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CHAPTER ONE


“Face it, Eric. You’re a fuckboy.”


I turned away from the shapely ass I’d been checking out, and frowned. “Jesus, Nell. That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?”


“No, not really,” she said, smoothing a loving hand over her small baby belly.


I fixed my gaze on her face, ignoring everything and anything to do with her midsection. I did not want to know anything about her pregnancy. Not that I wasn’t happy for her and her husband. We’d all gone to school together and been friends a long time, after all. But for lots of really good reasons, me and babies didn’t mix. Every time I saw Nell’s bump, it worried me. I said a little prayer to please let her and the baby be okay this time, and then did my best not to think about it again. Not to remember the baby we’d lost last year. There were things much more happiness-inducing going on in the bar area than falling into grief and regrets again.


“. . . I don’t even need to look to see. That’s how predictable you are. I can tell when a hot woman walks into the bar just by seeing your eyes light up like a cat that’s spied a mouse.” She paused, then ranted, “Eric? Eric!”


“Yeah?”


She cocked her head. “You’re not even listening to me, are you?”


“Of course I am.” Mostly. I was sort of torn between outrage at Nell’s insinuation, and an itching desire to follow the perfect behind. Didn’t make Nell right, however.


“This is what I’m talking about,” she said. “Your attention span makes a gnat look gargantuan.”


“Calm down. I said I was listening to you.”


“So what did I just say?”


“Well, basically you said that I’m a douche,” I said. “Which hurts.”


Nell crossed her arms. “Oh, really? Now you’re pretending you have feelings?”


“Of course I have feelings.”


“Sure you do. And why do I think you’re a douche?”


“Ah . . .” I stared off over her shoulder, catching sight once more of the back of the particularly lovely looking female being shown to her table by Lydia. Lydia was the third owner of the Dive Bar, along with me and Nell. But back to the far more important babe: long brown hair hung down to her shoulder blades and a shapely ass swayed with every step. Goddamn. Summertime with all the skin on display was pretty great. But then again, winter with its tight jeans and sweaters, like my new about-to-be-best-female-friend-with-benefits had on, was also pretty fucking awesome. Too bad I could only spy on her from behind. I wonder what her rack was like. Not that I was fussy. Full, generous, slim, pert, soft, firm; it was all good. It’s like I always say: life is like taking off a girl’s bra. You never know exactly what you’re gonna get, but however it turns out, it’s basically awesome.


“Eric?” Nell picked up a knife, immediately dragging me out of my daydreams. She started tapping it against a cutting board all impatient like. “I’m waiting.”


“Women and stuff,” I said, the obvious answer. Generally, it was always one or the other. “You think I’m a douche because of women and stuff.”


Her eyes narrowed. “ ‘And stuff’?”


“Am I wrong?”


“No.”


Phew. “Okay then.”


“Seriously, Eric. One day you’re going to wish there was more to your life than the next piece of ass.” She stopped cutting to gesticulate with her hands, one of which was still alarmingly wielding the knife. “I mean, the closest you’ve ever come to a long-term relationship was with Alex, and that was only because Joe stole your online identity to woo her!”


“Ha. Ha.” I bet Nell had planned that line a week ago, and was just waiting for a chance to wheel it out. “Can I get back to work now?”


“Whatever.” She slapped the knife down. “You’re a lost cause. I give up on you.”


Thank God for that.


Baby hormones made Nell even scarier than usual. Just the other day, she’d ripped me a new one for breathing too loudly. Now she was calling me a manwhore. Talk about unfair. Sure, I’d slept with a number of women. I liked women—a lot. But there was more to me than just my sex life. It kind of did hurt that one of my oldest friends, who I’d been through some serious shit with, didn’t share that opinion.


Anyway, forget Nell and her bad mood. There were more pleasant duties to attend to on the restaurant floor. Being that it was mid-afternoon, things were pretty quiet. No one was waiting for me to fix them a drink at the bar. Taka, the waiter on duty, stood behind the counter, busy folding napkins and cleaning cutlery and shit. I was good to go.


“I’ve got this, Lydia. You should take a break,” I said. “Get off your feet for a while.”


She gave me a knowing smile before smacking me hard in the chest with the menu. All that stuff about women being soft and sweet was such bullshit.


“Sure, Eric,” she said. “Just don’t scare her away.”


“When have I ever scared a customer away? Hell, my personal magnetism is the only thing that keeps this bar afloat.”


No answer. Instead, after a long look, Lydia turn on her heel and headed out back. Probably off to discuss my inadequacies with Nell. Where to bury my body in the woods and things like that. This was the problem with co-owning a business with two women. Being the only one with a dick, I got blamed for everything. A stock delivery arrived late—my fault. The register acted up—also my fault. Someone broke a nail or some shit—me again. All this attitude thrown my way, despite me faithfully keeping my word and not sleeping with any more of our waitresses. Yes, employees were off-limits. Fine with me. Things tended to get awkward when it was time to move on. Didn’t matter that I was always up front with things being about a good time, not a long time.


So no messing around with the staff. Female customers, however, were another matter entirely.


“Hey there,” I said to the curvy brunette.


The woman gave a slight smile, not even meeting my eyes. Her features were strong yet stunning, a long straight nose and a heavy jaw. Not pretty, exactly. But striking, despite the shadows under her hazel eyes. Probably midtwenties.


“I’m Eric.” I handed over the menu with an easy smile. “Welcome to the Dive Bar.”


“Hi,” she murmured, immediately checking out the menu while I continued to check out her. No wedding ring. Lots of curves. A blue sweater stretched beautifully across her tits. Definitely more than a handful there, thank you God.


“Let me guess.” I braced my hands on the back of the empty seat opposite her.


“Let you guess what?” she asked without looking up, disinterested.


“Your drink.”


“What makes you think I’m drinking?”


“Why else would you be in a bar?” I countered, waiting for her, pleading with her to look at me. It was hard to dazzle her with my winning smile if she wouldn’t even face me.


“Well, you also serve food and I happen to be hungry.”


“Good point. So you’d just like some ice water or something?”


Finally, her gaze shifted from the menu to me and stuck. Blue eyes took me in, looking over every inch with interest. The faintest trace of color lit her cheeks. Excellent.


“All right, go for it,” she eventually invited. “What’s my drink?”


“Well . . . you’ve got an understated kind of style,” I said, flexing the muscles in my arms just enough to catch her attention. It was pretty much the main reason I rolled back my button-down shirt’s sleeves. A subtle, yet important part of the show. “So first off, I’m thinking you’re into the classics. A martini or an old-fashioned, maybe?”


“No.”


“No?” I let my gaze wander over her, trying to take in every detail and not get stuck staring at her breasts. It wasn’t easy, but fortunately I’m big into self-discipline. Eyes up. “Maybe you’re more of a straight down the line kind of girl. How about a beer?”


A hint of a smile crossed her lips. “I don’t mind beer. But that’s not what I was going to order.”


“Mm, a challenge. I like a challenge.”


“God. I’m really not a challenge.” She exhaled. “I take it this is your trick, guessing what people drink?”


“Usually I’m pretty good at it.”


“Sorry to ruin your winning streak.”


“Nah, that’s okay.” I grinned. “Mom always said I needed to be put in my place pretty often or my ego got out of hand.”


Something strange passed across her face. “Sounds like a good mom.”


“She’s a great mom. But let’s get back to talking about you,” I said, following my script. Women usually ate this smooth shit right up. Yet something in her gaze made me hesitate. “If you’d rather I just took your ord—”


“Absolutely not.” She gave me a teasing smile. “You promised me a magic trick, now you need to deliver. What did you say your name was?”


“Eric Collins.”


“Eric. Hi.”


“I’m the owner here.” It was only partly a lie and it made me look good. Successful.


“You are?” Her brows arched in surprise and she gave the place a looking over, taking it all in. I waited patiently. We’d worked damn hard to turn the dump into the cool bar and restaurant it was today. Raw brick walls and shining dark wood. Mirrors lined the wall behind the bar along with neat rows of bottles. Big windows to let in the light and some metal industrial touches.


“It’s a great place,” she said. “You must be very proud.”


“That I am.” I offered my hand and she slipped her slender, warm fingers into my palm. “Nice to meet you . . .”


“Jean Antal.”


“Jean. What a lovely name.”


Still holding onto my hand, she shrugged. “My mom was a David Bowie fan.”


“Can’t beat Bowie.”


“No, you can’t.”


“Guess that makes you the Jean Genie.”


“Ha. Yeah.” She gave another of those ball-tightening chuckles. I could happily listen to her do that all day long. Except suddenly the happy fell from her face. “It was her favorite song.”


Shit. Damn. I softened my tone. “Your mom passed?”


She blinked. “No.”


“No?”


“Sorry.” She shook her head, looking flustered. “Both of my parents are alive and well. I just meant it was her favorite song when I was young. That’s all. Nothing else.”


“Well, that’s good.”


“Hmm.” Her gaze fell to our still embracing hands and at roughly the speed of light the slight pressure of her grip and the warmth of her skin were gone. “Crap. I didn’t mean to paw at you.”


“Pawing is altogether encouraged.”


Startled laughter burst out of her. “Look at you with the long hair and that face and everything. You’re a hell of a flirt, Eric.”


“Thank you very much. You’re rather easy on the eyes yourself.” I smirked. “And I still owe you a trick.”


“Right, my drink,” she said, shoulders slouching as she relaxed. “Guess away.”


“Okay.” I squinted at her, searching for inspiration and trying not to get too distracted wondering what she’d look like naked and lying on my bed. It wasn’t easy. But like I said, self-discipline. “I’m going to say a black widow.”


She blinked. “A what widow?”


“A black widow. Blackberries, silver tequila, lime juice, and sugar syrup,” I said. “I think that’s what you should order.”


“And why should I order that?”


“It’s sweet but with a kick.” I gave her my best grin. “I think you’d like it.”


“So this has nothing to do with you suspecting me of murdering any husbands?”


“No, of course not.” I laughed. Then stopped. “Oh, man. You’re not married, are you? I mean, you are single, right?”


Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.


Shit, shit, shit.


“Relax, Eric.” Jean tucked in her chin, looking over the menu again with a faint frown. “I’m single.”


“Good.” I exhaled, smiling once more. “That’s good. Otherwise, asking you to dinner tonight would have been all sorts of awkward.”


She said nothing.


No matter. We could get back to that later. “I’ve never seen you in here before. Are you a local or just passing through?”


“Actually, I just moved to the area,” she said. “Today, in fact.”


“That’s great!”


As much fun as a one-nighter could be, I’d been thinking lately about perhaps getting more serious with someone. Maybe. Just to try it out, at least. It was entirely my idea; it had nothing to do with Nell’s daily lecturing.


The truth was that I was getting close to thirty. And a lot of heavy shit had gone down last year. It had been hardest on Nell most of all. But she’d bounced back, happily pregnant and with the right guy this time, Pat. It didn’t really make sense that I would be still struggling with it all.


Probably what was getting to me was just the fact that Joe was settling down with his new girlfriend. Joe, my brother. My younger brother. Who had never even been popular with the ladies, for fuck’s sake. Ever since Alex had come to town, however, he’d been walking around smiling like he’d won the jackpot.


Anyway, whatever the cause, I’d been feeling a little . . . I don’t know. Not lost. Just the thought had been hanging around in the back of my head. It didn’t seem as bad an idea as it would have a few years ago. Actually, this could be perfect. I drank in Jean’s stunning face and gorgeous curves. We could hang out together, catch some movies, do couple shit. Hold hands even. It would definitely show Nell I wasn’t some shallow fuckbot.


But I was getting ahead of myself.


“Where are you from originally?” I asked, getting back into the conversation.


“Jacksonville, Florida.”


“Yeah? You ever go to the Night Garden or Emory’s?”


Delight lit her face. “I love Emory’s, best club in town.”


“Passed through there a few years back on my way to Miami,” I said. With that energy and edge, I figured she might be from the party crowd. “Good atmosphere and the DJ was something else.”


“My friends and I used to go dancing there every Saturday night.” She stared off at nothing. “Those were the days.”


“Hey, just ’cause you moved to Coeur d’Alene doesn’t mean your life’s over. This town is awesome, plus now you can come hang out here. We have live music most weekends,” I said. “You’d be very welcome.”


No response for a moment. Then she quietly said, “I’ll be around.”


Taka seated some customers at a table nearby, pausing to give me an amused look. Typical. They’d all have to wipe those smirks off their faces once they realized I was boyfriend material. Taka, Nell, Lydia, the whole lot of them.


“So, Jean.” I braced my hands on the back of the chair opposite her, leaning in a little, trying to get her attention. It worked, her gaze snapping back to me. “Can I make you a black widow? On the house, of course.”


“Is that how you make money?”


“No. That’s how I make friends.”


She snorted. “I’d love a black widow. But can you make it virgin, please?”


“You want it without the tequila?” I asked, surprised. Being anti-alcohol seemed like the kind of thing she might have mentioned earlier, given the topic of our conversation.


She didn’t get a chance to respond.


“Jean.” Andre wandered up to the table. Giving me a slap on the back before giving her a friendly smile. Too friendly. And how did he know her name? Warning bells went off inside my head. Because despite Andre being over a decade older than me, women loved the guy. “How are you doing? I’m free now if you’re ready?”


“Ready for what?” I asked, irritation edging into my voice.


“I’m moving into one of the apartments upstairs,” Jean said, fingers clasped together on the table.


“You are?” My brows rose.


“That’s right,” said Andre. “You two are going to be neighbors.”


“Huh.” I tried to keep my face blank as my brain scrambled to catch up. Hell no being my first and foremost reaction. Next door was a little too close. I’d only just tuned in to the idea of having a girlfriend, let alone the thought of having her right there next to me.


“Now there’ll be me, you, Jean, Joe, and Lydia all up there.” Andre rubbed his hands together, all happy like. Fair enough. He owned the building and turning the upstairs into apartments last year hadn’t been cheap. “That’s all of the apartments rented.”


“Great,” I mumbled.


Jean just nodded, going back to looking over the menu.


“You said you were hungry. What can I get for you?” I asked, shaking off my suddenly sour mood.


“Everything here is good,” said Andre. “Especially the pizza. I haven’t had lunch yet, mind if I join you? I can show you around and help you unload your stuff after, if you like.”


“That’d be good,” said Jean. “I definitely need food.”


“I can help too.” I stepped back, unhappily making room for the man. “Probably Boyd or Taka as well. We’re not that busy.”


“Thanks,” she said.


Dammit. Andre might have been one of my oldest friends, but this was not part of the plan. Cock-blocker. First they’d be all chatty and shit, sharing a meal. Then bam . . . they’d be having sex. This was not okay. I wanted to have sex with Jean. And be the one to listen to her talk and get to eat with her, etcetera (insert boring boyfriend stuff here).


“I’ll have the potato, caramelized onion, and bacon pizza, please,” she said.


“Vegetarian for me,” added Andre. “And a beer, thanks.”


“Sure thing.” I slightly narrowed my eyes at the bastard. Not that he noticed.


“Black widow? Virgin?” Her eyes sparkled, the lines of her face softening again.


It should be noted that the softening only happened when she looked at me. Maybe I wouldn’t drop Andre’s beer on him after all. We’d see.


“You got it,” I said, writing up the order. “Be right back with the drinks.”


I handed the food order over to the kitchen and headed for my bar. In an hour or two, Vaughan would be in for the busier night session. For now, however, the space was mine, all mine.


When we first came up with the idea to open the Dive Bar, everyone involved knew exactly what they wanted. Nell would rule the kitchen, Pat would help put up the money but otherwise stick to his tattoo parlor next door, and I’d be in charge of the bar. Of course, running the place had been a hell of a lot more work than any of us anticipated. Lydia bought out Pat and took over running the restaurant floor. A great move. But Nell still loved the kitchen, and I stuck with the bar.


It was my thing. What I was good at and where I felt I belonged.


The original long wooden surface still had the names and crap carved into it from back when the place really had been a dive bar. I grabbed a cloth and gave it a quick polish. Forget Jean and her pretty rack for a minute, time to get the bar all cleaned up before the night began. Neat lines of shining bottles, gleaming taps, and racks of glasses. Probably didn’t say much about me, now that this bar felt like home. But I loved it anyway.


Over at their table, Andre and Jean maintained a steady stream of conversation. I kept a close eye on them. On a scale of one to ten, I’d give the smile on her face a six. Seven at most. It was polite, friendly. Nowhere near as warm and inviting as the ones she’d given me. Tens all the way. Thank fuck for that.


With ease, I threw Jean’s cocktail together. Muddling the blackberries and squeezing the lime. Measuring the sugar syrup. It kind of killed me not to add the tequila. It was like asking Vincent van Gogh to hold off on the color blue the next time he painted the stars. To tell John Bonham to go easy on the skins next time he played “Moby Dick.” Though yeah they were dead. But you know what I mean . . . just wrong. I gritted my teeth and added some soda water and an extra splash of lime to try and balance the tequila’s absence.


As I poured Andre’s beer, I let my mind wander back to Jean. Maybe we would date. Seriously. She was hot, nice, no obvious signs of crazy. Except maybe that crack about murdering her ex-husbands. Most importantly, I was pretty damn sure the woman was into me. Come to think of it, having her living close by could be a good thing. I worked weird hours sometimes. It’d definitely save me from having to do any extra driving. I wondered what Mom would think of Jean. I’d never taken a girl home to meet Mom, but maybe with her I would. In your face, Nell.


Drinks ready, I stepped out from behind the bar. Only weirdly enough, Nell was suddenly rushing out of the kitchen.


“Jean, is that you?” she called. “My god! Why didn’t you tell me you’d arrived?”


I froze. How the hell did they know each other? This was not good.


“You looked busy, I figured I’d wait.” Jean glowed, happy as anything. Her smile dial had just hit eleven.


Nell waited in front of the table as my-still-maybe-but-perhaps-now-possibly-not future girlfriend got to her feet. Next came lots of hugging and happy feminine squealing noises. Damn. Wonder if Nell told her anything about me? Maybe this situation could still be salvaged.


“I’m so glad you moved to town,” said Nell. “This is going to be great.”


“I hope so.” Jean sighed.


“It will be. You’ll see. A whole fresh new start.”


Then the two women separated, giving me a perfect profile of Nell’s baby bump. But way worse was Jean’s matching one. The woman was pregnant. Very much so. The martini glass slipped from my numb fingers, smashing when it hit the hard floor.


“Holy shit,” I mumbled to no one.




CHAPTER TWO


I’d been tricked. Betrayed.


After Andre and Jean ate their lunch, we headed outside to deal with her stuff. The cold wind suited my mood to perfection. Talk about disappointed.


“Don’t lift that, it looks heavy,” I snapped.


Jean blinked. “It’s a pillow.”


“The world’s largest pillow ever. You can’t be too careful.” My gaze roamed over her swollen middle. “You’re . . .”


“Pregnant?” she asked with a voice dripping poison and sugar. “Are you having trouble with the concept?”


“Absolutely not. I was just going to say huge, that’s all.”


She blew out an exasperated breath. “Thanks, Eric. That makes me feel so much better.”


“I just . . .”


“Don’t bother.” The woman turned back to her sensible, medium-sized SUV and got busy riffling through the contents. I was surprised she’d been able to squeeze into the driver’s seat. Boxes and stuff took up almost every inch inside the vehicle. Each and every box seemed to have been neatly labeled with the contents. The woman took her organization seriously.


She looked over her shoulder. “You know, I can’t help noticing that Eric-the-smooth-moving-flirt has been suddenly replaced by Eric-the-awkward-jerk.”


“Well, you said you were single.” I folded my arms defensively across my chest.


“I am.”


And then there was an awkward silence.


“Yeah, but . . . I mean, in your condition . . .” I fumbled to a halt.


She turned, face all scrunched up. Like I was the one with the problem.


“Just hop out of the way so I can grab some boxes,” I said, voice gruff.


Still nothing from her.


“It’s a second-story walk-up and you have a lot of stuff to get up there. You should be taking it easy.” Hands on hips, I tapped my black leather boot against the sidewalk, waiting her out. “Jean, I’m not trying to insult you. It’s the truth.”


She swore quietly, going back to fussing with the contents in the vehicle. I don’t think any woman has ever given me the silent treatment quite this quickly. Usually I’m good for at least a couple of hours after seeing them naked.


Man, I still couldn’t believe this was happening.


God hated me or something. Pregnant women and me were enema. Anathema. Whatever. Now that I’d seen her out in the autumn light, however, she looked younger than I’d first guessed. Despite her tired eyes, her skin was smooth, soft looking. She was likely closer to her early twenties than mid.


“How old are you?” I asked.


“Why do you care?”


I shrugged one shoulder. “Just curious.”


“How old are you?”


“Nearly thirty.”


She sniffed. “I’m twenty-two.”


Young, like I’d thought. She was probably too immature for me, anyway. “Come on, Jean. Let me get some of the boxes.”


Boyd ambled out of the Dive Bar, turning his head this way and that, looking up and down the street. I raised my hand and he started over in our direction. The big cook would make short work out of moving all this stuff. Behind us, Andre and Nell came out of the tenants’ entrance to the Bird Building. The place was a big brick building about a hundred years old. Just past the door was an entryway with stairs leading up to the second floor, followed by two empty shops, their windows covered in flyers about local events. Concerts and parades and shit. They’d been vacant for a while, unfortunately. Andre’s Guitar Den came next, then Pat’s tattoo parlor Inkaho, and the Dive Bar on the corner.


“Everything’s good to go. Alex and I gave it a cleaning last week just to be sure,” said Nell, smacking a kiss on Jean’s cheek. “You’ll meet Alex later. She’s probably busy working or something now. She’s sort of a shut-in.”


“You two didn’t have to do that,” said Jean. “Thank you.”


“Anytime.”


Andre leaned against the SUV. “Your furniture got delivered yesterday too, so it’s all good to go.”


“Excellent,” said Jean. “I can’t wait to sleep in a decent bed again. Road trips when you’re seven months’ pregnant kind of suck.”


“I bet.”


“Who’s minding the kitchen?” I asked.


“Lydia will text Boyd if they need something,” said Nell. “We’re only going to be a few feet away from the place.”


I frowned.


“I own the kitchen, Eric. Not you,” she said. “You’re in charge of the bar, that’s all.”


One of Jean’s eyebrows inched up slightly.


So I might have implied that I was the sole owner. Shit happened. I crossed my arms. “Fine. No need to bite my head off.”


“My best online friend just moved to town. We’ve been texting and skyping for months. She’s been an absolute rock for me through all the nerves of being pregnant again,” said Nell. “Stop messing with my happy.”


And then there was an awkward silence. Great. If only there was some way to get out of helping without looking like a raging asshole. The possibility of anything happening between me and Jean had been buried six feet deep, never to be spoken of again.


After rubbing his hands together enthusiastically, Andre took a step forward. “Let’s get you moved in.”


“Right.” Jean stepped back without further argument. “Okay.”


Boyd managed a shy smile. Then he grabbed about half the contents of the vehicle in one swoop and headed inside. With her pillow, a green retro-style handbag, and one small box, Jean followed. I’d wanted to take the box, which looked heavy, but couldn’t think of a way to say so without inviting further wrath. Pregnant women were fragile. Nell knew that more than anyone. She should have been backing me up on this.


Andre and I loaded up next while Nell watched, making useful suggestions. Not. Her husband, Pat, must have been busy doing a tattoo, or no doubt he’d have been corralled into helping too.


The apartment Jean rented was the largest, situated directly above the Dive Bar. My brother, Joe, had been the builder in charge of the project, turning all of these old office spaces into apartments. The others were studio style. But this one had a main bedroom on the right by the door, and a separate office-type space to the left, along with the bathroom. Guess the office space would be perfect for a nursery. Down the end of the short hallway was the open kitchen/dining/living area. Joe had done a terrific job; the place looked like it belonged in a magazine.


And there stood Jean in the middle of it all, crying her goddamn eyes out, sobbing like her heart had been broken. Without thinking, I just snapped.


“What’d you do?” I yelled at a wide-eyed Boyd.


The big man cringed, gaze darting from Jean to me and back again.


“Did you say something?” Given Boyd was an elective mute, it was highly unlikely. But you never knew.


“Eric, it’s all right,” said Jean, wiping her face with the palms of her hands. “He didn’t do anything. I just . . .”


I set my boxes on the ground, face tight. “You just what?”


“This place,” she said.


“Hey now,” I said, my voice becoming a little sterner. “It might not be exactly what you had in mind, but my brother Joe built this place and I think he did a terrific—”


“It’s just perfect.” She looked around the room with a quivering smile. “I love it.”


“Oh-kay.”


Obviously sensing that the attention was off of him, Boyd made his escape. Fair enough.


“Don’t you think it’s amazing?” she asked.


“Ah, yeah. Sure.” My brother did good work and it was a damn nice apartment. But it wasn’t the Sistine Chapel or anything. “Amazing.”


“Yes,” she gushed, spreading her arms wide open as if she could embrace the apartment. “It already feels like home.”


“That’s good . . . I guess.”


“It’s great,” amended Nell, who entered behind me just in time to offer a constructive correction. She wrapped her arm around Jean’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze, while shooting me some sort of weird look. What it meant, I had no fucking clue. What, was I supposed to be a mind reader?


Andre set his load of crap down next to mine. Then he saw Jean’s red eyes and his forehead wrinkled. “Something wrong?”


“No, nothing,” I said. “She loves the place.”


He nodded as if in understanding. Show-off.


“How embarrassing,” said Jean. She fished a Kleenex out of her jeans pocket and blew her nose. Cheeks pink, she studied the hardwood floor, not meeting any of our eyes.


“Baby hormones,” said Nell. “Best fun ever.”


“I cried yesterday because a grocery store was out of chocolate milk.”


Nell cocked her head. “That, however, might be taking it a little too far.”


“Jean’s allowed to feel whatever the hell she wants to feel,” I said, a little pissed. Nell should be more careful. The last thing we needed was for Jean to start crying again. I stood tall, body rigid. “And chocolate milk is pretty great. You know, if you’re into that sort of thing.”


Jean just kind of gave me a blank look. But at least she wasn’t crying. Absolute silence followed. Nobody said anything, though Nell was gazing at me all weird again.


Eventually, Andre coughed into his fist.


“I was joking, Eric,” said Nell slowly.


“Oh.” I swallowed. “How was I supposed to know that?”


Ever so slowly, the edges of Jean’s lips crept upward. It was kind of sly, that smile. Secretive. I liked it. Except then she placed her hands on her scarily large belly, rubbing in small circles.


Still pregnant. Right.


What the hell was I doing here? Apart from making an ass of myself. It was all Jean’s fault. Something about her messed with my head. I was all strung out, my throat tight and raw. I needed fresh air, pronto. “Anyway, can’t stand around yapping all day. These boxes okay here?”


“Yes, thank you,” said Jean. “I’ll get everything sorted how I like it later.”


Good enough. I made for the door, Andre close behind me. My feet moved faster and faster, needing to get away from that woman and her whole knocked-up situation. Coeur d’Alene had plenty of female residents. Not all of them could have heard bad stuff about me. If, on the off chance that I couldn’t find a girlfriend in town, well, there was always Spokane.


I quickened my pace, seized by a new sense of direction. I had a plan. One that did not include Jean Antal. In the future, I’d just stay the hell away from the woman. Problem solved.


“Smooth,” said Andre as we were jogging down the stairs.


“What?”


Smirking, he just shook his head.


“Fuck off,” I grumbled.


The idiot roared with laughter.


Nell came charging down the steps, red ponytail swinging and fury burning bright in her eyes. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


“Helping to move Jean in.”


“I saw the way you were looking at her.” Her finger jabbed me in the chest.


Andre turned and kept walking. Coward.


“What are you talking about?”


Nell put her hands on her hips. “That woman has had enough crap in her life. This is a fresh start for her and you are not going to ruin it.”


I had nothing.


“Only you would hit up a heavily pregnant woman for a fling,” she said, voice heavy with disgust. “Like she doesn’t have enough to deal with already.”


“I’ve got no interest in the woman,” I lied.


“You better not.” Her shoulders lowered a little. “Stay away from her, Eric. Or else.”




CHAPTER THREE


“Why the pout?”


I put down the glass I’d been polishing and not very successfully smothered a yawn because it’d been one hell of a busy night. I was beat. “Huh?”


“You’ve been cleaning that same glass for ten minutes and pouting the entire time,” said Alex, watching me over the top of her laptop. “I want to know why.”


“Men don’t pout.”


She blinked. “Sure they do.”


I frowned, turning to my brother, who’d just finished serving someone at the other end of the bar. We didn’t look much alike, Joe and me. I was more GQ, he was more lumberjack. I might have been lean, but he just looked plain mean with the beard and bulging muscles. Happily, he was more of a teddy bear than an actual grizzly.


“Set your woman straight,” I said. “She just accused me of pouting.”


Joe strolled closer. “Men don’t pout. It just isn’t done.”


“Oh really?” The pretty little brunette narrowed her eyes. She wasn’t my type, but she and my brother were happy together. Despite a rocky start, which I maybe unfortunately had something to do with. Long story, but completely not my fault. Alex cleared her throat, sitting up straight on the stool. “And yet, your brother’s been pouting since I got here an hour ago. Please explain.”


“You’re wrong.” Joe shrugged.


“How so?”


My brother crossed his big arms over his chest and gave a mighty sigh. “It’s like this, Little Miss. Men don’t pout . . . we brood.”


“That’s right,” I said.


“To even suggest that we would pout is an affront to our masculinity.”


“Yeah.” I nodded. “What he said.”


“Everyone knows brooding is very manly. Lots of testosterone involved.”


“Especially when I do it,” I added. “The word you were looking for was probably ‘smoldering.’ ”


Arcade Fire played over the sound system while Rosie and Taka finished clearing the tables. Lydia was busy at the front desk; Boyd and the kitchen kid tidied up out back. Nell had gone home around nine once things started to slow. A party of eight and some couples were the only customers left this close to midnight.


“You’re both full of shit.” Alex bit back a smile. “You know that, right?”


“Now then, no need to get all cranky just because you were wrong,” I said. “I accept your apology. You obviously didn’t know better.”


“Apology.” She snorted. “Yeah right. So why were you doing this manly brooding—sorry, smoldering, Eric?”


My turn to sigh. “No reason,” I said, and turned the conversation toward Joe. “Hey bro, something I wanted to ask you. That new tenant, Jean, is basically right above us. Now I know you said you soundproofed it all, but the thing is that she’s pregnant, and I was wondering if we should be easing up on the music volume, at least when it gets late on weeknights.”


Joe shook his head. “I guarantee you she cannot hear a thing, except what’s drifting through the window.”


“Just because she’s pregnant doesn’t mean she needs to be wrapped in cotton wool, you know,” Alex chimed in.


“I know that.” I scowled at her.


“See, pouting!” she said, pointing her finger at me in glee.


“Gee, babe, you’re right,” agreed Joe, the jerk, his voice thick with mock concern. “That actually does look like pouting.”


My scowl deepened.


“Come on, man,” said Joe, being serious. “It’s Thursday night, you’re behind the bar, and the place has been pumping all night. And you look like a kid whose puppy died. What gives?”


I sighed again, my shoulders slumping. “I don’t know . . . just something Nell said today. Well, she’s been on me for a while.”


Joe and Alex exchanged looks.


“It’s nothing really. Stupid. Don’t worry about it.”


“Okay,” said Alex before taking a sip of beer.


“But, you know . . . just out of interest,” I said. “Do you think I’m a manwhore with no concept of responsibility, incapable of having a meaningful relationship, who just uses women because I wouldn’t know real commitment if it bit me on the ass?”


Alex’s eyes went real wide.


“That’s what Nell says, huh?” asked my brother in a low voice.


“Basically.” My tongue pushed at the inside of my cheek. “Sometimes it varies, but pretty much. Yeah.”


“Wow,” said Alex, staring down at her laptop.


“Just today, she called me a fuckboy. Can you believe that?”


Joe let out a low whistle.


“I mean, you two probably know me best,” I said. “She’s out of line, right?”


Alex’s mouth opened, but nothing actually came out. Same with my brother.


“Right?” I asked again, frowning.


Still nothing.


Fuck’s sake. “Come on, I am always up front with women. I tell them straight out, I’m here for a good time, not a long time. They know what they’re getting into.”


After a moment’s hesitation, my brother nodded. Sort of.


“Exactly,” I said. “And I’m responsible. I always cover my shifts, I work hard.”


“Ye-ah,” said Joe, dragging the word out for some damn reason.


Alex winced. “Apart from the other week when you wanted to take that girl kayaking.”


“Once,” I said, holding up a finger. “Big deal.”


“Though there was that woman from the liquor company a fortnight back,” said Joe. “What was her name?”


“Jesus, I can’t remember. So I left work early. Once.” I rolled my eyes and added another finger. Two. So what?


“And the times when you’re running late because you forget to set your alarm,” said Alex. Fast on her way to no longer being my favorite sort of sister-in-law.


I scoffed, but added another finger to the tally. “Two or three times, maybe. Everyone does it.”


“Yeah, but every week?” Alex cocked her head.


“She’s got a point, bro.” My brother nudged me with his elbow. “Probably add a couple more fingers.”


I scowled.


“We’re going to need your other hand,” she said. “Because do you remember last month when—”


“That’s enough,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”


They both shut their mouths, giving each other one of those looks. Couples were downright creepy the way they could do that mind melding shit. Talk about unnatural.


Slowly, I shook my head. “Can’t believe you both think she’s right.”


“No . . .” Joe grabbed me by the shoulder, giving it a squeeze.


I shrugged him off. “Yeah, you do.”


His girlfriend kept quiet. Last time I give her free drinks.


Arcade Fire faded into The Killers and not even an old favorite song could help. All agitated like, I smoothed back my hair, redoing the ponytail. “Unbelievable. Even my own fucking brother thinks I’m useless.”


“Man, come on. I did not say that. I think . . .” He paused. “I think you do your best.”


“Yes.” Alex clicked her fingers and pointed at me. “Exactly. You do your best, Eric. Everyone knows you’re making a real effort. You haven’t even screwed any of the waitresses for months now. No one could expect more.”


“Jesus, are you serious?” I asked loudly. “You both think my best sucks.”


More denials and other bullshit, but I was done. Finished. Also, people were now watching. Curious eyes sizing up the drama, customers and staff. Awesome.


“You close up the bar.” I grabbed a bottle of single malt from off the shelf. “I’m out of here.”


Someone said my name and Joe did more sighing and fuck them all. I needed some space. Bottle in hand, I left.


“Eric?” asked a startled voice.


“Hmm?” I shoved my hair out of my face, pulling the door to my apartment closed behind me. Out of the blurry, low-lit hallway came a woman with concerned eyes. “Jean. Hey. How you doing?”


“Better than you, by the look of it.” She pulled her baggy cardigan tighter around her, covering the tank and yoga pants combination passing for pajamas. Her feet were bare, toenails painted Smurf blue.


“Cute toes,” I said, giving her a grin.


“Been drinking, huh?”


“Just a little,” I said. “Where are my manners? The bottle’s back inside. Did you want some?”


“Baby on board.” She pointed to her belly. “Remember?”


“Right. I remember.” The smile fell off my face. “So what are you doing out here?”


“I could ask you the same thing.”


“Yeah, but I asked you first.”


All casual like, I leaned against the wall. Not falling over like a sloppy drunk. But it seemed the world had started turning a little fast or something. Standing upright wasn’t as easy as it should have been. Guess liquor and gravity didn’t really mix. I don’t normally drink alone, but between Nell’s and Joe’s and Alex’s bullshit, I needed a drink. Or two.


Anyway, it’s possible I may have overdone it a little.


“Just walking up and down the hall. As you do at two in the morning.”


“I was going to go for a walk too,” I said. “Outside. Get some fresh air. You want to come?”


“Thanks, but I’m dead tired and not really dressed for it.” She rubbed her tummy. “Plus it’s cold out there.”


“You’re used to Florida weather.” I chuckled. “This is only autumn. Wait ’til winter. Why’d you move here anyway?”


“Honestly, I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I met Nell on the internet. We started chatting on a pregnancy site and the way she spoke about this town just kind of drew me in. And I thought, why not?”


“Because you’re heavily pregnant and alone?”


“Besides that.”


I just looked at her.


“Things in Florida weren’t great,” she said, taking her time, obviously choosing her words with care. She glanced up and down the hallway, as if to check there were no other ears listening in. “Actually, that’s kind of an understatement. My parents didn’t handle the news regarding my pregnancy very well. I get their point, I was basically fresh out of college, just starting to get my life together.”
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