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Chapter 1
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Diane

Well,  here I am, another Friday, and all I'm looking forward to is getting home, taking off my bra, and reading. I have absolutely given up on the idea of going out and encouraging interaction with other humans. Especially men. Ugh, no thanks. Almost as soon as they try to drop you a line, you can tell who's going to get too drunk and be an ass. There’s the douchebag, who’s not interested in you as a woman but only in getting laid. Then there’s the guy who’s completely lying about all his accomplishments and adventures in life. 

The fact is, I don't really want to meet or get to know any man. I don't have it in me to give anything of myself to anyone. 

Who I am now couldn't be further from who I was even two years ago. I was out going and adventurous. I thrived within a group of other women that'd been with me all through our kids going up together. I had paid attention to how I looked and what I wore. Always at least made an effort to look put together. 

Now though, I'm a recluse, withdrawn, anxious. Most days I don't even look in the mirror before I walk out the door. 

I don't really talk to anyone but my kids, and all I want to do is get lost in the next romance novel. 

So, yes, all I really want to do today is just snuggle in, with my coffee, blankets, and books until Monday morning. 

With that train of thought, I juggle my purse, tumbler, and keys. Already sweating just from the walk from my car to the door. This Texas heat in August is not for the faint of heart. 

Finally, I get the door open after several attempts to fit the key in the hole while nearly dropping everything. Walking into my little townhome, in the back of a quiet cul-de-sac. The cool A/C hits my face, chilling the sweat instantly. 

Then my phone pings. Now, usually I keep it on silent and ignore anything that comes in on the weekends. But I knew this text was coming, I'd been dreading it before I even left the office.

I'd been clearing my desk at the end of the day, and packing up my purse, ready to get out of this cold ass office. When I was paged to the front.

Becky... I ignore the page and turned off my computer. It's quiet as a tomb in here; everyone is already gone for the day. I make my way, hoping I can skate past her and out the door.

"Hey, Dee! I'll text you after I leave."

Dammit, she saw me. 

"Ya, OK. But really, I have some things to do tonight; I don't know what time I'll be done." Think she believes that? 

"Uh-hu, ya laundry. Which you can do on Saturday. And you can read your sex books the rest of the weekend. You need to get out of the house and have some real sex. You're as rigid as a nun these days."  I could have flat out told her no.

But Becky is basically my only friend now, and I wouldn't be doing myself any favors by pushing her away. Not only has she been there for me during my craziness, but she has had a lot on her own personal shit platter. Besides, she's been relentless all week about going to see a  band she knows at the bar she goes to regularly. Like every other night, regularly. All week I've given the slight brush-offs and noncommittal maybes. But she wasn't having any of it.

So I know, before I even look at my phone, who just texted me.


Beks: Dee, I'm coming to pick you up! You're soooo not  getting out of going to Shetland's with me! Be ready in an  hour. And make sure you shave!

Dee: Seriously?! I never said I would go! I swear you will have to drag me out of this house by my pajamas.

Beks: Ha! Don't tempt me, bitch! Cause I will wind up those drawstrings and drag you, your slippers, and messy bun, out of that house.



I know she will too. I know she's stopped at the store and already has a White Claw in hand. 

She and I are basically the same person yet complete opposites, if that makes sense. It honestly does in our world. We can talk about anything and we get each other. She is fun and a social butterfly, and I'm... well not. I'm more like a rolly-polly hiding under the garden rocks.

Rolling my eyes and tipping my head back, I suck in a deep breath. Accepting my fate.


Dee: Fine, I'll be ready but I can't promise I'll be in a great mood. And I'm NOT GETTING DRUNK!... OR DANCING!



There I've committed to leaving the house, and I hope she's happy. UGH! 

I silence my phone so she can't hurry me along. If she's going to drag me out, she can wait until I'm ready. 

Dumping everything on the coffee table, with a deep sigh, I look around. My townhouse is small and cozy. The dining room, living room, and kitchen are all open concepts. Most of the space is taken up with an overly large lounging couch, because as a book girl, ultimate comfort while reading is a must. It's full of a variety of pillows and three throw blankets. Yes, three, in case the pillows won't cooperate and mush up under my head at the right angle. 

The kitchen is set up perfectly for baking, even though I don't do much of that anymore, but I always wanted the perfect space for it, and now I do. There's an island separating the living room and kitchen. 

My pride and joy is my coffee station, though. I meticulously picked out the tumbler, tea cups, and mugs. All matching in red, black, and white. I decided to go with separate coffee makers, one for pods and one for a full carafe. There are things you just don't get from making a single cup that brewing a whole pot gives you. The smell of coffee doesn’t fill the house with just one cup.

I take it all in, with the thought that hits me more times than I want to admit. It's quiet. 

At forty-three, I've lived a full life. Wild and crazy teen years. Then meeting the love of my life, getting married and having four children very close in age, made for chaotic twenties. Then things settled in my thirties, the kids got older and didn't require as much of my time. Life itself slowed down and I had the unfortunate ability to see my marriage wasn't as I thought. Jarrod had whisked me off my feet, a complete Prince Charming, with just the right amount of dirty deviance. He was passionate and caring, not afraid to express his love, either in words or with touch. But looking back I couldn't tell you when it stopped. 

I'd been too busy with kids, work, and the house to really notice his hugs were strained, kisses tight...and sex, while it was still as hot as always, it was afterwards that it didn't feel quite right. 

So of course I brought it up to him and expressed my feelings about it. He always reassured me that it had nothing to do with me. That he still thought I was sexy and he still wanted me. He just didn't know what was wrong,  that maybe it was just work stress and he'd figure it out. He owns a versatile contracting company, not just with construction, but in the digital world too. He started out as a building contractor, and we lived nicely on that. But he saw a need for independent contractors for other businesses like web design and human resources. It really became too much for him to imagine all of it alone. So he opened other departments for those to be managed by others besides him. His real knowledge is home construction, and that took up most of his time. 

So he was stressed...a lot.

I had trusted him and taken him at his word, I just dealt with it for several years. 

I know I'm not ugly and most days I'd check myself out in the mirror and think, You're holding up pretty good for your age, old girl. But continuously being brushed off or flat out turned down can sure bruise an ego, let me tell you. 

No matter what our physical interactions were, we had always been best friends above everything else. We worked on every project around the house, doing everything together. I loved him so intensely that I never anticipated it. I never would have imagined something so clichéd would have happened. Something that still makes me want to both gag and laugh. 

She happened. 

Jules. A twenty-something bombshell, who is a YouTuber and TikTok creator. 

She dropped out of the sky like an H Bomb.

Being the general contractor on her new house, they spent a lot of time together. Then after six months and the completion of her house... he wasn't ready to stop seeing her. 

He called it, folded his hand on us. Time of death 1 year, seven months, and thirteen days ago. 

He told me he just couldn't see himself with me as his wife in the future anymore. 

Shocked is putting it mildly, then denial. I could not, at all, wrap my head around facing the rest of my life without him. He adamantly insisted it wasn't planned, he hadn’t been looking for anything when e met her. But when it came time to walk away from her, he couldn't. 

His exact words were, "I don't know that I love her, but I'm not ready to walk away yet." My thought was immediate and flew out of my mouth without holding back "But you can walk away from 21 years of marriage? What The Fuck Jarrod?!”... then I lost it. I'm not proud of the amount of crazy that spilled out of me at that moment. And I'm really not crazy. Well, I'm a normal chick crazy, just not the dangerously insane kind. But there for a minute I thought that that might just tip me over the edge.

In the end, I was able to keep it civil, and to his credit, through the whole divorce, he was genuinely supportive and apologetic. He wanted to give me everything he could, but I refused. He wanted to give me the house, but I couldn't live there after all the memories of us. So we sold it and split the difference. To compensate for that, he claimed he couldn’t have made his company as successful as he did if I hadn’t been such a big support system, and gave me shares of his company... which I sold for a nice chunk of change. And bought this townhouse outright. 

It took only two months. 

And then it was over. 

My life in tatters.

I can still hear his voice the day we finalized the divorce.

Completely sincere, he said, "You know I never meant to hurt you, Diane. I will always be here if you need anything. I'm always going to have a place in my heart for you, just not as a couple." 

When I didn't say anything, he turned and walked away. I didn't know what he expected from me. But keeping in contact with him was definitely a no-go for me. The kids were grown, they didn't need us to interact. That was the last time I'd seen him face to face.

When I walked into this place, I tried to claim my life as my own moving forward. I tried to keep a positive outlook. It's my space, completely mine. But it didn't take long for it to set in... it's quiet, no more jokes about stupid nonsense. No random butt slaps when I bend down to get something out of the freezer. No elephant truck shenanigans getting out of the shower. 

I've missed him, missed my best friend. No matter what face I put out to the world, he knew the real me. At home with my awkward weirdness, I didn't have to try and put on a show. I didn't have to watch what I said, and he didn't either; we got each other. We were both closet nerds, and no one knew that but us.

Pathetically, I'm still holding on to hope that he'll realize he made a mistake. That a twenty-six-year-old is fun for a while, but it will fizzle out. Chalk it up to a midlife crisis. Maybe I can just overlook it all in the end if he comes back...

"Pathetic, Diane." I say out loud to no one. "Let it go, let him go." 

I guess I need to get ready. I swipe up my keys off the coffee table, with yet another sigh, and hang them up in the kitchen. I grab my phone to find a playlist to pump me up for going out. I may not be looking forward to this, but maybe I can push this sour taste out of my mouth about it. 

~
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After a nice long, hot shower and singing my head off, I'm feeling a little lighter. I’ve overcome the oppressive silence and filled it with my favorite jams. I’ll probably start leaving my TV on or find a live YouTube background with music to prevent an empty house from getting to me when I get home. 

See, there, problem-solving is my specialty. 

Smiling at my own cleverness, I wrap my towel around me and wipe the fog off the mirror, digging through drawers, and deciding on my makeup options. Which isn't much. I'm not a contouring and foundation kind of girl. Minimal effort is my game, the extent is mascara... and maybe Chapstick. But tonight I'm going out, so we'll throw on some eyeliner and lip gloss. 

I start combing through my long chestnut hair, adding some mousse. Dancing and jamming to my playlist, when the song changes right as I'm about to belt out my favorite part. What the hell?!

I lean back, peeking out of the bathroom door, and there's Becky, lounging against the headboard of my bed, with my phone in her hands...skipping songs on my playlist. 

"Beks! You scared the shit out of me!"

Not even looking up from my phone, she says, "Your taste in music is all over the place. How do you even know what's coming next? "

I guess we're expanding our friendship and squashing personal space. I ask, "What are you doing here so early? You gave me an hour. “

She looks at the foot of the bed where there is a cropped tank top and a high-waisted skirt. On the floor are my cowboy boots and socks. Of course, she's taken it upon herself to find my outfit. At least she left my underwear drawer alone. Giving her my best The Rock eyebrow I can, and pointing at the clothes. "What about my attitude on going out gives you the impression I wanna dress up?”

She shrugs, tossing my phone. "I knew if I left it up to you, you'd wear the same jeans you wore to work with a different top. Honestly, I was surprised to see you'd taken a shower." Then she smirks at me, letting me know she heard me singing. "And judging by your enthusiastic singing, you're not too bummed about me ‘dragging you out’ as you were making me think you were. Besides, it's not like I picked something you wouldn't wear. Or bought something of mine." 

Right, like I could wear anything of hers. She's like a foot taller than me, and all legs. When I said we're complete opposites, it's exactly that. She's like 5 '10”, blonde, with an easy smile and very witty. While I'm 4 '11 ", brunette, usually staring out into space, with resting bitch face until I catch myself and fix my face. She can wear all kinds of cute dresses, while every dress I try on is always too long and looks like a kid playing dress-up in her mom's closet. I also tend to be on the thicker than a Snickers side of body shapes. So I stick to my wheelhouse of jeans and boots. 

I look at the clothes then back to her, trying to convey my displeasure. When she just sighs, running her fingers through her curls. "Look Dee, I know we've just started trying out this outside-of-work friendship. But it's not like I haven't known you for ten years. Or watched what you've gone through. I get you're still hurting and settling into your new life. But you need to get out of this house. Shake off the funk, ya know? The same thing you told me when Will and I split up." She gives me her look, the momma bear coming out. "You need to put yourself out there. Have fun with someone new, make a friend. Or some friends. You don't have to get in a relationship, just don't let him be the only one that gets to be happy." 

Well shit...

When you get slapped in the face with the truth, you can't help but relent a little. I sigh “OK, fine. You're right, practice what you preach and all that. Thanks Beks, honestly, I don't know where I'd be if I hadn't had you, and your bossy attitude through all this."  I smile at her, because I know she's right. It's just hard thinking about talking to guys. On a good day, I can hold a great conversation with normal-looking guys. On a bad one, I'm just quiet and get a little overwhelmed. But man, put me in front of a guy I like? Or even worse, someone really attractive, and well, you can just forget it, completely worthless in a conversation. I can barely string a sentence together. Sweaty hands, fidgety, and tugging on my clothes like they're trying to strangle me. God, don't even get me started on thinking about sex with someone new.  I hadn't been naked in front of anyone but Jarrod in over twenty years. And even then, most of the time, it was just such a normal thing, he wasn't even acknowledging that I was naked. Nope, I can't go there. 

I finish my hair and makeup, pleasantly surprised with the look, and walk out to give what Beks picked out a try. 

It is a cute outfit, and the look of the flowing crop top and the tight-fitted waist on the skirt shows off my boob-to-waist ratio. At least she pulled out my cowboy boots.

Hair curled, outfit on, and walking out the door, I feel confident. "We'll take my car," Beks says as she throws her arm around my shoulder, effectively distracting me, while she picks my phone out of my hand. “No, ma'am, this is not going to be your crutch for the night." Man, she is in full HR boss mode tonight. Why am I letting her get away with it? 

I laugh at her. "You are really making me pick my battles tonight, young lady. We haven't even left the house. And you are not keeping my phone. What if I meet someone and need to exchange numbers? Hmmm?" 

Giving me the side eye, she replies. "Guess you'll have to do it the old-fashioned way, cocktail napkin style. Besides, I'm leaving both our phones in the car. No selfies, no distractions. I'm determined to break you out of your shell and get you to let loose. You can't do that sitting at the bar on your phone." How she knew that was my plan, I have no idea, but she had just officially ruined my night. “You'll be fine,” she says as we get in her car. 

Pulling up to Shetland's, I notice it's pretty busy tonight. I've been here a couple of times, but never on a weekend and never for very long. With our boots clicking across the parking lot, I notice there's a line at the door. "Hey Beks, how long do you usually have to wait in line?" Thinking maybe this is my out and I can catch an Uber home. 

No such luck.

Smirking, she says, "I don't." As we walk up to the bouncer, who smiles at her and opens the door. She smiles brightly at him. "Thanks, Theo. Have a good night." 

His smile grows even more. "You too, Sunshine." He nods to me as I walk past. I look back at him, and he's still checking her out. He's pretty good-looking, with slightly long Blonde hair, sharp eyes, and a lopsided smile. A dusting of a 5 o'clock shadow. Definitely has the bouncer build going on. "He's still watching you." I shout-whisper to her. "Why have I not heard you talk about him before?”

Looking straight ahead, "We've never really talked. Ya he’s hot. But neither of us has ever made an effort to get to know each other." Finally, she looks back at him, the look has interest, but there is also irritation. "Plus, he's always got a flock hanging around him when they reach capacity and he posts up on a stool by the door. I'm not into having to fight for attention. If he was really that interested, he'd make the effort.”

"Ah, ya, I can see your hang-up." I'm not the type to chase a guy who'd rather have a bunch of hanger-ons either. 

Looking around, as we walk up to the bar, I notice the lights are dimmer than other times I'd been here. The bar is already crowded. Waiting to get room to order a drink, my eyes wander, scooping out the scene. It's a big place, with a mix of country and classic rock background music. With a mish-mash of decor, neon lights, street signs, and band photos. There's an old jukebox in the corner by the door, and a row of pool tables. On the right wall is the bar extending the whole length of the building. To the left are lots of high-top tables and barstools, and along the far wall, behind the tables, are booths. But front and center of the building is a big stage with a dance floor.

Beks nudges me, pointing towards the stage, where I see a group of guys looking like they're setting up equipment. "That's the band. I actually went to high school with Rodney, the drummer.”

Huh, well that's cool. 

Just by looking at them, I can't tell what kind of music they'll be playing. They’re all in black fitted t-shirts, jeans, and boots. "What do they play?" 

“Mostly classic rock, country, and a little Irish folk. Sometimes they have a little fun and throw in some '80s songs. They play a little bit of everything. I thought that would be right up your alley for music." 

Well, she's not wrong. That sounds like my kind of band. Finally, it's our turn at the bar. I look at Beks and start to order a soda. She immediately narrows her eyes, daring me to try skipping alcohol. So I relent and get a whiskey, a tall glass with a handful of cherries, and a splash of Coke. Yes, if I'm going to drink, I'm doing it right. I might only sip on that one drink all night, but I'm making it a good one. 

The place isn’t very crowded, but it’s loud with laughter and people singing to the song on the jukebox. It has a boisterous atmosphere. Something I am totally not used to and reaching way outside my comfort zone.

Drink in hand, we make it to a table. I eye the booths, hoping for an empty one, because well, little legs. Hopping up onto a tall barstool is hard enough without wearing a skirt or adding alcohol. Maybe I should go to the restroom before drinking so I won't have to get up for a while. 

I tell Becky, who stays to hold down the table for us, and head to the back beside the bar where the restrooms are. I literally am stopped in my tracks. There waiting at the bar is Jules. Holding my breath, I look around to see if Jarrod is here with her. I feel my heart pounding in my ears and a cold sweat breaks across my skin. I’m back in the meditation room for our divorce. Hearing him establish terms to the lawyers. Me just sitting here trying not to take anything.

Luckily, I don't see him anywhere, so I scurry past her. Getting to the ladies' room, I lean on the sink, bracing myself. This is why I don't go out: the fear of seeing them as a happy couple when I haven't moved on. "Get it together, Diane. It's been over a year."  Staring at myself in the mirror, I can see what I feel... eyes misting, cheeks flushed, and my pulse in my throat going a mile a minute. Choking down a couple of breaths, I push off the sink and use the restroom. Without looking in the mirror again, I wash my hands and head back out to the table. Reminding myself not to look in her direction. But of course, that's exactly where my eyes go. 

Jules is no longer at the bar, thank God. But sitting at the end, nearly in my way, is a guy on a stool. He’s casually leaned back, arms crossed, watching the baseball game on one of the screens. From his profile, I can tell he's a good-looking guy. He has short, dark hair under a ball cap turned backwards, and a full bottom lip. There's a short goatee, but his strong jaw has stubble from probably a few days' growth. And damn, his shoulders are stretching that shirt within an inch of its life. He must be pretty tall because the length of his legs under the bar is taking up a lot of space. 

I realize I've been standing there staring like a creep, and I go to walk around him. But as soon as I move, he turns his head, and holy hell! He's even more gorgeous, fully facing me. I try to play it cool and start walking. Behind him, I was close enough for his scent to hit me, a mild cologne that's dark and sensual, like bourbon and sandalwood with something else earthy. It reminds me of a late-night bonfire in the woods. My senses drink him in. Making my heart rate  kick up to pounding in my ears again. As I pass, I can feel his energy radiating off him with a pulse, a living, breathing entity all on its own, sensing me. I can barely keep myself from looking back at him. But I can feel his eyes on me all the way back to the table. 

Geez, what an event just going to the restroom! I am going to plant my ass right here the rest of the night. 

After that whole ordeal, sitting with my friend, laughing about work and our office antics, I feel myself actually start to unwind. I like the atmosphere here. The low light calms some of my anxiety from being around so many people.

I'm trying my best to forget Jules is here, probably with Jarrod. I can't help my eyes from wandering around the room, looking at all the tables. As much as I don't want to see them. I feel like if I know where they are, I can avoid them. But I also don't know if I could stomach seeing them together at all. He had thankfully kept her away during the whole divorce process, so I wasn't subjected to it. And I've stayed off his socials ever since. 

I am also trying not to look over at the guy at the bar. That kind of guy...ya, out of my league. Hot guys like that go for the Jules type. And I'm back to Jules... ugh! I start drinking more than little sips of my drink. The whiskey  warming me up a bit when the band gets on stage. Beks grabs my hand and drags me onto the crowded dance floor.

I was not ready for this.

​
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Chapter 2
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Jake

I really didn't want to come out here tonight, it'd been a long, hot ass week.  But my best friend convinced me to come have a beer and watch the game. Really I'd planned on cranking up the A/C, planting my ass on the couch all weekend. Being in the construction business in Texas during the summer sucks all the life out of you.

I started my business when I got tired of all the lazy foremen getting the credit for my back-breaking work. Only to then catch shit for their mistakes. Ya, they can fuck all the way off. It took several years of not only running the business side but doing the labor too before I was settled in enough to hire my own crew. Then several more years of gaining notoriety within the general contractors' circles to become a reputable service. Commercial and Residential Plumbing is cutthroat to say the least. The last couple of years I've been able to just hop from job site to job site checking in with MY foremen making sure schedules are on track. I still get on my tools when I want to, but the older I get, the less I'm inclined to crawl into an attic in August. But this week, I had to fire one guy, who came to the site drunk, and two more guys decided to no-show. So I had to pick up the slack on tools and the shovel. To say I'm sore and tired is an understatement. I had really just wanted to relax at home.

The bar is already getting crowded, and I don't see Billy yet. If he's too much later, I might just go back to the house. On the plus side, there's a new band playing, so it's drawn all kinds of women out. It's been a while since I had any company. Earlier, there was a hot blonde standing at the bar when I walked up. She'd been the plastic type, fake everything, but if you're only looking at it for the night, it's not bad. Then her boyfriend walked up to her, and they made their way to a seat. He looked familiar, but I never saw his whole face, so I'm not sure.

Then there was that tiny little thing that walked out of the bathroom. I'd been engrossed in the game until I caught movement out of the corner of my eye when she walked out. She'd stood there for a bit before she started walking. But as soon as I turned my head to make sure she had enough room to get through, I caught her eyes. And damn she was cute. Long chestnut hair, short, very short, she couldn't have been but five feet. Even as she walked behind me, there was an awareness of her, like I could feel her acknowledging me without even looking. As she made her way back into my line of sight, with her back to me. I turned my head to look my fill, and fuck me. Her skirt hugged an ass and thighs that would make any man's mouth water. My eyes followed her all the way to a table near the dance floor. 

And what do you know, there was no guy at the table. Nope, but another chick was there waiting. Another chick who happened to catch me staring. Perfect timing. Billy walked up, so I could play off being caught. 

I nurse my beer, trying to decide if I want to go talk to the chestnut-haired beauty or keep watching the game. 

"Aw! Come on! He was safe!"  Billy yells at the screen. "They're fucking blind out there tonight." I chuckle at him under my breath. Normally I'm right there with him cussing the umpire, but tonight my eyes keep wandering over to that table. 

She hasn't looked over my way once, maybe I should forget it. She probably has someone and is just out for the night. I'm not conceited or anything, but I never really have a problem catching a woman's attention if I want it. 

I must have been staring too long because Billy turns around to see where my attention is. A sly smile spreads across his face and he takes a sip of his beer. He looks at me then back at her. "Uh-ho, Jake's conquest of the night." I don't bother looking at him; he knows the game. I shrug,"Maybe, I haven't decided yet." He's staring at her again, and for some reason, I want to take his attention off her. "Well, if you don't, I will. She's got the whole cute and sexy librarian thing going on." Shit, he's practically drooling over her. 

Well, that decides it. "I'm waiting till the band comes on to ask her to dance." Why did that come out more as a growl? Like a wolf drawing a line in its territory. He shakes his head at me, laughing. “Alright, man, I get it, eyes on the game." But I catch the side eye he throws my way.

Trying to focus on the conversation, all I manage is a string of yeps and uh-hus. I notice she keeps glancing around at different tables, plucking at her skirt, tugging on her tank top, completely unaware of her nervous tick. But I drink it all in, like I'm getting to know her just by watching. She wears every thought through brief expressions that flit across her face without trying to conceal them. Even from across the crowded bar, I can see she didn't really want to be here. I smile, thinking, well, that makes two of us little one. 

I see the band getting up on the stage. Right as I'm about to get up and go talk to the woman who's had my attention the better half of the evening. Her friend stands, grabbing her hand and ushering her to the dance floor. I stop my pursuit because it struck me as comical, the difference between the two. The tall blonde was practically dragging the tiny brunette. They make it out onto the floor, the tall one spins her friend, making her laugh. And again in the span of only seconds. I've been stopped dead in my tracks. Because her face completely lights up with that laugh, like the sun is shining down on only her. My eyes stay trained on the beauty of her causing a trill to run through my body. Yeah, this one is special.

I see another guy zero in on the two women and start walking their way. 

Hell no! 

I don't know who he's after, but I'm not giving him a chance to talk to her. He's almost there, but I make it there first. "Mind if I cut in?"  The blonde looks at me and smirks. I forgot she caught me staring earlier. "Sure! Have fun, Dee!" As she spins her into my arms. The petite woman looks up at me with wide eyes. As her friend spins herself right into the other guy's arms and just starts dancing without giving him a chance to decline.

Laughing, I say, "Your friend is something else." 

I can tell she's still thrown off because she barely mumbles, "You don't know the half of it." But her little hand lands in mine. The softness of hers in contrast to the callouses on mine feels amazing.

"I'm Jake. I noticed you earlier when you walked through the bar." She tenses, her body nearly coils in on herself, like she's uncomfortable about the idea of being noticed. Noted, she doesn’t like attention. I don’t like it, I want her to be comfortable with me. So I move on hoping she relaxes. "The band seems good. Have you heard of them before?” And she does, her hand loosens in mine and I feel my body relax right along with her. Like my emotions are connected to hers. I really don’t know what’s going on but it’s a crazy feeling. This instant awareness of someone.

"No, but my friend went to school with the drummer. I'm pretty sure she's like a groupie or something." There is an airy chuckle that follows. She looks up at me, and her cheeks immediately turn pink enough to see even in the dimmed lights. The reddening around her eye brings out green that makes them shine. I'm not sure what she's embarrassed about, but it's cute as hell. Too often I pick up overly confident women, the ones who know they look good and don't let you forget it. This quiet little thing with a hint of self-consciousness is refreshing. I smile down at her, thinking about how small she feels in my arms. How her soft hand is swallowed within mine. I spin her out and back, pulling her a little closer than before. Now, from time to time, our thighs brush, sending sparks straight to my cock. 

Calm down, fucker, we just started dancing. 

As we shuffle around the floor, I have to put a little more distance between us so she doesn't notice the semi I'm sporting. 

I can tell the song is winding down, but I'm not ready to let her go. "You up for another song after this one? You're pretty easy to dance with." Internally curse myself, hoping the compliment doesn't make her uncomfortable enough to turn me down. 

She's still smiling at me when she says, "Sure, I haven't danced in..." The smile drops, as a shadow of some emotion crosses her face. Sadness? Uncertainty? She recovers quickly though, and finishes her thought, "in a really long time." That look on her face doesn't belong there; it makes me want to pull her closer in comfort. 

Whaaaat the hell?

I don't even know this woman, and my instincts are kicking in to comfort her? Maybe this wasn't a good idea. It’s not that I’m opposed to having an emotional connection, it's just... not normal. And I don’t know what to do with it really.

The song finishes, and the next kicks up the pace a bit. I'm relieved; with my internal conflict, I need a distraction. 

I pull her closer and spin us around the floor, with several slick moves I've perfected over the years. She follows smoothly, clinging to my shoulder, ready for me to guide her. The band picks up the pace again, turning into almost an Irish jig. We're already breathless when I say, "Get ready for a hop!" She nods and smiles brightly as I turn us again, and we hop together. Now she's laughing as we flow over the dance floor. Threading through other couples.

There you go, little one, let it all go. 

Both of us laughing, trying to keep up with the band, has her stepping on my boots a couple of times, but I hardly notice. 

Damn, she's fun; guess coming out tonight wasn't such a bad idea. 

Then the song ends. We're both laughing, out of breath, and in need of a drink. 

Perfect, I hope I can get her to loosen up some more. 

"Want to go to the bar, and I'll order you a drink?" I shout over the next song. She's fanning her face and holding up her hair in an attempt to cool off. The stage light making her eyes twinkle

“God, yes, thank you!" I don't take my hand from her, I let it stay right at the small of her back as we make our way off the floor. It's cooler over by the bar now that everyone is up by the stage listening to the band. I see Billy further down. He holds his glass up in a nod that he'll see me later before he throws it back and leaves. A flash of worry hits me, but I know he wouldn’t drive if he’s had too much. 

I pull a stool out for her, and the cuteness just keeps coming.  Trying to hold her skirt down and holding the bar to steady herself for climbing up onto the seat. I watch in fascination, trying not to laugh. It's like watching a toddler get into a high chair. The humor of it isn’t lost on me when I easily slide a stool under me and just sit. "That must be nice." I almost didn't catch what she said, and I can't help the laugh that escaped me. "I'm sorry I didn't mean to laugh.”

“Oh, no, it's fine. I'd totally laugh if I were you. I can only imagine what my struggle looks like." She throws a shy little smile my way. "Little people problems." With a shoulder shrug, she continues, "I don't know why all bars have to have all these high tables and stools. And only a few booths.

Still chuckling, I turn sideways on the stool to look at her. Damn, I never even thought about that, "Well, most people are not vertically challenged.”

She gives a fake shocked gasp. But she's laughing and going along with it. "I can't believe you just said that!That'll cost you 2 drinks, sir." Sir? Huh... stop it, you haven't even bought her a drink yet. 

"You got it, Little One. What would you like for your first drink?”

Now she's looking at me with an actual shocked expression. Then I realized I just called her Little One. A pet name that just rolled off my tongue so naturally I didn't even think about it. Clearing my throat,"You never actually gave me your name." Good cover, man. 

"Ooh, right, yeah, it's Diane, most of the time it's just Dee though." I hold out my hand for her to take, and when she does, I give it a gentle squeeze. Laying the charm on thick, I slide my tongue along my bottom lip. "Jake ... in case you didn't hear earlier while the band was playing." She looks down at our hands and up at me with that smile. I guess she liked that. And again, my brain must have blanked because I never let go of her hand. Slipping my hand from hers, I wave the bartender down. "Whiskey, rocks." I look to her for her drink. She looks like she's debating, then an extended blink, as if she's made a big decision. "Whiskey, tall glass with a handful of cherries and a splash of Coke." Well, the lady knows what she likes. 

“Sorry, I wasn't going to drink tonight, but I'm actually having fun...soooo, why not?”

"Why not, indeed." INDEED?! What the hell, man?!

This girl just says whatever pops into her head, and it's causing me to follow up with shit like that? She's so different from most women I pick up for the night. They play the game as good as most men here, if not better. Like her friend, now that I think about it, I've seen her here before. Not this sweet little thing though, there's an innocent air about her that really has my baser instincts flaring to life. Territorial, dominating, protective. Normally, I don't wade in the waters of the relationship pool, I've had enough on my plate over the years. So it's throwing me off being actually interested in hearing what she's going to say next. 

The bartender saves me by bringing our drinks. I slide hers over and pick up mine. I hold it in the air, "To drinking when we weren't going to." Laughing, she clinks our glasses and takes the straw between her lips for a sip. And I'm caught up watching her pink tongue flick out briefly. But then something happens, as she's taking a drink, she freezes. Like her whole body seizes up, as she stares behind me. "Are you ok?”
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Chapter 3
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Diane 

I barely hear him over the whooshing in my ears. “-you okay?" I finish my sip, which I immediately want to vomit up. The first emotion that hits me is anger. Behind him are Jules and Jarrod, arms hooked around each other, laughing at something unknown to me. Seeing them together hits me harder than I even imagined. The pounding is back in my ears, breath catching in my throat. They look so good together... I hate it! I hate to even think we didn't look that good. The perfect elegance of her, his roguish charm. I blink and look at Jake, not really seeing him. "Hey, you good?" He asks again, placing his hand on the side of my thigh and the second emotion sinks in, immense sadness. Because I see now, I see what he wanted, and I see why it wasn't me. 

"Oh, uh, ya..." he goes to look behind him right as Jarrod looks up at me. Recognition flitting across his face. Then he frowns, looking down at Jake’s hand on my thigh. That’s when the third one hits like a sledgehammer, panic. I grab Jake's shirt, pulling him to me, and into a kiss. Oh god, what am I doing?!  

At first, he's as shocked as I am, lips stiff, body pulled half of the stool. But to my surprise, he recovers as fast as I grabbed him, then he loosens and quickly slips a hand under me, pulling my stool to him without breaking the kiss. Closer now it's not as awkward, and his hand slips to my hip, sliding me to the edge of my seat. I've still got one hand clinging to his shirt and the other goes to his thigh for balance. And I feel the muscle flex as he scoots up on his stool to get closer, sliding his other thigh between mine. His other hand goes to the base of my head, and  his fingers slip into my hair, gently tugging. Causing my mind blanks out. He deepens the kiss, demanding I open for him. I can't help the whimper that crawls up my throat. As he slides in his tongue, he answers with a muted growl of his own. His goatee brushes my skin, and suddenly I'm hyper aware of every point of contact. His big warm hand on my hip, the other going between rubbing my head and tugging my hair. It feels so good.

Oh my god! 

My body instinctively responds to his dominant presence. Heat pools up my spine, my belly tightening in anticipation. His hand on my hip grips tighter, pulling me even closer, so close I'm practically in his lap. His knee fits perfectly between my legs, almost to the apex of my thighs, just far enough from me that I want to shift the rest of the way to feel him there. Gain some of the friction my body seeks.

The need pulsing through my body has my core clenching around nothing, the unexpected tease of it making me wet.

I feel his tongue on my bottom lip with a quick flick before he glides back in, taking control of my mouth. I'm lost in this kiss, I can't get enough. I'm clinging to him like a raft in the ocean. Too soon, I feel him pulling back, lightly dragging his teeth, taking my bottom lip with him, and one last flick of his tongue. 

My body leans forward, chasing his lips, wanting more.

My pulse is flying. 

When I open my eyes, I see the heated look in my own reflect back at me. We stare at each other, and everyone is gone in the building besides us. Not even Jules and Jarrod in the background can touch us. I realize he's waiting for me, waiting for something. A green light? A reaction, anything.

Shit! This is where I make it weird. 

I don't know what to do. I don't do hookups, one-night stands, nothing. I've been all but celibate for over a year and a half. 

Dammit, Diane, do something! Say something! 

"I'm sorry." Smooth Dee, really smooth. 

He quirks an eyebrow, but remains silent. My heart rate is dropping, my skin cooling, but before I can think clearly I say something else stupid, "I'm really sorry." Looking down at my hand, pulling at my skirt, then plucking at my tank top. 

Ok dumb ass, you're done talking. But thank God this guy's a gentleman, picking up on my embarrassment. He ducks down, eyes catching mine as he tucks a stray hair behind my ear, then tipping my chin up to meet him face on. "Don't you apologize for that. I should be thanking you." Damn, his voice is growly. Obviously as turned on as I am. That kiss was beyond incredible.

Giving me a minute to gather myself, he picks up his drink, taking a large swig. I grab mine too, taking a deep breath before putting the straw to my lips. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shift in his seat and pull on his pant leg. Of course, my eyes dropped. 

Oh, oh shit. 

I blink, eyes wide at what I see. Looking back up, I see him giving me a sexy as hell grin. "Like I said, I should be thanking you." See now, here's where someone like Beks would have a cute, witty comeback. I, however, turn 50 shades of red and can't think of a damn thing to say. Saving me yet again, he holds up the one-sided conversation. "Now that everyone has their brains back online. Wanna fill me in on where that came from?" Looking past him, I see they're gone, and ever the observant one. He follows my line of sight. But no one is there. He sighs, "Ah, okay. I don't know anything about you. But I don't see you being the type to try and make someone jealous. So I'm going to hazard a guess that you saw someone you didn't want to see and panicked." Got it in one, buddy. 

Spinning my glass, tracing the condensation. I sigh. This is not what a guy wants to talk about after a kiss like that. He was most likely hoping I’d want to go home with him. I take a long pull of my drink, liquid courage and all that. "My ex-husband and the woman he left me for." He just stares at me, not blinking a look of shock on his handsome face. I can't tell if he wants me to keep talking or what, so I do.

"It was over a year and a half ago. I was blindsided. And then it was all over and finalized within a couple of months. This is like only the third time Beks has gotten me out of the house since then. I don't really go anywhere. I mostly just stay at home and read. But she talked me into coming out tonight. And of course the reason I don’t go out really happened. I’ve avoided him for over a year. That’s the first time I’ve seen him since we finalized the divorce.” Okay so I guess I’m just going to ramble to a complete stranger that only wanted to pick me up for the night. Gathering my confidence, I look away from my drink and back at him. Now he's staring at his drink, tongue at the corner of his mouth like he's thinking. Great, the first guy I've actually talked to and had a good time with, and I've ruined it. 

"Hey look, I'm good, no worries, I totally get it, it's baggage, a guy like you doesn't need or want to deal with all that. You came out tonight for a good time...yeah it’s all good, have a good night.”

Just walk away, Dee, shut up, and walk away. I start to slide off the stool. Ready to call it a night, see if Becky is ready to go home. If not, I'll just get my phone out of her car and get an Uber.

My feet hit the floor, and as I turn around for my drink, his hand reaches out, taking my hip and stopping me. "No." 

But he doesn't say anything else. That's it ... just no? 

I leave my drink on the bar, with his fingers barely putting pressure on my hip to turn me back to him. The other hand touches my back, slowly pulling me between his knees. The air in my lungs catch. “No?" Once he has me situated where he wants me, he's settled both hands on my hips, holding me firmly in place. I feel protected here, safe like he could make the rest of the world disappear for me, just to make me feel better.

"Ya, no. Don't think you can call the shots here. Thinking you're giving me an out in an awkward moment. When you don't know me or if I even want that out. The truth is, I was talked into coming out tonight, too.” He gives me a knowing look, like he knows I was too. "I had planned on watching the game on my couch, in my boxers, with all the beer I want." I can't help the snort-giggle that pops out, and I bite my lip to try and stop it. He takes his hand off my hip to use his thumb to pull it from my teeth. "Another truth, the moment I saw you walk past me, I forgot all about going home. I had to talk to you. Dance with you. So, I get it. That whole thing was shitty. But I liked that kiss. A lot. So I’d like you to stay. I’d like to get to know you.” 
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