha, the teller who always took a late lunch. 

As she grabbed her phone and keys, Trisha muttered, “I don’t care if you ‘owe’ Lydia. If that man has a brother, I call dibs.”

I laughed while she left the building.

Half an hour later, one of our regular business customers trudged into the building. He ran a hot-dog cart and did surprisingly well for himself. Even though he could’ve done his transaction at the drive-thru, unless it was raining, he always came inside to deposit his cash. For some reason he liked dealing with me back when I was a counter teller, and his face lit up when he saw me at a window.

“My Wednesday’s lookin’ up!” he said, walking straight to me.

I smiled. “How can I help you today?”

He put a pile of bills down along with a deposit slip. “I need to deposit that and you can tell me why your cheeks are so rosy. It’s a good look, but I know that isn’t blush.”

I chuckled. “You’re right. I ate outside today, that’s all.”

His brow arched. “If that’s the case, you need to wear your suntan lotion.”

The teller next to me chuckled. “More like she needs a face guard.”

I nearly lost count of the money. “Sheree!”

“Well, you’re tryin’ to pull wool over Mr. Baer’s eyes.” Since she was between customers, she leaned toward us. “Kenzie rode on a motorcycle to lunch today. That’s why she’s flushed.”

Mr. Baer made a tsk-ing sound. “You better be careful, Kenzie. But a glow in your cheeks looks lovely.”

I printed his deposit receipt and he left. 

Sheree tried to ply me for information about my lunch, but Trisha returned earlier than usual and I dodged the inquisition. 

At four-thirty Caleb called. 

“I’ll be back on Friday morning. If you don’t mind, I’ll pick up Aubrey after school.”

My sigh escaped against my will. “I don’t mind,” I muttered.

“Then what’s with the sigh?”

“Sorry, it just slipped. But, I’ll notify the extended-day staff about the change.”

“Tell her teacher, instead. I’m going to pick her up in the car-rider line.”

My jaw clenched, but I unclenched it to say, “You email Mrs. Winnett about that.”

“Kenzie—”

“No, Caleb. I’m not your secretary, and my time is just as valuable as yours. It would do you good to be in contact with her first-grade teacher. I’ll tell Aubrey she gets to go home with you Friday afternoon. Is that everything?”

He paused. “What is your problem? Been a long time since you’ve gone PMS on me.”

I took in a huge breath through my mouth. 

He spoke before I could. “Whatever. I’ll contact the damn teacher.”

The tell-tale beeping made me want to hurl my phone across the room, but I tamped down the urge.

“Jesus, are you okay?” 

I looked up to see Brute filling my doorway. My smile was lackluster, I knew, but I enjoyed seeing him back here. “I will be. Just an unpleasant phone call.”

He folded his arms across his bulky chest. “Then block that number, baby. Nobody needs that shit.”

I snorted. “Would if I could, Brute. But ex-husbands aren’t people you can block, if there’s a child involved.”

He grunted. Then he came into my office and sat down. 

I checked my computer. “What are you doing? I’m supposed to have an appointment soon, so—”

“Yeah. A four-thirty appointment for a new business account. That’s me,” he said, thumping his chest with his thumb.

I laughed. “You’re for real?”

His brown eyes widened. “Damn straight, I’m for real.”

I shook my head. “Then why didn’t you just handle this at lunchtime?”

He arched a brow. “No way. I wanted your full lunch hour. We did this shit, it might infringe on my time with you.”

Feeling shy and flattered, I glanced away for a second. “So, you need a business checking account?”

He nodded. I grabbed some paperwork from a drawer and slid it in front of him. 

“Your ex always a pain in your ass?” he asked.

My lips twisted. “Not normally. He’s just… in some ways, more self-absorbed than most. But, he is dealing with some crap at work.”

His expression went skeptical. “Like all of us don’t deal with crap at work? That’s lame, and you know it.”

I nodded, and opened the right program to create his new account. Looking at him from the corner of my eye, I asked, “Do you really need a new account, or is this a ruse to spend more time with me?”

He shook his head. “I definitely need a new account. I’m with a big national bank now and they’re giving me some serious run-around. It’s complete bullshit, and it’s making it hard for me to do business even though they’re supposed to be helping with my business by providing this account. Fuckers.”

I bit back my grin, and took care of as much on the computer as I could while he filled out the forms.

With his head bent to the desk, he said, “Couldn’t help but overhear, but you’re gonna be free on Friday?”

“Yes, I should be.”

He looked up and his brown eyes caught my blue ones. “Then I’m pickin’ you up at six-thirty.”

I shook my head. “I don’t get off until six-thirty.”

He gave a low groan. “Fine. I’ll swing by your place at seven-thirty.”

I grimaced. “Maybe I should meet you somewhere.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’m being cautious.”

He shook his head. “I’m not a psycho asshole who’s gonna hurt you or force you to do a damn thing you don’t want to do.”

His eyes were intent on mine. 

I nodded. “You’re right. It’s second-nature. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I get it, but you need to get me.”

I smiled. “I’m starting to, Sam. So, Friday?”

He grinned. “Yep. Seven-thirty.” He paused and his lips got pouty while he deliberated something. Then, “Wear whatever you want. I’ll pick you up in my truck.”

[image: image-placeholder]My phone indicated I had two minutes to pick up Aubrey as I jogged up the sidewalk. Or jogged as much as possible in my strappy sandals. I flung open the door and Mrs. Ferris gave me a reluctant grin. 

“You’re in the nick of time, Mom.”

I signed Aubrey out, and on our way back to the car, I knew something was up. She didn’t say how her day was, she hardly gave me hug, and her eyes seemed a little dull. 

When we were both buckled, I watched her in the rearview mirror. “You feelin’ okay, pumpkin?”

She looked up. “Yes.”

I twisted to look in her eyes. “Then what’s wrong?”

I could see her warring with herself. Finally her little chest puffed as she took a deep breath. “Can we call Ronnie?”

I nibbled the inside of my lip for a moment. “Does this have to do with the candy?”

“No. When daddy travels, Ronnie gets lonely.”

My lips pressed together so I didn’t blurt out that Ronnie was perfectly good at filling her own time. I smiled. “You know, she’s probably working longer hours since your dad’s out of town.”

“Can you call her anyway? Please?”

She had hit me with a triple whammy: her forlorn tone, manners, and the doe eyes she’d perfected around age three.

“Fine,” I said, and with the phone on speaker, I called Veronica.

She answered on the second ring. “Don’t have time for you, Kenzie. I’m sure you know Caleb’s out of town.”

With a deep breath, I reminded myself to be the better adult. Aubrey was watching me, after all. “Yes, well, Aubrey wanted to call you. She thought you might be lonely and she—”

Veronica barked out a laugh. “I might be lonely. Out of the mouths of babes. I’ve been lonely the past ten months, and I decided to do something about it. Sorry, but I’m setting up my new apartment. Caleb’s been served papers already.” 

I quickly took the call off speaker, but by the expression on Aubrey’s face, the damage was done. 

I put the phone to my ear, and heard Veronica say, “I would love to see your daughter again, but I’m not the right person to break this news to her.”

Indeed, she was not. 

I sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that, Veronica.”

Her tone was snide when she asked, “Are you really though?”

Her snotty question gave me a vision of Chris Hemsworth, and it was the only thing keeping me from rising to her bait. “I am, actually. But, I wish you well. Goodbye.”

“What else did she say? That didn’t sound right, Mommy.”

I certainly wasn’t raising a dummy. 

“You’re right, my dear. Ronnie loved that you thought she might be lonely, but she wanted me to tell you she isn’t. She’s working tonight.” 

That last was technically true –working on setting up a new home– and I decided the first was simply something Veronica didn’t know she felt yet. 

“So, we can’t invite her over or anything tonight.”

Aubrey hung her head. “Okay.”

“Listen, pumpkin, I know you’re all hot to trot for this candy, but we’ve still got a couple cookies left. Let’s get home and polish those off.”

Facing forward, I had put my foot on the brake, when Aubrey said, “Mommy, what does ‘served papers’ mean?”

My foot slipped and I thanked God I hadn’t put the car in gear. 

I sighed. “Let’s talk about it at home.”

“They’re getting divorced, aren’t they? I heard a third grader say that papers came before divorce.”

Dammit to hell!

I shook my head. “Yes, dear. Papers come before divorces, but I don’t know if they’re getting divorced just yet. Sometimes adults work things out.”

“I want you and Daddy to work things out.”

My head hit the seat with a thud. “Pumpkin, your daddy and Ronnie might fix it. I don’t know. I know that I’m not part of that, and you need to wait until Daddy or Ronnie says something to you.”

“But I heard her say it to you.”

I turned to face her again. 

“Yes, you did, but she didn’t know we were on speakerphone. Which means you weren’t meant to hear it.”

She looked down at her lap. 

“Look at Mommy, honey.” When she looked at me, I said, “I love you very much. Daddy and Ronnie love you very much. You’re loved no matter what changes might happen, you know that, right?”

She nodded.

“Okay. You remember that.”

“All right, Mommy. But do we have to eat the pot roast tonight?”

I laughed at her question. Leave it to my girl to try finagling her way out of pot roast. “Yeah, pumpkin. We do. Food’s expensive, and besides, I whip up some mashed potatoes, you’ll love your pot roast.”

“Don’t count on it,” she mumbled, and I laughed as we drove down the road.
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I settled with my back to the headboard and made sure my glass of wine was within easy reach before I called Caleb. I hated that I had to do this, but if papers had already been served, then the least he could’ve done was give me a heads-up. Of course, that might have required his head to not be lodged up his own ass.

I shook my head to get rid of the bitchy thought.

He answered on the second ring, “Something wrong with Aubrey?”

If I said no, he’d launch into a diatribe and hang up, so I stretched things a touch. “You could say that. She knows you were served papers and that papers come before a divorce.”

“How the hell… no, why the hell did you tell her that?”

“I didn’t, Caleb. She asked me to call Ronnie because she thought her step-mom might be lonely, and Ronnie let it slip.”

“You had her on speaker?”

“Yes, but that isn’t the point. The last thing I expected was that information. If you had kept me in the loop, I might have known better than to casually call your wife, who your daughter cares about!”

The line went silent for a moment. “Yeah. Got served three weeks ago and having work accounts shuffled is more stress when I’d rather work on saving my marriage.”

“So, you’re going to try to save it?”

“Takes two for that, Kenz. Haven’t been in town much to know if Veronica is willing to try.”

I nodded. “Okay. But so you know, Aubrey’s words to me were, ‘I want you and Daddy to work it out, Mommy.’ I’m not putting that in her head. I told her you two might fix things. But, I didn’t want you to be blindsided.” Like I was, I did not say. 

He blew out a sigh. “Right. Thanks for the warning. Did you—”

“No. I just said you two might work it out and she needed to leave it until she hears something from you or Ronnie.”

“Thank you for that, Kenzie.”

I shook my head. “You’re welcome, but I did it for Aubrey. It’s not healthy for her to glom on to something that won’t happen. Anyway, I know you’re busy, so I’ll let you go. Have a safe flight home.”

I hung up before he could respond.

After a fortifying swig of wine, I pulled up my text string with Brute. My gut was to text him, but I didn’t want to scare him off. The phone buzzed in my hand, and I saw a text come up, but it was from Caleb.

Sorry for mentioning PMS earlier today. Been stressed.

I debated my response. If I left it, he’d probably call me in the morning, but at the same time I couldn’t possibly say, ‘that’s okay,’ because it damn sure wasn’t. 

With a shrug, I texted back.

I imagine. Please don’t take it out on me again. Good night.

The dots jumped around for a bit after that, but I closed out his thread and re-opened Brute’s. His insistence in his last text that I had two choices on what to call him gave me an idea. 

I just wanted to thank you for a fabulous lunch date today, Brute. One of my customers warned me to wear my sunscreen because my cheeks were so rosy. :) 

I sent that text, grinning. Then, before I lost my nerve, I tapped out my next text. 

And thank you, Sam, for bringing your business to First Bank of Biloxi. See you soon.

After I sent that message, I wished I hadn’t. Sometimes that was just the way of texting, where I second-guessed myself, but deep down I knew the last message made me look like a huge dork. And why wasn’t there some way to recall a text?

My phone rang in my hand. Brute’s name listed as the caller. “Hello?” 

“Who’s this customer?” he demanded.

I giggled. “He’s a regular.”

“He?”

I laughed. “You can’t be jealous! He’s old enough to be my father and he runs a hot dog stand. No joke.”

He chuckled. “Fine. But for the record, you do not have to thank me for my business at the bank. As long as your coworkers and other branches take care of shit, I’m more than happy to keep my money local.”

I snorted. “I’ll be sure to pass that along.”

“Your girl asleep?”

“Yeah,” I whispered.

“What are you wearing?”

My eyes slid to the side before I looked down at myself. “Uh, pajama pants and a tank top.”

When he hesitated for so long, I suspected I failed a test or something. 

“What color?” he asked, his voice sounding thicker.

“Red. Why?”

He laughed. “You know why. But I’m gonna stop there. Kissed you twice, but no way we’re ready for phone sex.”

I fell to my side with laughter. “You’re crazy.”

“That wasn’t a joke, Zee. But no way I’m gonna tell you to touch yourself when I haven’t even had the pleasure.”

My mouth went dry and I struggled to swallow. “You’re trouble.”

“Not for you, baby.”

“What are you wearing?” I blurted.

“We’re not going there,” he said.

“I know, but what are you wearing?”

“Zee.”

“Bee.”

“You drunk?”

“No. Two sips of wine does not make me drunk, but if I can be Zee, you can be Bee, sir. Now, what are you wearing?”

He huffed out a laugh. “Gym shorts, boxer briefs, no shirt, no shoes, and since you ain’t here, no damn service.”

I smiled and inhaled at the visual. “Nice,” I murmured.

“Friday will be ‘nice,’ baby. Actually, should be better than ‘nice.’”

I surely hoped so. “Why are you picking me up in your truck?”

He hummed a little before he answered. “It’ll be dark, the start of the weekend, and I don’t trust people not to hit us. Plus, I’m looking forward to seeing what you wear on a first date when you don’t have to dress for transportation.”

I laughed. “‘Dress for transportation.’ Is that how you think of it?”

“Sometimes. Not nearly as much as I used to.”

“My ex is getting divorced.”

Now why did I do that? 

The line went so silent, I rushed to speak. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It slipped.”

“No way, babe. Don’t regret sayin’ things… as long as they’re honest. You, um, sound bothered by this news. Question is, why?”

A brief grin crossed my face. “I guess I prefer him being married because the first thing out of Aubrey’s mouth was that she wanted me and Caleb to work it out. Not for him and Ronnie to work it out.”

“Ronnie?”

I smiled. “Yeah. Short for Veronica. Anyway, explains why he’s been more of a jackass than usual lately.”

“Don’t make excuses for that shit.”

Those words hit me deep. My father had died of an unexpected heart attack when I was nineteen, but the tone and the words themselves brought my father’s spirit to mind so strongly it was like I could reach out and touch him. Dad didn’t like anyone treating Mom or me like shit, and if I tried to see it from someone else’s perspective, he’d usually shut it down. 

Just like Brute had.

Wow.

My voice was croaky when I said, “I won’t.”

“You crying?”

“No,” I whispered. 

“Woman. I want to haul my ass over to you, and I don’t even know where that is. Though, you need to text me your address so I can pick you up Friday. Now, don’t lie to me. Are you crying?”

I sniffed and realized that didn’t help matters. “No. You just reminded me of my Dad, the way you said what you said, and it hit me hard.”

“Don’t you talk to your Dad?” His voice sounded like this was a big deal to him.

“I don’t, but that’s because he passed away ten years ago.”

He sighed. “Fuck. How’d we get into such heavy-ass conversation, Zee?”

I grimaced. “I don’t know, Brute, but I’m sorry it happened. Like you—”

“Don’t be sorry. I’d rather hold you when we talk about shit like this.”

My heart soared at that, but I had to bring it down to earth or it would shatter. “Well, new topic. Definitely. What would you like to discuss?”

He laughed, loud and long. And it sounded completely sincere. “You’re funny, baby. ‘What would I like to discuss!’ I’d like to discuss how I plan to fuck you, but that’s a little too forward, seein’ as we haven’t had a full first date.”

My eyes widened at his coarse words, but I shook my head. “What do you mean? What was today, if not a first date? Hell, you said it wasn’t right to end a date and not see me safe back to work earlier.”

He chuckled. “You got me there, but that’s like half a date, woman. At least in my book.”

I twisted my lips as I debated being totally blunt. 

“You’ve gone quiet.”

“Not really,” I said in a quiet voice.

“Yes, really,” he said, just as quiet.

I sighed. “Well, I don’t normally… fuck, on the second date, Sam.”

He made a humming noise of conceding the point, then, “Well, I don’t normally kiss anyone five minutes after meeting them. And you deny this, I’ll hunt you down, but every time we kiss, you light up. It’s unexpected and I like it a helluva lot.”

I liked that he thought that, but he was wrong. “I don’t really—”

“Address?”

“What?”

“What’d I say? You’re denying my words, Kenzie, and I’m hunting you down. Need to kiss you goodnight and prove your sexy ass wrong.” 

My blood raced through my veins at his words. I wanted him to come by and prove me wrong, but I knew that was a bad idea. Especially since it would prove me to be a liar. If he came by and kissed me, I’d lose control and drag him to my bed.

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry. You’re right. No need to hunt me down. Or hunt at all, really.”

He chuckled. “Those are fightin’ words, Zee.”

My brows furrowed. “You hunt?”

“Do we live in Mississippi? Of course, I fuckin’ hunt. Though, haven’t done it in five or six years, but to say there’s no need… baby, that’s just wrong.”

He really was Caleb’s opposite. 

“I’ll make a note of that. And I’ll text you my address… on Friday morning.”

He chuckled. “Chicken.”

I huffed out a laugh. “No. I’m a mother, with a little girl in the house.”

“Right,” he drawled in a way that I wished I hadn’t reminded him.

“Well, have a good night, Sam.”

“I’ll try. You sleep well, Zee.”

[image: image-placeholder]In the morning, I stood next to the microwave glaring at my daughter. She had her arms crossed while aiming a pout at the table. 

“Little miss, tell me what you want for breakfast, or it’s oatmeal. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but you need to adjust your attitude, stat.”

“I want Daddy,” she whined.

It took all my control to put the bowl down gently because I thought we’d moved past this. When she woke up this morning, she bounded into my room all sunshine and light but talking a-mile-a-minute about how great it would be when Caleb got back and maybe we could go to the beach on Saturday. After I set her straight, she went sulky, but got dressed and came out for breakfast right on time. 

Except, when I asked her what she wanted for breakfast, she ignored me.

I stirred my bowl of oatmeal. “We’re back to that, eh?” I asked, looking over my shoulder.

“Can we call Daddy?” she asked, softening the sulk.

I faced her. “Your Daddy has tons of work to do when he’s out of town, baby. You know that. What do you need to talk to him about? Can’t it wait until this evening? We can call him then.”

Her eyes lit up. “We’ll call him tonight?”

“We can try, if you have something important that can’t wait until tomorrow. He’s picking you up from school tomorrow.”

She gave me her big eyes, full of attitude. “You and Daddy getting back together is important, Mommy!”

I took my oatmeal to the table and edged it toward her in case she wanted to eat it. “Listen, girlie-girl. It’s too soon for me to tell you things like this, but Daddy and I split up for a reason. It was between me and Daddy. You were not the reason we divorced. You know, that right?”

“Yes, Mommy,” she drawled. 

I grabbed her hand. “I’m serious, honey. You aren’t the reason Daddy and I divorced. It’s important that you know that.”

She nodded. “I know, Mommy.”

I nodded back. “The thing is when two adults get married or live together and then break up, there’s a reason for it. And those reasons are different for different people, but they’re important. And when two people break up or get divorced, they should stay that way.”

She exhaled deeply and fiddled with the spoon in the oatmeal. 

I fought off my knee-jerk stress-relieving actions, like shoving my hands in my hair, tipping my head back to stare at the ceiling, or sighing too loudly. My girl knew when I was stressed, and I didn’t want to communicate that to her during this conversation.

“Do you have any questions, pumpkin?”

She picked up a spoonful of oatmeal. “No, Mommy. I’ll eat the oatmeal.”

After I re-warmed the water and made another bowl of oatmeal, I joined my girl for breakfast.
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