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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ben, my dad's lifelong friend, has always been part of the backdrop of my life—until a sudden spark between us ignites an undeniable flame. Stranded in the rain and unsure of my next move, it's Ben who offers a ride, quickly becoming the calm within the storm. One shared roof leads to a night where passion and connection redefine our relationship.

      

        

      
        Yet, daylight brings reality into sharp focus, particularly under my mother's scrutinizing gaze. As we navigate the fallout, the question looms: Can the intensity of our connection withstand the pressure, or is this surprising turn in our relationship destined to be a fleeting moment?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          LACEY

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck you, asshole!”

      I kick the tire of Raul’s car as he speeds off, leaving me stranded on the side of the street. Why? Because he’s a bastard who doesn’t know how to take no for an answer.

      What is wrong with men lately? You fuck them one time and they think any time they wanna get their dick wet, you should service them again on demand. Raul learned tonight that isn’t gonna happen but doesn’t mean he won’t try again another night.

      Ugh.

      I’m so tired of all this shit. I’ve only been dating for five years and I want to give up on trying to find a decent man.

      Where are the men like my father and my grandfather? Yeah, yeah, a different generation and different problems, but that don’t mean shit. How hard is it for a man to accept responsibility for his actions, make a decent living for himself without dealing drugs or something equally stupid, and to treat a woman with respect?

      And why do they always want to fuck you right off the bat without even knowing you all that well?

      Okay, I know not sleeping with them is an option, but I love sex. Nothing wrong with using them as much as they want to use me for their own pleasure. Except then they believe you’re open for business all the time no matter how many times you tell them otherwise.

      I want a real man. I’m ready for more than partying and one-night stands.

      Not like, baby and marriage level, but a serious relationship level that’s gonna go somewhere.

      What age will that happen for me? Right now, I’m twenty-three and all these men are nothing more than overgrown boys pretending they’re adults. All they do is continue believing playing video games all night while working a part-time job is cutting it.

      Not that I have anything against video games; just don’t like when games cut into someone taking care of their shit like an adult should.

      Behind me, a horn honks, the lights blinding me as I turn to see why the hell someone is laying on their wheel like that. Lifting a hand, I block out the light as the car stops and the driver’s door opens.

      “Lacey? What the hell are you doing out here? It’s freezing.”

      The voice sounds familiar, yet I can’t place where from. The fact they know my name, however, is promising, and I walk closer until the person’s face comes into view.

      “Oh... wow.” I smile big. “Benjamin? Is that you?”

      Ben was my father’s best friend for the longest time before he passed away a couple years ago.

      I can’t believe he’s standing here before me. Haven’t laid eyes on him since my father’s funeral, mostly because he moved a year before my father’s death. Said something about retiring while he had millions in the bank and plenty of years left to do what he wanted instead of what he had to do all his life.

      This is the kinda man I’m referring to for what I desire in a partner.

      Benjamin’s been married before. I knew his wife, Reina, but not for long. She died when I was ten years old and last time I knew, he rarely dated let alone planned to ever marry again. He also has no children and although he is the same age as my father would’ve been this year — forty five — he probably isn’t planning on having any now even if he has found a woman to date.

      “Yes, crazy girl.” He laughs and taps the top of his car. “Get in and I’ll give you a ride home.”

      Not gonna argue with that considering my ride just abandoned me and in order to get home otherwise, I’d have to pay.

      “Thanks.”

      Walking over to the car, I open the passenger side door and slide in, enjoying the warmth as he returns to his seat and starts driving after making sure I have my seatbelt on, my address inputted into his GPS.

      Always the safety nut.

      I smile, because whenever my parents took me to amusement parks, Ben was always the one who made sure I was strapped in properly. Not that my parents didn’t care; they were always wrapped up in each other the most, though. Except my mom would say I was just fine and Ben would wink at me as he adjusted the belt or straps, laughing. “Just making sure, Bets.”

      Never asked why he called her Bets, even as I understand it was short for her whole name, Betsy, but not even my dad called her that. So I always found that a little strange. Plus, my father’s name had been George. How they ended up naming me Lacey is something I’ve always questioned as well, but nobody seems to know the answer except my mom, who says she just liked the name.

      “How’s your mother?”

      Ben’s question jerks me out of my thoughts and I shrug after noticing him glancing over at me. “She’s fine, I guess? I don’t see her much as I used to since moving out after graduating school.”

      “Still have your differences, do you?”

      “Oh, you know we do.”

      My mom is strait-laced. Always been proper in every way, never cusses, and basically was the perfect housewife. Once told me she wanted nothing else except to live her life as a wife and mother, and even though she never explicitly said anything else, I’ve always believed she wants me to desire the same things.

      But I never wanted my life to end up as anything like hers. My father died at forty-three and since my mom was only two years younger than him, she’s basically in her prime. However, she doesn’t work; his life insurance policy ensured she would never have to work if she didn’t want to. So now she volunteers and spends good chunks of money on traveling.

      I’ve been waiting for her to meet someone new, just so I could dislike him on principle. Not that I don’t want her to be happy; I just don’t want her to get taken advantage of when a man realizes she’s got money and is basically a widow with zero people relying on her after her entire life included raising a kid and taking care of a man.

      No desire here to ever do that.

      “Your mother is just a product of her environment growing up. You know that.”

      “Yeah, I do. Just don’t want my life to be anything like hers.”

      “No? You don’t want to get married one day? Have kids?”

      “I mean, yeah, sure. One day. Not at this point, though. I’m too young.”

      He scoffs. “You’ll be twenty-four soon. Plenty of women have kids at your age. Hell, many of them have more than one.”

      “Yeah, well, they obviously took all the good men willing to get married and be responsible. I keep getting whatever’s left.”

      The left turn signal clicks a few times and he’s quiet until we turn down another street, where less and less lights line streets as we get further from the city. “Don’t know how to pick ‘em, do you?”

      “What?” My face heats. “They ask me out. And they’re decent at first, but then they just want to get into my pants.”

      Aw hell. I say that before I remember I’m taking to a man who has known me all my life. Who knew me as a kid. I shouldn’t be talking about sex with him!

      What’s more embarrassing is his reply, where he doesn’t even glance my way as he turns down another street.

      “And you let them.”

      Ugh.

      I’m not even responding to that. Instead, I try to change the topic. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      Whew, I’m so glad he lets the previous topic go unanswered.

      “I’m moving back. Missed home more than I anticipated.”

      “Oh.” My heart thumps a little when he says that. Why? It isn’t like he’ll want to hang out with his best friend’s daughter all of a sudden. “That’s cool. I mean, I guess, since I’ve been trying to leave this place for years now.”

      “Why haven’t you?”

      “Because it is so damn difficult to get a new job when you’ve barely had the current one for long. Everybody wants so much experience, even for a new grad. It’s annoying.”

      “Uh-huh. You all have it tough now, I’ll say that. Jobs and companies are moving so quick to keep up with the constant changes in the industries. Rather fascinating, though, if you ever look at it.”

      I grimace because the last thing I want to do is examine all the ways getting what I want in life has become so fucking difficult. “I don’t. Can’t think of a single reason I would want to know all the ways the odds are stacked against me.”

      “Because you have to be able to predict what might happen and plan accordingly, Lace.” He pulls into my driveway and puts the car in park, shutting off his windshield wipers. “Mind if I come in for a second?”

      “Uh, sure.” I don’t ask because if he didn’t offer a reason, chances are he wants to use the restroom. “And thanks for bringing me home. I appreciate it.”

      “Any time.”

      He smiles at me and then we get out of the car, shutting our doors at nearly the same time. Once we’re safely inside where it’s warm and not rainy, I point down the hall. “That way is the kitchen and bathroom. The living room is off to the side here and there’s two bedrooms upstairs. My roommate is usually here, but she went to visit her parents for the week.”

      “Thanks.”

      As I predicted, he walks down the hall to the bathroom, so I rush upstairs to my room to change into some dry clothes...and also ones that are a little less revealing than the tank top and short skirt I wore out to the club. The little jacket I wore over the tank was more for style than utility or warmth, and once I’m in my jogging pants and a t-shirt, I feel way better.

      Ben is standing at the bottom of the steps when I come back down and grins at me, casting an amused glance at all the stuff scattered near the entryway. “You never were one for keeping things organized.”

      “What’s the point?” I laugh and remain on the bottom step where we’re almost eye level with each other. “Might as well keep things handy and in plain view. Putting stuff in drawers means I forget about it.”

      He surprises me, reaching out to tug at the bottom of my shirt as he abruptly switches gears. “Wasn’t this your father’s?”

      “Yeah. I kept some of his items my mom was gonna shove into storage last year.” He lifts a brow at that so I explain. “You know she always adored him but I guess keeping his things around was just too hard.”

      Clearing his throat, he breaks our eye contact and glances away, before returning with a slightly less bright smile. “I do. After Reina’s death, I couldn’t handle seeing her things. Took me a few years to do more than leave everything locked up in storage.”

      “You miss her?”

      “I do, but not in the way you’re probably thinking.” Dropping his hand, he slips both into his pockets. “We were friends long before we got married. I lost more than a wife when she passed away; next to your father, she was my best friend, too. Since he died... well, I hate to admit the way life got real lonely.”

      “I’m sorry.” I had no idea before this moment about how much my father dying affected him. “Is that why you basically left?”

      “Yes. Then I discovered leaving did nothing to ease the ache of losing my best friend.” His smile returns. “Can’t tell you how happy I was to see you standing there on the street corner.”

      “Aw. I’m happy to see you too. It’s feels like forever since the last time.”

      Just as I’m about to ask him if he wants something to drink, there’s a loud boom of thunder followed by a crack of lightning so bright my entire foyer is lit up. We both jump, then laugh at our reactions.

      “Wow.” He glances over his shoulder. “The rain is really coming down now. Guess I should head home before it gets too bad out there.”

      Another boom sounds as he tugs car keys out of his jacket pocket and I make a decision after glancing at my watch to see it is now a little after midnight.

      “Sounds nasty out there. You can stay here, if you want.”

      “Well, I’m not far. About ten minutes.” Another boom and both of our eyes widen, which is when he basically makes up his mind with a nod. “Okay. No need to drive in that if I can avoid it.”

      “I’ll get you some blankets and a pillow. The couch pulls out. Or you can sleep in my roommates bed. I know she just washed everything before she left. I mean if that’s not too weird⁠—”

      He smiles at my babbling, cutting in. “Lace, whatever you want me to do. I’m not particular.”

      When I bite my lip, I notice his eyes drop to watch before almost instantly returning to my gaze and although his expression is the same, I suddenly feel a little weird tension between us.

      Which I’m going to totally ignore because… well, obvious reasons. “Um, okay. Well you can sleep in Katie’s bed. I’ll just wash her sheets again before she comes back.”

      He nods. “Sounds good to me.”

      A few minutes later, I’m climbing into bed after finding him an extra toothbrush to use, and because of the long day I’ve had, falling asleep happens fast.
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