
  
    [image: Fake Boyfriend]
  


  
    
      FAKE BOYFRIEND

      A FORCED PROXIMITY, GRUMP/SUNSHINE ROMANCE

      
        SOUTH SIDE BOYS

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        ALEXIS WINTER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: RR Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A heartfelt thank you to my amazing readers for continuing to support my dream of bringing sexy, naughty, delicious little morsels of fun in the form of romance novels.

      

        

      
        A special thank you to my incredible editor, Kimberly Stripling, without whom I would be completely lost!

      

        

      
        Thank you to my fantastic cover designer, Sarah Kil, who always brings my visions to life in the most outstanding ways.

      

        

      
        And lastly, to my ARC team and beta readers—you are wonderful, and I couldn’t do this without you.

      

      

      
        
          [image: signature]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright 2024 by Alexis Winter - All rights reserved.

      

      

      
        
        In no way is it legal to reproduce, duplicate, or transmit any part of this document in either electronic means or in printed format. Recording of this publication is strictly prohibited and any storage of this document is not allowed unless with written permission from the publisher. All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Respective authors own all copyrights not held by the publisher.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I’M THE GUY YOU DON’T TAKE HOME TO MOM.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ex-con, hothead, broken beyond repair.

        She may need a fake boyfriend,

        But you better believe the way I'll have her screaming my name is real.

      

        

      
        The moment she made that stupid bet with me I should have walked away.

        Instead, I gave in.

        “Girl, I’ll show you moves you didn’t even know existed and make the other men you’ve been with seem like boys.”

      

        

      
        With her sassy mouth and enough attitude for an entire sorority,

        It’s all I can do to keep myself from telling her off,

        And having my filthy way with her.

      

        

      
        So I gave in…

        I claimed her in ways you can only imagine, devoured her.

        Made her mine.

        She’s no innocent, she’s a woman who knows exactly what she wants and isn’t afraid to take it.

      

        

      
        I knew I was being a damn fool when I thought I could get lost in her delicious curves for one night and walk away.

        What I didn’t expect?

        To fall for her. To crave her. To need her.

      

        

      
        But the demons from my past are kicking down my door,

        And they’ll stop at nothing to destroy me.

      

        

      
        There’s only one way I can keep her safe,

        Break her heart.

        Make her hate me.

        And walk away.

      

        

      
        After all, We only said it was pretend.

        I’m nobody’s happily ever after.
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      “Never have I ever had a one-night stand.”

      Of course my best friend Annabelle would say that during her turn of Never Have I Ever. I swear the only thing she loves more than her fiancé is trying to embarrass me.

      Too bad it takes a lot more than admitting to hit-it-and-quit-it sex to get under my skin.

      This game started as an icebreaker when Annabelle brought my sister, Scarlett, and me to meet her now-fiancé, Jaxson, and his two best friends, Kalum and Maverick. It’s now become our go-to drinking game that gets downright inappropriate. And that’s coming from me, who is inappropriate about 99 percent of the time.

      So yes, I tend to drink a lot during these questions. Annabelle does not, because my sweet and innocent best friend has been with one man, and she’s now wearing his ring.

      Though I sometimes think she’s holding back when the sex position questions get tossed out.

      Everyone grumbles at Annabelle, who is now full-on laughing, as we take a sip of our drinks.

      “You bitch. One of these days I’ll get you for something,” I tease as I nudge her and take a swig of my vodka cranberry.

      “You know I’ve tried,” Maverick chimes in. “I thought I had her last week with having sex on a motorcycle. I still think both of you are lying on that one.”

      Jaxson and Annabelle take rides on his bike all the time—it was actually one of their first dates. But they swear they’ve never christened it. We all call bullshit.

      But as they look at each other with mischief and love in their eyes, we won’t press them on it. We are all so damn happy they found each other, we’ll let them be liars with their pants on fire.

      “Nope. You had us wrong,” Jaxson says before taking a pull of his beer. “Little did we know that Kalum over there was the only one who’d ever gotten busy on a hog.”

      I look over at Kalum, who grunts something at Jaxson’s remark. He might be in a pissier-than-usual mood tonight, but it doesn’t temper the heat that goes through my body anytime I’m in the same room with him.

      Kalum West is without a doubt the sexiest man I’ve ever met in real life.

      I remember the first time I saw him in the ring. I was speechless. And that doesn’t happen a lot with me. He and Jaxson were sparring at The Pit, Jaxson’s gym that specializes in boxing and MMA fighting, and I’m pretty sure my eyes came out of my head. Masculinity oozed off of him with every punch he threw and every movement he made around the ring. His dirty blond hair was pulled away from his face in a sexy-as-fuck man bun, and until that day, I thought man buns were for hipsters and surfers who eschew showers.

      But on Kalum, grouped with his tattoos and penetrating blue eyes that have intrigued me since the first time we met, it’s a kind of sexy that should be illegal.

      Which is why I have to make sure my vibrator is charged every time we have our now-frequent group get-togethers.

      “I don’t know why we play this goddamn game. It’s fucking ridiculous,” Kalum mumbles.

      “Maybe someone—and I’m talking about you in case you’re wondering, Mr. Grumpy Pants—shouldn’t have started it. Really, this is all your fault because you wanted to know how to get in my pants, so don’t blame anyone but yourself.”

      He shoots me a look that would make most people cower. But not me. I’ve become immune to Kalum’s attempts at intimidation, though I have not become immune to seeing him in tight-as-hell T-shirts.

      “Whatever. I wasn’t trying to get into your pants. You’re delusional. And on that note, I’m leaving,” Kalum says as he throws $20 on the table. “See you at the shop, Mav. Jaxson. Girls.”

      “Bye!” I say, overexaggerating my movements. “Make sure to take the stick out of your ass before you go to bed!”

      The others laugh at me as I try my best to get under Kalum’s skin. But it’s pointless. He’s already out of the bar without looking back.

      “One of these days, Tori, you’re going to finally crack him. And I can’t wait for that to happen.”

      I give Jaxson a small smile at his words, though I’m starting to seriously doubt if that day will ever come.

      Yes, I give him sass when he’s being particularly moody, like tonight. It’s my way of flirting with him these days. I’ve tried sweet; I’ve tried being forward. Every attempt has landed me in the same place—on a date with my battery-operated boyfriend and the vision of a shirtless Kalum.

      It wasn’t that long ago I would have sworn our flirting was going to lead to something. Not a relationship or anything—I don’t do long-term and Kalum doesn’t either—but something fun for longer than a few nights.

      The first night we played Never Have I Ever in this very bar, it was his idea. And he can deny it all he wants, but he was totally trying to feel me out. He was the one throwing out questions laced with innuendo.

      But it never went anywhere.

      That was months ago. And recently he’s been . . . well, not the Kalum I first met. Gone is the flirty, outgoing guy who made my panties melt with the twinkle of an eye and the flash of a smile. Now he’s an aloof, distant asshole who barely says two words when we’re together.

      Yes, I miss the old Kalum. But this version is a whole new challenge. And I’ve never been one to back away from a challenge. Plus, the whole brooding thing somehow makes him sexier.

      “It’s fine, Jaxson. It’s his loss. Let’s be real: who wouldn’t want this?” I say with a hint of humor as I draw an air circle around my face. “And I’m pretty sure that if the day were to ever come, he wouldn’t be able to handle me anyway.”

      I normally don’t have to put up bravado when it comes to men. I’m a flirt. Always have been. In high school, my mom called me boy-crazy and teachers caught me more than a few times making out in the auditorium sound booth. I’ve never had a problem finding a guy to occupy my time with when I’ve so desired.

      So why doesn’t Kalum West want anything to do with me?

      And why do I care so much?

      “If that day ever comes, Tori, I don’t know if either of you will be ready for what hits you.”

      I let Jaxon’s final words roll around in my head as we pay our bills and make our exits. I have no clue what it would be like to be with a man like Kalum, but ready or not, I’d sure love to give it a try.
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      The best part about running my own business is that if I don’t want to be around anyone, I can shut the door to my office—the international sign for don’t fucking bother me.

      And today I really don’t want anyone to fucking bother me.

      Luckily, I have plenty to do to keep me busy away from the usual grind of the garage, which if I think about it is kind of amazing. Never in my wildest dreams did I think a business I owned would be not just successful but thriving.

      When my brother and I got out of prison for stealing cars, we had no idea what we were going to do with our lives. We were ex-cons who’d barely passed high school, and the only skill we had was that we could boost a car in 10 seconds. The only smart decision we’d made in our lives up to that point was testifying against the guy who was running the stolen car ring we’d gotten involved with. It cut down our sentence to a few years. Hell, we could have done 30 easy if we hadn’t made that deal.

      I’d do it again in a heartbeat. Especially because it guaranteed that Maverick got out before I did. It was the only way I’d flip.

      Cars were the only thing that ever came easy to me in life. It’s like they speak to me. I know what makes them tick, what makes them purr, why something isn’t working properly. So when I suggested to Maverick that we open up our own custom garage, tricking out cars and making old ones sing again, he didn’t completely laugh me out of the room. He’s just as good with cars—if not better—than I am.

      That’s how M.K. Custom Cars was born.

      We opened, in part, to appease our parole officer. Over time, he was impressed to see we could operate a legitimate business without tapping into our illegal roots. Now here we are, nearly eight years later, getting ready to open a second location. Sometimes it feels overwhelming. But other times, like today, I’m grateful for the extra work, because it keeps me away from people.

      And being around people isn’t what I need right now.

      I’m so lost in paperwork, licenses, and permits that I don’t even hear my brother come in before taking a seat across from my desk. He’s the only one who’s allowed to enter without knocking. And in true Maverick fashion, he just sits there for a few minutes. Not talking. Waiting for me to initiate.

      “Are you going to say ‘hello’ or just sit and watch me like a fucking stalker?” I ask without looking up from the form I’m reviewing.

      “Nope. I’m content looking at your ugly mug all day as you try to read all those big words.”

      If he wasn’t my blood, I’d punch him. Not only is Maverick ridiculously skilled with cars, but he’s also a damn-near genius. If he’d ever actually applied himself in school, he probably could have gotten a scholarship to some big college. But instead, he got wrapped up with me and cars and well . . . look what that got him: a stint in prison just after his 18th birthday.

      I set aside the form and look at my brother, who’s still trying to use his non-existent x-ray vision to see through me.

      “What in the fuck are you staring at?”

      Maverick tilts his head, examining me from another angle.

      “I don’t know. I’m trying to find my brother. I think he’s in there, but I still only see an asshole who can’t seem to treat our friends with decency.”

      I let out a huff and look at the ceiling. I really don’t want to be getting into this right now.

      “Don’t start, Mav.”

      “No, Kalum, I am going to start,” Maverick stands up, pacing around the room, clearly frustrated that he has to take this tone with me. “What’s gotten into you? You can be an asshole to Jaxson and me. Hell, we’ve been used to it since we were kids. But the girls don’t deserve it. And I thought you liked them? Hell, at one point, I thought you and Tori were going to get together. So, whatever your problem is, get the fuck over it and start treating them with the respect they deserve.”

      And there’s the name I was hoping he wouldn’t bring up. Tori Brennan—with her sleek black hair, legs for days, and a set of tits I could get lost in—is a walking wet dream that could be my kryptonite if I got too close to her.

      So I’ve made sure to stay far away. If not physically, than damn sure emotionally.

      Did I flirt with her when we first met? Hell yeah, I did. Have I jacked off more than a few times to a fantasy of her on the hood of my car? Fuck yeah, I have.

      But that’s where it has to end. She’s young—nearly 10 years younger than my 34, and she doesn’t need to be getting involved with the shit in my life.

      So am I an asshole to her now? Yeah, I am. But it’s the only way I can keep her at bay. Though it hasn’t stopped her from trying.

      I almost chuckle when I think about how she screamed at me to take the stick out of my ass last night. It’s something I would have said to her a few months back had the roles been reversed.

      “I’m not getting together with Tori,” I say to my brother, who just shakes his head at me like I’m full of shit. “And I’m no more of an asshole than I normally am.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, big brother. You’re normally stubborn with a quick temper. But the way you’re now treating the people you call friends is downright fucking rude.”

      I know he’s right, but I can’t let it show.

      Over the last few years, I’ve started to become the more laid-back guy I was growing up. I was still stubborn, and I definitely acted first and thought about the consequences later, but I was more mellow. But things have recently changed, so the walls are back up.

      It’s for everyone’s good.

      “Thanks for the advice, Dr. Phil. I’ll work on my manners the next time we’re out. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work so we can finally open this second location, which means you’ll finally be out of my hair.”

      Though I give him shit and say that I need him away from me, I can’t imagine not working next to my brother every day. He’s going to oversee the day-to-day operations of the second shop, which means we’ll spend less time together. Since we were kids, it’s always been us. And Jaxson. But Maverick and I, even though I’m four years older, have been inseparable our entire lives. We’ve never spent more than a few days apart.

      “You’ll miss me. You know you will.”

      I crumple up a piece of paper and throw it at him as he stands. It misses him. Barely.

      “Work on your shot, big brother,” he says with a chuckle as he exits my office.

      “Work on your advice, little brother.”

      Those might have been the words I said, but I know he’s absolutely right.

      At least for now, this is how I have to be. For everyone. Including Maverick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            TORI

          

        

      

    

    
      “That will be $4.50, please.”

      “I thought it was $6?”

      “It is, but you’re getting my discount today. It also comes with my phone number, if you’d like to use it sometime.”

      I hand the good-looking customer his coffee, making sure I accidentally brush his fingers in the exchange. He’s visited Perks, the café I manage, a few times, and shy smiles have been exchanged. I told myself the next time I saw him, I’d be giving him my number.

      Before he makes his exit, he turns around and gives me a smile before leaving.

      Yeah, I’m pretty sure he’s going to call.

      God, I love this job.

      I’m sure when I go back to my small hometown in Wisconsin in a few weeks for a class reunion that some people will probably talk shit about the fact that I moved to Chicago and only manage a coffee shop. Well, I have one thing to say to those people:

      Fuck off.

      I’m sure I could have stayed in Smithville, a town with barely 30 kids in each graduating class, and married someone I’d known since kindergarten. It probably would have been Billy Matheny, who always had a thing for me. I could’ve had dinner waiting for him every night when he came back from his used-car dealership that he took over after his dad retired.

      Fuck. That. Noise.

      Nope, I love my life in Chicago. My sister and nephew are here. I have great friends. And I now manage Perks since Annabelle left to go teach art at a local gallery.

      Every day I serve people happiness in a cup. Think about it: when has anyone been mad after a hot cup of coffee on a cold day, or a refreshing iced macchiato during the summer?

      Plus, where we’re located, in the middle of businesses and bustling Chicago foot traffic, there is always plenty of eye candy stopping in for a mid-afternoon pick-me-up.

      Including the man who just left who absolutely knows how to wear a suit.

      Yup, I’ll take my life in Chicago. I’m sure Billy found a perfectly good Stepford wife.

      As the afternoon rush dies down, I take the opportunity to make myself a sandwich and head to a table to go over the entertainment schedule for the month. When Annabelle was here, she started having live music a few times a week. It was a huge success, which means we kept it going after she left. Now it has fallen to me to make sure all the nights are booked up.

      I’m halfway through the month and my turkey sandwich when I hear the sweetest two words I’ll ever hear.

      “Aunt Tori!”

      My nephew, Grant, comes barreling into the coffee shop and leaps into my lap. I might give Scarlett a lot of shit about her choice in men—specifically the man who can only call himself Grant’s father because of his DNA—but this boy has me wrapped around his finger. I love him to death, so I guess I do have to thank the asshole who knocked up my sister for giving us Grant.

      “What are you doing here, buddy?”

      My sister plops down across the table from me, looking as tired as I’ve seen her in a while.

      “Mommy needed caffeine because some little boy thought it was Christmas morning, so he needed to wake me up at 5 a.m. to ask why Santa hadn’t come.”

      I have to stifle my laughter, because that shit is funny. But of course, it’s only funny because I’m the aunt who gets him hopped up on sugar then sends him home. I’m sure that later in life, I’ll also be the one to buy him his first beer and take him for a tattoo at 16.

      I look at my nephew, who all of a sudden finds the bottom of his T-shirt fascinating.

      “Buddy, why did you think today was Christmas? You know that before Christmas, we get a tree and visit Santa.”

      He looks up at me with the most precious puppy-dog expression on his face.

      “I thought we forgot.”

      This kid. He’s too much.

      “Well, it’s not Christmas, but how about we go make your mom some coffee and you can pick out a treat from the window?”

      Before I can finish my sentence, he’s off my lap and racing behind the counter. The kid might only be 3, but he knows where to find the chocolate chip cookies.

      I make Scarlett a large iced white chocolate mocha with an extra shot—because I think my sister could use it, grab a glass of milk for Grant, and sit back down at the table.

      As Grant gets lost in his cookie and a coloring book, I look at my sister once more. Yes, she’s tired because her day started a few hours earlier, but I have a feeling it’s more than that.

      “Are you okay? Seriously, other than fake Christmas morning. You look exhausted.”

      She sighs, taking a sip of her drink. “I am. I love my son, don’t get me wrong. He’s the best thing I’ve ever done. But some days . . . it’s just a lot. And some weeks are more than I think I can handle. And sometimes those days and weeks just catch up with me all at once. This is one of those weeks.”

      I could never do what my sister does. Being a single mom, working full-time, and still being there for her son? I don’t know how she does it. I just know I never could. Nope. I am just fine with my life the way it is: carefree, no serious relationships, and a whole lot of fun along the way.

      I look at my watch, realizing that the afternoon has flown by.

      “How about this? I’m off in about an hour and don’t have to come in tomorrow. How about I take the little man for the night? You go to Target. Get your nails done. Just sleep. Do whatever. He can stay at my place and I’ll bring him back after you’re off work tomorrow.”

      Scarlett begins to shake her head, readying to turn me down, but apparently, Grant wasn’t as distracted by the coloring book as I thought.

      “Stay with Aunt Tori!”

      I smile. “See? Grant wants to stay with Aunt Tori. It’s settled.”

      “I can’t let you. You already do so much for us.”

      I wave her off. “Nonsense. You are my sister. That is my nephew. And this is what family does. Now go. Leave his bag. I have clothes for him at my place. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      With a little more prodding and reminders about his sleep schedule for the 80 millionth time, Scarlett is out the door.

      “So, what do you want to do tonight, little man?”

      After biting his lip, which is his way of showing that he’s thinking very hard, he says the most perfect words a girl can hear.

      “Pizza! Movie!”

      Who needs a relationship when I have a three-year-old whose perfect night consists of pizza and a movie?
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      I learned a long time ago to never take a meeting on someone else’s turf. Either neutral or your own, but never walk into a snake pit. Especially if you have to go in unarmed.

      Which made the dive bar a few miles from the shop the perfect meeting place for the very unpleasant meeting I just had. Luckily, nothing shocking or unexpected went down, but it’s a weekly meeting I dread, so after it ends, I usually stay for a bit, have a beer, and decompress.

      Usually, if I need to get something off my chest, I go to Maverick or Jaxson. Those two have listened to more of my shit through the years than anyone should have to. And in return, I’ve heard theirs. We have a friendship that was forged on the South Side, where we saw constant violence all around us. We swore that we’d never end up like the other guys in our neighborhood.

      But we were young and dumb, and life happens.

      Like right now. Life is happening in ways I never saw coming, but this time I’m bound and determined to keep my brother out of it. I already let him down once. The fact that he’s been in prison is my fault. I’m going to make sure he never has to pay for my crimes again.

      As I flag down the bartender for one more, something—or more specifically, someone—catches my eye at the door. This place usually isn’t busy on Mondays, so anytime someone comes in, it makes people look.

      I just never expected to see her walk through the door.

      Tori, in jeans I’m pretty sure she had to paint on, enters the bar, and I’d bet that each guy in here is adjusting himself as she walks in. Luckily for me, I’ve mastered the art of mentally talking myself down when it comes to looking at her.

      I try to look away, but it’s too late. A smile slowly forms on her face as she walks over, taking a seat next to me at the bar.

      I don’t look at her as she situates herself on the stool. The bartender comes right over, wipes down the spot in front of her, and asks what she’s having to drink.

      “Light beer. Whatever you have on tap. And get this guy next to me another round on my tab. It looks like he could use one.”

      “She doesn’t need to be buying me a beer,” I say, making sure there’s an edge to my voice. “Though I will take another, since you decided that she needed to be served before I did.”

      The bartender stares at me like he can’t believe I’m not bowing down at the feet of the goddess next to me.

      “No can do, my man. A beautiful woman comes into this bar, she gets served first. And whatever she likes, she gets,” he says with a smile as he goes to pour our drinks. I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes at the man. Yes, Tori is hot, but it’s not like the queen of England is in his presence.

      I take a healthy chug of my beer after he sets it down, trying to do anything but talk to Tori. It’s not that I don’t like the girl—it’s just that she is a girl.

      When she told me she was only 25, I think I nearly choked on the chicken wing I was eating. Granted, I’m 34, so not exactly geriatric, but when I was 25, I was serving time in prison while she was still learning algebra in high school.

      Plus, the more time I spend with her, the more I realize she’s the female version of me. Oil and water don’t mix, and neither do two kinds of oil. They’re just begging to get set on fire.

      “Would it be super cliché of me to ask what brings you to a place like this?” she asks, finally having enough of the silence between us.

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      She stares at me for a second before deciding to respond first. “I was dropping Grant off with Scarlett after he slept over last night. She picked up a job waitressing a few blocks from here. I decided that I wasn’t ready to go home yet and that a beer sounded good.”

      So she’s here by herself? Doesn’t she realize she walked into a virtual snake pit?

      “Do you make a habit of that? Going to strange bars alone where anything could happen to you?”

      She rolls her eyes before responding. “No, Dad. I’m a grown-ass woman who can take care of herself. But thanks for the concern.”

      See? That. Right there. That’s why I stay away from this girl. Doesn’t she realize how dangerous it is for a young woman to go to a bar alone? What could happen to her? That every fucking man in this place is thinking about how to get her naked?

      “It’s not safe for you to go to an unfamiliar place alone. You should know better. Hell, do you need to be reminded of what almost happened to Annabelle? If Jaxson hadn’t been there when she decided to go out on her own . . .”

      I hate to play that card, but maybe it will get through her thick head that the world isn’t a safe place. Annabelle was attacked one night walking home alone from work. She suffered a few bruises and a fractured rib, but it could have been much worse if Jaxson hadn’t been there to teach her attacker a lesson.

      So yeah, it’s a low blow, but I don’t give a shit. We might not be together, and I might act like an asshole around her most of the time, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about her safety.

      I probably care about it a little too much if I’m being honest.

      She takes another sip of her beer, setting it down before turning her barstool to me. Her demeanor is calm, but I realize that her rage is about to hit me at 100 miles per hour.

      “You don’t need to remind me about what happened to my best friend. I was supposed to close the coffee shop with her that night. I left her to go on some fucking date with a guy I barely remember. Because I didn’t stay there, she was by herself. So no, Kalum, I don’t need reminding, but thank you for doing it for me.”

      She finishes off her beer, signals the bartender for another, then looks me straight in the eye again.

      “I do appreciate your concern, though. It’s sweet, even though I’m pretty sure half the time you hate me, so I don’t get why you care what happens⁠—”

      “I do care what happens to you, Tori. Just because I don’t want to sleep with you doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”

      She laughs loudly, throwing her head back in a way that pushes her chest out, and I hate that I’m staring.

      “Oh, Kalum. You couldn’t handle me even if you wanted to. An old man like yourself? Please. You’d be begging for mercy before I even had your pants off.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh—just a short chuckle because this girl is ridiculous. “Old man! Girl, I’d show you things you didn’t even know existed and make other guys you’d been with seem like boys.”

      Our words hang heavy in the air. We both know it’s not going to happen, but if she’s thinking what I am, then we are definitely picturing those scenarios playing out.

      “How about I make you a deal?” she asks, cutting the tension with her words.

      “What’s that?”

      She looks to the side, eyeing the pool tables lined across the back of the bar.

      “If you win, I won’t come back or go to another random bar alone. But if I win, you have to do me a favor.”

      I grew up playing pool. Before I was boosting cars, I was hustling grown men at pool.

      “Fine. What happens if you win?”

      A sly grin breaks out across her face. “You have to be my date. For my class reunion. In Wisconsin.”
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      “How are you having a class reunion already? You graduated like, what, last year?”

      When I offered my side of the bet to Kalum, I honestly didn’t think he’d go for it. I caught him off-guard for a second before he composed himself. But there’s something in his eye that makes him think this is a surefire win for him.

      Little does he know the tricks I have up my sleeve. And I’m not even talking about the cleavage I plan to show as I lean over my shots.

      “My town is so small that the classes weren’t big enough to do individual reunions,” I say as I finish racking the balls. “Plus, our school was so tiny everyone knew everyone. This is a combined reunion with a few classes above me.”

      I flip the rack around in my hands after lining up the balls perfectly tight. Kalum looks appreciatively down to the triangle of balls on the table, then up my body, lingering a few seconds too long on my chest.

      “Nice rack.”

      I take a step away, grabbing my pool stick.

      “I know. You’ve been staring at it since we first met.”

      He shakes his head as he goes to line up his shot to break. I apply some chalk to the top of my stick, watching him . . . waiting to see what I’m up against. If I had to bet, this man has been around a pool hall more than a few times in his life. You can just tell by the way someone experienced approaches their shots. How they lean into them, the concentration on their face . . . the way his ass pops out in jeans that are just tight enough for me to develop dirty, dirty thoughts.

      I hear the sound of the cue ball hitting the others, but I can’t make my eyes turn away from the man before me.

      “Who’s the one staring now?”

      I shake away his comment, only to find him giving me a knowing smile.

      Bastard.

      He goes to line up another shot. Apparently, he’s stripes. He makes the easy shot and I realize I might have to pull out the big guns earlier than I thought.

      Luckily, we picked a pool table next to an open high-top with a few empty stools. I make my way over and take a seat. He’s directly across from where I’m sitting, so he has to look in my direction when he’s lining up a shot.

      It’s like taking candy from a baby.

      Just as he leans down, I take that opportunity to recross my legs before taking off the jacket I’ve been wearing, showing more of the sleeveless button-up blouse I wore today. It’s snug exactly where I want it to be, and I can tell he notices as he gives himself a little shake before missing his next shot.

      I grab my pool stick and walk around to find my best shot. Luckily, I distracted him just enough that he didn’t bother trying to block me.

      I line up the seven into the corner pocket, easily making it before setting up my next shot. Unfortunately, I’m at a bad angle to make anything after that, but I can bury the cue ball behind a few of mine, leaving him nothing.

      I give him a knowing smile as I play defense, which is the key to a good pool player. All he can do is shake his head as we cross paths for his turn. He slightly brushes against me, which sends a zing through my entire body.

      “Where did you learn how to play?” he asks as he figures out how he can take a shot without accidentally hitting in one of mine.

      “Like I said earlier, I grew up in a super-small town. There wasn’t much to do. But one of my friends had a pool table, so we spent hours down there messing around. Then when we were teenagers, we realized it was a great way to impress guys.”

      He chuckles as he barely taps the cue ball surrounded by my trio. It was his only shot.

      “Well, you’re impressing me. Here I thought I was going to have to be nice and pretend to almost let you win.”

      I laugh as I take my shot, easily tapping in another one of my balls.

      “My dear, sweet, naïve Kalum. Don’t you know that those are the people who are always the easiest to hustle?” I throw a flirty smile at him before banking in a shot from the side rail down to the far corner pocket.

      Apparently, though, I’m not the only one who’s ready to break out the big guns. Just as I go to line up a shot that I could make in my sleep, Kalum stands right in my line of vision, and not-so-subtly adjusts himself. And if the outline of his pants says anything, our little game of cat and mouse is affecting him just as much as me.

      With thoughts of Kalum’s dick in my head, I miss my shot. Badly. But before I can move away from the table, I feel Kalum behind me. He’s not touching me, but he might as well be. The heat between us is just that intense.

      “You’re not the only one who can be distracting, gorgeous.”

      From that point on, we probably pay more attention to flustering each other than playing pool. And he might be grunting and acting like he’s pissed off every time he misses a shot, but for a few minutes here, I’m getting a glimpse of the Kalum I first met. The one who wasn’t an asshole all the time.
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