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        This book is dedicated to the people in my life who have taught me to never judge others by their past. People can most definitely change and learn from past mistakes. What makes it hard is when we don’t allow a person to move forward by holding his/her past over their heads.

      

        

      
        No one is perfect.

        Our past does not define us.

        We all deserve a second chance.
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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Tight End Comeback discusses a hidden world of sexual deviance. I realize that something like this could be a subject some of you wish to avoid, which is why I want to warn you before reading this book. Darcy was raised in a community whose views don’t line up with most.  I don’t go into great details, but she does share what life was like for herm allowing you as the reader to understand. My intent when writing it was to bring hope and show that ones past does not have to define who we are. Reader Discretion is strongly advised.

      If you have found yourself in a similar situation, I am genuinely sorry for all you have endured. I hope that through Darcy’s story, you can find healing.

      If you need assistance or want someone to speak with, please reach out to the National Domestic Violence Hotline: https://www.thehotline.org/

      

      Reader discretion is advised.
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      I don’t fully understand why I am about to do the unthinkable right now. Perhaps it has something to do with all this ambiance of love floating in the air. It’s making me act out and instigate this ridiculous scheme. Or I suppose I could claim it is because I’ve been watching this poor man dodge the same woman now for the umpteenth time since the reception began.

      Whatever the case may be, I’m blaming it on the friends I made after I moved to this oh so tiny town. They have this way of making me care about their lives and those who surround them. It’s been a long time since I felt comfortable enough around others to let myself care.

      A lesson I learned early in life was not to trust others, no matter how many times they told you, you could. People always end up letting you down, especially those you allow to get close.

      Until recently, I maintained my distance. Until I met Emma Sands and Cailee Weber—or I guess it is now Cailee Thomas. Those two didn’t stop harassing me until I said yes about joining them for a girl’s night out. Ever since that night, they’ve wormed their way into my life, even had me making more friends when they added Tabitha Matthews to our friendly clique.

      For that very reason—the part about how I don’t trust people—means I shouldn’t care or feel sorry for this man. A man I took note of the instant he strolled through the doors of the church hours ago. The fact I noticed him at all should send me in the opposite direction, especially with my track record where men are concerned.

      He isn’t as tall as his brother, Corey. Nevertheless, he is a hard man to ignore. Those broad shoulders he carries around only stand out more with him dressed in a dark suit jacket that rests squarely across them. Not to mention that crisp white shirt he has under it, which is stretched tight, showing off his bright red tie. Although I am especially drawn to the facial hair that he can’t even shield under his helmet when he is playing football. I’ve always been a fan of Johnny Depp, and this man can pull that look off way better than Johnny. Add those famous Matthews’ eyes that remind me of rich, creamy chocolate, and we have perfection.

      There is something about him encouraging me to do this guy a favor, save him from the poodle about to approach the leader of the pack. I swear if she thought it would work, she’d wave that bubble butt—the one she has skillfully crammed inside that way too small for her dress—in his face, just so he could get a whiff of her tail. Some women have absolutely no shame.

      Before she can roll over onto her tummy and beg him to scratch it, I am on him. “Just go with it, unless you are a fan of the poodle who has been sniffing around you.”

      “Excuse me?” The tone of his deep voice sends a hot quiver down my way too icy spine. “Do I know you?”

      “That isn’t important right now. What is notable, is that all night I’ve been watching you do your best to avoid Fluffy. Frankly, I’m just tired of seeing you tuck tail and run when she comes around sniffing.”

      If you haven’t figured it out already, I mostly say it as I see it. I wasn’t always like that. There was a time I kept my mouth shut and my thoughts to myself. But those days are long gone. Now I speak freely and don’t let it bother me when my words surprise those around me. Probably because I often go for the shock factor now that I can. For one, it keeps those I don’t want hanging around me far away. And I guess the other reason would be because my new friends seem to appreciate it. Tabitha is probably the only one who can keep up with me. She constantly has me busting a gut while doing battle with her, using a variety of jargon.

      “Fluffy? Is that really her name?” He sounds appalled that someone might possibly name a human after a pet.

      I spin around and arrange my hands on his shoulders as I give him that look. You know the one. All women—especially us who have children—are capable of just looking at you in a way that has you understanding what we mean. And since I’ve produced two children, I am well practiced at the look, although I wonder sometimes if mine is broken.

      His hands rise to my hips, just like I was silently directing, so I guess maybe not tonight at least. “Is it?”

      “I have no idea what her name is?” We sway to the music.

      “Do you know what yours is?” His eyebrows lift high on his forehead.

      “I do, actually.” The problem is, I always pause when I give my name. You don’t ever want to give someone the wrong one. “Darcy.” And never offer more than necessary.

      “I’m Dexter. My friends call me Dex.” He clears that up for me as if I didn’t recognize who he was. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Darcy.”

      “Back at ya, Dex. So, here’s the deal. When your little puppy dog comes sniffing around again, you go ahead and tell her that your fiancée just chewed your ass out for encouraging her and not immediately putting a stop to it.” I can’t believe I am stooping to something so mundane.

      “My fiancée?” Dexter makes this humming sound right after he speaks his next words. “That would be you?”

      I fake shock and gasp. “Do you have more than one fiancée, Dex? Tsk. I so thought you were a better man than that. With a brother like Corey, I guess I just assumed. So, you’re the rebel in the family. The bad nut. The one that always had his parents up late at night with worry. Figures I get involved with the one Matthews’ brother who walked the fine line and lives his life on the edge of danger. Pappy always told me I’d fall for the bad boy, and Pappy has never been wrong yet.”

      “Who are you?” Dexter is agitating his head in utter disbelief.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I tease and almost laugh, knowing that will never happen. No one really knows me.

      “Actually, I believe I would, Darcy.” Dexter tugs me in just a tad bit closer. “I mean, since you are my fiancée and all, don’t you think we should get to know each other better.”

      “E-excuse me?” I ask him. While inside my head I ask myself, get to know each other better? How exactly?

      Dexter’s hand dares to travel over my backside, using his large rough hand, which I can feel through the thin material of my dress. “Get to know each other better. Put on a good show for my friend Fluffy. Really sell it. After all, I kinda think you, being my fiancée, has a nice ring to it. How did I ask you, by the way? And what about your ring? Why aren’t you wearing one?”

      So many unnecessary questions.

      And tell me, did it suddenly get hot in here?

      “You asked me on a whim. The ring is being fitted as we speak since I have exceptional taste and wouldn’t accept just any dime store department piece of jewelry.” I slap him gently on the chest with my hand and flash him a smile. Fluffy is really keeping an eye on us right now.

      The music slows, so Dexter tries to make this look even more authentic, I suppose. That can be the only reason he draws me into his arms and presses his hard, masculine body against mine. A body that any woman would like to get close to, one that seems to put off a lot of heat.

      I haven’t been in the arms of a man willingly in… well, that doesn’t matter. Let’s just go with a very long time.

      The feel of his muscular arms encircling me while we sway around the makeshift dance floor has my senses all messed up. The man smells like testosterone on steroids—in a good way, of course. It reminds me of a rainy day in the middle of a heatwave. The kind of smell that invades all the senses and has my body and mind reacting in ways it never has before.

      I bury my nose in the crook of his neck and inhale deeply. I don’t want to forget this moment, so later when B.O.B comes out to play, I can hopefully bring it to mind.

      “What are you doing?” Dexter’s voice vibrates against my ear.

      “Don’t talk right now,” I warn as I put his scent into the bank of acceptable memoirs.

      “Alright. Two can play this game.” Dexter lifts a strand of my hair and inhales. “Honeysuckle. I always did like the way it smelled. Now whenever I get a whiff of it, I’ll think of my fiancée.”

      “Lucky you.” I chuckle as I take one more inhale and start to step backward.

      Only I am not being permitted to walk away quite yet, because the man is holding me captive in the best of ways. His arms tighten as he runs his nose along the curve of my ear, where he breathes my scent in again. When he finally allows me to draw back, it’s only slightly, and only far enough that we find ourselves staring at the other person.

      His intense gaze now captivates me, but soon I am going to be repulsed by his words. “Lucky me is right. So now that we’ve thoroughly sniffed each other. What do you suggest we do next, fiancée of mine? I believe I’d like to get acquainted with those lips of yours.”

      “Wow doggie, down boy.” I push against his chest, willing him to release me. “My job here is finished.”

      Before he can say another word, I twirl around on my heels rather hastily and all but run for the exit. I don’t actually run, though. I make a speedy departure. You know, to sell the whole, I just told him off and now I am mad at him for leading Fluffy on.

      It has nothing to do with the fact that the man came within inches of actually getting his wish. Had he just went for it, and not asked about going for it, he would have probably been successful. But because he is a polite and proper gentleman, he lost his chance at ever achieving such a goal.

      Once I am outside, I close my eyes and try hard not to ponder over the incident that transpired only moments ago. I was only doing it for the good of not ruining my friend’s wedding. That has to be it because I am not at all attracted to Dexter Matthews.

      Why do I get the suspicion you don’t believe me?

      You really should. I don’t find men attractive. Not a one.

      Okay, that is a tiny lie, so I’ll admit it. The problem is you have no idea the kind of life I come from. You don’t understand how dangerous it is to my well-being to get involved with a man. I know I sound crazy, but when you’ve walked a mile in my shoes, then and only then can you judge me.

      I have two children I am responsible for and raising them strictly on my own. There is no one coming for them, or a check in the mail that arrives once a month to help support them. It’s just the three of us out here in this big, ugly world, and we are doing our best to survive in it.

      This was my choice. One I’d make again if I had to.

      If not for me, then for my daughter, who will never need to worry about how my past life could have affected hers. She is allowed to face a future full of endless possibilities, all because I finally grew a backbone. I also did it for my son. I couldn’t stand watching him being molded into a certain type of man. Forced to accept his place in the pecking order, while being taught a way of life that was only meant to keep us under control.

      Had I not been brave enough to escape the life I had always hated; my kids would’ve grown up in a different world. They would have had their lives mapped out for them and never been given a choice about it. It was the way things had always been in my family, and how it was going to be until someone said no more. I was the one who said no more for my kids and then took my son and left.

      Sure, they tried to stop me, but I knew too many secrets they didn’t want others to learn. I was smart enough to make a proposal before leaving, and because of that, I was allowed to walk away with my son. Always make a plan and don’t be afraid to let others understand you mean business. Plans, in my case, were safeguards that kept the wolves away.

      While building my new life there were things I needed to do to protect my family. I didn’t want to always feel like I had to keep an eye on the horizon, in fear that one day they would force us to return. So, I did what I had to do. Once confident I had been successful at doing that, I moved us to a small town in Colorado, where no one would think to look for us. Not that I believe they are looking, but just in case.

      I also made a promise to myself to live my life under my rules. No one was going to make decisions about my life ever again. My kids and I were going to freely do as we pleased and make choices based on what is best for us as a family. Everyone got a vote unless it was against the law, or harmful to the well-being of another family member. I’d promised to always listen and take them seriously, consider their suggestions. So far, we are doing just fine on our own, and as far as I am concerned, we will continue to do it on our own.

      “Hiding out?” I recognize that voice and I can’t stand it.

      “No, Clint. I am not hiding out. I’m just getting some fresh air.” I never really liked the man. I don’t know if it is because he is a man of authority, or if it’s just him I don’t like. “Where is your date?”

      “She’s using the bathroom. I saw you run off and wanted to make sure everything was okay.” He sounds so concerned, and that doesn’t sit well with me.

      “I’m fine. What you witnessed was me simply helping Dexter ward off unwanted attention. You know all about that, right?” I really should learn to keep my mouth shut, but it is literally impossible for me to do so.

      Clint Bailey once dated Tabitha before her husband, Corey, came along. And I use the word dated lightly because I think they went on maybe two dates. Then, when matters got rocky between Corey and Tabs, good old Clint step right in and tried to cause them even more problems. When he realized his chances with my friend had vanished, he turned his beady little eyes on me. Lucky me.

      “Not cool, Darcy. I’m just being a friend here. I know all about how Dexter can be, and I only wanted to make sure he was behaving himself.” Clint makes it sound like a warning, as if he is doing me a favor.

      “How he can be? Are you trying to tell me that Dexter Matthews isn’t someone I should get involved with? Are you suggesting he might use me? Take advantage of me?” I want to laugh but don’t.

      This man obviously has it out for the Matthews brothers. There is no way in hell the man I’ve been keeping under surveillance all evening is a player like Clint wants me to believe. A player would have been all over Fluffy and her all too eager self. “I’m not buying what you are trying to sell, Clint.”

      He just shrugs and starts to walk back inside, except before he retreats, he must feel like he needs to paint me a clearer picture. “Believe what you want to believe, Darcy. I, however, have been around long enough to recognize a wolf in sheep’s clothing when I see it. Perhaps he just wants you to believe he is the safer bet so he can lure you in. Just keep an eye on that one is all I’m suggesting. Don’t turn your back on him or let your guard down. You’re a smart woman, Darcy. I trust you will one day see him for exactly what he is.”

      Oh, I’ll give this man some credit now. He has evidently been paying attention to me way more than I am comfortable with. The words he uses to warn me off of his competition, prove that. (Not competition, because I am not interested in either man, but you understand what I am saying.) It’s like he knew just what to say to set my radar off and put me on the defensive.

      I can see inside the barn perfectly from where I am standing, and it doesn’t take me long to hunt down the man Clint was talking about. He is standing directly across from me, leaning against one of the supporting posts. He has loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button on his shirt, removed his jacket, and rolled up his sleeves.

      I swallow hard because, well, because… damn.

      I thought the man looked delightful before, however now he has this confidence about him that shouts he knows exactly what he is doing. There aren’t a lot of men out there who can pull off that, I’m hot and I know it, attitude. Many try, that is for sure, but they fail and only come off as cocky assholes.

      Not this man, though. He could stand there all night looking like that as far as I’m concerned, and I’d gladly ogle him while he was doing it. In fact, that is what I am doing right now. I’m dissecting him while he is analyzing me, both of us doing it without shame.

      He isn’t going to move or walk this way, because he knows he doesn’t have to. Women all over this joint are swooning, wishing he would glance in their direction. Send them his come-hither eyes so they can do just that.

      Too bad he has decided to waste those melted chocolate eyes on me, although I will once again be depositing this memory into the spank bank for later.
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      Usually, I don’t let women get to me. I pride myself on being known as the cold-hearted Matthews brother. The one who has no problem ignoring the advances of a woman, no matter how strong those advances may be.

      I date only when and if I want to date, not because a woman has approached me and suggested it. If I did that, I’d never find time for myself.

      And I enjoy having me time. Me time means I’m not forced to pretend to like anyone or smile if I don’t want to. It’s when I get to do what I like to do, act how I want to act, and be who I want to be. It’s the place where I can lie back and scratch my balls right before I stick my hand in the popcorn bowl without having anyone tell me off.

      Lately, dating hasn’t been all that exciting for me, so I’ve chosen not to participate. The main reason I was dodging the curvy blonde with the big blue eyes—Fluffy.

      Her name is Penny, and she is my sister’s age, twenty-four, a little too young for my taste since I am one year over thirty. She, like so many other women out there, is also a little too eager to get to know me. Not afraid to walk up to a man and just lay it all out there. There is no challenge when it comes to her. No chase. No surprises about her intentions or mystery about it. I am just a meal ticket she is willing to attach herself to, even though she does not know who I really am. It’s those types of women that have discouraged me from the dating game.

      I enjoyed the hunt more than I enjoyed catching. Does that make any sense to you?

      I guess maybe it’s more like I enjoy the process of getting a woman to agree to go out with me, more than I actually like dating. You know, the ones who play hard to get. The ones who make me at least work at it before they gladly give in. But lately, I haven’t been able to find very many women who want to let me pursue them. They all want to do the pursuing, and frankly, that does nothing for me.

      So, the fact that the woman next to the chocolate fountain has earned my interest surprises me. I didn’t know what to think of her at first. Her demanding tone had my feet moving but also threw up all kinds of warning flags in my brain. Then when she started chatting about poodles named Fluffy and tucking tail, I was sure she was some nutcase they let crash the party.

      The more she chattered, though, the more I got swept up into her strange little world. I couldn’t help but listen to her wild suggestion of how to ward off the overly eager woman determined to get me alone. She was right about me avoiding that woman the best I could. I hadn’t even seen Penny approaching me this last time, so I couldn’t help but be somewhat grateful that she’d swooped in and whisked me away.

      Darcy is a woman I don’t imagine you’d want to mess with. Her firecracker attitude and fierce demeanor would be enough to scare most men away from her. I suspect she doesn’t take crap from anyone, although I bet, she dishes out her share of it.

      When she suggested she pretend to be my fiancée, I about swallowed my tongue. ‘Hold up there now, chickadee,’ is what I wanted to say. However, the words wouldn’t come out.

      I’m not usually one to agree to such shenanigans. I simply say no and walk away. If feelings get hurt, well, that’s not my problem. Except there was something about her and the phrase my fiancée that seemed to fit. Therefore, I played along, if only for a little while.

      The longer we talked, the more I wondered who Darcy really was. Would she actually go the distance in this game and try to sell it to those who were curious? Or was she all talk? I had to know, so when the opportunity presented itself, I took a risk and dared her just a little.

      Chicken shit ran out on me, but not before she unashamedly buried her nose in my chest and inhaled. I swore under my breath, as my body woke up and took notice of the woman in my arms. Then, like a fool, I tried to one-up her by showing her I could play too. Not that I had a chance after her brazen move, but I sure tried. Her essence went straight to my brain, down my spine, where every cell in my body absorbed it. Forcing me to challenge her and then she ran.

      We haven’t talked since.

      Not one single word has been spoken between us. At least we haven’t been communicating with our mouths.

      I watched her retreat out the side door and thought about chasing after her but stopped myself. Mainly because I didn’t know what to say or do about it, had no clue if she even wanted me to. So, I gathered my senses and walked off in the opposite direction. Figured she’d done what she set out to do and that would be it. I’d put her out of my mind and enjoy the rest of my evening.

      Darcy wasn’t about to abandon my psyche so easily, though. I don’t imagine that was her intention.

      My mother steps into my line of sight and smiles at me. “Dex.”

      “Mother.” I lean over and place a kiss on her cheek. “Enjoying your evening?”

      “One of my boys got married tonight, so of course I am enjoying it.” One of her boys being Barry Thomas, my brother Corey’s best friend. She has considered him one of us since he came to live with us when he was twelve.

      She tugs me down into the group of chairs closest to us. “What about you? I saw you on the dance floor earlier with Miss Ashland from the bank.”

      I must look confused because my mother continues. “Darcy Ashland, the lovely woman you’ve been staring at ever since.”

      Leave it to my mother to notice something like that. “She was saving me from a poodle.”

      “A poodle?” My mother lifts her eyebrows at me, not grasping the joke.

      “Yes. Fluffy is what she called her. Said that particular poodle had been sniffing around me all night, so she just couldn’t stand it any longer. We’re engaged now, I thought you should know.” I try not to smile, but it’s futile because my mother nearly chokes on the water she was sipping.

      “You’re engaged to a poodle named Fluffy?” She finally spits out after she recovers. “How lovely, dear.”

      I chuckle. “No, mother, I’m not engaged to a poodle named Fluffy. I am engaged to Darcy.”

      “Excuse me?” Oh wow, my mom is giving me her you’ve got to be kidding me look. “Since when?”

      I glance down at my Apple Watch and give her a not so honest answer. “About two hours now, give or take a few. We are fighting though because she is mad that I didn’t send the poodle running sooner. Now I believe we are at a standstill. You know, staring each other down to see which one of us will give in first, before we make up.”

      “If I were a betting woman, I’d put it all on her. Darcy is a force to be reckoned with. She will hold her ground firmly until you apologize, and then she may just jerk a knot in your head.” Finally, my mother is catching on. “Fiancée? Was that her idea?”

      I nod.

      “Be careful, Dex, or you might actually end up with one.” My mother stands and surveys the room. “Those who play with fire often get burned.”

      “Thanks for the advice, mother,” I tell her as she walks away.

      I almost missed Darcy making her escape again. She seems to have left her friends standing by the chocolate fountain looking rather perplexed. I wonder what they were talking about.

      This time I decide to go check on her myself. I wasn’t thrilled when I noticed Clint took off after her earlier as soon as his date retreated to the bathroom. I don’t trust that man one iota.

      When I step outside, I hear her chatting on the phone, so I give her some privacy, or I try to give it to her. She is using this sweet voice and I can’t help but wonder who she would be speaking to like that. It doesn’t take me long to find out.

      “I love you too, Naomi. Nighty night sweet baby girl, mommy will be home soon. Let me talk to your brother again, please.” There is a pause before her voice switches back to normal when she speaks again. “Yes, that’s fine. Just make sure to turn down the volume so you don’t wake your sister. Make sure you ask Willow if she’d like to play. Zeb, it is the polite thing to do. Just ask, if she says no, at least you know you asked and weren’t rude about it. I am trying to raise a polite son who respects all those in his world. Thank you. I love you. No, you don’t have to say it back, although that doesn’t mean I don’t know how you feel. Whatever. Goodbye, I’ll see you soon.” She is laughing when she hangs up and slips her phone back in her purse.

      I watch her for a few minutes before I choose to speak. “Your kids?”

      “Holy shit!” Darcy jumps, and I reach out to keep her from tumbling over. “How long have you been eavesdropping?”

      I release her arm and shove my hands in my pant pockets. “Long enough to hear you tell your sweet baby girl nighty night. So, a boy and a girl? Any others I should know about?”

      Darcy scowls at me. “Excuse me?”

      “I believe in full disclosure, dear. Since you are my fiancée, I am just wondering if there are more than two unruly children I am going to now support.”

      “First off, my children aren’t unruly.” Darcy is doing her best to maintain her anger; I can tell this is a sensitive subject for her. One I probably shouldn’t have joked about.

      “I didn’t mean to make assumptions. I’m sure they are little angels.” I lift my hands in defense.

      That makes her snort. “Let’s not go that far. They are your typical loud-mouth children who are just as opinionated as their mother. The only time I’ve ever thought of them as angels is when they are sound asleep.”

      “How old?”

      “Zeb is eleven. Naomi is two.” She retrieves her phone and hands it to me proudly.

      I stare at the picture that lights up her screen. It is one of the three of them. Zeb, the boy, is a scrawny stick figure with light brown hair that is plastered to his sweaty forehead. Naomi is a chunky little butterball with the biggest gray eyes I’ve ever seen. Her hair is a shade darker than her brother’s, but not quite as dark as her mother’s. Both children resemble their mom with just a few differences. They look very happy.

      “Cute kids.” I pass her phone back to her and our fingers brush slightly against each other.

      Darcy jiggles her head a few times as she places it back in her clutch. “I agree. So now that you exposed my secret, I assume this means we are over. And I had such high hopes for us. The kids and I made all these plans on how to spend that hard-earned money of yours. Vacations, a pool membership, new bikes, new electronic gadgets, and if there was anything left, we might have bought some new outfits. They will be so disappointed to learn I just blew it by getting caught out here telling them goodnight. Oh well, lucky for me you have two brothers that we haven’t met yet.”

      Her sense of humor is unlike any I’ve ever encountered before. Her expression has me trying to conceal my amusement while I listen to her rattle on and on. When she finishes, I decide to go with my gut.

      “What if I don’t want it to be over?” I take a step closer. “Perhaps we should give it a trial run.”

      “I don’t think so.” Darcy wraps her arm around the column, holding up the overhang. “You’d get all attached, and then I’d break your heart when I sent you on your way. I’m not the settling down type. Freedom and unattached is more my style. Once I get rid of these clingy kids of mine, I plan on taking off and letting the wind lead me where it blows.”

      Darcy seals her eyes as a breeze catches her hair and whips it behind her. She lifts her face toward the cool air and sighs as if she is dreaming of doing just that. It makes me wonder who this woman truly is.

      I don’t know what has come over me. Before I even realize what I am doing, I find my hands plunging into her thick hair to secure her head. Her eyes flutter open gradually until I discover myself staring into these cool grayish blue eyes that appear free and directionless all at the same time.

      I only give her a second to understand my intention before I drop my lips to hers. Darcy doesn’t fight me. In fact, she seems to accept what I am willingly offering.

      I have never kissed a woman like this before. I mean, I’ve kissed my share of women, more than my share actually. If I take a woman out on a date, she is likely to receive some sort of kiss from me when the night is over. The type of kiss depends on how attracted I am to the woman, along with how long we have been dating. However, I have never kissed a woman I only met hours earlier. One who I’m not even sure isn’t a little eccentric.

      My fake fiancée has done something no other woman has. She has ignited this flicker of hope inside of me that seems to thaw the ice I have allowed to encase my heart.

      I angle my head away from her so I can deepen the kiss. When my tongue darts out, it fuses with hers almost instantly. We are going at it like teenagers who have snuck off and have no plans of getting caught, and that is when I hear a throat clear behind me.

      “Don’t move,” I warn her as I pull away, only to discover my father standing in the doorway, trying to not act thrown by my behavior. “Sir.”

      “Just wanted you to know your mother and I are heading home.” He reaches into his pocket and tosses me a set of keys. “We’ll ask Ava or Corey for a ride. Carry on.”

      Darcy snickers. “Your father isn’t very subtle, is he?”

      “Did you drive yourself?” I ask as I graze my thumb across her cheek.

      She shakes her head. “Emma gave me a ride. My car has seen better days and is currently giving me some problems.”

      I try to slow down my breathing as I watch her intensely. This woman is so unexpected that I don’t even know what to do with her. “Text her to inform her you found another way home.”

      Darcy tugs out her phone. “Sure, but you should understand we won’t be having sex.”

      I drag my hands through my hair and wait for her to finish sending her text. When she puts her phone away, I grab her by the waist and spin her around until her back is flat against the side of the barn. Then I resume kissing her like before until I am forced to stop so I can catch my breath.

      “That changes nothing.” She pants out as she licks her lips to moisten them. “Wow, you sure do know how to kiss, Dex.”

      I am breathing so hard I can feel my chest rising and falling rapidly. “Who said anything about sex, Darcy?”

      “So now that sex is off the table, what is it you want exactly, Dex?” Darcy stares into my eyes as if challenging me to answer her.

      “You,” I growl out before I go after that delicious mouth again. “All of you. All that is a part of you. All that comes along with you. I just want you.”

      “What if you can’t have me?” Her breathing is as winded as mine. “What if I’m not on the table either?”

      I lean down and sink my face into her hair, then inhale like I have no other choice. I let her scent wash over me again before I allow my mind to speak freely. “Then I’ll figure out how to get you up on that table, Darcy Ashland. I’ll do whatever is necessary, and I won’t give up until you see things my way.”

      She gently pushes me away from her. “Tempting as that may be, I’m afraid you are wasting your time even trying. You’re welcome to take me home tonight. Welcome to escort me to the door and even come inside for a while if you’d like. Kiss me until my mind turns to mush, and I have to kick you out. But after tonight, this ends. I have nothing more to offer you. I can only allow this to go so far. If you can’t accept that, I suggest you just walk away and forget about me.”

      “Darcy?” a female voice calls from the door.

      “Well?” Darcy dares me one last time.

      I lean in and kiss her gently this time. “Then I guess we say goodnight and leave it at that, for now.”

      Darcy sneers and pats me on the cheek. “Goodbye, Dex. It’s been real fun.” Then she walks away as if nothing extraordinary just transpired between us.

      Well, I have news for Darcy Ashland. We aren’t over just yet. We are just beginning. I’ll let her believe what she wants for now, but there is no way I am going to let this woman escape from me so easily.

      I think I understand now what happened to Corey when he first stumbled upon Tabitha. No wonder he was so messed up while he was trying to figure out how to deal with her. It’s like a piece of my heart just ran away with hers. If I never see her again or figure out how to get her to see things my way, I’ll never be whole again.
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      I slept horribly last night, mostly because of the man who invaded my thoughts and kept me tossing and turning. Why I let him get to me like this has baffled my brain. Blowing off men has become an art to me these last couple of years.

      I’d still be sleeping if it weren’t for my sweet baby girl beckoning me to come and get her through the monitor. At least she has given me until nine before hollering at me to rescue her from her crib. She has been up for a little over an hour now, playing with her baby and singing the best she can. But she is done waiting and is now demanding.

      “Momma. Momma, I eat. Momma, I pee. Momma up.” She is getting louder while banging on her crib. “Momma. Momma ease I ungrey.”

      I lob back the covers and loudly let her know I’m moving. “Hold on baby girl, I’m coming.”

      After a visit to the bathroom, and a quick run of the brush through my hair, I finally step into her bedroom across the hall. I find her standing in her crib, smiling.

      “I.” That is her saying hi.

      “Hi. Did you sleep well?” I ask as I grab a diaper, so I am prepared as soon as I get her out. She always has a nice surprise for me first thing in the morning.

      “I poop,” Naomi informs me when she sees me opening the wipes.

      “I know, baby.” I reach in and lift her out of her crib.

      Like always, she plants a big sloppy kiss on my cheek and giggles. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, sweet baby. Did you have fun with Willow last night?”

      She nods her head yes and starts babbling. I have a hard time understanding all she is sharing. My best guess is that she is telling me all about her evening.

      The doorbell chimes, so I peek out her bedroom window to see if I can determine who it is. Her room has the best view of the street and driveway from upstairs, but I don’t spot any cars I recognize. When Zeb darts by and rushes down the stairs, I assume it is one of his friends coming over to play.

      “Willow.” Naomi kicks excitedly.

      “No Willow today, baby,” I inform her as I lift her and set her feet down on the floor.

      Then I watch her toddle for her door and turn so she can slide down the stairs on her belly. My baby has become so independent that it saddens me to think about how fast they grow up. It seems like only yesterday Zeb was a toddler and we were living in our first small apartment above the diner where I waited tables. Now he is entering his preteen years and before I know it, he will be all grown up and ready to venture out on his own.

      I pass her on the steps and stumble into my kitchen to start a pot of coffee. I haven’t converted to those new kinds of coffee machines yet, mostly because it takes me a good three cups to get me motivated. While I am waiting, I grab one of Naomi’s sippy cups and fill it with milk.

      Sure enough, she comes pattering in, asking for it like always. “Cup ease. I outside too?”

      I yawn bigger than I thought possible after sleeping, not sleeping, tossing around while wrestling with the covers. “Breakfast first, then after Mommy has been well caffeinated, I’ll take you outside.”

      She crawls up into her chair and starts pounding on the table. “Waffles.”

      I open the freezer to grab them and end up throwing them over my shoulder when a male voice rumbles from behind me. “Good morning, Darcy.”

      “Holy shit!” I whirl around and almost slip on a waffle that escaped the package. “W-what are you doing here?”

      Dexter strolls over to the spilled box of waffles and picks them up. He is dressed in a pair of old jeans and a greasy t-shirt, wearing an even dirtier old baseball cap on his head. When he sets the box on the table, I notice his hands are covered in grime all the way up to his elbows.

      A wicked grin crosses his face as he does a slow perusal of my body. “Came to have a look at your car. See if I could get it running for you.”

      “My car?” I catch his eyes slide down my body again, so I glance down and curse. “Eyes up top, hotshot.”

      I’m wearing a very old and thin t-shirt along with a pair of my ex’s boxers. If you look closely, you can see through my shirt easily. Okay, you really don’t have to look that closely. I like sleeping in this shirt because it’s cool and comfortable. It’s not like I was expecting company, so I refuse to be embarrassed by it, or at least act as if I am, even though I’m completely mortified.

      Dexter blinks a few times and then turns toward the sink and starts washing his hands. “Sorry. I don’t typically stare like that, but you are so… cute.”

      “Cute?” I question him as I emphasize the word. “I don’t think cute is the word you are searching for.”

      Reaching for the waffle box again, I remove one and pop it in the toaster. Naomi is sucking down her milk, staring in awe at the man standing at our kitchen sink. I totally agree with her. He looks mighty fine while making himself right at home in my kitchen. A woman could get used to waking up to the sight of him every morning.

      Stop it, Darcy. He is not here to stay. You made it perfectly clear to him where things stand between the two of you. Now you need to remind him of that and send him on his way.

      He spins around, wiping off his large forearms with paper towels. At that moment, my daughter decides to make her bold declaration. “I Dada.”

      Trying to wave off her unabashed announcement and make it seem like it’s no big deal. I respond, “She calls all men dada.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Zeb appears in the doorway, looking as messy as Dexter. “She has never once said that before.”

      “Why are you covered in grime?” I ignore my son as I glower at him, hoping he receives my message. “I thought we talked about you letting strangers in the house.”

      “I didn’t let him in the house.” Zeb wipes his hand off on his pants. His good ones, not the ones that have holes in them. “He knocked on the door around seven and said you asked him to look at the car. I was already up and didn’t want to wake you. Plus, Dexter isn’t a stranger. He is Corey’s brother and I’ve seen him at church before. Not to mention he plays football for the Arabians.”

      I stare at both of them with stern eyes while I get Naomi’s breakfast for her. Once I have her eating, I pour myself a cup of hot coffee and take several sips, so I am ready for the battle I am about to embark on.

      Fueled now and ready to go, I address my son first. “He may be Corey’s brother, along with being a professional football player, but that doesn’t make him any less of a stranger. Don’t look at me like that.” I use my best mom voice. “I never asked Mr. Matthews to see about my car. I only mentioned something about it giving me issues when we were at the wedding after he offered me a ride home.

      “You know the rules about opening the door before I am up. No matter what excuse you are about to spew out of your mouth, it is not a good enough one to not have woken me up to check and see if I was okay with all of that. Are we clear?”

      “Yes ma’am.” Zeb glares at me. “You’re going to send him away, aren’t you?”

      “That is my decision to make Zebediah, not yours. I allow you to decide which friends you want to have, don’t I? You will extend me the same courtesy. Are we clear?” This time I not only give him the look, but I also make it known in my tone that this is non-negotiable.

      “Yes, but…”

      I cut him off. “This is non-negotiable.”

      “What if I want him to be my friend?” Zeb crosses his arms and stomps his foot.

      “You can’t be friends with a grown man. That’s not an option.” I will no longer argue this out in front of Dexter. “Go upstairs and take a shower. When you come back down, you can have breakfast.”

      Zeb is as stubborn as me. “Fine, but I don’t want breakfast, so there.” And before I can say anything else, not that I was going to, he retreats and stomps up the stairs, then slams the door to his room.

      Naomi smiles at me as she talks around her mouthful of food, spitting it out while she shares her thoughts on the matter. “Him mad. No hungry.”

      “Yes, he is, baby. Finish your breakfast.” I tell her as I drag my nails through her messy hair.

      Then I aim my frustration at the man who has brought this on. “As for you⁠—”

      Dexter dares to smile. “Can I at least have a cup of coffee before you send me away with my tail tucked between my legs?”

      “Sure.” I don’t miss his reference and try not to grin as I fill up his cup, thinking about it. Once I get it filled, I hand it to him, or I try to.

      He, however, is very much on his game today, grabs my wrist before he takes the cup, and places it on the table. Then he yanks me to him and plants one of those hot kisses on my lips, catching me off guard. Once I have become putty in his hands, he releases me and picks up his coffee.

      “Now that we have kissed and made up.” He pulls out the chair next to Naomi’s and sits down. “Sit down, so I can tell you what’s wrong with your car.”

      “I Dada. You ungry.” Naomi, the little trader, stabs a piece of her waffle and offers it to him.

      Without thinking twice about it, Dexter opens his mouth, closes it over her fork, accepting the bite she offers him. “Thank you. That was so good.”

      “More?” She tilts her head and studies him. “Momma, him want eat.”

      Still in a daze from the unexpected kiss, I retrieve two waffles and pop them in the toaster behind me. Then I stand there and watch my daughter interact with this man as if she has known him her entire life. She has always been friendly, but she has never taken to someone like this before. Watching her giggle at him as he munches on her fingers, which are covered in syrup and baby slobber, does something to my guarded heart I have built a very thick wall around.

      They sit there and have this private conversation while I make us both some waffles and pour me more coffee. I don’t say anything again until I slide a plate in front of him and pass him a fork.

      “Eat.”

      Yeah, I know right. Where is all that spicy jargon I love to use?

      Dexter reaches over and takes my hand in his as he bows his head. He utters a small prayer, giving thanks, and then when he’s done, he starts eating.

      “Amen.” Naomi claps. “All done.”

      I reach behind me and grab a wet wipe and hand it to her. Once she has cleaned them the best she can, I finish for her, then help her get down. She toddles off into the living room, where I can hear her playing with her toys as if this day is as normal as any other.

      Dexter finishes way too fast, and I wonder if two waffles are going to be enough for this large man. “Do you want more?”

      “No. I ate before I came, but that was a nice snack.” He grabs his cup and reclines back in his chair. “Thank you.”

      “Like I was given a choice in the matter.” I am feeling more like myself again. “Baby girl manipulated me by acting as if you belonged here. Using her cuteness to get her way. I am so going to make her eat peas for supper tonight. That will teach her.”

      “You’re a good mom.” His compliment throws me for a loop, but I do my best to just move on.

      Why does he have to be so nice? Why can’t he be like every other man I have ever met? It would make it so much easier to send him on his way.

      “Thank you. I’m sure Zeb would disagree with you.”

      “You were right to get on to him for that. He should have followed the rules you have laid out to protect you all. But in his defense, I kind of used the fact that he knew who I was, as a way to convince him to let me look at your car. He wanted to wake you, but I told him you had a rough night warding off aggressive female dogs and probably needed your sleep.” He chuckles.

      “You did not tell him that.” I sigh; hoping he left that part out.

      “No, I didn’t.” The glimmer in his eyes makes me wish I wasn’t about to do what I am about to do.

      “I thought I made it clear last night that once I left, it ended. I had fun and all pretending to be your fiancée for the sake of keeping that bitch off you, but I can’t do this.” I have to be as honest as I can with him. “Me and you, we come from different places. It would never work.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.” He finishes his coffee and stands. “I came because you said you had a problem with your car. It didn’t feel right knowing that and not seeing if I could help. I believe I see the issue. After I make a run to the auto shop to pick up what I need, and then make the repairs, I’ll get out of your hair.”

      “No, you won’t.” I blurt out, not sure where that came from. “You are going to be a big pain in my ass, aren’t you?”

      “Probably.” He smirks and I so would like to slap it right off his face.

      “I don’t need this, Dex,” I grumble as I pick up our plates and drop them into the sink to wash later. “I really don’t need this.”

      He steps in behind me as he drops a few forks in there. I know what he is doing, and I hate him for thinking it will work. His hands slide up my arms and rest on my shoulders, where he slowly kneads my neck.

      “Or maybe you do.” He bends down and kisses the top of my head and is gone like that.

      “Bye, Dada.” Naomi hollers after him as he walks out the front door.

      Dang man answers her without missing a beat. “Bye Sis, take care of Mommy for me.”

      I grip the sink and take several controlled breaths.

      This cannot be happening. I don’t get involved because I can’t be trusted when it comes to men. I keep my distance for a reason. I am going to continue reminding myself of that until I can figure out a way to get Dexter to get that through his thick head.

      Why do I get the impression he is going to be the death of me?
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      After I leave Darcy’s, I make a quick run to Joel’s Auto where I pick up a few spark plugs, some filters, and a new radiator. While I’m there, I set up an appointment with him to do a full inspection of her fifteen-year-old vehicle. The car isn’t in bad shape, but I’m convinced it could use a little TLC from a mechanic who knows what he is doing, one who will also be fair in his assessment. If my assumptions are correct, it has been years since it has gotten a proper tune-up and is in dire need of one.

      Next, I run by my parents’ place and start digging for the tools I need. My father has always enjoyed tinkering with his vehicles; therefore, he has collected his share of tools over the years. As I am placing them in the extra toolbox I found, I hear him approaching from behind.

      “Wondered where you ran off so early this morning. Missed you in church.” My old man discloses reaching over me and then adds whatever he thought I’d need to the toolbox.

      “Figured God would understand.” I close it up and begin carrying it to my truck. “I’ll do double time next weekend, how’s that.”

      Usually, I attend church on Saturday evenings in Denver. Playing football has forced me to leave my Sundays open for games. I’ve gotten in the habit of keeping that day clear, so sometimes I forget about Sunday morning worship.

      “Doesn’t work that way, but God knows your heart, and like you said, I’m sure he understands.” He follows me out to my truck. “So, what do you need my tools for exactly?”

      He is asking, not because he minds me borrowing them, but because he is being nosy. “Helping out a friend.”

      “The friend I caught you with last night?” Yep, totally being nosy.

      I nod once and climb into the truck. “Got a problem with that?”

      Here is the thing you don’t know about me. Out of the four boys in our family, I tend to be the one who does life in my own style. My parents always let me unless my way was illegal, or they felt it put me in harm’s way, they allowed me to learn from my mistakes. That doesn’t mean they didn’t give their opinion or forbid me from doing stuff. They most definitely did both, several times over. It just means that when it all blew up in my face—and it seemed to do that more often than not—they were there for me to help figure it all out. They never said I told you so or rubbed it in. They handled each situation with care, and if I needed to be punished, I was. I was always held accountable for my choices, then together we figured out the best way for me to move forward.

      I never appreciated that really until I entered the PFL draft my senior year. The girl I had been dating told everyone she was pregnant with my kid. Victoria and I had dated off and on those last couple of years of college. Basically, when I wasn’t so busy, and football season wasn’t taking up all my time, we were on. She always wanted more, while I didn’t.

      After I accepted a PFL contract with the Houston Marshals, she saw an opportunity and took advantage of it. The worst part about it was that I couldn’t be certain she wasn’t telling the truth. There had been a few times matters between us went farther than they should have. I wasn’t a saint, but I also wasn’t the kind of guy who slept around. As far as I could remember, I’d never slept with her, or anyone else, for that matter.

      It took a few months, but eventually, Victoria fessed up and told me she wasn’t pregnant. That we hadn’t slept together after all. Her reason for claiming we had was so that we actually would. She figured if I thought she was pregnant since I couldn’t remember if we had slept together that night, we finally really would, and she’d get pregnant. But when I still wouldn’t touch her, and then started demanding we go to the doctors together, she realized she could only preserve the lie for so long. The longer it went on, the more I became suspicious. Until finally, she had to come clean.

      She sealed the deal for me. I swore after her to never put myself in a situation where I could be lied to like that again. All my dates took place in public. I never brought a woman to my home, and I never went home with one.

      The only exception was if there were other couples around, even then I always left at the same time or before the last person. Victoria taught me to trust no one and to be very suspicious of all women. She was the reason relationships for me were grueling, why I kept my distance, until Darcy, that is.

      “No. Honestly, I am glad to see you doing something about it for a change. Bout time you got over what happened and let someone in.” My father slaps his hand against the roof of my truck. “Not every woman has an agenda. Matter of fact, I’m pretty sure Darcy isn’t like other women at all. You are the first man I’ve seen her with since she moved here a little over a year ago. And it’s not because men haven’t been sniffing around her.”

      I have no doubt that Darcy isn’t like everyone else. Not just because she has captured my attention without trying, but because she has this force that surrounds her. I imagine most men are a little frightened of her.

      “Who has been sniffing around?” I try to keep my voice level but fail miserably.

      “Newest one I believe is Clint. Seems he’s taken an interest in her after Tabitha and he had their falling out. Although he isn’t the only one, I notice men hitting on her all the time at the bank.” My father is enjoying this way too much.

      “Who exactly?” I ask as I start my truck.

      “I don’t know exactly, Dex. Just men in general, I suppose. You know how it is around here. A new lady shows up and the men take notice, especially the single ones. So far, she has snubbed their advances. Politely told them she wasn’t interested and left it at that.”

      The way she tried to do to me last night. Although I don’t imagine she has allowed other men to kiss her like I did. The way she kissed me told me she wasn’t new at it, or even afraid of it. It came across as if it had been a while though. Probably why she allowed it to go on as it did.

      I wave him off and then head back to Darcy’s. The full five minutes it takes me to get there, I let what my dad said stir up stuff in my head. I don’t enjoy hearing about other men hitting on her, especially Clint. And I know the single men in this town, most are divorced or have a reputation, the reason they are still single. None of them, in my opinion, are good enough for Darcy and her kids.

      When I pull up in front of her house, she is out there with Naomi. I try not to stare at her. She has at least changed out of that thin t-shirt and those other man’s boxers she had on earlier. The dang shirt was so thin I didn’t have to look at her all that closely to get a glimpse of her small perky breasts. The dark peaks were pointed upward and visible, as if calling my name. I imagined what it would be like to give them some attention. And those boxers just pissed me off, because I knew they belonged to another man. A man she most likely had been intimate with. And I didn’t enjoy thinking about that.

      The outfit she has on now isn’t much better. The tight tank top with spaghetti straps clearly suggests she isn’t wearing a bra underneath. And her measly frayed jean shorts barely cover her butt and sit low on her hips, leaving very little to the imagination. She stands upright and stretches, causing her top to rise, forcing me to bite my tongue.

      Not only because that move makes those perky breasts of hers jut forward, but also because it lifts just enough to display the emerald bellybutton piercing, she has. Who knew I was a fan of such a simple form of jewelry?

      I start working on the car, trying to ignore the show taking place only a few yards away. Naomi is giggling while she chases the bubbles her mother is blowing for her. My eyes concentrate on her red lips as they form a perfect O when she blows. I’ve kissed those lips, so I know how soft they are, what they taste like, how they move.

      Damn, I am in so much trouble already.

      Still watching while I work one of the spark plugs loose, using the socket wrench I attached to it means I don’t hear Zeb approach until he speaks. Hence the reason I jerk up, banging my head against the raised hood.

      “Dammit. Sorry kid, what was that?”

      “I said what are you doing?” Zeb leans in as far as his small frame will allow him.

      “Replacing spark plugs,” I tell him as I focus on the task at hand instead of the woman distracting me.

      “She didn’t run you off?” His voice is quiet, and he appears surprised to find I have returned to finish what I started. “She must really like you then. Mom hasn’t been with anyone since she found out about Naomi. That’s when we moved, and she got a new job.”

      I realize I shouldn’t probe the kid, but he seems to be willing to offer me some information. If Darcy knew, she’d put a stop to it. So, I try to make it look as if I’m letting him help me while I urge him on. “Hand me that package of new plugs, Zeb. First of all, when I start something, I finish it until the job is done. So, you and Naomi don’t have the same dad?”

      “Nope.” Zeb grabs the package and opens it as I ask, then hands me one. “Never met my father. We left when I was Na’s age. Mom said it was best for us to get away. Provided us with more opportunities and gave us the freedom to roam if we wanted. She didn’t get to do much roaming growing up. Lived a very secluded life, was only allowed to speak with those her parents approved of. I guess my dad was one of them. I don’t really know though because she doesn’t like to talk about it.”

      I finish with the spark plugs and start replacing the filters. The mystery continues, and when I glance up at Darcy, I catch suspicion in her eyes. She doesn’t trust me. That part is very apparent. I don’t imagine she trusts very many people.

      “Where did she grow up? Do you know?” Sounds like she might have been raised Amish or something similar to that.

      “Montana. Very small town somewhere in northern Montana.” He discloses. “She hates small towns for that reason but doesn’t mind living here because it is so close to the city. At least that’s what she tells me, except I don’t think she likes it here all that much. We’ll probably move again soon.”

      I make a mental note to see what I can find out about those types of communities. I get the impression that maybe that is why she holds onto her freedom so much.

      “Do you move around a lot?” I ask him when I notice his wide eyes focus above me.

      “What are you two talking about?” I didn’t hear her approach, and once again I about banged my head. “Be careful. I can’t afford you getting injured while fixing my car. Money doesn’t grow on trees here.”

      “Does it grow on trees in other places?” I inquire as I loosen the lug nut holding the air filter in place.

      “No place I’ve ever lived.” She leans her hip against the grill and my eyes zone in on the curve of it. “Hungry?”

      I lick my lips and allow my eyes to travel up the length of her body. Taking in all those curves she has placed right in front of me, as if tempting me to do something. When my eyes meet her steel blue ones, I quickly realize she knows exactly what she is doing. And then conclude she is doing it on purpose.

      Two can play this game, sweetheart.

      I wipe my hands off on the rag in my back pocket and then toss it on the engine block. Before Darcy can slip away and retreat, I capture her with one of my arms. Draw that itty-bitty waist of hers close enough so I can get my lips on her again.

      Except this time, she is quicker than I anticipated, twisting her head away just in time. My lips miss and land on her cheek instead. Although I don’t let that prevent me from my goal, instead of letting her win, I take it one step farther and drop my lips to her neck. Take a small bite out of it and then hover there just long enough to feel her squirm.

      “For you, yes,” I whisper in her ear as I release her. “Although my stomach never turns down food, if you are offering that is.”

      I bend over to pick up the tools I dropped when her hand slaps my ass hard. “When you’re finished, come inside and I’ll make you a sandwich. It’s the least I could do.” She slaps it one more time and then takes off across the yard to retrieve her daughter.

      Zeb is still standing there, and when I glimpse up, he is smiling like he knows something I don’t. “You confuse her.”

      “What makes you say that, Zeb?” I ask as I pack up my stuff.

      “Cause any other man tried that shit on my mom, she’d have knocked him on his ass.”

      I don’t like hearing the young boy use that kind of language. “You shouldn’t talk like that.”

      Zeb rolls his eyes as he hands me a tool. “You do.”

      Point taken. “Doesn’t make it right. If I promise to try and do better, do you promise to, as well?”

      He shrugs. “Guess I might, as long as you promise to stick around to find out.”

      Oh, this kid is good. No need to make a promise to some dude who is only here for one thing and one thing only. “Deal.”

      He stares at me carefully, as if calculating whether he can trust me to keep that promise. “You gonna date my mom?”

      “I’d like to.” I can tell this kid is smart and could give me issues if he wanted. “You okay with that?”

      “You actually asking me?” He doesn’t seem to believe me, or maybe he is just a little cynical about it.

      I put the toolbox back in the bed of my truck, then close the tailgate. When he walks around to hand me the empty boxes, I lean against it and motion for him to join me. Time to lay it all out there for him and see what he thinks.

      “Can I be honest with you, Zeb?” I wait for him to nod. “Good. So, here is how it is. You don’t want me dating your mom and I won’t. I’ll walk in there, make up some excuse that I have to leave, and then I’ll do just that. I won’t like it, but I’ll do it because it would never work between us without your approval.

      “But the thing is, I like your mom. Not just that, but I like you as well. And I like your little sister too, although she’s kinda easy to like being so cute. I know your mother will not make this easy on me. She will fight me every step of the way. Probably even have me pulling my hair out at times. I could be completely bald before it is all said and done.”

      Zeb is hooting now. “You seem to have her number.”

      “Is she worth it?” I lay a hand on his shoulder. “Do you think me going bald will be worth it in the end?”

      “Yeah.” His dark eyes gaze up to me and I catch how hopeful he is that I mean what I just said. I bet he has been let down a lot in his life; I don’t plan on being one more.

      “You promise to treat her right. Be there for Na and her. Mom acts tough, but deep down, she’s just like every other girl. Sometimes I hear her crying late at night when she thinks I am asleep. She worries she is failing us. That if she had done things differently in the beginning, our lives would have been better. I try to help when I can, but it’s hard, you know, cause I’m just a kid.”

      I squeeze his shoulder. “How about you let me do the helping from now on. You worry about stuff kids should worry about, like if you should have red or green Jell-O with your lunch. If something bothers you, then just let me know and I’ll do my best to figure it out. Deal?”

      “Deal. So, can I call you Dex?” His grin is contagious.

      “I’d like it if you did.” I push off my truck. “Come on, we better go inside before your mom starts to wonder what we are doing out here. So, you’re okay with me dating her?”

      Zeb looks at me like I am crazy. “Are you kidding me? Of course, I am okay with you dating my mom. You’re like the coolest dude I know, plus you’re really big. If one of those assholes comes around again, you can easily run them off.” He glimpses up at me with apologetic eyes. “Sorry, I’ll work on the language thing.”

      I just nod once as I encourage him to keep moving forward.

      Which assholes is this kid worried about coming around? The ones who live in this town and have been sniffing around his mother, or is he talking about a few from her past? I don’t like the sound of either, and if any of them come around, he can be damn sure I’ll be running them off.

      After all, this is my family now, therefore I don’t plan on letting any other man get near them. Who would have thought my fake fiancée would come to mean so much to me so quickly?
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