
  
    [image: Love Is Ale You Need]
  


  
    
      LOVE IS ALE YOU NEED

      A SURPRISE PREGNANCY ROMANTIC COMEDY

      
        BREWS AND FLINGS

      

    

    
      
        GIA STEVENS

      

    

  


  
    
      Love Is Ale You Need: A Surprise Pregnancy Romantic Comedy by Gia Stevens

      www.authorgiastevens.com

      Published by: Gia Stevens

      Copyright: Love Is Ale You Need: A Surprise Pregnancy Romantic Comedy by Gia Stevens © 2024 Gia Stevens

      Editor: My Notes in the Margins, Davenport Edits

      Publisher: Wild Clover Publishing, LLC

      Cover Art: @aksi.art

      v021926

      All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A steamy friends with benefits, surprise pregnancy standalone novel by romantic comedy author Gia Stevens…

      

        

      
        We went from fling to friend-zone. Now I have to tell him he’s going to be a dad.

      

        

      
        After my ex-husband left, I became a single mom and vowed never to date a guy in a suit again.

      

        

      
        Then Trey Wilson entered my life. The guy who lives in suits. He’s charismatic, good-looking, and charming AF.

      

        

      
        Everything that can make any woman swoon, including me.

      

        

      
        What started as a one-night fling turned into a mid-morning office quickie, followed by an afternoon rendezvous in my kitchen. Which ultimately led to the purchase of a new table.

      

        

      
        After I told him we can only be friends, he's determined to be my best friend. The more time we spend together the boundary between friends and benefits blur.

      

        

      
        Deep down, I know he’s exactly like the others. Once they get what they want, they’re out the door, leaving me to pick up the pieces of my broken heart. Been there. Done that. And I have a daughter to prove it.

      

        

      
        So the moment emotions get involved, I quickly suppress them and do what I know is right.

      

        

      
        I end whatever this is

      

        

      
        Except now I can’t do that when the white stick shows two pink lines.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Welcome to Porter’s Ale House where the brews are strong and the flings are hot

      

      

      
        
        Brews and Flings: A series of interconnected stand-alone

      

      

      
        
        Love Is Ale You Need - Trey and Rylee’s Story -

        We went from fling to friend zone. Now I have to tell him he’s going to be a dad.

        Make My Heart Malt - Garrett and Dessa’s Story -

        Dessa should have been mine until my brother kissed her first.

        I Wanna Be Your Lager - Lach and Eve’s Story -

        I thought pregnancy would be hard, but telling my brother–Lachlan’s best friend–about us might be the biggest challenge yet.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Find someone who’s kind, patient, loving, makes you laugh, and enjoys a good clam joust.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        While this story is a romantic comedy there may be situations that are triggering to some. For a list of those content warnings please visit my website and scroll to the bottom of the page.
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            ONE

          

          
            SINGLE BROS. LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trey

      Humans are not swans. Outside the obvious regarding appearance and being able to fly, though it would be pretty sweet to fly, we’re not meant to mate for life. Not me anyway. I can’t even call myself a wolf because guess what—they also mate for life. Suckers. One by one, all my friends have been pairing off because they’ve found the love of their life. Their soulmate. Their better half. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for them, but again, it’s not for me. There’s only one person I can depend on. Myself. And it’s better that way. Fewer feelings. Fewer complications. Relationships are a hard pass, and Single Bros. Life nights are for exactly that.

      “Can I have your attention?” With a heavy hand, I smack the gavel against the table, sending vibrations through the wood. “Attention, everyone.”

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      I hit it again but this time in rapid succession until everyone turns their head toward me, including all the customers in the main room of Porter’s, as everyone goes whisper silent for a second. Well, shit, maybe that was a little harder than needed. Soon enough, the chatter and clinking of glasses resume in the main bar area while a hush settles over the small crowd in front of me. By small, I mean three people. Placing the gavel on the table, I roll up the sleeves of my white dress shirt. When I glance up, I’m met with a menacing glare from a six-foot-four, broad-shouldered Jake stalking toward me.

      Since he always sports a resting glower face, I offer him a wide grin in return. “Are you joining us for our meeting tonight? These guys could learn a thing or two about being single from you.” I hold out the gavel and wave it over the table where three guys are seated. “I’m sure we can find another chair for you.”

      Jake comes to a halt inches away from me. His face is stoic, like a marble statue, but with much harsher lines and a distinct tick to his stone jaw. With every flare of his nostrils, I have the urge to boop him on his nose, but with the storm clouds rolling in his eyes, I’m sure it would lead to him booping me on my nose with his fist, so I think better of it.

      “Oh. Um. I stand up here. Everyone else sits down there.” I point my gavel over the table again.

      Without saying a word, he rips the gavel from my hand so fast I’m surprised I’m not left with splinters, or at least wood rash.

      “If you use this,” he holds up the gavel, “in my bar again, I’m going to be forced to use it on you.” He’s so close his hot breath rolls over my face. “I said you could host whatever meeting you’re having, but you’re not disrupting my bar with this shit. Got it?”

      My lips press together, and I nod. “Duly noted.” Don’t poke the bear. Don’t poke the bear. If my face wasn’t so pretty, I’d totally poke the bear. “Can I have my gavel back?” I stretch out my arm to grab it, but Jake pulls it away.

      “No.” He twists around and storms off.

      “So, we don’t need to find you a chair?” I ask as he departs. “I guess that’s a no,” I mumble to myself.

      I shift my attention to the table in front of me. “Sorry about the interruption. Thanks for coming to Porter’s for our Single Bros. Life meeting.”

      Shortly after graduating from college, I created SBL. That’s what happens when your heart is ripped out of your body and tossed to the ground. From then on, I realized relationships weren’t worth the hassle. Everything is tremendously less complicated when all you offer is a few hours of companionship. And by companionship, I mean fucking. Nothing more.

      A hard and fast rule of mine is to always go to her place; it’s a lot easier to run away than it is to convince her to leave. I’ve heard all the excuses: I’m too tired, I don’t have my car, I don’t want to wake my roommate. My response is always: here’s a cup of coffee, I’ll call you an Uber, and I don’t care about your roommate. I don’t actually say the last one, even though I should. Maybe it will drive my point home. Most importantly, no sleepovers. My plan works because nine times out of ten, my phone is ringing asking for a repeat. That brings me to my next rule. No more than twice. A third time screams “This could lead to more,” and I don’t want to send mixed signals.

      “While the man cave is under construction, we’ll be meeting here over the next few weeks, since no one else has a place we can go.” My gaze narrows at every single guy sitting before me.

      “Sorry. My apartment is too small. Two of us could sit in the living room, one in the kitchen, and someone in the bathroom.” Owen shrugs with a sheepish smile.

      “With how much you don’t clean, I don’t think anyone wants to do that,” Miles says.

      “What about your place?” Owen counters.

      “My place is spotless right now. Mostly because my parents are visiting me for the next month, and Mom cleans when she’s bored, and I’m not going to say no.” Miles adjusts his black-framed glasses.

      “So your house is the cleanest—why don’t we go there?” Darren asks.

      “Because my dad’s idea of relaxing is sitting in front of the TV in his underwear,” Miles adds.

      Their faces scrunch like they got a whiff of rotten cheese.

      “Remind me to never sit on your couch,” Owen says.

      “I just got a cat, Mittens, who hates everyone, including me.” Darren rolls up the sleeve of his button-down dress shirt. Giant red scratches stretch from his wrist to his elbow. “I’d hate to subject anyone else to this type of violence. Who knew a cat named Mittens would be so angry?”

      “Cat therapy.” Owen points a finger in the air, turning toward Darren. “It’s a thing. My coworker goes with his cat. You should check it out.”

      Darren digs his phone out of the front pocket of his khakis. “That’s an idea. Do you know who does that?”

      “Guys. Guys! Let’s rein it in. Anyway, we can all thank Jake for allowing us use of Porter’s back room. Also, we can’t bring our own snacks, which might be for the best since Owen got sick from the cheese dip Darren provided at the last meeting.”

      “Sorry. I had no idea the cheese went bad.” Darren’s tone is somber as he drops his head.

      “With the cheese in the past, Porter’s has apps and beer. But everyone is responsible for their own tab.” I glance around the room. “Where’s Tim?”

      Owen raises his hand.

      “You don’t need to raise your hand,” I say.

      His hand slinks to his lap. “He texted me and said he can’t make it today. Something about needing to pick up the kids from school because their mother is too busy,” he reaches into the breast pocket of his red polo and pulls out his phone. He glances down at the screen and then at me, “and I quote, ‘fucking her piece of shit boss.’”

      “Fucking Tim,” I mutter under my breath.

      The other two guys gasp while Owen nods his head in confirmation. I’m not sure if it’s because of how Tim worded it or because his ex is still sleeping with her boss, who is also Owen’s boss. They’ve bonded over their mutual dislike of the guy.

      After Tim caught his now ex-wife cheating last year, he eventually filed for divorce. Granted, she wasn’t doing much to conceal it, but for the longest time Tim put on blinders for the sake of the kids. When Owen invited him to come to SBL, we all welcomed him with open arms.

      “We can use this as a learning experience. First,” I hold up one finger, “avoid having kids at all costs. Things will always turn to shit, then you’re left with nothing but a pile of shit. Tim’s already a lost cause, but we’re slowly guiding him back toward the light. And second,” I hold up another finger, “if your wife, girlfriend, or partner says they have to work late and come home smelling like cheap perfume, run. Run like Forrest Gump. Right the hell out of there.” I hold up a third finger. “Most importantly, paternity tests are your friend. And always confirm she’s actually pregnant. Ask to see a test. Go with her to an appointment.”

      Miles pulls out his phone and types notes on the screen, absorbing everything like a sponge.

      “Learn from mine and Tim’s experiences. Now that we got that out of the way, let’s continue with the rest of the meeting.”

      Over the next hour, we discuss everything I’m doing with the man cave remodel, including installing a state-of-the-art bar. Miles tells us about the new drone he purchased and the three-camera system it has. Owen animatedly discusses the ins and outs of a new virtual reality video game console he bought. Darren rounds out the conversation by debating if perhaps the reason his cat is acting out is because he’s lonely, and maybe he should get another cat so he can have a friend.

      As they continue to discuss the pros and cons of Darren acquiring a second cat, I excuse myself. I stroll through the crowd, meandering between tables filled with customers. Along the way, I duck and weave away from previous hookups vying for my attention, but I get stopped by a few acquaintances to talk business. At the end of the long bar, I claim an empty seat. I drum my fingers on the smooth, worn wood bar top as I wait. My gaze drifts to the opposite end of the bar where Rylee, a bartender, squares her shoulders at a guy across from her. By the way she’s clenching her jaw, I’m sure she’s ready to rip his jugular out Mortal-Combat style.

      He reaches across the bar, and she pulls away. My molars grind together. That’s all I need to see. I shove off the wood edge; the screeching of the metal on the linoleum tile draws the attention of a few customers around me. The stool nearly topples over, but someone behind me catches it, and I stalk to the other end of the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            BANTER STRANGLEHOLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Rylee

      In one smooth motion, I slide the knife through the lime. The two pieces fall to the sides. I toss them into the clear plastic box and set another lime on my cutting board and repeat the process.

      “What are the Boy Scouts of America doing back there?” Nora, the newly hired bartender, asks from next to me as she fishes olives from a jar. She’s been on the job for two weeks, and luckily, I haven’t had to do too much handholding, so I know she’ll fit right in.

      “It’s some bachelors-forever meeting. I don’t know. Jake said they could use the back room for the next few Thursday nights.” Clamping the lid tight with a snap, I tuck away the container into the bottle cooler and grab the lemons.

      “Do they call themselves bachelors because they can’t score any dates? Especially the guy on the end with the plaid collared shirt, khakis, and black rimmed glasses. I bet he sells car insurance and still lives in his mom’s basement.” She pulls her long, beach-wave blonde hair back and secures it with a hair tie. “All of them except that dark haired Greek god. White button-down flexing all his forearm deliciousness. What’s his story?”

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Without glancing up, I know exactly who she’s referring to. Every time he’s here, he’s the topic of conversation. “That’s Trey. I don’t know his deal. Women flock to him like he has a golden dick. But also, it’s a different woman every time, so it can’t really be that special.” I slice through a lemon.

      With a loud stomp, Jake passes by us, the liquor bottles shaking on the shelves as he beelines it to the back room where Trey and the others are hanging out. We exchange glances and shrug simultaneously.

      “I won’t lie. I’d be willing to take one for the team and test it out.” She rises to her tippy toes, peering over the heads of the bar patrons for a better view of Trey.

      I roll my eyes and continue slicing the lemons. “Have at it, but double protection might be necessary. Anyway, Jake said we don’t need to wait on them. If they need anything, they have to come to the bar.”

      Nora turns toward me, resting her elbow on the edge of the cooler. “Have you ever hooked up with him?”

      “Hell no.” I shake my head. “He’s not my type. In fact, my type and he are in completely different area codes. Not even in the same state. More like opposite ends of the country.”

      “Okay. Okay. Got it.” She raises her hands up, palms out in defense. “You seem a little riled up over someone who’s not your type.”

      “Guys like him are all the same. Hell, I was married to a guy exactly like him. They’re not worth your time.” Among many other things, they knock you up and promise they’ll take care of you while also sticking their dicks in other women, but I keep that to myself.

      Our gazes anchor to Jake as he storms past us and down the hallway toward his office, this time sporting a wooden gavel in his hand.

      I stab the knife into a lemon. “Anyway, the more money they have, the bigger assholes they are. Based on the designer suits he wears, he’s plenty of both.”

      She twirls her blonde ponytail around her finger. “I don’t know. I think you’re judging him too harshly. What if he fosters puppies and kittens because he has so much love to give?” With a hand on her waist, she pops her hip. “Wouldn’t you feel like an ass for judging him so harshly?”

      I bark out a laugh. “No. Plus, I highly doubt it.” Images of Trey with a gaggle of puppies and kittens pouncing all over him as he lies on the floor, shirtless, flash before me. Ugh! Of course, he’s shirtless. All my daydreams of him are shirtless. Trey and his friends have been coming into the bar since before I started working here. My first impression of him was that he’s hot. But it didn’t take long to see him for who he really is. A playboy. Night after night, he would have a different girl on his arm. That’s when I slammed the door on anything happening outside my daydreams. Tonight’s comment about “avoid having kids” solidifies he’s not my type. A customer takes a seat at the other side of the bar, and I abandon my thoughts and the conversation with Nora.

      Over the next hour, we busy ourselves serving drinks and taking food orders. After everything settles down, I pour myself an ice water as a guy sits on the abandoned stool across from me. His dark hair matches the scruff along his strong jaw. His lips tip up in a sexy half smile I wouldn’t mind waking up next to. But the most attractive thing is he’s sporting a t-shirt and not a three-piece suit.

      “What can I get you?” I ask.

      His gaze drifts from my face and lingers on my chest before sliding up. “Are you an option?”

      Scratch that. He just went from semi-cute to jackass in two-point-two seconds. “No.”

      “Are you sure? You look a little tense. I could ease that for you.” He rests a hand on the smooth wood surface, and the silver band on this left hand glints from the overhead lights.

      If Jake wouldn’t fire me, I’d punch him in his smug face. According to him, it’s his bar, so he does the punching. Not only is the guy in front of me a jackass but also a cheating bastard. I rest my hand on the bar top and lean in. He does the same. I jerk my chin toward his hand before squaring my gaze with his. He snaps his hand back and hides it behind the bar.

      Too slow, asshole. “So, drink or no drink?”

      He clears his throat. “How about a vodka collins and your phone number?” He flashes me another half smile. That must be his signature move and the only thing he can offer.

      “Oh, you want my phone number?” He unlocks his phone and waits as if he believes he’s charming enough that I’ll give it to him. “Five. Five. Five. Go to hell.”

      His head jolts up from his phone. “That’s too many numbers.”

      “Fucking hell,” I mutter, pushing off the bar. Twisting around, I grab a bottle of vodka and a glass. When I’m finished with his drink, I slide it in front of him. Before I can pull my hand away, his fingers wrap around my wrist.

      Red-hot rage courses through my veins as I glower at his hand on mine. Slowly, I lift my head, my glare as sharp as broken glass. “Touch me again and I’ll shove this vodka bottle down your throat… sideways.” I hold up the half-full bottle. Immediately, he releases his grip but keeps his hand on the bar.

      “Is that some new, kinky foreplay?”

      “I wouldn’t test her. I’ve seen her throw bigger guys out on their ass.” Out of nowhere, Trey wedges himself between the asshole and an empty stool.

      He sizes Trey up and huffs out a laugh. “And what are you? Her enforcer?”

      Trey shrugs. “More like a cheerleader. By the daggers she’s throwing your way, she doesn’t need my help.”

      The asshole’s glare cuts to me. “You’re not worth it,” he sneers and grabs his drink before shouldering past Trey.

      A cocky smile covers Trey’s face. His gaze is glued to the asshole as he disappears into the crowd. Once he’s out of sight, Trey turns his attention to me. “That guy’s a dick.”

      I hold up the bottle again, done with the bullshit. “The same offer extends to you.”

      “Got it.” His smile never falters as he holds up his hands in defense.

      I blow out a small breath. Trey’s not the enemy. I lower my arm, setting the bottle on the bar. “Thanks, but I had it covered.” Reaching over, I grab the empty coaster and toss it into the trash. There’s only been one time where a guy got too handsy and I needed Jake and Lach to help escort him out. Other than that, I’ve always held my own.

      He rests his elbows on the bar and leans in. “But I can be your enforcer if you need.”

      “I’ll pass. I know how to handle guys like him,” I snap.

      “Well, if you ever⁠—”

      “Don’t. I can take care of myself. I don’t need guys like you trying to come and save the day like a knight in Armani armor.”

      He tilts his head. “What’s that supposed to mean? Guys like me?” he asks, not in indignation but curiosity.

      “You save a girl,” I use air quotes around the first four words, “and expect her to be wooed by your manliness and fawn all over you. Which I’m sure leads to a night between the sheets. Then, once it’s over, you throw her out like discarded trash.”

      “So my manliness does nothing for you?”

      “Not. A. Single. Thing.”

      When my gaze shifts to his, dark, steely gray eyes meet mine as a slow smile spreads across his face. I’ve seen him flash that same smile at countless women here, but this is the first time it’s aimed at me. I understand how it could entrance them, but I have more willpower. I think.

      Needing his attention off me, I nod at a table where several women gather around. “Don’t you have some girls to flirt with? There’s a bunch here, or have you already been with them all?”

      Without taking his eyes off me, he shrugs his shoulders. “Nah. The only girl I want to talk to is standing in front of me.”

      I shake my head, fighting hard to hold back a smile of my own. He must have an entire book full of one-liners. “Too bad I’m immune to whatever charm you think you have.”

      “I’ll have you know I have more charm than one of those overpriced charm bracelets with all the dangling hearts, butterflies, and chat bubbles.”

      “Chat bubbles?”

      He nods viciously. “Oh, it’s a thing.”

      “It sounds like you’ve been scorned by a charm bracelet.”

      “Nah. Just the women who wear them.”

      “I’ll be sure to wear my charm bracelet next time.”

      He flinches. “That’s harsh.”

      “How about a beer to cheer you up?” Mostly, I need away from him. He has me in a stranglehold with his playful banter. I never thought I’d be bantering with Trey. He’s only good at getting women to take their clothes off. Not this.

      “Deal. IPA.” He nods to the row of taps.

      I reach for a pint glass. Once the golden liquid kisses the rim, I slide it across the bar top. From across the room, one of his friends yells for him, motioning him over with a wave. As he reaches for the glass, our fingers brush against each other’s. My gaze flits to his as a burst of electricity flows between us. It’s like the slow-motion moment before a bolt of static electricity zaps you, catching you off guard. I yank my hand away, grab a rag, and wipe down the already clean bar. What in the fresh hell was that?

      The corners of his lips twitch, telling me he felt it too. Before walking away, he turns toward me. “Just so you know, I wouldn’t throw you out.”

      Before I can respond, he pivots on his feet. Halfway to the back room, a woman at a nearby table halts his progress. She runs her hand down his arm and shoves her chest in his face. My jaw clenches with each graze of her finger over the buttons of his dress shirt. When he flashes his dimpled smile at her, I roll my eyes and return to serving the next customer. It was nothing. Absolutely nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            CUDDLE FOR ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trey

      I’ll admit, Rylee was never on my radar until five days ago. She’s not a damsel in distress, but a damsel who will karate chop you in the jugular if you cross her and, damn, it’s hot. Our verbal sparring is some of the best foreplay I’ve ever had. It’s something I haven’t had in a long time. After I walked away, a former hookup rubbed herself against me, vying for my attention. Oddly enough, I wasn’t interested. Instead, my mind was still on the feisty brunette behind the bar.

      The leather executive office chair is cool against my back. I kick my legs up on the mahogany desk, crossing one ankle over the other. After graduation, I got a junior agent position at Harbor Highlands’ largest and fastest-growing real estate and development firm. Throughout the years, I’ve been able to climb the ladder to managing director at the Blue Stone Group.

      I pull my phone from my pocket, unlock the screen, and click on my messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Trey

      

      
        Hey, what are you doing tonight? Catch up with beers at Porter’s?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bennett

      

      
        I can’t. I have a table I need to finish sanding and staining before the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        That sounds boring.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bennett

      

      
        The thrilling life of running a business.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Again, sounds boring. I’ll ask Seth.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bennett

      

      
        Good luck with that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Hey, what are you doing? Beers at Porter’s?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        Currently, I’m cleaning puke off my shirt.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Have you already started drinking?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        No. The baby isn’t feeling well. Parisa’s sick too. I think the flu’s going around.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Fuck that. Stay home and away from me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        I mean, hope everyone gets well soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Seth

      

      
        Thanks asshole.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Anytime.

      

      

      

      

      

      My feet drop to the floor with a thud. Sitting up, I rest my elbows on the desktop. Well, shit. My number one and number two are out. I guess this is a solo mission. Wingmen only slow me down, anyway. Decision made. For the rest of the afternoon, I busy myself checking and answering emails and making a few phone calls. Anything to keep my thoughts off Rylee for the last few hours of the workday.

      At 4:45 p.m., I’m pulling into the parking lot of Porter’s. I throw my SUV in park and jump out. The moment I open the door, a wave of laughter and conversation greets me, filling the room with lively energy. Immediately, I’m hit with the scent of grilled onions and beer, making my stomach growl.

      Every corner is bustling with customers. Some sit at tables and others are shooting darts or playing pool. Luckily, I find an empty stool at the far end of the bar and take a seat. My foot bounces on the foot ring. The new bartender, Nora, is at the opposite end of the bar serving a group of college kids. Glancing over my right shoulder, I scan the bar for anyone else who’s working. Most importantly, Rylee.

      Jake pushes through a swinging door from behind the bar, and my heart and something else shrivel up. While he’ll be perfect for someone, I am not that someone. He jerks his chin in acknowledgment, and I return the gesture. A few minutes later, he stops in front of me, resting his hands on the smooth wood.

      “What can I get you?”

      I glance at the lineup of beers on tap. “I’ll take an IPA.”

      Jake grabs a pint glass and pours me a beer while I work up the courage to ask if Rylee’s working. I’ve never had a girl consume my thoughts like this before. It’s a little unnerving.

      When Jake passes me the full glass, I immediately grab it and take a gulp. The icy liquid hits my throat, and for a brief second, it gives me something else to think about. Too bad it doesn’t last long. Jake twists around, and it’s now or never.

      “Is Rylee working tonight?” I spit out as casually as I can.

      “It’s her night off.” Jake’s gaze lifts to mine, eyebrow raised. “Why?”

      Shit. Abort. Abort.

      “No reason.” I swallow another big gulp of my beer to buy myself a few seconds to recover and to think of a change of subject. “Can I use the back room again next week? For another SBL meeting.”

      He eyes me warily, jaw clenching before answering, “Fine. But if you use another gavel in my bar…”

      “Heard loud and clear. Speaking of which, can I have that back?”

      “No,” Jake says matter-of-factly. Then he’s shuffling down the bar to serve drinks to other waiting patrons.

      Alright. Thursday. Only three more days. I can wait. I pull out my phone and send a group text to the other SBL members.

      
        
          
            
              
        Trey

      

      
        Meeting is at Porter’s again. Same time. Tim, you better show up this time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Darren

      

      
        Cool. I really want to try those mini beer-battered corn dogs. At the last meeting on our way out, I saw a table with those. They smelled delicious.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Owen

      

      
        Yes! I heard they make their own honey mustard dipping sauce.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Darren

      

      
        Only ketchup for me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Guys…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Miles

      

      
        What’s really good is dipping them in just a little bit of honey. No Mustard. Just honey.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tim

      

      
        Were those the things on a stick? I’ve seen them there. Those looked good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trey

      

      
        Enough about the corn dogs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Darren

      

      
        I think those were the tot kabobs. No stick is required for the corn dogs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tim

      

      
        You know what I really want to try, the Italian nachos. Instead of salsa, you dip them in marinara. Whoever thought of that… Genius.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. This went sideways, fast. I swear herding cats would be easier than keeping these guys on track.

      
        
          
            
              
        Trey

      

      
        Thursday. Porter’s. See everyone then.

      

      

      

      

      

      I mute the group text to let them finish playing Betty Crocker and tuck my phone into my pocket. Since my original mission was a failure, let’s try Plan B. I swivel my stool around and take in the crowd. There is a plethora of women here, and I’m sure I could have my pick of any of them. No reason to waste my effort in coming here tonight. I make a sweeping glance over one face and then another. Soon enough, I’ve scanned the entire bar, twice over, and nothing. They’re all just faceless women. None of them are the feisty brunette who has embedded herself into my thoughts. I huff out a deep breath. Spinning around, I guzzle the rest of my beer, throw some cash under my glass, and push it toward the rail. I guess I’ll be cuddling with myself tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            EIGHTY-FIVE-FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Rylee

      “Son of a bitch!” Jake’s booming voice sounds from his office, almost rattling the liquor bottles off the shelves.

      Nora and I glance at each other. Her eyes are wide, but this isn’t anything new from Jake, especially since he passed on some of his responsibilities to Chad.

      “Don’t worry about him. He may seem big and scary, but he’s more like a giant teddy bear… mostly.” An alive, feral teddy bear. I keep that to myself though, so I don’t scare off the new hire. I pull two beer bottles from a cardboard case and set them in a cooler. “Finish stocking these. I’ll see what the problem is.” I dry my hands on a towel before spinning around and strolling down the length of the bar until I reach the hallway. Low grumbles and the slamming of a fist into a file cabinet flows through the open doorway. I peek my head through the opening to ensure the coast is clear before fully committing myself. Jake’s sitting behind his desk. Stacks of papers are scattered in front of him as he rubs his temples.

      Moving a step inside, I lean against the doorframe. “I would ask if everything is alright, but the raging Hulk sounds coming out of your office tell me otherwise. So, what’s up?”

      Jake’s hardened eyes meet mine as deep frown lines etch into his forehead. “How hard is it to count? One. Two. Three. Four. Write it on a piece of fucking paper.”

      I slink through the doorway now that it’s evident the anger isn’t directed toward me and take a seat in the pleather armchair across from him. “Let me guess, Chad messed up the ordering again.”

      “For the third week in a row. I can’t explain it. He was a model employee, then after I gave him a promotion that he asked for, everything goes to shit. I can’t keep double checking his work because I might as well just do it myself.” He scrubs his hand down his face. “Wait. Didn’t you say you went to college for business?”

      “Yeah. But I didn’t graduate.” I was in my third year when life threw me into a tailspin, and I’ve never been able to fully recover. Before he can ask any more questions, I hold out my hand. “Here, let me see.”

      He passes me the paperwork of what was ordered and what was delivered. From a quick glance, everything between the two papers appears correct, so that’s not the issue. Then I see it. I don’t even need to go look. “He’s overordering all the bar garnishes. We don’t go through two cases of limes in a week. Over half of this is getting thrown out.” With the papers in hand, I storm out of his office and into the storage room. By the brief inspection, I can tell he’s not even paying attention to anything he’s ordering.

      Jake steps up next to me, and I pass him the papers. “There are already eight bottles of this brand of vodka. Why is he ordering more? Rail vodka, sure, but not the top-shelf stuff.”

      “More importantly, where is he putting it?”

      Both of us dig through the entire shelf to count all the bottles until we find the extras sitting on the whiskey shelf, which threw off the count for the entire second shelf. After some rearranging, Jake and I are able to gather the accurate tally of everything.

      “Thanks Rylee. I was five seconds away from losing my shit.”

      “Lose it? Based on the yelling earlier, it’s long gone.” I flash him a smile. He gives me a half nod, half shrug, which is practically a smile in Jake’s book. “I’m surprised Nora didn’t hightail it out the front door. I’m going to see if she’s finished stocking up front.”

      I exit the storage room, and as soon as I’m behind the bar, a familiar face is staring back at me. His smile is somewhat charming. Okay, a lot charming. Half devilish. Half boyish. It’s devoyish. I stride toward him. His piercing gaze locks onto mine. The way he’s looking at me right now sends a bolt of lightning straight between my thighs. I can’t control it. And I can’t deny it. But he can’t know it either.

      I come to a stop in front of him and rest my palms on the bar top. “Another Boy Scout meeting today?”

      A hearty laugh escapes him, but then he leans in and whispers, “I assure you, there’s nothing boy about me.”

      “So, man scouts?” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      He lets out another boisterous laugh. “Actually, it’s our weekly Single Bros. Life meeting.” He leans back, resting an elbow on the backrest.

      “Oh. Well then. Does the bro need a beer?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “At least you have manners.”

      He flashes me a dimpled grin, and there goes the lightning bolt to the lady bits again. I shake the thought away and reach next to me to grab a glass. While pouring his beer, I glance at him from the corner of my eye, and our gazes connect. Quickly, I look away, warmth spreading over my cheeks as I pray he didn’t catch me. When the beer reaches the rim, I set it down. Reaching over, I snatch a straw, drop it in the pint glass, and push it toward him.

      “I’m fresh out of sippy cups.”

      My snark doesn’t even phase him. Instead of giving me some snappy comeback, he leans over, wraps his lips around the straw, and sucks. I’m fixated at the way his Adam’s apple bobs up and down as he swallows. When he’s finished, he rests an elbow on the bar leaning in so only I can hear. “Are you flirting with me?”

      I swallow the rock in my throat. An Adam’s apple should not turn me on right now. “How do you get flirting from that?”

      “The tucking the hair behind your ear, ogling from the corner of your eye like I’m a fresh-cut ribeye ready to be served up for your enjoyment.”

      I roll my eyes and bite the inside of my cheek to hide my smile. “I wasn’t ogling you.”

      “I’m pretty sure you drooled a little.”

      I whirl around, and as nonchalantly as I can, I brush the corner of my lips with my finger.

      “You know, it would work better if there wasn’t a mirror right there.”

      I glance up and sure enough, Trey’s smug smirk is peering back at me. A rush of heat floods my face. Spinning around, I inhale a deep breath and slowly blow it out. “Fine. You caught me. I was staring. But mostly I wanted to see if your head could get any bigger.” I lean in, his leather and spice scent tantalizing my senses, distracting me from my thoughts. “Just so you know, it did.”

      “Have dinner with me.” Confidence oozes from his tone.

      Hypnotized by his full lips, I nearly forget he asked me a question. “Excuse me? Do you randomly ask women who you’ve had a five-minute conversation with to dinner?’

      “Sometimes.” He shrugs.

      “And it works?”

      “I’m batting about ninety-ten. But also, between us, it’s been more like two five-minute conversations. So, I’d consider it one ten-minute conversation, and you can get to know a lot about a person in ten minutes. What do you say?”

      I’m flabbergasted. I’m surprised my jaw doesn’t hit the bar top. He’s so cocky and sure of himself. Plus, he reminds me too much of someone else, which dampens my entire mood. “I don’t think so.”

      “So now it’s eighty-five-fifteen,” he mumbles. “I get it. You want to get to know each other more⁠—”

      “No. Not really,” I say, but he ignores me.

      “I’ll go first. My full name is Trey Alexander Wilson. My favorite beer is an IPA. I like spooning and baseball. Not always together but sometimes. And I really want to take you to dinner. Now it’s your turn.”

      I stare at him, mostly curious if he’s being serious, but his bright, steely gray eyes and raised eyebrows indicate he is. “Okay, my name is Rylee. That’s all you’re going to get because I don’t date guys in suits, so that’s a no on dinner.”

      “Come on. Give me a full name, at least. If you don’t tell me, I have ways I can find out.” He leans back on his stool.

      I lift a shoulder and let it drop. “Oddly enough, I don’t doubt that, so I guess you’ll have to work for it.”

      “Dessa. What’s Rylee’s last name?”

      She steps up next to me, brushing her raven locks over her shoulder. “I’m team Rylee.” She extends her arm, fist in the air. My bestie always has my side.

      Dessa has worked at Porter’s for as long as I have. She’s our resident mixologist and is always creating new weekly drink specials for Lach to add to the chalkboard with his phenomenal artistic skills.

      “Nora?” he asks.

      “Seeing as I’m new here, it’s best I take their side.” She raises her fist in solidarity.

      “Lach, twenty bucks.” He pulls a black leather wallet from the inside pocket of his suit and holds out a crisp twenty-dollar bill.

      Lach yanks it out of his grasp. “Hart.”

      Out of all of us, Lach has worked here the longest. He’s also Jake’s best friend and clearly doesn’t have my back. I guess that’s one less Christmas card I need to send this year. Who am I kidding? I don’t have time to send cards.

      “Hey, you never offered me twenty bucks.” Dessa clasps her waist.

      “You wouldn’t have given it up for twenty bucks.” Lach tucks the bill into his pocket.

      “No. You’re right. I would have asked for fifty.” She smirks.

      “Thanks guys. Glad to know you can all be bought.” My attention jumps back to Trey. “You got your info. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Yes. Dinner?”

      Before I can respond, a woman with long, perfectly styled blonde hair and runway-ready, airbrushed make-up strolls up to the bar. “Hey, Trey.” His name rolls off her tongue as she brushes her hand over his bicep. “A few friends and I have a spot in the corner with an extra seat if you want to join us.”

      He glances over his shoulder at the table before shifting his concentration back to the woman on his left. “Maybe next time.”

      “The invitation is always open,” she purrs, dragging her flame-red fingernail down his arm.

      I choke down the bile rising in my throat. “Desperate isn’t a good look on anyone,” I mutter under my breath. The woman doesn’t pay attention to me, but Trey’s gaze lifts to meet mine. I offer him a snarky smile and shrug. His throat resonates with a low laugh as he shakes his head, and he sends the woman on her way.

      Trey swings his focus to me and rests his elbows on the bar, a full-fledged smirk on his face. “Jealous?”

      I scoff. “Of what? Her? If anything, I’m embarrassed for her.”

      “If you say so.”

      The way his gaze bores into me sends a rush of heat coursing through my entire body. It’s like he’s trying to read every dirty thought floating through my mind right now, and that would be terrible. I need him out of my space before I grab his tie and haul him over the bar to slam my lips to his. “You better not keep your fan club waiting.”

      “Which one?”

      “All of them.”

      His lips tip up into a half smile. “I’ll talk to you later, Rylee.” He taps the bar before sauntering away and into the back room.

      My gaze never wavers from his retreating frame. When he’s in a room, he commands attention, and people give it to him. How could you not? He’s tall, broad shouldered with a tapered waist, and has an ass that fills out a pair of slacks perfectly. Mentally, I slap myself across the cheek. No dirty thoughts about Trey.

      “Did I hear you correctly?” Nora’s voice startles me, causing my heart to jump to my throat. “You turned down dinner with that Greek god. Do you think I can take your place?”

      “Go right ahead. I’ve been with guys just like him. It’s nothing but a rollercoaster, and by the end you’re left sad, empty, and disappointed.” I walk away, mostly because I need to clear my head, and Nora going on and on about Trey isn’t helping.

      “But the ride is at least fun, right?” she yells.

      It’s always fun until you end up pregnant and dropping out of college, only to wind up as a single mom. Been there, done that, and I have the daughter to prove it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            THE UNEXPECTED TINGLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Rylee

      When I arrive home from work, I shove the key into the lock and twist. The TV is blaring the latest episode of whatever bachelor-farmer-seeking-love-with-a-rose dating reality show Marcie, my sixty-five-year-old neighbor, likes to binge watch.

      Fifteen years ago, she lost her husband, Marcus, in a car accident and never wanted to find love again because he was her swan. From the stories she’s told me, his shoes would be hard to fill. Their love is one every couple aspires to and a far cry from my last. So instead of finding love again, she watches others do it on TV. I’ve warned her it’s all scripted, but she threatened to stop babysitting if I told her any more lies. Since she lives in the apartment next to mine, doesn’t charge me, and adores Abby, I keep my mouth shut and nod and smile.

      I lean over the couch and gently shake her shoulder.
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