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            TWO PINK LINES...YUP, PREGNANT BY MY HOT AF BROTHER-IN-LAW.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Who just happens to be my new roommate.

      

        

      
        Look, this isn’t my dream life.

        I never planned on being a single mom begging to live with my brother-in-law.

        And it’s no secret he didn’t want this arrangement either.

        Fresh off a broken engagement, he isn’t exactly welcoming us with open arms.

      

        

      
        But I can’t help noticing the way his eyes linger on my lips,

        heavy with lust and a look that says, ‘I’m about to devour you.’

        And don’t even get me started on how amazing he is with my son.

      

        

      
        I can’t say I’ve been very innocent in this either,

        With rock hard abs and arms the size of pythons,

        It’s hard not to imagine ripping his tight t-shirt off his tattooed bod.

        And acting out every dirty scene I’ve ever read in a romance novel.

      

        

      
        I just have to keep my focus so I can get my life back on track,

        Before my son isn’t the only one falling in love with Mr. Moody and Brooding.

      

        

      
        You’d be hard-pressed to find a woman who wouldn’t pay top dollar for a drug like him.

        And I have it here.

        Right now.

      

        

      
        So how do I tell him the reason I ran away is because he’s about to be a daddy?
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      There are few things more depressing than walking up the stairs to your rundown apartment carrying a stack of mail you know must be full of bills. It’s like the worst walk of shame ever.

      And as I flip through the pile, I know I’m right.

      Bill. Bill. Another bill. Final notice from my building manager saying that when I renew my lease next month, my rent will be going up. Junk. Offer for a credit card I don’t need. Coupons for pizza.

      I’ll keep those. The rest I’ll deal with later.

      “Mama! Mama!”

      My three-year-old son comes running to the door as soon as I open it, making me drop the pile of mail in the entryway. But I don’t care. One day I know he’s not going to run to the door when I come home from work. So as long as he wants to, I’ll drop whatever I’m holding to be able to scoop him into my arms.

      “Hey, buddy. Were you good for Aunt Tori?”

      He excitedly nods his head as my sister comes walking into the kitchen, looking like she just ran a marathon.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I ask as I sprinkle kisses on my boy’s face.

      “Hurricane Grant was in full effect today. He was at a Category 4.”

      I laugh at my sister, who seriously looks like hell. I don’t know what kind of trouble my son could have gotten into during the four hours I was gone, but by the look on my sister’s face, it was a lot. Then I look at my son, who is smiling like a lunatic at his aunt.

      “Did Aunt Tori give you candy?”

      He nods enthusiastically. “And ice cweam!”

      I glare at my sister, who is currently ready to fall asleep on my kitchen table.

      “One of these days you’ll learn you can’t give him sugar this late. This is really your fault.”

      Her head snaps up as she points to the little angel in my arms.

      “My fault? It’s his fault. He’s too damn cute. I can’t say no to him. How do you say no to that face?”

      I agree with my sister: my boy does have a face that’s hard to resist. He gets it from his father.

      I should know. That’s how I ended up with a three-year-old in the first place.

      I met Ryan about four years ago in the most cliché way possible.

      He picked me up with a cheesy line at a bar.

      I was going to school to become a certified nursing assistant, and a few of my classmates and I decided to go out for a drink one night. Somehow between the margaritas and the mozzarella sticks, Ryan and I made eye contact and one horrible pickup line later, I was smitten.

      I gave him my number. He had the whole bad boy vibe going on that I’ve never been able to say no to. Plus, he was hot and seemed like a nice guy despite the tattoos and the piercings. What was the harm in giving him my number?

      Everything started really well. Or at least I thought so. He was sweet and attentive, and pretty good in bed. Not that I had a ton of experience before him. But I had orgasms more times than not, so that’s good, right?

      Tori never liked him, which should have been a huge red flag. Every day she would tell me that he was using me and that he was a deadbeat. I didn’t mind loaning him a few bucks, or letting him use my car when I was at work. I always defended him, saying that she really didn’t know him.

      Then I got pregnant with Grant about five months into our relationship, and bless my sister for not saying I told you so. Because she’d earned the right to scream it from the top of a building.

      The second I showed him the pregnancy test, his face went white and I swear to God I thought he was going to pass out. He told me he needed to take a walk and clear his head about it.

      I didn’t see him again for 10 months.

      In fairness, he wasn’t gone that whole time just because he was scared of becoming a father. Which he was. But it turned out six of those months were spent in jail, because apparently my bad boy with a heart of gold was also a small-time drug dealer.

      Do I know how to pick them or what?

      Grant has seen him maybe a handful of times in his three years on earth. If he walked into our apartment right now, I’m pretty sure I’d have to explain who he is.

      But I would. I’d introduce Ryan as his daddy and make up some story about why he he’s been away. Because as much as I hate it, Grant is Ryan’s son, and maybe one day, Ryan will get his life together and be there for him.

      Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself.

      I put Grant down, telling him to go get ready for bed as I pick up the mail. It’s way past his bedtime. Or what should be appropriate for a three-year-old. But I hate not being able to tuck him in the nights I work my second job as a waitress after working all day as a CNA. So he stays up until 10. Probably not going to win me any “mother of the year” awards, but at least my son will never wonder why I don’t tuck him in at night.

      “Are you looking for something specific?” Tori asks as I furiously thumb through the pile of mail.

      “No. Why do you ask?”

      She gives me a look letting me know she sees right through my bullshit. I don’t want to tell her what I’m looking for. Because if it doesn’t work out, I don’t want to have to explain myself.

      “Fine. I won’t press you, because honestly, I’m too tired. Your kid wiped me the fuck out.”

      “Thank you again.” I give my sister a hug, not knowing what I’d do without her. Daycare is expensive, and the nights she helps when I pull hours at the restaurant are a relief for both me and my wallet.

      “Anytime. You know that.”

      “Maybe next time you won’t fill him full of sugar and you won’t be so tired.”

      She laughs, grabbing her purse and keys.

      “I’m the fun aunt. This is my job. Have fun getting him to bed.”

      I laugh as Tori leaves my apartment, but when I go to shut the door, I notice a letter I must have dropped in the hallway.

      I bend to pick it up and recognize the logo.

      This is it. The letter I’ve been waiting for.

      “Mama! I pooped in the potty!”

      I sigh, look at the letter, and set it down. I’ll get to it later.

      Because to be honest, I’m terrified of opening it.
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      “Which one do you think Tori will like?,” Kalum asks me. “If you asked her, she’d say the over-the-top one. But in private, she told me she really wants the classic, understated one. But what if she actually wants the flashy one and she’s saying she wants the other one because it’s not as extravagant?”

      I roll my eyes because I have no idea why the fuck I’m here with my brother right now. Shouldn’t Scarlett be here? She’s Tori’s sister for God’s sake. Or maybe Annabelle. She’s her best friend. Either one of them has to be more qualified for this than me.

      “Tell me why I’m here again? Because I still can’t figure it out. And don’t say because you’re taking me for beers after. Which you are, by the way. A lot of them.”

      My brother takes a deep breath. I’ve asked this question at least five times now, and I’m pretty sure he’s ready to deck me.

      “Because you’re my brother. And this is a big decision. I would like . . . no . . . I need your help. I can’t fuck this up.”

      “Dude. This isn’t that big of a deal.”

      “Not that big of a deal? What do you mean not that big of a deal?”

      Now it’s my turn to take a deep breath, because I’m gathering all the strength I possess to hold myself back from slapping him upside the head.

      “No, Kalum, it’s not. You are buying her a fucking purse. If this is how you act on her birthday, then I’m glad I wasn’t there when you bought her engagement ring. Just get both of them, but make sure you can return them. Then ask Scarlett and Annabelle which one she will like and go from there.”

      Twenty minutes later, Kalum leaves the store with both purses and a necklace. No clue why he bought the jewelry—I just heard him mumble something about having her wear it with a red dress. I didn’t want to ask any unnecessary questions that would stand between me and a beer.

      “I don’t know why you were bitching so much. It’s not like you’ve never overthought a present for a woman,” Kalum says as we slide onto two bar stools.

      “Don’t even fucking go there,” I warn my brother, already not in the mood.

      “I’m not. I’m just saying payback is a bitch. And I didn’t need a bank to help out with my purchase.”

      It’s a low fucking blow and he knows it. But I don’t respond because I don’t feel like getting into that shit now. It’s in the past. Where it belongs.

      Even though he’s right.

      And I didn’t make him go purse shopping with me; we went house hunting.

      “So what are the plans for Tori’s birthday?” I know them by heart, but I desperately want to change the subject.

      “She said she doesn’t want anything crazy. Just the usual group at the bar for a normal night out. Only with presents.”

      “Tori doesn’t want anything crazy? What have you done to her?”

      Kalum just laughs, taking a sip of his beer. “Nothing, man. We’re just . . . in a good place now. Things got crazy for a while there and we’re both liking the idea of chilling out for a bit.”

      I don’t blame my brother for wanting to take a step away from life for a second. Hell, I wouldn’t blame him if he wanted to check out for the next 10 years after all the shit we’ve been through in our lives.

      Growing up on the South Side of Chicago wasn’t easy, but we managed just fine. Then we decided to make a career out of stealing cars, which was great for a while.

      And then it wasn’t. Prison could have been worse, but we pulled a deal and served only a few years each.

      But the last few months have been especially stressful for Kalum. Not only were we in the middle of opening up a second location of our custom car garage, but he was working undercover with the cops to help bring down a gang and the illegal chop shop they were running out of our original location. Of course, I knew nothing about this at the beginning, but he eventually told me he was doing it to make sure I didn’t go back to prison.

      It was messy and complicated and stressful as fuck. But in the end, the bad guys went away, we’re all good, and everyone is now living a calm life.

      We deserve it.

      “Chilling out sounds good. And speaking of, it’s about time I headed out.”

      “When are you going to sell that house and move closer? It’s way too big for you, and it’s so fucking far away.”

      “It’s 20 minutes, Kalum. It’s not like I live in Indiana.”

      “But still, the rest of us live in the city. And the garages are there. I don’t understand why you won’t sell it. You don’t even like it.”

      There are reasons, financial and personal. Ones he doesn’t need to know about.

      “Good night, Kalum. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I don’t know if it’s the night I just had or the memories that were brought up, but I don’t head straight home. Instead, I take a drive without a destination in mind.

      Kalum was right when he said I should sell my house. There’s a financial reason for keeping it, but hell, at this point in time I could take the hit to my wallet without it affecting me much. It would be much more convenient to live in the city. But every time I think about selling it, I just can’t pull the trigger.

      I might not ever want to fill that house with a wife or kids. Hell, I don’t even want a dog. Living alone in a house meant for five people is my punishment. My penance.

      Keeping that house is a reminder that only fools fall in love, and I never want to be a fool again.
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      I’m a 23-year-old woman enjoying a kid-free night out with my best friends. The drinks are flowing, the laughs are constant, and I should be having the time of my life.

      So why can’t I seem to keep a smile on my face?

      Probably because of the letter burning a hole through my purse.

      After I noticed it last night when Tori left, I stuffed it in my purse, not ready to open it. And since I came to the bar right after work to celebrate Tori’s birthday, the letter is with me. Taunting me. I can practically hear it talking to me—calling me a coward.

      Yes, I know letters can’t talk. That’s just the level of crazy I’ve reached.

      “Who pissed in your Cheerios this morning? It’s my birthday, so get happy, biatch,” my sister says as she all but tackles me at our table. She’s been hanging with the guys at the dartboards, while I’ve been standing guard at the table.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, holding up my drink. “I have a margarita, I’m people watching, which you know I love, and I’m out with you guys. How could I not be happy?”

      “My dear, sweet sister, you might say you’re happy, but your resting bitch face says another thing.” She takes a seat beside me. “What’s up? Talk to me.”

      I sigh, knowing that if I don’t tell her, she’ll just keep pestering me. And then she’ll play the it’s my birthday card. Might as well get it over with.

      “I got a letter yesterday that I’ve been waiting on. It’s in my purse now, and . . . I’m nervous to open it.”

      “A letter? Is it finally child support from the sperm donor? If so, we need to be tearing into that shit!” Tori reaches over and grabs my purse, not caring about boundaries as she starts to dig through it.

      I try to stop her, but I’m not quick enough and she pulls out the envelope before I can stop her. Damn, she’s quick.

      “Scarlett? Is this what I think it is?” Tori practically yells.

      “Shh! Can you keep it down? I don’t want people to know!”

      “Know what?” Annabelle asks as she and her husband, Jaxson, take a seat at the table. Maverick and Kalum aren’t too far behind, followed by Ben and Amanda, the newest additions to our crew.

      “My dear, sweet sister here has a letter from the admissions department of a college. I’m guessing it’s a notification of whether or not she got into some sort of program that she’s neglected to tell me about.”

      All eyes are on me now, and even though I didn’t want anyone to know, these are my friends. I have to remind myself that this is my tribe. Whether or not I got in, they’ll still love and support me.

      “So for the last year or so, I’ve been thinking about getting my bachelor’s degree in nursing. When I got the CNA, I thought it would be enough. And don’t get me wrong, I love my job. Well, I love that one—not the second one waiting tables. Anyway, I started looking into it and realized that some of my credits would transfer over if I decided to go for it. And maybe, if I went back to school, I could quit the second job and make a better living for Grant and me.”

      I take a drink, needing a second before admitting the next part.

      “One day a few months ago . . . I don’t know, I was feeling inspired. So I applied for a program at UIC with absolutely no hope of getting in. But now even if I do, I won’t be able to afford it. I don’t know if I want to get accepted or not.”

      “Wait. You don’t know if you got in?” Ben asks, very invested in my story.

      “Nope. That’s what this letter is. I’ve been too scared to open it.”

      “I’m not!” Tori starts to rip open the letter before Annabelle stops her.

      “Tori! Did you ever consider that Scarlett may not want all of us knowing her business?” Annabelle asks, trying to reason with my crazy sister.

      “Gorgeous, chill out,” Kalum adds, placing his hand over hers. “Scarlett hasn’t opened it for a good reason. Maybe try to respect her wishes?”

      God love Kalum right now trying to reel in a buzzed Tori. But if it’s left up to me, that letter will sit unopened for the next 10 years.

      “Let her open it. My emotions are all over the place about it, so at least if I know, I can be more focused with my freak-out.”

      Even though the bar is crowded, I swear it turns dead silent during the five seconds it takes Tori to open the envelope. Annabelle grabs my hand—giving it a squeeze as Tori glances over the letter.

      “To Scarlett Brennan, We at the University of Illinois at Chicago College of Nursing are pleased to welcome you into our program! Blah blah blah, more blah . . . because of your prior credits, you are on track to graduate from our program in three years. Please contact our admissions office and schedule a meeting with your counselor about taking your next steps. Holy shit, Scarlett, you got in!”

      Cheers ring out from the bar and I’m flooded with hugs and congratulations from my friends and a few people who overheard the conversation.

      I love how excited my friends are for me. I wish I felt the same way.

      “What’s the matter?” Maverick asks. “Shouldn’t you be happy? This is great news!”

      I shake my head, the others now realizing they are way more excited than I am.

      “It is. I can’t believe I got in. But it’s pointless; I can’t afford it.”

      “You can get student loans. I’m sure you qualify,” Annabelle says.

      “It’s not that. If I do this, I’ll have to quit my second job to be able to study. And I need that money. My rent is going up when I renew my lease next month. And Grant isn’t exactly cheap. He’s growing like a weed and I swear every day he grows out of something else. So while I’d love to be able to enroll, it’s not for me. At least right now.”

      Tori slams down her drink, standing up to draw everyone’s attention.

      “No. This is bullshit. My sister is trying to better herself and give my nephew a better life. We are going to figure this out,” Tori says. She sits in silence for a whole two seconds before exclaiming, “Wait! You can move in with Kalum and me!”

      I grab her hand and pull her back down. I love my sister, and it might be her birthday, but she needs to calm the heck down right now.

      “Tori, thank you, but I’m not moving in with you and Kalum. You two just moved in together, so you don’t need my three-year-old and me in your space. It’s okay. It’s just not meant to be right now.”

      And that’s what I tell myself that night as I lie in bed, reading the letter for the 20th time.

      It’s just not meant to be.
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      “We need to talk.”

      Jaxson and my brother don’t wait for a reply before barging into my office and taking seats across from me at my desk.

      “Well, come on in. Have a seat. I’m happy to accommodate you both, even though you’ve shown up without any warning . . .”

      Now that the second location of M.K. Custom Cars has opened, I don’t see my brother nearly as much as I used to. Day to day, I run this shop while he takes care of the original location, so it makes visits like this few and far between. Not that I’m complaining. Don’t get me wrong—I love my brother. We’ve been to hell and back together and even briefly made a return appearance. But having some space between us is not a bad thing.

      “You need to let Scarlett and Grant move in with you.”

      I shake my head and blink my eyes a few times. No way Kalum just said what I think he did.

      “I need to what?”

      “You need to let Scarlett and Grant move in with you so she can take her nursing classes.”

      Again, I hear his words just fine, but I can’t believe he would actually ask me that.

      “I don’t need to do anything.”

      “No, asshole, you do,” Kalum says, trying to keep his cool with me. “You have plenty of room. Hell, you have an entire suite you don’t use. I doubt you’d even realize she was there. In addition to it being the right thing to do, she’s our friend, and you need to help her out.”

      “I feel bad for her. I do. But the answer is no.”

      Everything my brother and I just said is true—well, except the whole “need to help her” part. That shit just isn’t going to happen.

      I do have the room. Plenty of it. More than I know what to do with. But that doesn’t mean I’m ready to welcome others into my space. Especially a kid.

      While my friends are making do with 1,000-square-foot apartments that are considered big in the city, I’m in the suburbs sitting on a three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bathroom house with a mother-in-law apartment. It has a perfect yard that any little boy would love to play in. And it’s in a good, safe neighborhood where he could ride his bicycle up and down the streets. Not to mention, it’s quiet—away from the city—where Scarlett could study and not be disturbed by sirens and other noises at all hours of the day or night.

      But there’s a reason I live alone and away from city life. I like my quiet. I like having a life away from my brothers and friends. And call me a selfish bastard, but having Scarlett and her son there would be a disruption in my life I don’t need.

      “Can I ask why?” Jaxson asks, trying to play the good cop.

      “Listen, I feel bad for her. And if this were just for a month or so, I’d be in. But this is a long-term thing. Nursing school is going to take her at least three years, possibly more. Plus, I don’t need a kid waking me up at all hours of the night.”

      “He’s three, Maverick. It’s not like he still takes a midnight feeding,” Kalum says, clearly frustrated with me. “You’re being an asshole.”

      “The point is, there’s a reason I live away from the city, and away from you all. I like having a part of my life that’s just mine. Does that make me selfish? Sure. I’m a selfish fucking bastard. But I think at this point in my life, I’ve earned the right to be.”

      I hate the looks Kalum and Jaxson are giving me right now. They know why I don’t want anyone—especially a woman—moving in with me. They were there when I bought the house, and then later, when I realized it was just going to be me living there.

      “She’s a single mom, Mav. Think about that. Imagine if this were Mom.”

      “Really? That’s the card you’re playing? Low fucking blow, Kal.”

      Our mom, who is a freaking saint, raised us while working two, sometimes three, jobs. My dad, if you could even call him that, died when we were kids. But even before that, the fact that he was dealing and using drugs got in the way of him being anything you could call a parent. I can’t imagine what my mom would have done if she’d had an opportunity like Scarlett’s.

      No, I do. She would’ve done everything in her power to make it happen, knowing that one day it would help Kalum and me.

      And here I am being a bastard because I don’t want someone disrupting my life.

      “Think about it, Mav,” Kalum says in a calmer tone. “She and Grant can stay in the mother-in-law apartment. Size-wise, it’s about the same as what they’re living in now. The only time you’d even see them is when they’re coming or going. Heck, you could even charge her rent, which I’m sure would be cheaper than what she’s paying for the shithole she lives in now. And it’d be safer too.”

      “I wouldn’t charge her rent. I’m not that big of an asshole.”

      “Could’ve fooled me. Because right now, you’re being a giant asshole for not letting her come live with you, so I really don’t see the difference.”

      I sigh and lean back in my chair. I really hate the idea of Scarlett and Grant living with me. And it’s not even about the two of them specifically. It’s just the idea of others in my space—even if it’s a basement apartment I rarely visit.

      “She’s not Jenna, Maverick. If that’s what this is about, you know she’s not her.”

      My eyes snap to his. How dare he fucking bring her up.

      “I know she’s not her. But thanks for the reminder.”

      My tone clearly states that I’m done with this conversation, yet they don’t budge.

      “Mav, I get that it’s hard to let someone into your life. But this isn’t a woman trying to worm her way into your heart. I hate that you were hurt, but you know a relationship isn’t what Scarlett needs right now, right? She just needs a place to stay so she can get out of that apartment and start working for her future. You could give her that. Think about it.”

      I nod, knowing that Kalum is right. We sit in silence for a few minutes, letting everything settle. I want to help her. I know what it’s like being the son of an overworked, underpaid single mom. I can help her. I have the means and the space.

      But I just don’t know if I can.
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      My dad always told me that, when going into a negotiation, you need to have all your weapons ready to fire.

      So I brought all I could think of with me to Maverick’s house: a freshly-baked batch of chocolate chip cookies and my adorable son.

      I’m hoping that between the two, he won’t be able to say no to me.

      Ever since I found out that I got accepted, I haven’t been able to stop myself from feeling excited about the possibility of going back to school. Just the idea of being able to give Grant a better life, where I’d have a predictable schedule minus the stress of working a second job, is something I can’t turn down.

      Yes, the money situation will be hard for a little while. I’ll have to give up my second job. But even if Maverick tells me no, I’ve decided I’ll be able to make it work. It’ll be a bitch, but I can make it happen. Eating Ramen for two or three years will be worth it.

      I need to do this. For my son. For myself.

      As I pull into the development Kalum gave me directions to, I have to blink a few times. I don’t know what I expected Maverick’s house to look like, but it sure as heck wasn’t this: a huge blue-gray ranch-style home with white shutters, a front porch swing, and a white picket fence.

      White. Picket. Fence. That’s the stuff you only see in movies or after Chip and Joanna get done fixing it up. Not in front of a house owned by a former car thief turned successful business owner.

      All of the nerves I had driving here are now multiplying as I walk up to his door. I have to concentrate harder than I care to admit to make sure I don’t drop the cookies.

      I press the doorbell and wait, gripping Grant’s hand a little harder than probably needed.

      If my heart started beating faster just looking at Maverick’s house, then seeing him in his home makes my heart all but stop.

      I’ve always found Maverick attractive. Dark hair has always been my weakness. But when he answers the door in a white T-shirt that shows off every single muscle on his tattooed arms and a pair of gray sweatpants that sit perfectly on his hips, I have to control myself.

      Another plus of Grant being next to me.

      “Scarlett? What are you doing here?”

      Yeah, I might not have told him I was coming over. Tori told me that Kalum and Jaxson presented the idea to him, and though he was pretty against it, they had a feeling he could be convinced.

      So here I am. Ready to do some convincing. With a cute three-year-old and a container full of cookies.

      “Hi, Maverick. Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      “No. I try to lay pretty low on Sundays. Want to come in?”

      I step inside his house, which is a little difficult because Grant is glued to my leg. He’s not a shy kid once you get to know him. But considering he’s never met Maverick—plus I’m sure the tattoos are a bit intimidating to a toddler—I don’t blame my boy for being a little bashful.

      Maverick leads us to his living room, and along the way we pass the best kitchen I’ve ever seen in person. I could bake so many cookies in there.

      “Your kitchen is gorgeous,” I can’t help but comment as we take a seat on his sectional couch. “Do you use it a lot?”

      He shakes his head, sitting on the other end of the sectional. “Not as much as I should for how much it cost me to put in.”

      “Why did you put in a kitchen like that if you don’t cook?”

      His face hardens at my question. Okay then. Don’t talk about the kitchen.

      “If you’ve come to talk to me about staying here, the answer is no, Scarlett.”

      Nothing like going straight for the punch. His words are harsh and he’s clearly angry that I’ve shown up unannounced. His tone makes Grant climb into my lap.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare him,” Maverick says as he comes a little closer. “I’m Maverick. What’s your name, buddy?”

      Grant looks up at me, and his blue eyes are curious—asking me how to handle this.

      “It’s okay, buddy. Can you tell mommy’s friend your name?”

      “Gwant,” he says shyly.

      “Well, hello Grant,” Maverick reaches out his fist, but Grant is still a bit nervous. He looks at me again, making sure this is okay. I nod, and my boy reaches back and gives the best fist bump his three-year-old self can.

      “Your kid can fist bump? That’s good parenting right there, Scarlett.”

      I laugh. “He’s Tori’s nephew, so it’s not much of a surprise.”

      “He can also probably flip people off then.” We both laugh, knowing he’s absolutely right.

      Maverick sits back and sighs—the look on his face clearly revealing that he doesn’t like what he’s about to say.

      “Scarlett, I’d love to help you out. I know what it’s like for single moms. And I am so proud of you for wanting to go back and advance your career. I just . . .”

      “I know it’s a lot to ask,” I say, cutting him off—not wanting to hear the reasons why he thinks this is a terrible idea. “But I’ll pay rent. Unfortunately, I can only afford $500 a month. Daycare is expensive and I’ll need to lean on it a little more because of classes. But I’ll buy groceries, and cook, and help clean up, and whatever else I can do. Because this would help me out more than you could ever know.”

      As if we’d rehearsed it, and I swear to God we hadn’t, Grant gets a cookie out of the container and takes it to Maverick. My heart melts a little at the gesture.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Maverick says, taking a bite out of the cookie. “Shit, Scarlett, these are delicious. Oh, fuck . . . I mean . . . crap . . . argh!”

      I laugh. “It’s fine. Remember, he’s Tori’s nephew. For a while, I was convinced his first word was going to be a curse. Thank goodness it was mama.

      Maverick eats the cookie as we laugh and Grant climbs back onto my lap. But instead of burying himself in the crook of my neck, he sits up and starts looking around. A picture of an old truck catches his eye.

      “Mommy! It’s a fuck! A big fuck, Mommy!”

      Maverick spits out his cookie, and I can’t contain my laughter.

      “I know you said he’s Tori’s nephew, but maybe we need to move him out here just to get him farther away from her.”

      I laugh again, loving that my son has been the perfect icebreaker.

      “No, he’s just saying truck. Unfortunately, he has some problems with Rs. Luckily, the first time he said that, it was just him and me in the car. But Tori does get a kick out of it, and I swear she buys him toy trucks just to hear him say that.”

      “He likes trucks? Hold on one second.” Maverick pops up, leaves the room, and comes back a few minutes later with a toy Tonka truck.

      “Here, buddy, want to play?”

      Grant’s eyes light up and he sprints off my lap toward Maverick. He takes his new toy and I’ve officially lost my son for the next 10 minutes.

      “Thanks. That was sweet of you.”

      “It’s no problem,” he says, taking his seat. “That was my favorite toy when I was a kid. My mom was cleaning out stuff a while back and insisted I needed it. I never thought I’d take it out of the drawer again. Luckily, I kept it.”

      We fall silent, knowing it’s time to address the elephant in the room.

      “Listen, Maverick, I know I’m asking a lot, but if⁠—”

      “You can stay.”

      I can’t believe the words that just came out of his mouth, and I’m pretty sure he can’t either.

      “Are you sure? I mean, thank you! But are you sure?”

      He nods, moving a little closer to me. “Scarlett, you need to do this for you. And for him. And if I’m in a position to help you, then I’d be a grade-A asshole to not step up and help.”

      I can’t help myself. I leap off my end of the couch and give Maverick the biggest hug I can muster. This man is literally my hero right now.

      “Thank you so much!” I say, finally letting go of the mostly one-sided hug. “You won’t even know we’re here. Grant is a super-quiet kid. And I’ve never missed a rent payment.”

      “You aren’t paying rent.”

      I’m shocked into silence.

      “No,” I shake my head. “I’m paying. I appreciate this, but I don’t want a handout. I might be asking for help, but I won’t be a charity case.”

      “It’s not a handout, Scarlett. It’s me being able to help a friend. Plus, if my mom found out I was charging you to stay here, she’d kick my ass. So you won’t pay rent. You’ll take care of your own groceries and any other essentials you need. If the utilities go way up, we’ll talk about that, but I doubt they will. But I do have one demand.”

      “Anything, Maverick. You name it.”

      He leans over and takes another cookie out of the container.

      “That you bake these at least once a month.”
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