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      Dedication: To my Phoobs, through our ups and downs, through good times and bad, you’re the person I want by my side. Love you.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      “ATF, get your wallets ready!” The DJ’s voice booms through the club, letting me know I better get my ass out there. “Because up next is your all-time favorite, Birdie!”

      Even backstage, the whoops and hollers drown out all other sounds as men pull out fresh stacks of cash.

      This job is literally the definition of same shit, different day. But the money I make is more than worth the monotony of shaking my ass for horny old men. Plus, it’s not like they can actually touch me—security would toss them so fast they probably wouldn’t even make contact.

      I check my mask and pasties one last time and then strut out onto the stage, swaying my hips in a way that’s much sexier than my accompanying music calls for, but still, the crowd eats it up.

      My eyes scan the audience as I dance, alternating between working the pole and the floor.

      I’m halfway through my routine when a guy I’ve never seen before bolts out of his seat. The intensity of his gaze is alarming. With his tanned skin, dark hair, and rippling muscles, he’s easily the most attractive man I’ve ever seen.

      For a split second, I think he’s about to rush the stage, but then he turns and heads for the bar. I’m as disappointed as I am relieved, and I’m not sure what that says about me.

      The rest of my routine goes off without a hitch, and I quickly gather the cash littering the stage, making a big show of fanning myself with the bills before blowing a kiss out to the crowd and then retreating back behind the relative safety of the curtain.

      “Good set,” Walter says, keeping his eyes squarely focused on mine. Being that he’s built like a brick shithouse with the temperament of a grandpa—until messed with—and totally into dick, he’s easily the best part about working here. He watches out for his girls and only hires staff who share his ideals of look but don’t touch and fuck around and find out.

      “Thanks, Walt. Want me on the floor?”

      He shakes his head. “You got a VIP.”

      “Oh.” My heart thumps a little harder in my chest. Being one of the newer girls on the roster, Walter hasn’t put me on the list for private shows… until now. “Okay.”

      “You’re ready, kid.” He steps aside, inclining his head toward the door down the hall. “He wanted a bed, but Ronnie talked him down to a couch. Still shelled out the big bucks for a private room, though.”

      “Okay,” I say again, feeling more confident. Walt wouldn’t have put my name on the list if he didn’t think I was ready. He’s about people over profit and takes the comfort of his girls very seriously.

      “Marcus will be outside of the door the entire time. If he tries anything, hit the panic button. Got it?”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      Walter grins. “Atta girl. Now go shake that ass like you’re getting paid to do it.”

      My confidence grows as I head toward the VIP room. I know from hearing the other girls talk that this is where the big bucks are made. And seeing as I’m already bringing home enough to cover my rent and childcare, anything I make back here will go straight into a savings account for my son.

      I nod to Marcus as he opens the door, letting me into the room. “Hey there, hand…” My words trail off as I take in the hottie I noticed during my set, sprawled out on the couch like he doesn’t have a worry in the world.

      Quickly, I regain my composure. “Hey there, handsome.”

      He rakes his teeth over his lower lip as he slowly takes me in, dragging his eyes over every inch of my body.

      My breathing accelerates under his appraisal. His gaze feels hot and heavy, almost like a physical caress against my exposed skin. And I can’t help but wonder      if him looking at me feels this good, how much better would his actual touch be?

      The man is gorgeous, like out of this world attractive, and he’s here… with me. He’s literally paying money to be here with me.

      “You seem nervous.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      My hottie’s voice is unlike anything I’ve ever heard before. Deep and rich, like syrup.

      “Maybe a little,” I whisper, rubbing my fingertips over my thighs.

      “Would it make you feel better if I told you this was my first time?” His lips tip up in what has to be the sexiest smirk I’ve ever seen.

      “You’d be lying.” Right? Surely a man like him knows his way around a strip club.

      “Cross my heart.” He draws an ‘X’ over his chest, and maybe it makes me an idiot, but for some reason, I believe him.

      The thought of this being both of our first times in the VIP room sends a whole new rush of nerves—and maybe a little desire—rushing through me.

      His lips tip up in a grin as his eyes zero in on my anxious fidgeting. “No need to be shy with me, Bluebird.”

      “What?” I feel my brows furrow beneath my mask.

      Hottie shrugs. “They call you Birdie, and you have the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. Seems fitting.”

      It’s been so long since a man has complimented me one-on-one—obviously they yell all sorts of things from the tip rail, but smother me with your tits baby isn’t really a compliment—that him simply noting my eye color has my brain going a little haywire.

      “Well.” I run my fingers over my thighs again. “I guess we should get started. Wanna make sure you’re getting what you paid for, and all that.”

      He jolts forward, as if he wants to say something but can’t find words. His mouth opens and closes, as he wages some kind of internal war, before finally he settles back against the couch and nods for me to continue.

      A new song starts, and I move to the center of the room, swaying my hips to the beat. This music is different from what I dance to on stage, and I find myself slightly off count.

      Though, judging from the way Hottie’s eyes are eating me up, it’s safe to say he either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.

      My confidence grows with every second, and when he pats his thigh and beckons me closer, I find myself willingly straddling his leg as I dip, roll, and sway my body.

      The crotch of my leather shorties brushes against his thick thigh as I drop down to grind on him, and while I’ll never in a million years admit it out loud, the heat of his leg between mine nearly makes me moan.

      I guess not having sex in over four years will do that to you.

      “Fuck, Bluebird,” Hottie groans when I thrust my tits into his face.

      He wants to touch me—his heavy breathing, clenched fists, and massive erection are dead giveaways. But not once does he ever try. Despite being turned on and hard as steel, my sexy stranger remains the picture of respect.

      A fact that only makes him hotter.

      A fact that makes me want to reward him.

      I shimmy away from him, moving so that I’m standing between his legs with my back to him.

      His sharp intake of breath when I arch my back and roll my hips only spurs me on.

      Gathering my hair in one hand, I lift it off my neck as I wind my body down until my ass is rubbing against his thick erection.

      “Fuck, Bluebird,” he groans, his hips thrusting forward ever so slightly. “You’re killing me.”

      I lean forward and wrap my hands around my ankles, making sure he has a good view of my leather-clad pussy before rubbing against him again. “Do you want me to stop?”

      I’ve never once been this bold with an ATF patron. Even with men at the tip rail shoving money down my shorts, I’ve always remained a little bit aloof.

      But with my sexy stranger, I find myself wanting to throw caution to the wind. I want to touch and tease and play.

      Maybe because he’s the kind of guy I’d be interested in outside of these four walls?

      “God, no,” is his sharp reply. “Never.”

      His voice sounds like pure sin, and it sends an anticipatory shiver down my spine.

      “Good.” I lower myself fully, leaning back against his chest and laying my head on his shoulder. His body is rigid beneath mine, like it’s taking every bit of his willpower not to snap.

      I roll my head to face him, nuzzling my face into the crook of his neck. “You… you can touch me.” I swallow and lick my lips, my tongue accidentally grazing his warm skin. “If you want.”

      He doesn’t hesitate in wrapping his strong hands around my hips. “Here?”

      I nod and then place my hands over his, guiding them up to my breasts. “Or here.”

      His fingers flex as I continue to rock my hips.

      “You’re perfect.” He rubs his thumbs over my pastie-covered nipples. “What’s your name?”

      Drunk on his touch, I almost tell him. Luckily, Marcus bangs on the door, signaling the end of our time together.

      I slide from his lap on shaking legs, wondering what in the hell came over me. How did I go from VIP room novice to practically dry-humping a stranger?

      Shame coats me from the inside out, and I rush from the room without saying a single word.

      Tears sting my eyes and worry turns my stomach. This isn’t who I am. Yes, I’m a young, single mom, but I’m not easy. Hell, my baby daddy is the only person I’ve ever slept with—and clearly that turned out well.

      Yet, Hottie had me ready to spread my legs and bounce on his dick all night long, and I don’t even know his name.

      “How’d it go?” Walt asks, as I step into the locker room. “He hurt you?”

      I shake my head. “No. I just…it was…intense.”

      He nods like he understands. “It can be that way. Take the rest of the night off.”

      “I can’t. I need—”

      Walter wraps his meaty paw around my elbow and walks me to my locker. “Your VIP stint more than covers the rest of the night. Go home and snuggle that son of yours, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He smiles down at me, like a doting father would at his daughter. “Positive. Now, scram.”

      I thank him again, pull on my leggings and hoodie, grab my bag, and dart out of the back door.

      Walt’s right—spending the rest of the night snuggled up with my son is exactly what I need to get my head on straight. I don’t strip for fun, and I certainly don’t do it to meet men.

      Everything I do is for my son, and I’m not about to let some TDH—tall, dark, and handsome—stranger get in the way of doing what’s best for him. No matter how freaking hot he is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you doing okay?” my brother asks, sighing into the phone. “Are you sure I can’t send you any—”

      “I don’t want your damn money, Phoenix,” I growl, clenching the phone between my fingers. We go through this same song and dance every time we talk. And while I know he means well, it grates.

      “I’m not like Mom and Dad—there’s no strings attached here, Frank.”

      My grip loosens, and a soft puff of air escapes me. “I know you aren’t, but I want to make it on my own—I need to…” To prove to them I can, I add silently.

      My relationship with my parents has always been strained—probably because I look exactly like the guy my mom cheated on her husband with when she conceived me. Oops. Not like it’s my fault she slept around, yet for some reason, I’ve always been the one to pay the price.

      So, it’s no surprise that telling my lovely parents that I was pregnant at seventeen went over like a lead balloon. Honestly, I was prepared for their anger, and even their disappointment. What I wasn’t expecting was their complete and utter dismissal.

      Who knew all it took to ruin our relationship once and for all was a seven-pound-ten-ounce bundle of joy?

      I should have known.  Because just like with Mom’s affair, anything that doesn’t fit into Franklin and Winnie Davenport’s picture of perfection gets tucked away to the very back of the closet.

      In my case, the closet was an adoption agency, and when I vehemently told my parents I wanted to keep my baby, they did what every well-off family does with things they no longer have need for—they threw me out.

      And yes, my mom had the audacity to name me after her husband, despite him not being my father. She was almost able to pass me off as his, until my features really sharpened at around two and he realized I looked just like his former business partner.

      “I get it.” He pauses. “But sometimes asking for help—”

      “So, help me God, I will end this call.” There’s no heat behind my words, because in actuality, aside from my son, my brother is all I have in this world.

      The fact that he’s a rockstar is a moot point for me, because I refuse to accept handouts. From anyone. Ever. Even him…especially him.

      “Fine, fine. Stubborn ass.” I can practically see Phoenix’s eye roll as his raspy laugh filters through the line, instantly erasing my frustration with him. “How’s little man?”

      “Maverick’s good. Growing like crazy. You won’t believe how tall he is when you see him.”

      Phoenix sighs again. For as much as he loves performing, I know he’s worn down from years of constant touring. “I need to make some time to come visit.”

      “We both miss you.”

      “Say the word, and I’ll fly y’all—”

      “Phin.” I inject steel into my tone.

      “Frankie.”

      I know he thinks I’m being stubborn—and sure, part of me is—but I have obligations. I can’t just pick up and hop on a plane to visit him in whatever city he’s in. That’s not how the real world works.

      “I have a job and classes, and Mav has his routine.” A sniffle breaks free. I really miss my big brother. “But we definitely want to see you.”

      “If you really wanted to see me—”

      The alarm on my phone blares to life, conveniently blocking out Phoenix’s pleading—in the nick of time, too, because while he doesn’t know it, I was dangerously close to giving in. It really would be easier for me to go to him, since he’s on tour and all. But I’ve seen firsthand exactly how money and the power imbalance between the haves and the have-nots can destroy relationships.

      I’d rather die than let something like that ruin my relationship with Phoenix. Aside from Maverick, my older brother’s the only good thing in my life.

      “I’m going to be late for my next class; I gotta go. Love you!” I end the call before he can reply, shoving the phone back into my bag so I can haul ass across campus toward the arts building.

      My phone trills again, telling me I’m really out of time right as the building comes into view.

      It’s a tall and modern thing, made of mostly glass. It really sticks out, since the rest of the buildings at CVU have an almost cabin-slash-lodge-like quality to them.

      “Watch it!” a random guy yells as I nearly bowl him over as I race down the cobblestone path.

      “Sorry!” I shout without stopping. As much as I hate being rude, I hate the thought of being late even more. Mostly because of the attention that comes with it. A full-body shiver rolls over me at the thought of all of those eyes on me.

      It’s an easy assumption that since I take my clothes off for money, I must love attention, but that couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      Stripping is a means to an end, a way to make sure I’m able to give my son the life he deserves.

      When I’m dancing, it’s almost like I disassociate. From the second I slip my mask over my eyes, I’m nothing more than a set of tits in heels. The anonymity of being Birdie creates a sense of safety, and whether it’s real or perceived, I cling to it.

      I fly into the classroom with only moments to spare, and settle into the first empty seat I see. My heart is still racing—I’m talking pounding so hard it feels like it might jump right out of my chest—but I made it, and that’s all that matters.

      “One of those days, huh?” a soft voice asks from my right.

      “Um.” I slide the strap of my bag from my shoulder and secure it over the back of my chair before giving my attention to the person beside me. My tablemate is breathtaking, with bronzed skin, the bluest eyes, and long blonde locks. “Yeah. You could say that.”

      She grins and flips her hair in that way only pretty girls do. “I’m Stella.”

      “Okay,” I draw the word out, trying to figure out why she’s talking to me. Bright and bubbly girls who ooze optimism don’t typically befriend dark and moody single moms. At least not without ulterior motives.

      “What’s your name?” she asks, completely unperturbed by my lack of enthusiasm.

      “Frankie.”

      “Ooh.” Stella bats her lashes. They’re so long and sooty, I can’t help but wonder if they’re fake. “That’s pretty.”

      I nod my head, praying for this conversation to end.

      “What are you majoring in?”

      “Business.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I’m majoring in early childhood education.” A sigh escapes her perfectly glossed lips. “All of the women in my family are teachers.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “I know, right?” She turns in her chair so that she’s facing me. “A lot of people think I feel pressured to do it since it’s like a generational thing, but really, I just love kids and feel like I can make a difference in their lives, you know? What about you? Do you like kids?”

      Did she even stop to breathe?

      I give a noncommittal shrug, not wanting to discuss my son with a stranger.

      “I bet you’d make really pretty babies.” She sighs again, and her entire body melts into the chair as she exhales. She kind of reminds me of a Disney princess, all prim and soft and dainty.

      “Um.” All I can do is blink at her. Because, seriously, who says that to a stranger?

      “Good morning,” a booming voice calls, and I snap to attention. “I apologize for the delay, but let’s jump right into things.”

      Twisting around in my seat, I grab a notebook and pen from my bag. Most people type or dictate nowadays     , but in my opinion, nothing is as good as old handwritten notes.

      “I’m Professor Clayton, and I’ve been teaching Intro to Art for six years. Prior to accepting this position, I worked as both a freelance artist and a curator at Xavier Neill Gallery.” I’m sure her credentials are meant to be impressive, but my knowledge of the art world is limited. I just like doodling and needed an extracurricular.

      I listen intently as she covers the bullet points in the syllabus, from grading to office hours, making little notes here and there.

      “This week, we will cover the basics of drawing, from sketches to lines and contouring to blending. You will need your sketchbook, pencils, viewfinder, and black markers this week. If you don’t have the required items, I have a few on hand for you to borrow.” She pauses, checks the time on her watch, and then reminds us of the assigned reading before effectively dismissing the class.

      “Crap!” Stella mutters, drawing my attention. “What pages did she say to read?”

      I nod pointedly toward her phone as I slide my notebook back into my bag. If she’d have been paying attention instead of texting, she would know.

      My judgment must be written clearly on my face, because her cheeks bloom pink as her shoulders curl. “I know.” She tucks her phone into her back pocket. “I should have been listening, but my best friend… and I just wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      Ugh. Her concern for her friend tugs on my heartstrings. Stupid heartstrings. Maybe it’s because I don’t have anyone who looks after me like that, but I find myself softening toward her—but only a little.

      Standing, I grab my bag and heft it onto my shoulder. “Two-thirty-eight through three-sixteen.”

      “Ah!” she squeals as she flings herself from her seat and into my personal space. My entire body freezes as she wraps me in a hug. “Thank you so much!”

      I shake off her hold and take a step back. Clearly this chick has no sense of boundaries. “Don’t make it a habit.”

      “You’re kind of prickly. Like a cactus. But one of those ones that flower. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Nope.” I take a backward step, putting a little distance between us. “Just you.”

      She beams, like I just told her she won free coffee for life. “Oh, I’m the first. Yay!”

      “Right.” I move closer to the door. “I’m gonna—”

      The little blonde ball of sunshine cuts me off before I can make my escape. “Do you want to get coffee?”

      A small, teensy-tiny part of me wants to say yes, if only to have a friend. Instead, I shake my head and mumble out some lame excuse before turning and leaving.

      My eyes burn with unshed tears as I tear down the hallway. But I know it’s better this way. If I never invite anyone into my life, my heart can’t get broken when they inevitably leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ORION

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m happy for you, man,” I say, clasping my roommate’s hand as I pull him into a one-armed hug. “You and Macy are the real deal.”

      Ben nods as a smile curls his lips. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      “Y’all set a date yet?” He’s been talking about proposing to her for so long that it wouldn’t surprise me at all if they fast-tracked the wedding.

      “I actually wanted to talk to you about that before the party starts.” He swallows roughly and tugs at his collar.

      “Okay,” I drawl, leaning back against the kitchen island. “What’s up?”

      Ben lowers his gaze and rubs at the back of his neck. “It’s just that…Macy and I…we think…”

      Dread and disbelief pool in my gut. Even though I know what he’s going to say, I ask, “You and Macy think what?”

      He straightens to his full height, squares his shoulders, and looks me in the eye, delivering the news like a man. “We think it would be best for you to move out before the wedding.”

      I nod, frustrated but not truly mad with my business partner. I always knew our living arrangement was temporary, but from the minute he decided to pop the question to his longtime girlfriend, he assured me I’d have until the wedding to figure things out. “How long?”

      A look of guilt flashes over his features as his gaze settles on something over my left shoulder. “Mace wants to start moving in tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” My disbelief gives way to anger. I totally understand the two lovebirds not wanting me to live with them—hell, I would feel the same if the roles were reversed. What I wouldn’t do is kick one of my best friends and business partner out of the house he poured his blood, sweat, and tears into renovating, with less than twenty-four hours notice.

      I clench my fists and my jaw to keep from lashing out. “I see.”

      “Do you?” he asks hopefully.

      I’m torn between brushing this off and giving him a piece of my mind. I weigh the pros and cons as I stare him down, not entirely hating seeing him sweat. The jackass knows he’s wrong. And for the sake of our business, I’m going for honesty, because the last thing I want is for this to blow up later.

      “Truthfully? No.” Ben starts trying to explain himself, but I don’t give him a chance to speak. “I get you and Macy wanting the house to yourselves, really, I do. No hard feelings there. But asking me to move out without any kind of notice is bullshit.”

      He curses under his breath. “I know, man. I tried telling her—but her lease is up, and if she re-signs it—”

      “Save it, man.” I shake my head. “For the sake of our business, I’ll let it go, but you and I both know what you’re doing is shitty.”

      “Orion, please—”

      “There’s nothing you can say, man. I love you like a brother and would do anything for you. It’s just a shame you couldn’t have even an ounce of consideration for me.” So much for letting it go.

      Ben sighs. “I’m sorry. You have to know I—”

      The sound of the doorbell cuts him off, giving me a chance to escape.

      “I’ll be out by dinner time tomorrow.” I push off the island and look him in the eye as the bell chimes again. “Wouldn’t want to keep your guests waiting.”

      I stalk up the stairs to my bedroom, knowing I’m not in the right frame of mind to mingle and celebrate the happy couple’s engagement.

      Instead, I decide to get started on packing. The only upside of my current living arrangement is all of my shit is confined to my bedroom and en suite bathroom. The furniture and everything else belong to Ben.

      Then again, maybe that’s not such an upside, because now on top of finding somewhere to live, I’ll have to furnish it. Fucking lovely.

      I’m emptying my fourth and final drawer into my duffel bag when someone knocks on my bedroom door. “What?”

      “Grumpy, grumpy,” my sister murmurs as she steps into my space. “Whoa! What’s going on?”

      I slide the drawer back onto the track. “Packing.”

      “Why?” Stella’s nose crinkles as she looks between me and the hulking blond man behind her—also known as Samson, my lifelong best friend and her boyfriend.

      “Because.” I toss my bag onto my bed and tug the zipper closed. “Ben and Macy want me to move out.”

      “Um…” Stella moves around me and perches herself on the foot of my bed. “When?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “What the fuck?” Samson barks. “That’s…”

      “Fucked up?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “What are you going to do?” Stella asks, worrying the ends of her long hair between her fingers.

      “Move out,” I say with a deadpan expression.

      The worried look on her face hits me like a punch to the gut. It’s my job to worry about her, not the other way around. “Where to?”

      “Hell, if I know, Smalls.” I shrug.

      I stand from the bed and start pulling things out of my closet, discreetly watching the weird looks Samson and my sister keep exchanging in the mirror hanging on the back of the door.

      I swear, if the two of them weren’t so fucking perfect for one another, I’d be repulsed by how in sync they are.

      Samson shakes his head at whatever Stella is silently saying with her wide eyes and pinched lips. He winces. She nods. And then my best friend nods as well—albeit reluctantly.

      “You could crash with me for a few days,” Samson murmurs. I catch his gaze in the mirror, and can see he means what he says. I’m half-tempted to take him up on the offer, but I know Stella sleeps over more often than not, and the thought of hearing them fuck is almost enough to make me want to shove nails into my ears.

      “Nah, man. I don’t want to impose.”

      Stella widens her eyes again, shooting daggers his way.

      “Chill, Smalls,” I say, turning to face them. “I don’t want to be y’all’s third wheel. I’ll just crash with Mom and Dad until I find my own place.”

      “Are you sure?” Stella asks.

      I suck in a deep breath and then slowly blow it out. I swore when I moved out that I’d never move back. I love my parents, but they are grade-A meddlers. But I’ll take my mom’s interference over hearing my sister’s sex sounds any damn day.

      “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      They exchange knowing looks once more, and then Stella stands, crossing the room toward Samson. “Okay, then. Do you want to go down and join the party?”

      I snort. “Uh, no.” There’s only one place I want to be right now, and it’s not downstairs celebrating the happy couple.

      No. I need to see my little Bluebird.

      “Okay.” Stella draws out the word as she opens the door and steps out into the hall.

      Party noises trickle up the stairs; from the sound of it, they’re toasting Ben and Macy.

      Samson shoots me a knowing look. “You heading out to—”

      “Yeah,” I cut him off before he can say the name of the club and spark a conversation with my sister that definitely does not need to be had. He knows me well enough to know I’m obsessed with a certain dancer there.

      “All right, man. Be safe.”

      I nod and follow them down the stairs, already anticipating the sweet relief that only my Bluebird can bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Going home to that boy of yours?”

      “You know it, Walter.” Even though Maverick’s been asleep for hours, all I can think about is snuggling up to my little man until the sun rises. He’s at that fun age where he still wants his mama but is also fiercely independent.

      “Let me call someone to walk you to your car.”

      My lips tip up into a small smile at Walter’s protective nature. It doesn’t matter if it’s broad daylight and you’re parked at the door, he never lets his girls walk out alone.

      I nod as I stifle a yawn. Even with my hottie stopping by, tonight seemed to drag, almost like it was slow-mo.

      My feet hurt, my head is pounding, I’m hungry, I need to catch up on my world history reading, and the only thing keeping me going at this point is knowing I’m providing for my son—oh, and coffee. That helps, too.

      “Ready?” Kasey asks, tipping his head toward the door.

      I nod and follow behind him.

      “Where are you parked?” He scans the lot like he’ll magically know which car is mine.

      “The silver Taurus.”

      He glances back at me, his brows furrowed. “Huh.”

      “What?” I lengthen my stride so that I’m walking next to him.

      “Just not what I pegged you for.”

      “Right, well.” We stop at the bumper, and he waits while I slide my key into the door to unlock it. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He waits for me to situate myself behind the wheel before heading back for the building.

      The drive to my apartment complex passes in a blur of headlights. Thankfully, my designated parking spot is open—sometimes when it’s this late, people assume you’re gone for the night and park wherever they can.

      I cut the engine, take a deep breath, and pull my key from the ignition, slipping it between my index and middle fingers. I may not live in the worst part of town, but it’s definitely not good either.

      Mrs. Norwood—my downstairs neighbor and babysitter—opens her front door before I even raise my hand to knock. She clucks her tongue as she looks me up and down. “You’re late.”

      “Am I?” I ask, pulling my phone from my bag to check the time. Only by a minute. “I’m sorry.”

      She shakes her head. “Time’s money. You know the drill.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I charge a late fee. You were late. Pay up.”

      Tears sting my eyes as I pull my wallet from my bag. My hands shake as I peel off four twenties—three to cover my shift and one for the late fee.

      As a single mom, every penny counts. That extra twenty could have gone to groceries or gas or rent. But I can’t fault Mrs. Norwood, either. She’s a widow living entirely off her late husband’s pension, and while our situations aren’t the same, we have one thing in common—we’re both barely scraping by.

      She pockets the money and then opens the door wide. “He’s asleep on the couch.”

      “Thanks.” I slide past her into the small apartment, grabbing Maverick’s backpack from the coffee table before leaning down and scooping his sleeping form into my arms.

      He stirs ever so slightly. “Mama?”

      “Yes, baby.”

      “Missed you.” He snuggles into me, pressing his sticky face into the crook of my neck, immediately falling back asleep.

      “You working on Friday?” Mrs. Norwood asks, like she doesn’t know my schedule.

      I nod as I step back into the breezeway connecting the apartments.

      “Figured. I can’t keep him that night. Got plans.”

      Something inside of me deflates. Can’t I ever catch a break? “Thanks for letting me know.”

      I turn and head up the stairs toward my apartment.

      Between my bag, Maverick’s bag, my keys, and my sleeping boy, it’s a struggle to get up without dropping something or waking him.

      The overhead light being out does little to help matters.

      “Dammit,” I mutter as I try to fish my phone back out of my bag.

      I keep my movements small and soft, doing my best to make sure Maverick stays asleep. I swear, it feels like my fingers brush everything except my phone.

      “Found it!” I can’t quite reach the sensor to unlock it, but the light from the screen’s just enough to see to slide my key into the deadbolt.

      Inside my apartment, I place Maverick down onto our bed and hang both of our bags on the hooks by the door before taking a quick shower and donning my favorite sleep shirt—one from Mav’s dad.

      My little man doesn’t even stir when I crawl into bed next to him, and before I know it, I’m fast asleep with him curled into my side.
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      Like always, Maverick wakes me up long before my alarm ever has a chance to go off. The kid’s been an early riser since day one; another trait from his father, because I would gladly sleep until noon if given the chance.

      “I’m hungry.” He pokes my belly.

      “Are you?” I poke his back, and as if to really nail his point home, it growls.

      “Mmhmm.” He nods. “Starving.”

      I check the time—it’s barely six o’clock. “What sounds good?”

      His hazel eyes twinkle. “Pamcakes, Mama!”

      “Pamcakes, huh? Are you sure you don’t want pancakes?”

      “No.” He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Pamcakes. Like Ms. Pam at the diner makes.”

      I can’t help but smile. The kid’s cute, and he knows it. “Pamcakes it is.”

      “With chocolate chips?”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I tell him, knowing full well we don’t have any chocolate chips. “Why don’t you go brush your teeth?”

      “Do I have to?”

      “Definitely.”

      He pouts but toddles off to do as I asked.

      In the kitchen, I pull a mixing bowl out of the dishwasher, and then the dry ingredients down from the cabinet that serves as our pantry. But when I open the fridge to grab the milk and eggs, I realize the milk is sour and we’re out of eggs.

      “It’s okay,” I murmur to myself as I add a little extra baking soda to make sure they’re fluffy. “It’ll be fine.” I melt some butter and mix it with water to use in place of the milk. “Everything’s fine.”

      I’m turning the fourth pancake when Maverick flies into the kitchen. “Are they done?”

      “Depends. How many do you want?”

      He taps his pointer finger against the dimple in his chin. “A hundred!”

      I stifle a laugh. “How about two?”

      “Chocolate chips?” His big hazel eyes are so full of hope that I feel like the worst mom ever when I have to tell him no.

      “Sorry, bud. We’re all out.”

      He heaves out a big sigh before wrapping his arms around my waist. “It’s okay, Mama. Maybe next time.”

      I hate that I’m feeling so emotional over not having chocolate chips, but I can’t help feeling like, somehow, I’m letting him down on a grander scale.

      “Definitely,” I murmur as I plate his and top them with syrup. “Eat up—Mama has class today.”

      “Will I have to go to school when I’m old, too?”

      “Maverick James!” I feign shock. “Are you calling me old?”

      He closes his mouth around another forkful of syrupy pancakes and shrugs.

      “I’m totally young—and cool!”

      “Uncle Phin says if you gotsta tell people you’re cool, you probably aren’t cool.” He licks his fork clean and then carries his plate to the sink. “You’re older than me!”

      I stick my tongue out at him as I walk to rinse my plate as well. “Too true, Mav. Too true.”

      “Can I watch my show while you get ready?”

      My eye twitches at the thought of listening to another episode of Paw Patrol, but Maverick loves it—not to mention, it’ll buy me a few extra minutes to wash my hair. I’m pretty sure it still has glitter in it from last night.

      “Yup. The remote’s on the table by the bed.”

      “Thanks, Mama!” He crashes into me and hugs me tight before taking off for the bed. “Love you!”

      My heart melts in my chest as I watch him snuggle down under the covers. Maverick is every good part of his father. Hell, the kid’s every good thing in my life, period. And even though things aren’t ideal right now, I’m damn sure going to hustle and make sure my kid has the best life possible. Maybe not one full of material things, like mine was, but one filled with love.

      So much love.
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      “Are you ready?” I ask, sliding the strap of my bag over my shoulder.

      “Do you learn the same stuff as me when you go to school, Mama?” Maverick asks for the hundredth time. His new thing is us “matching.”

      “Sort of. Similar subjects, but my classes are a lot more boring and the books have hardly any pictures.”

      “No pictures?” His lips curl as he grabs his backpack. “That’s crazy.”

      I press the button on the side of my phone and check the time. “What’s crazy is how late we’re going to be if we don’t get out the door. Let’s go, dude!”

      Maverick tears off for the door, flinging it open. “Mama!”

      “What?” I ask, grabbing my coffee before following after him.

      “Someone left us a note.”

      “A note?” I scrunch my nose, wondering what it could possibly be.

      “Yeah!” He yanks it off the door right as I join him in the breezeway. “See.”

      I take the paper from him, my eyes immediately zeroing in on EVICTION NOTICE across the top in red, bold print. “Oh, God.” My vision blurs as I collapse back against the door.

      This can’t be happening…

      I bust my ass to make sure the rent is always paid. I’ve never even been a day late. And now, we’re being thrown out? Why? Why is this happening?

      “Just calm down,” I mutter to myself as Maverick wraps his little arms around my middle, pressing his face into my belly.

      “What’s wrong, Mama?” He clutches the fabric of my shirt between his fingers. “Is it a mean note? I know hitting people is bad, but if it’s mean, I’ll hit ‘em for you.”

      My lips twitch even as hot tears burn the backs of my eyes. “Let me read it one more time,” I say, both to him and myself—because maybe I missed something. It has to be a mistake, right?

      My heart is pounding and my ears are ringing as I try to reread the document. It feels like my entire world is falling apart, but I force myself to take a few deep breaths to clear my head so I can read the fine print.

      Except the fine print only makes things worse—not only are we being evicted, but we have to be out in seventy-two hours. How in the hell am I going to find us a place to live in three days?

      This is a nightmare. A certified fucking nightmare.

      Maybe I could ask Phoenix—

      “Mama,” Maverick whispers my name and tugs on the hem of my shirt, drawing me out of my thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

      I suck in a deep breath and paint on the best smile I can muster. “Nothing you need to worry about.” I fold the notice and tuck it into the front pocket of my bag and stand. “Let’s get you to school…wouldn’t wanna miss Fun Friday.”

      Mav cocks his head to the side, studying me with eyes far wiser than his four years. Finally, he nods once and then darts down the stairs.

      “C’mon, Mama. Miss Jenna said we’re doing Play-Doh today. I wanna get there before Caitlyn mixes all the colors together.”

      “That would be a tragedy,” I murmur as I unlock my car.

      He doesn’t waste a second climbing into his booster seat, buckling the chest clip before waiting for me to finish. “What’s tragedy mean?”

      I come around to the back and clip each side of his buckle together, making sure he’s snug and secure. “It means really sad.”

      He nods. “Yeah, it would be really sad, so come on! Let’s go! Step on it, Mama!”

      Despite the worry and sadness gnawing at me, I smile. It doesn’t matter how bad things get; this kid is my light. He’s every good thing, and no matter what my landlord says, I will find a way to make things work for us. Even if it means calling Phoenix.

      Because Mav deserves it. He deserves everything.

      “Mama, can we listen to Paw Patrol?”

      I nod and grab the auxiliary cord, plugging it into my phone so that his songs can come through my car speakers.

      Before I know it, we’re three songs deep and pulling into the school parking lot. I snag the first space I see and cut the engine. “Ready?”

      Maverick unbuckles himself from his seat and grabs his backpack. “Ready.”

      I walk him to the door and sign him in, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Make good choices today, Mav.”

      He narrows his eyes at me and nods. “You, too, Mama.”

      I stand and watch until he’s out of sight before turning and heading back to my car.

      The drive to my landlord’s office passes in a flash, and before I know it, I’m parked outside and ready to plead my case.

      “You’ve got this,” I say as I approach the mirrored glass door. “You didn’t do anything wrong. He’ll listen—he has to.”

      I suck in a deep breath and pull the door open, stepping into the musty lobby.

      “How can I help you?”

      “Hi.” I swallow and wipe my hands on the front of my jeans. “I was hoping to speak to you about my lease.”

      “Complex?” I rattle off the name and he nods. “Unit?”

      “Three-twelve.”

      “Ah, you’re all set to move in Monday, but I’m afraid I can’t get the keys to you until the current tenant vacates.”

      “I…” Dread drops inside of me like a stone sinking to the bottom of a lake. “I’m the current tenant.”

      He clears his throat. “Oh. Right. Are you here to turn in your keys early?”
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