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A Message to My Readers…

 

I feel blessed that I get to do what I love for a living because you choose to read my books! I will never take that granted. If you’ve been reading my books for a long time, thank you. If this is your first time, I hope you enjoy.

 

The Exes Series is a foray into something different for me. Novellas that are slightly naughty. Bad boys with foul mouths and big hearts. Good girls who only want to get dirty with one man. The sex scenes are a little grittier, the language a little rougher. But one thing that remains the same… the HEA. That, I can promise you, will never change.

 


 

Chapter One

 

Jace

 

She was killing me and she knew it. My ex-girlfriend and business partner made it her daily mission to torture me. She flirted with the customers, agreed to dates with a few regulars, I’d even caught her kissing one in the dark hallway leading to our office. My reaction? I put my fist through the wall, scaring the trash out of her boy-toy and earning a stern lecture from her.

Cory claimed I had no right to tell her what to do or who to do it with. She’d given me an ultimatum. Marriage. Babies. Or she was done with me. When push came to shove I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t put that ring on her finger. I watched what my old man went through when my mom left us. I couldn’t let Cory put me through that trash. So I let her go.

Only we had to work together. Every. Dang. Day. And I was slowly losing my mind.

“Cory get a new tat, boss?” our bartender asked, looking at the perfect swell of my lady’s rear as she bent over to take a customer’s order.

Not your lady anymore, a little voice reminded me. Incredible. She’ll always be mine.

“Yeah, I think so.” I wiped down the bar, trying not to notice the way she filled out those tight black jeans.

Memories came flooding back. My lips on her. Hers on me. Her riding me. Taking her up against the wall. Going hard all night… into the morning.

“Gimme a Jack, man.” I’d been drinking too much since she dumped me, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. My mom left my old man because of the bottle. Now it seemed like I was destined to follow in his footsteps.

Johnnie raised an eyebrow, but didn’t question me. He just did as he was told, poured, and sild it across the slick surface.

“Why don’t you just buy her out?” he asked, obviously reading my thoughts.

I tipped my glass back, my back to her. “She won’t let me.” I’d offered half a dozen times. Just like she’d offered to buy me out. But we both loved this bar. And we were stubborn. We wanted to make the other one suffer.

“You two are gonna wind up killing each other.” He gestured to the glass in my hand. “I’ve been working here five years and ain’t never seen you drink like this.”

Johnnie was my right hand man and I loved him like a brother, but I didn’t need to hear him telling me trash I already knew. I was self-destructing and I didn’t know how to put the brakes on.

“Incredible,” Johnnie whispered, his dark eyes travelling to the door.

I curled my hand into a fist when I spotted the punk who’d had his tongue down my woman’s throat last week. The reason I’d had to patch the drywall to repair the damage I’d caused. “What’s he doing here?” I asked, standing. “I told him not to show his face in here again.”

Before I could kick his scrawny rear out Cory approached him, slaying me with her dimples, just like she did every time I saw her smile.

She was a tiny little thing with a huge rack. That was the first thing most guys noticed about her, but four years of being mine meant it had been a long time since another man had been stupid enough to put his hands on her. Seeing that same jerk who hadn’t heeded my last warning wrap his arms around her had me seeing red.

“That’s it. I’m gonna mess him up.”

“Jace, don’t man,” Johnnie said, trying to grab my shoulder. “It’s not worth it.”

I shook him off and stalked across the bar, going toe-to-toe with my least favorite customer. “What’re doin’ back here, jerk? Didn’t I make it clear I don’t wanna see your face in my bar again?”

“Excuse me,” Cory said, grabbing my arm. “It’s my bar too. And I told him he could come in anytime he wanted.”

I knew I’d regret the day I let her invest in my dream. She’d been a real estate agent at the time and she was making big bucks. I was a bartender who used to serve her at a club she and her girlfriends frequented. She convinced me I was wasting my time working behind someone else’s bar when I should be lining my own pockets. She was the first person to ever believe in me and since my old man had left me a little coin when he died, I had some cash to burn. The rest, as they say, is history.

“Why are you doing this?” I narrowed my eyes at her. “You wanna watch me bleed?” I said, only loud enough for her to hear. I turned my forearm over to reveal the colorful tattoo snaking over my wrist and up my arm. The one bearing her name. “You want to destroy me? ‘Cause you’re doin’ a heck of a job of it.”

“Excuse me, Eddy,” she said to the guitar playing asshat watching our exchange. “I need to have a word with my partner.”

She grabbed my hand and hauled me through the crowd and down the narrow hallway to our shared office and just that brief physical exchange tore me up. I wanted her hands on me again. Up my shirt. Unbuckling my pants. Wrapped around my shaft.

“Why do you keep doing this?” she asked, slamming the door and throwing her hands up in the air. “It’s like you’re trying to prevent me from getting on with my life.”

I sat on the edge of the desk sulking. Because I knew she was right. I couldn’t give her what she needed but I was trying to prevent her from finding a man who could. It was messed up. I knew that. I just couldn’t help it. I loved her. I loved her so much that living without her was destroying me.

“I just don’t want to see you with a jerk like that.” I curled my hands around the edge of the desk as I watched her. Her long, blond, wavy hair was sweeping down her back as her high heels clicked across the worn wood floor as she paced the small, cluttered room. “He probably wouldn’t even know how to please you.”

And if that visual didn’t make my blood boil. The thought of another man pleasing her hit me like a wrecking ball, knocking the wind out of me. My girl loved oral. And before too long it was going to be some other’s dude’s shoulders spreading her legs, taking what was mine.

“How do you know that?” she demanded, planting her hands on her curvy hips. “You don’t know what he’s like in bed. Unless you and he have-”

“Don’t even.” She liked messing with me and after so many years together she knew exactly how to rattle my chain.

Her full lips turned up in a half-smile. “You don’t get to tell me who to sleep with, Jace. Just like I don’t get to tell you.”

What a joke that was. I didn’t even think I could get it up for another woman. Her rear wouldn’t be as round as Cory’s. Her belly wouldn’t be as big. Her lips wouldn’t be as lush. Her eyes wouldn’t be as blue. I’d find something wrong with her. ‘Cause she wasn’t Cory. It was as simple and as screwed up as that.

“I don’t see why you’d want anyone else.” I rubbed the bulge in my pants, the one I got every time I looked at her. “You’ve had me. You know what it feels like to have the best.” Was I arrogant? Yeah, sure. But I knew she hadn’t even gotten off with a man in the room until she met me. I made it a point to give her so many orgasms in a night she was literally pleading with me to stop ‘cause she couldn’t take anymore.

“Is that all you ever think about?” she asked, rolling her baby blues at me. “Sex?”

“With you?” I grinned. “Pretty much.”

But that was a lie. I missed everything about her, from the way she smelled to the way she felt curled against my chest when she fell asleep. I even missed those gay-rear antique marts she used to drag me to and the girly movies she’d force me to watch. I missed the massages she’d give me after a hard workout or the way she’d model new lingerie for me. I missed it all.

“I need you to just back off,” she said, gently. “Please, Jace. I want us to keep working together. I think we’re a really good team. But I need some space.”

I didn’t want to give her space. I wanted to crowd her against the wall and kiss her until she remembered how much she loved me. How much she needed me.

“You can’t date customers,” I said, biting the inside of my lip. “It’s not fair, Cor. I can’t deal with that trash.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “Where do you expect me to meet guys? I’m here all the time or at the gym.” She glared at me. “And you’ve scared off all the guys there too. You know my personal trainer told me last week that he wanted to ask me out but he was afraid you’d kick the trash out of him.”

I got into mixed martial arts when I was twelve. I would kick the trash out of him. “That’s not my problem,” I said, shrugging. “Guess you’ll have to find somewhere else to pick up.”

“Don’t you want me to be happy?” Her tone was soft, almost pleading. “I want you to be happy. Why can’t you want the same for me?”

“Sorry if my idea of a good time isn’t watching some jerk stick his tongue down your throat.”

“He could be a great guy,” she said, stepping into my personal space. “The best thing that ever happened to me. He could be madly in love with me, treat me like a queen, want to marry me and have half a dozen babies with me and you still couldn’t be happy for me, could you?”

I knew those were all the things she wanted and deserved, but she was right. I couldn’t be happy for her if she found them and that made me a grade-A jerk, because even though I claimed to love her I was too selfish to put her first.

No one had ever taught me to love selflessly. My old man was a selfish drunk who made it impossible for my mom to stick it out. She didn’t love me enough to take me and my brother with her. Women had only ever used me for the pleasure I could give them. Cory was the only one who’d ever given a trash about me. And I didn’t want to lose that. I couldn’t lost that. Not to some other guy.

“No, I couldn’t.”

She shook her head, looking sad. “You used to be my best friend. The one person I could count on. I miss that guy so much.”

I missed him too. I hated the bitter, resentful jerk I was becoming, but I didn’t know what to do about it.

 


 

Chapter Two

 

Cory

 

I called my girls and they rushed to the bar to prop me up. They’d known it was going to be like this when I told them I had to break up with Jace. The first days were the roughest, they said. So why did it still hurt so much after three months?

They told me I had to get over him, to start dating other guys, but every time I tried I found something wrong with him. He was too short. Too skinny. He had bad breath. His eyes bugged out. He called or texted too often. He was dead-rear broke. His pants were too short. Bottom line… he wasn’t Jace.

My best friend, Tracey, raised her glass. “To getting on with life.” She’d broken up with her fiancé after she’d found him cheating on her six months ago, so at least we were sisters in misery.

The four of us clinked glasses and threw back our shots. The bar was closed and Jace had cleared out an hour ago so we had the place to ourselves.

“I get why it’s so hard to get over him,” Amanda said to me as she wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “He’s sexy.”

She spoke the truth. Jace was well over six feet with colorful tats decorating his perfect body. But it was his face that did me in. Those dark brown eyes. The ever-present stubble on his squared jaw. The flash of perfect teeth when he smiled, which was rarely. He was dark, brooding. He had a few close friends. But he didn’t let many people in. Except me. He’d let me in. And now he wouldn’t let me go.

“I can’t think about that,” I said, groaning as I reached across the table for the bottle of Jack Daniels. He’d gotten me into it. Now I’d gotten my girls in to it, too. We were whores for Jack.

Before I met him I’d been white wine and nice dinners. Vanilla sex and suits. Now I was tattoos and tight jeans. The slow burn of whiskey and dirty sex with muscled guys whose canvas was their skin.

I refilled our glasses and we did one more round. “I need to find someone who’s the opposite of him, otherwise I’ll keep comparing.” I was thirty-one years old and I wanted forever with a good guy. Not a good time with a hot guy.

“You’re right,” Mia said, tapping her red fingernail against her lips. “We need to find you someone.” She pulled her cell phone out of her purse. “There are so many great dating apps, it shouldn’t be hard.”

“Uh no,” I said, holding my hand up as I shook my head. “I don’t want to go out with some guy I met online.” And I definitely did not need toe pics from trolls.

“Why not?” Amanda asked, pouting. “That’s how I meant Ryan. Are you saying he’s not good enough?”

Ryan was a thirty-five year old divorced lawyer she’d been dating for a couple of months. He was cute. Medium brown hair. Medium build. He was nice. He treated her well. And I’d gouge my eyes out if I had to spend even one evening alone with him.

“He’s great,” I said, forcing a smile. “But I want someone… different.” I claimed to want the antithesis of Jace. A guy like Ryan was it. But he did nothing for me. Was it possible? Had Jace ruined me for all other guys?

“While you think about your Mr. Perfect,” Tracey said, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “I should get going. I’ve got to up early.”

She owned a bakery, specializing in cupcakes that were too pretty to eat and I couldn’t be more proud of her for making a go of it. We’d been best friends since we were six and her failures were my failures. Her successes my successes and vice versa.

“I just ordered an Uber,” Amanda said, holding up her phone.

“Incredible,” I said, sinking back in my chair. “I forgot to get my pills earlier.”

“Your pills?” Amanda asked, looking confused.

“My birth control pills. They’re still upstairs.” In the apartment I’d shared with Jace.

“Wait.” Amanda shook her head, looking confused. “What are they doing up there? You haven’t lived there for three months.”

“I refill the prescriptions for the whole year so I don’t have to keep going back to the drugstore.” I sighed. “I had most of them in my underwear drawer, which I took. But one pack somehow ended up in my nightstand, I think. I guess it was that trip we took to Cancun in January. Anyhow, I have to go back to the doctor in a few weeks, but in the meantime I need those pills.”

“You want me to go up and ask him for them?” Tracey asked, looking sympathetic.

I loved her for offering, but I couldn’t let her do that. “Thanks,” I said, squeezing her hand. “But it’s my fault. I was gonna go up and get them today but I totally forgot. Jace is probably already crashed on the couch in front of the TV so I can just sneak in and get them. He won’t even know I’ve been there.”

Tracey narrowed her eyes at me. “Hold on, you still have your key to the apartment? Why?”

I tried to avoid squirming, but she caught me. Jace wasn’t the only one having a hard time letting go. “Uh, I meant to give it back. I guess I keep forgetting.”

“Just like you forgot to go get the pills when you knew he wouldn’t be there?” Amanda asked, tongue in cheek.

“Oh my goodness, you guys are making it sound like I want to…” There were so many things I wanted to do with him. To him. For him. Especially after a few shots of Jack to lower my inhibitions. “Relax,” I said, raising my hand when I realized all eyes were on me. “Nothing’s going to happen.”

“I don’t like this,” Tracey said, folding her arms. “I think I should go up there with you. Just to be sure.”

A car horn honked and Amanda and Tia jumped up. “That’s our driver.” Tia tugged on Tracey’s sleeve. “Come on, girl. We gotta go.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, following them to the door.

“How are you getting home?” Tracey asked, looking at me over her shoulder. “You can’t drive. You’ve had too much to drink.”

“I didn’t drive here. I walked.” We lived in a mid-size town in the Midwest, where a girl could still walk alone at night without fear of being abducted.

“You’re not walking home at this hour,” Tracey said, checking her watch.

“Fine,” I said, grabbing her shoulders and steering her through the door. “I’ll call an Uber to take me three blocks. Happy now?”

I heard their groans of protest followed by giggles before I locked up with a smile on my face and a full heart. I loved those girls. They were the sisters I’d never had. And the only reason I’d had the guts to take a stand with Jace. Too bad it backfired.

I locked the door and headed up the back stairs to the apartment we’d shared since we bought the building four years ago. We’d been close friends back then. He took one bedroom, I took the other. Until he somehow winded up in my bed one night… and I realized I never wanted him to leave.

I tapped on the door, half expecting him to answer. When he didn’t I held my breath as I used my old key to let myself in. I told myself that I was invading his privacy. Since there was a rear entrance to the apartment, he could easily have a girl in there with him. Which would wreck me. I liked to talk tough about how I had every right to get on with my life, but I knew if I saw him with someone else I would feel sick to my stomach.

We were such a mess. We couldn’t go back. We couldn’t move on. We were just stuck in this painful limbo, loving each other, but not being able to make each other happy. It seriously sucked.

Jace’s eyes flew open as soon I stepped through the door. He rubbed his eyes. “Tell me this isn’t a dream. Tell me you’re really here.”

And just like that my heart cracked wide open. Goodness, I loved this man. But I wanted more than he could give me. I didn’t want to be just his business partner. I wanted to be his life partner. His wife. I wanted to see his beautiful brown eyes staring back at me from a perfect little face that made my heart swell, even when she cried.

“I forgot something,” I said, clutching my key chain in my hand as I closed the door softly. “I thought you’d be asleep by now. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“I was asleep or at least trying to.” He propped himself up on his elbows and his hard-on was evident through his black athletic pants.

“Must have been some dream you were having,” I teased, because we still got along well. Except when other men were around. Then he got all territorial.

“It was.” He bit his lip as his eyes raked over my body. “And she just walked in the door. Lucky me.”

I groaned, closing my eyes as I tipped my head back. “Jace Andrews, you cannot say trash like that to me.” I didn’t think I could control myself if he kept it up.

“What’d you come here for then?” he asked, seeming unfazed. “In the middle of the night.”

Incredible. He was right, it was almost three in the morning. Shame on me. “I’m sorry. I forgot a pack of pills here and I really need them.”

“What the heck for?”

“Excuse me?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Your birth control pills? What do you need those for? You’re not screwing some other guy behind my back, are you?”

This man tried my patience, every dang day, yet I stuck around. Why? “Behind your back?” I repeated. “You make it sound like I’m cheating on you. I’m not! We broke up, remember?”

He bounded off the couch so fast I didn’t even have the chance to brace for impact. Before I knew it he was backing me into the door, his arms on either side of me, caging me in.

I’d never been afraid of Jace. I knew he would never hurt me. He’d lay down his life to protect me, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a raging temper when something set him off and I clearly had.

“Tell me you’re not sleeping with someone else.” His tone was dark and lethal, sending chills through me as his eyes seared mine. “Just tell me. I need to hear you say it.”

I should lie, tell him I was because one of us had to end this sick mutual obsession that was driving us both slowly insane. “I don’t have to answer that,” I said, unable to force the lie past my lips.

“Why else would you need the pills?” He closed his eyes. “I guess I should be grateful you’re not letting some random guy knock you up, huh? That’s what you want, isn’t it?” he asked, looking fierce. “For some mongrel to plant his seed in you.”

“No.” I had to blink back tears when I pushed against his hard chest and said, “I wanted your baby inside me, you jerk.”

He dropped his head, looking ashamed. “Don’t. Don’t say this trash to me tonight. I can’t handle it.”

I could smell the liquor on this breath, just like I was sure he could smell it on mine. We were both coping the best we could, which wasn’t well at all. “You can’t handle what?”

I suddenly wanted him to suffer the way he’d made me suffer all those years. All those Christmases I’d prayed to wake up to a little velvet box under the tree. All those times he’d promised me a surprise and I’d been let down when it wasn’t the one thing I wanted more than anything. All those times I’d been late and thought fate was taking the decision out of our hands.

“You can’t handle knowing how much I loved you? How much I wanted to be your wife? You can’t handle knowing how much I prayed you’d change your mind and love me enough to-”

“It wasn’t a question of loving you enough,” he said, shaking his head as a pained look crossed his handsome face. “It was never about that.”

“Then maybe you can’t handle knowing about the times I cried over negative pregnancy tests because I would have raised your baby alone if I had to. That’s how bad I wanted it.”

He staggered back, looking stunned as he swiped a hand over his face. “You thought you were pregnant? With my baby?” He shook his head, in denial. “How? When? That’s not even possible. You were on the pill the whole time. Weren’t you? Or did you…?”

I didn’t know what hurt more, knowing he didn’t want the same things I did or him believing I was selfish enough to take more than he was willing to give. “Things happen, Jace. Whether we want them to or not. You knew the pill wasn’t foolproof, even though I took it every single day without fail. If you wanted to be sure you could have used a condom.”

He shook his head. “Not with you. Never with you.”

But with every other woman before. And since. I didn’t know if he’d been with anyone since we broke up. I didn’t have the courage to ask. Or the right.

“This is a waste of time,” I said, pushing away from the door. “I’m sick of having the same pointless fights with you.” I stalked down the hall and into the bedroom we’d shared. I’d been prepared for the avalanche of emotions and memories. What I hadn’t prepared for the physical pain at the sight of that bed. The dull ache in my chest. The burn in the back of my throat.

“You okay?” he asked, leaning against the doorframe, watching me.

He knew. What I was thinking, how I was feeling, how much I wanted us back.

“Fine.” I pulled the nightstand open and started rummaging through it. It was filled with four years of memories I’d left behind. Photos of trips we’d taken together. Gifts he’d given me. Cards, letters, all from him. I couldn’t take it with me. If I had I would have spent every night home alone crying in my Jack while listening to our song. Ugh. I was starting to sound like a sad country song.

Where were those pills? Ah ha! Pay dirt! I held them up triumphantly. “Here they are. I can get out of your hair now.”

He stepped further into the room and kicked the door shut. “Or not.”

My mouth went dry as I watched him put one foot in front of the other, stopping only when the back of my legs hit the edge of the mattress.

“I hate fighting with you,” he said, brushing a hair off my face. “Making up was always my favorite part.”

Mine too. “Yeah, well. There will be none of that tonight.” I was mesmerized. His eyes were fixated on my lips and I was counting the heartbeats until he kissed me.

“You sure about that?” He grabbed my hips as I held my breath. “I’ve been counting down the days ‘til we could put this trash behind us and put our lives back together again.”

He wanted us to go back to the way we were. But I knew that would never be enough for me. Was it so wrong to want to marry the man I loved and have his baby? I didn’t think I was being selfish, nor did he. Which placed us at this crossroads. He wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t budge. So we continued to break each other’s hearts instead.

“I know that’s what you want,” I said, inhaling the sweet and powerful scent of alcohol on his breath. I could get drunk on him. I didn’t even need the booze. “But I can’t…” I shook my head, trying to convince myself as much as him. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, working with him every day, but I never expected the pain to be so close to the surface after three long months.

“Yes, you can.” He scooped my hair up and placed it over my shoulders.

I was wearing a black tight shirt with fasteners running the length of it and I suddenly realized that was like gift wrapping to a man like Jace. He could tear into it in no time. If I let him.

He fingered the top snap, his eyes never leaving mine. “Three months is a long time, baby. Too long.”

His voice was like a fine aged whiskey, smooth and deep and rich with spicy undertones. He didn’t just speak. He could seduce with that raspy voice and a few carefully chosen words. I knew this was the time to push him away, but I couldn’t. My friends had been right. I needed backup. A chaperone. Because I couldn’t be trusted alone with this man. Especially when there was a bed involved.

“Especially for a woman like you.” He popped the top snap, his eyes darkening when I didn’t stop him. “You need this.”

He was right. I was insatiable. He’d made me insatiable. “We shouldn’t be doing this.” It was a weak protest and he knew I didn’t mean it.

“You need this,” he repeated, tugging on either side of the fabric until all the snaps gave away. “Just as much as I do.”

My breasts were heaving with the force of my breath and he watched them for half a second before slipping his thumb and forefinger beneath the lacy barrier and tweaking my nipple. “How long’s it been, baby?”

I refused to answer that, but one look in my eyes and he must have known because he smirked. “That long, huh?”

He pushed the shirt over my shoulders and let it fall to the floor before reaching behind me to unhook my bra. I had plenty of chances to stop him. But I didn’t. Because sex with Jace was like a drug. One hit and you were hooked for life. I’d been on the wagon so long, three whole months. Was I really ready to fall off?

He tossed my bra aside before reaching for the buttons on my pants. “This body…” He licked his lips. “This body was made for me.”

He’d made no secret of how much he liked my body. He banged me every chance he got. In positions I’d never even heard of. Using sex toys that should have been illegal they felt so good. That was the kind of lover Jace was. Thorough. Voracious. Greedy. Generous. Addictive.

He lowered his head to lick and suck my nipples while he undid my pants. Maybe he was afraid I’d change my mind and felt he needed to distract me. I didn’t know, but as soon as I felt his lips on me it was over. He was right. I needed this. I needed him.

I fell back on the bed, taking him with me.

He groaned, wedging his powerful thigh between my legs. “I’m gonna make you feel so good, baby. So hard. So deep.”

I closed my eyes, pretending it was a different time, a different place. Pretending we were still together, in a committed relationship that just might last forever.

He tugged my jeans over my hips and tossed them aside before standing to work on my shoes. They were black stilettos with peep toes and backstraps and he propped one on each of his shoulders as he worked the clasps while licking his way up my leg.

I was already a hot mess when he tore my black lace panties off and fisted them in his hand, inhaling deeply. “You smell so good. I can’t wait to taste you.”

No one gave oral the way Jace did. He was a master. The way he performed I’d just had one orgasm and was already chasing another while he continued to take it all in. And I wanted that tonight.

He pressed my legs open with his shoulders while I sucked in a breath. “Take your shirt off.”

He winked while pulling the soft black cotton over his head. He knew I was addicted to his chest. It was muscular and powerful. His shoulders were so broad, his arms so big. And he had a six-pack that verged on an eight pack. Mouth-watering. That was the only way to describe it.

“Your jeans too,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. It was almost gone, but I knew it would come back when Jace made me scream. It always did.

He did as he was told, for once, peeling the jeans off slowly along with this boxer briefs. And there it was. The appendage I loved the most. Sweet Goodness, I’d almost forgotten how huge he was. And what he could do with that equipment…

He stroked his hard shaft, a smug smile teasing his lips. “You want this, don’t you, Cor?”

He knew I did, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of admitting it.

“How do you want it?” He stroked from root to tip, making my mouth water. “Hard and fast?” His strokes were more intense, faster. “Or slow and deep?”

“Oh goodness.” There was no way any woman could resist this man. He was too much. Too hot. Too sexy. Too irresistible.

“A little bit of both, huh? I think that can be arranged.” He dropped to his knees. “But first let me start here.”

He’d claimed every part of my body when we were together, vowing that he’d make sure I never wanted another man to touch me.

The first swipe of his tongue made me moan. The next made me whimper. When he dipped inside I sobbed. This. This is what I’d been craving. Not a shot of Jack. Not the feel of another man’s hands caressing my skin. This.

He lashed at me like a man obsessed, taking what he wanted and giving me what I needed. He lapped and licked and swirled that talented tongue of his as he spread me wide, reminding me why I’d once believed this would be enough to keep me with him forever.

I lifted my hips off the bed, shamelessly feeding myself to him while he growled and took it all with pleasure. I hooked my legs over his shoulders and pulled his hair, drawing his head even closer. I was probably smothering him, but I didn’t care. After four years of regular attention, my vayjayjay had missed him almost as much as I had. Yes, she had a mind of her own and knew what she wanted. Him. His tongue. His mouth. His hard shaft… deep. She was a greedy little thing who wouldn’t stop until she had her way.

“I love that,” I whispered, panting. “Jace. Yes.” I was so close. I was ready. I just needed… I groaned long and loud when he hooked a finger inside me and found the spot at the same time he swirled his tongue around my swollen nub.

It felt like my brain had short-circuited as my body trembled with aftershocks. My heart was thudding, my head was pounding. My blood felt like it was searing my veins. And I was… in love. Goodness, I loved this man. So much it killed me.

He crawled up my body, squeezing my belly together as he licked one nipple before sucking the other into his mouth. Jace was a breast man and he wasn’t shy about telling me mine had attracted him. Yeah, he was a filthy pig. But he was also a sweetheart. And I couldn’t seem to reconcile the two.

He feasted on my breasts before moving on to my lips. Oh goodness. I knew what that look meant. Kissing was a big deal to Jace. He’d been a man-whore before we met and he once told me he’d have sex with girls but wouldn’t kiss them. Kissing was too intimate for a random hook-up.

“Kiss me.”

It wasn’t a request… because Jace didn’t make requests. He gave orders.

I sank my fingers into his collar-length hair and tugged, bringing his face down on mine. I moaned into his mouth as our tongues danced and I remembered a time when he’d made me come just from kissing him.

Apparently he remembered it too because he whispered in my ear, “I’m going to make you come for me again.”

He rubbed his hard shaft against me while his tongue dueled with mine. My mind was on sensory overload. It all felt so amazing and I never wanted to lose this feeling. I wanted it to last forever. And then some.

“Jace,” I said, tearing my lips from his as I sunk my teeth into his shoulder. “A little faster.”

He leaned back, scraping over me with his thumb, and I came apart just like that.

My breathing was harsh, but he didn’t give me a chance to catch my breath before he thrust inside of me, hooking my legs over his shoulders.

I squeezed my eyes shut until he flattened a hand on my stomach. “Open your eyes. Look at me, beautiful. Watch me love you.”

I opened my eyes and watched him disappear inside me. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen, especially since his tight abs were clenching with every quick thrust of his hips.

“You like, angel?” He slid his finger over my core, back and forth, and I could have sworn one more orgasm would have rendered me catatonic, but this was Jace and he knew my body better than I did. He knew how far he could push me. How far he could take me without breaking me.

“Too much,” I moaned, biting my lip.

“Not yet.” He loved stretching one orgasm into the next until I was thoroughly spent, my body completely boneless.

I threw my arms over my head and surrendered, screaming when he lunged into me deeper and harder while rubbing that hot button relentlessly. Trying to hold back with this man was pointless. He always drew exactly what he wanted out of me. “I’m coming again, oh…”

“Yeah,” he said, sinking his fingers into my hips as he unleashed on me. “That’s it.”

I closed my eyes as he filled me. It felt like an eruption and I allowed myself to imagine what it would be like if I weren’t on the pill. If we were really trying to have a baby. That was a sobering thought as his eyes locked on mine and he withdrew.

I tried to sit up, but he pushed me back down gently.

“No.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “No way. You’re not leaving. You can’t do that with me and then get up and leave.”

His heart was breaking, but mine was too. Leaving was the last thing I wanted to do, but I couldn’t stay. If I did I’d wake up in the morning right back where I started. Waking up to the man I loved but could never have.

“I’m sorry. Jace.”

I reached out to stroke the stubble on his jaw, closing my eyes when he turned into my hand like he craved my touch. He’d been alone so long. I was the only woman he’d ever really let in and I hated myself for hurting him this way. But I was hurting too.

He leaned over and held me tight, crushing me against his chest. “Don’t leave me again, Cor. Please.”

He’d begged me before, but I’d had to leave.

When we first met he knew what I wanted. I’d made no secret of the fact that I wanted a baby and a family someday. He ignored me for as long as he could, changing the subject until my biological clock was ticking so loud it was keeping us both up at night.

I hadn’t lied to him. He’d lied to me. By omission. Letting me believe that he wanted the same things I did until he couldn’t go on pretending just to hold on to me anymore.

 


 

Chapter Three

 

Jace

 

I’d just filled her with my dang seed and she was threatening to leave. There was a package of forgotten birth control pills on the floor. All I had to do was throw them in the trash and tell her I wanted this. That I wanted her to have my baby. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t say the words. I couldn’t take that kind of risk.

“So you’re saying you don’t love me anymore?” Maybe if I heard her say those words I could figure out how to let her go. I watched her get dressed, my gut aching with the knowledge she’d be walking out the door again.

“Jace, please.” Her voice was low. Her pain as raw as mine.

“So, you do love me.” I grabbed her wrist, hauling her back to the bed. She was only wearing a bra, her jeans undone, and I was getting hard all over again. “Just say it,” I pleaded. “Let me hear you say you love me, that what we did meant something to you.”

Most who knew me would call me a tough mofo. And they’d be right. Except where this woman was concerned. She made me weak. She made me beg and plead. And yeah, she’d even made me cry when she broke up with me. Man, I hated that she’d made me cry.

She curled her hands around my head, looking down into my face. “I love you so much it tears me up inside even to look at you sometimes.”

“Then don’t go, baby.” I wrapped my arms around her waist, wishing I could hold her there forever. “Stay here with me tonight. In our bed. Tomorrow we can talk about… us.”

She sighed, stroking her fingers through my hair. “But we both know nothing will have changed by tomorrow. You’ll still want what you want and I’ll still want what I want. There’s no middle ground for us. No way for us to compromise.”

I knew she was right. I’d seen her with her beautiful little niece. She lit up like a Christmas tree when she held that baby. Asking her to go through life without having one of her own would be cruel and I couldn’t do that to her.

I tipped my head forward, resting my forehead against the cushion of her breast as I inhaled deeply, trying to memorize that scent. Vanilla. Sex. Booze. Addiction. It was a potent cocktail of danger that could only lead to slow and painful destruction.

I tried to draw my lips away without kissing her again. I really did. But my tongue somehow strayed to the creamy flesh spilling out of her bra and I tried like mad to use my mouth to draw her back to bed. Yeah, I was a selfish jerk, but only because I was so lost to this girl.

“I can’t,” she whispered, using my hair to draw my head back.

I let her go, watching her bend to pick up the plastic disc. She rotated it and dropped a tiny pill into her hand before dry swallowing it. “See,” she said, with a sad smile. “Nothing to worry about. You saw me take it.”

I tried to swallow the lump in my throat so I could tell her that I never really believed she’d try to trap me, but words wouldn’t come. When she picked up her shirt off the floor I got a good look at the tattoo Johnnie had been referring to earlier.

It was just above the swell of her perfect rear and it had two brightly colored lovebirds holding a banner that read Freedom in script. I knew the work right away. One of my so-called best friends had marked her with that word and now I was going to have to kill him.

“Jude’s work?” I asked, gesturing to the tattoo.

“Uh yeah,” she said, slipping her shirt on and fastening the snaps. “Don’t be pissed. He wasn’t really comfortable doing it, but I told him if he wouldn’t do it I’d find someone else to take my money.” She shrugged. “He decided you probably wouldn’t want some other guy staring at my rear for four hours so he finally agreed.”

“Freedom,” I repeated the word, tasting the bitterness on my tongue. “You feel free, Cor? ‘Cause I sure don’t. You’ve got this vice-grip on my heart and you won’t let go.”

“No,” she said, sitting on a chair in the corner to fasten her shoes. “I don’t feel free either. The tattoos were Tracey’s idea. She got one too. Supposed to mark a new chapter in our lives or something.”

I knew her friends loved her, but not as much as I did. “Stupid reason to ink your body,” I said, trying to swallow my bitterness.

“Don’t be such a hypocrite, Jace.”

Sure, I had a full sleeve that had spread into a back piece, but I’d thought long and hard about each and every phase, especially the one bearing her name. I turned my arm over and rubbed at the colorful ink. “You know, you can take a wedding ring off, but this trash is for life. If that isn’t a commitment, I don’t know what is.”

It wasn’t the marriage that scared me as much as the babies she wanted so desperately.

“Would you take it off if you could?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No. Never.”

She stared at my arm, her eyes glistening. “Your next girlfriend will probably hate that you have my name on your arm.”

When I’d gotten it I couldn’t have imagined a time Cory wouldn’t be in my life. “I don’t want anyone else. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

“But you will find someone else,” she said, gently. “Someone who thinks the way you do. Someone’s who okay with just living together and doesn’t want kids.”

She swallowed several times before her eyes met mine. They were filled with unshed tears and I wanted to see them fall, to know that she still felt something.

“You’ll fall in love again,” she said, her voice breaking.

“Harass that,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You think I’d put myself through this trash again?”

“Don’t close yourself off again, Jace.” She got up and crossed the room before kneeling down in front of me. “The way you were when we met, that wasn’t living. Different girl every night, never letting anyone get too close.”

But she broke down every one of my walls and made me fall in love with her, one sweetly agonizing day at a time until I was so into her that I hated to let her out of my sight. I was afraid she’d find someone else. Someone better. Someone who deserved her.

“What’s the alternative?” I asked, brushing my hand against her soft cheek. “To break down and let someone in only to be… destroyed in the end?”

She bent her head and there was only a sheet between her mouth and my hard on, but I couldn’t think about that when she already had one foot out the door.

“I’d go through it all again,” she whispered, looking up at me. “Every minute I spent with you. Even if I’d known it was going to turn out like this, I’d do it all again.”

And that was the jerk of it. So would I.

 

***

 

I stormed through the door to Jude’s tattoo shop and pointed at him. “You jerk. I should mess you up.”

He groaned, raising his hands. “So, you saw Cory’s tattoo, huh?”

“Why would you do that?” It wasn’t even noon, which meant none of his artists had rolled out of bed yet. I could let him have it without an audience. “You brand my woman with some trash tattoo about freedom?”

He smirked when I sat down in his chair and leaned back. “Thought she wasn’t your woman anymore.”

Flashes of last night coursed through my mind, making it hard to think straight. “We’re still, uh, business partners.”

“And…?”

I’d known Jude for years. We grew up together in the old neighborhood. We both veered down the wrong path before we found martial arts and a Sensei who gave a trash about us. Lying to him was like lying to myself. Pointless.

“We, uh…” I scratched the scruff on my chin. “Crossed that line last night. The professional one.”

He curled his fingers, begging for more. “Don’t leave me hanging here. What’d you do? Kiss her? Give her-”

“Like I’d tell you.” Sex with Cory was sacred to me. I wouldn’t share that. Not even with my crew.

He rolled his eyes. “So you two back together or what?”

“Or what.” I grunted. “Sucks man. Getting that close to her only to get shut down again.”

“So give the girl what she wants. Put a ring on her finger. Knock her up.”

Easy for Jude to say. He already had an old lady at home and a kid on the way. And he wasn’t scared trashless.

“You know that’s not me, man.” I linked my fingers, resting them on the back of my head. “I’d be a trash parent. Look at the examples I had.”

He gave me a hard look before stabbing a finger at me. “Forget about them. They’ve already messed you up enough. They don’t get to take this from you too.”

I had a blood brother but I swore Jude was my brother from another mother. He’d take a bullet for me and I’d do the same for him. “It’s not just them. It’s me too.” It would be too easy to put all the blame on them. My mom bailed on me. My dad was an abusive alcoholic who used me as his personal punching bag… until he couldn’t anymore. Sad story, sure. But they weren’t the only reason I couldn’t give Cory what she wanted.

Jude was cleaning his tools and sanitizing his station when he looked up at me, his eyes pleading. “Tell me what it is. You need to get this trash off your chest, brother.”

I sighed, knowing he was right. I’d never told this to another living soul. “You remember Caron Walker?”

He frowned. “That chick you dated in high school? Yeah, what about her?”

“Got her knocked up when we were in eleventh grade.”

His jaw dropped, just like I knew it would. This was the kind of trash you told your best friend when it went down, not fifteen years later. “What happened?”

“She had a miscarriage.” I stared straight ahead. I could hear her wailing, almost feel her tears soaking my shirt. She’d wanted that kid… and I’d wanted nothing to do with it. I felt relieved when she told me the baby was gone and I knew there was a special place in hell for guys who felt that way about their own kid.

“Man,” he said, swiping a hand over his face. “I had no idea. That’s messed up. No wonder you were so obsessive about wrapping it.”

I used to lecture him all the time about using condoms. I didn’t want what happened to me to happen to him too. I couldn’t think of anything worse than an unwanted child being brought into the world… one just like me.

“Except with Cory,” I said, quietly. “I never wrapped it with her.”

“Seriously? I thought you always-”

“Couldn’t do it with her.” I couldn’t stand the thought of a barrier between us, even though I knew it was for our own protection. There was just something so primal about filling her like that. I couldn’t let go of that feeling… not even knowing the risk.

“Guess you were lucky then, huh?”

“She was on the pill.”

He chuckled. “Like I said, you were still lucky. A girl who wanted your baby that bad might have resorted to drastic measures.”

“She told me last night that she’d had a couple of scares. A couple of negative pregnancy tests.”

“Not surprising. You guys were together a long time.” He leaned over and gripped my shoulder. “Guess you dodged a bullet, buddy.”

Didn’t feel like it. It felt like that bullet was still lodged deep in my chest. Right in my heart.

 


 

Chapter Four

 

Cory

 

“I’m so pissed off at you right now,” Tracey said, glaring at me across the small bistro table in her bakery. “I don’t know whether to smack you or demand details.”

One of Tracey’s part-timers had just arrived to relieve her so she could spare me a few minutes to spill my guts. I needed to confess my sins and since I wasn’t Catholic and hadn’t attended church in years, spilling to my girl would have to do.

“I know,” I said, groaning as my head fell forward. “I’m an idiot.”

“You were just getting over him.”

Not really, but I was prepared to let her think that. “I know three months is a long time, but I was back in that bedroom and it was like all the memories came flooding back, ya know?”

She sighed as she took a big bite of a red velvet cupcake. “I guess I can understand that. Jace isn’t a douchebag like Richard. He didn’t cheat on you.”

Because if he had I would have castrated him and kicked the trash out of her. I may be small but no one messed with my man and got away with it. A passion for martial arts was one of the many things I got from Jace.

“I still love him so much,” I whispered, leaning in like I was revealing state secrets. “I don’t know how to get over him.”

“I don’t know how you expect to since you see the guy every day.”

Yeah, there was that. “I know you think I should just sell him my half of the bar-”

“You should!” She reached for a paper napkin, dabbing her lips. “He’s offered to buy you out how many times? Just go back to selling real estate. You were good at that. You made a load of money.”

“Yeah, but it was sucking the life out of me. It wasn’t until I went into business with Jace that I was actually excited about something.” I bit into my double chocolate cupcake with chocolate chip sprinkles. It was my favorite, but even that held no appeal today. “Besides, we built something amazing. Within a year we were making so much money we were able to buy the whole dang building.”

Jace had a lot of friends and loyal customers when we started the bar so they’d been willing to follow him wherever he went.

“Yeah, but isn’t being there with him now, knowing you two can never be what you want, sucking the life out of you too?”

She had a point, but it was more than four walls and a bunch of memories to me. It was our staff, who’d become like family. Besides, the bar was the baby Jace and I had made together. The only one we’d ever have. I couldn’t sell it.

“I wish he’d sell to me,” I said, wondering if that were really true. Would I love it as much if he weren’t there to share every success and challenge with me? “Or at least agree to work alternating shifts.”

“He’s still there whenever you are, huh?”

“Yeah.” I pushed my cupcake aside and hoped my friend wouldn’t be offended. She knew I could eat a truckload of these babies when I was in the right mood. “And I don’t know how we’re going to move forward. Especially after last night.”

“Did you guys talk?” She wiggled her auburn eyebrows comically, making me smile. “You know, after you did the deed?”

I propped my chin in my hand. “We did, actually.”

“And?”

“I’d told him he’d fall in love again someday.”

She winced. “I can’t even imagine what it cost you to say that.”

“I wanted to rip my own tongue out so I couldn’t say stupid trash like that ever again.” I half-smiled when I made her giggle. “But deep down I guess I really do want that for him. There’s a girl out there who’d make him happy. I know there is.” And I’ll hate her guts.

“Sure there is. Just like there’s someone for you, like I keep telling you. But neither one of you will find anyone else if you keep falling back into bed with each other.”

I rolled my eyes, holding up my index finger. “It happened one time in the past three months. One time. It’s not like I’m doing him in the supply closest every other day.”

She leaned in, whispering, “Have you ever done him in the supply closet?”

“Sure, when we were together.”

She laughed, slapping my hand. “You dirty girl.”

That’s what Jace used to call me. His dirty girl. Because with him that’s what I was. Nothing was off limits. Not public places or sex toys. In fact, I only drew two lines. Sex clubs and sharing him with other women. Because that was just… ew.

“But no more,” I said firmly, crossing my heart. “I may have lost the last chip I earned by falling off the wagon last night, but I can do this, Trace. I can get over him. I will get over him. Starting now.”

She held her fist out and I bumped it with mine. “Amen, sister.”

 

***

 

Jace

 

“Hey, Jace. Have you seen my sister around?”

I looked up from behind the bar to see Cory’s older brother Carter bouncing his beautiful baby daughter in his arms.

Ellie had blue eyes and fair hair. Just like her aunt. And seeing her shy little smile felt like a sucker punch to the gut. Incredible. If Cory and I ever had a baby together she would probably look a lot like this little angel.

“Uh, no. She hasn’t come in yet. Why?”

“I’m in kind of a bind.” He rubbed a hand over his cropped blond hair. “My wife’s out of town on business and I can’t get hold of my mom. She must be at one of her board meetings. You know her, she’s always volunteering for some cause.”

I nodded, trying to ignore Ellie, who was reaching out her chubby little arms to me and squirming. I’d never held her before. I couldn’t let myself get that close to a baby. If I did I was afraid it would stir something in me that I didn’t want to feel.

“I was hoping I could leave Ellie with Cory for a bit. I have a message in to Mom, so I’m sure she’ll come get her just as soon as she picks it up.”

I swallowed as I wiped down the bar, trying not to look into those beautiful blue eyes. There was only one other person who had eyes that color. Cory. “Um, I can tell her you stopped by. Ask her to call you when she gets in. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind coming over to your place to sit with her for a while.”

“Unfortunately I can’t wait. I have to be at the hospital. An emergency appendectomy.”

“Oh.” Carter was a doctor. And I knew saving a life was a big deal, but surely he wasn’t expecting me to step in.

“I’ve tried calling and texting Cory a dozen times. Her phone must be dead or turned off.”

“Maybe.” I bit my lip, knowing that I was being a jerk for not offering to watch the kid for him. We’d been pretty tight when Cory and I dated. Family dinners. Ball games. Free beers. He was my friend. I really should offer to help him out. “Uh, if you need to leave her here for a bit-”

“Dude, you are the best,” he said, breaking into a relieved grin.

“It’s no big deal. The bar doesn’t open for a couple of hours anyhow. Cory should be in by then.”

He placed Ellie back in her stroller and bent to give her a smacking kiss on the cheek. “Tell her she can just take her over to Mom and Dad’s house and I’ll pick her up from there when I get out of surgery.”

“Sure.” I walked around the bar and stared into the stroller. She smiled at me. Goodness, she was so cute. How was I going to survive the next few hours without letting her wrap me around her little finger?

Carter pulled me into a back-slapping hug. “You don’t know how much this means to me, man.”

“No problem.”

He backed out of the bar. “You know how much I hate that things didn’t work out between you and my sister, right?”

We’d avoided the topic ever since the break-up. “Yeah, I know.”

He pointed at me. “You were the right guy for her. I just hope she figures that out.”

I watched him leave before turning to his daughter. I smiled and she smiled back. She was seven months old and I was pretty sure it wasn’t gas now, but what did I know about babies?

“Hi.” I wiggled my fingers at her, feeling like a total idiot for talking to someone who couldn’t talk back.

She kicked her chubby little legs and reached for me. Oh yeah, like aunt, like niece. They both had me wrapped.

 


 

Chapter Five

 

Cory

 

I charged into the office intent on giving Jace trash for ordering overpriced scotch when the image behind the desk stopped me dead in my tracks.

Jace holding a baby. And not just any baby. My niece. He was looking down at her, a sweet contented smile tugging at his lips as stroked her fine, silky hair.

And it hit me like a tsunami. That fantasy I had every time I walked into our guest bedroom. The one that finally drove me out of our apartment for good.

“Hey,” he said, looking up at me. He brought his index finger to his lips. “Just got this little angel to sleep.”

“What is she doing here?” I whispered.

“You should charge your cell phone sometime.”

I was terrible about remembering to charge it overnight and Jace used to always give me trash ‘cause it would die halfway through the day. It would drive him especially crazy when I was out carousing with my girls and he couldn’t get hold of me at two in the morning. Silly man didn’t know he had no reason to be insecure. I’d never looked twice at another guy the entire time I’d shared his bed.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said, tip-toeing closer. His bulging biceps curled protectively around Ellie when she stirred and the slight action nearly did me in. “Why is she here?”

“Apparently your sister-in-law is out of town. Your brother got called into the hospital and your mother is at some meeting.” He raised a shoulder, his eyes meeting mine. “That leaves you. Except you weren’t here, so-”

“You volunteered?” I couldn’t believe it. Jace had never even held Ellie before. But he seemed to be doing a fine job of it now.

“What could I say?” he asked, grinning. “My buddy was in a bind.”

And the fact that he’d been willing to help my brother out, even though we were no longer together reminded me why I’d fallen in love with him in the first place. He’d do anything for the people he cared about.

I sat on the edge of the desk staring at the two of them as I chastised myself for indulging in a dirty fantasy while my ex cradled my niece.

“What’re you thinking?” he asked, as though he could read my mind.

Before I could respond, the office door flew open and my mother blew in. “I am so sorry!” When she spotted the sleeping baby her hands covered her cheeks and she whispered, “I feel terrible that I wasn’t available when Carter called earlier. Shame on me. I was the one who told the kids I’d always be available to babysit, then-”

“It’s no problem, Gina,” Jace said, raising his hand to silence her while he shifted Ellie to the other arm when she cried out in her sleep. “I had it under control.”

Her eyes widened before they fell on me. “Uh, you watched her, Jace?”

He grinned at my mother. “Yeah, and she’s still in one piece. Can you believe it?”

My mother loved Jace. Like, I mean she love-loved him. More than she loved me, I think. I suspected it was because his mom had bailed on him and she’d stepped in as kind of a surrogate, making his favorite meals when we went over for dinner, baking him cookies and dropping them off at the bar. There was no question who the cookies were for either. My favorite were peanut butter. His were chocolate chip. They were always chocolate chip.

“Of course I can,” she cooed. “You look like a natural holding her.” She placed a hand on my shoulder. “Doesn’t he, honey?”

“Give it a rest, Mom.” I rolled my eyes at Jace, who smiled.

“Let me have that precious baby,” she said, holding her arms out to Jace. “We’ve all bothered you enough today. You must have a lot of work to do. Besides, this is no place for a baby.” She nuzzled Ellie’s check and smiled when she woke up. “Is it my sweet girl?”

I watched her place Ellie gently into the stroller and felt a pang of envy. My mom had wanted to be a grandmother for years. Since Carter was the oldest he took most of the heat, and now that I had no prospects I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d given up hope of me ever giving her a grandchild. I was starting to lose hope myself.

I leaned over and kissed my goddaughter’s chubby cheek, inhaling that scent I loved so much. “I love you, doll,” I whispered to her. “You be a good girl for your nana now, okay?”

She smiled like she knew what I meant and she and my mother were on their way with my mother blowing kisses and Ellie blowing bubbles.

“I guess I should get back to work,” I said, after my mother closed the door behind her.

Jace grabbed my legs, pulling me closer to the edge of the desk, where I was bracketing him in his chair. “Not so fast. I want to know what you were thinking earlier. You had this look in your eye…”

I shook my head. I couldn’t tell him about that. He wouldn’t want to hear it.

“You’re not leaving this office until you tell me,” he said, running his hands up the outside of my thighs.

It was a sharp reminder of the things we’d done to each other last night… and the reason I’d cried myself to sleep. Again. “You really want to know?” I asked, flattening my palms against the desk and resting my weight on them as I leaned back, staring at him.

“I said I did.”

But he really didn’t. Every time I talked to Jace about stuff like this he shut me down. I had no doubt he would again. Just as soon as he heard the dreaded ‘b’ word. “I walked in here and saw you holding the baby and my mind wandered.”

His eyes narrowed, like he was bracing himself. “And?”

“I imagined walking into the guest bedroom in the apartment, only it wasn’t a guest bedroom. It was a nursery.”

He sucked in a breath, but didn’t try to stop me as he leaned forward, his hands drifting higher until they rested on my hips.

“It was the middle of the night.” I’d had this image in my mind so long it was like watching it in Technicolor. “I wandered across the hall and found you sitting there in the rocker with our daughter.”

“Idiot,” he whispered, letting his forehead fall against my breast.

He wasn’t asking me to stop so I didn’t. “You weren’t wearing a shirt, only athletic shorts.”

He raised his head, inhaling deeply as he pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the flesh spilling out of my lacy cups.

I curled my hands around his head. I couldn’t help it. This was the fantasy for me. The one I always got off to. “I told you to put the baby down, that I needed you.”

His breathing was ragged when he roughly pushed my bra cup down and sucked my nipple into his mouth before turning his attention to the other one. I wasn’t the only one getting hot. He was too. And I loved that. There was a little voice in my head that told me this was wrong, but I didn’t give a hoot. I needed this.

He ripped my faded jeans open, pushing his fingers inside me as he watched my face. “Yeah? Tell me. What’d you need me for? Why’d you need to tear me away from our baby?”

I moaned and spread my legs wider. Just hearing him say those two little words, our baby, were almost enough to make me climax. “As soon as we were out in the hall I closed the door,” I whispered, letting him imagine the scene playing out. “And pushed you against it.” I was riding his hand now, gripping his powerful shoulders. The office door was unlocked. Anyone could walk in, but I didn’t care.

“Tell me what you did to me.” His eyes were searing mine and if he’d asked me to jump on him in that moment and take a ride I gladly would have. “In detail.”

“I took you in my mouth.” I let my tongue glide over my lips as I eyed the bulge in his pants.

He rubbed harder, faster, and I shattered, crying out his name as he braced my boots on his shoulders.

“Jace…”

“You weren’t finished telling me what happens next.” He grabbed the bulge in his jeans and there was no way I could turn down an invitation like that.

I shimmied my jeans over my hips while he watched my belly bounce in his face. Then I dropped to the ground behind the desk and worked his jeans off. “We were right outside the bedroom door,” I whispered, taking him back to my fantasy. “And I was taking you in my mouth.” I circled his tip with my tongue before taking him all the way. “Just like this.”

“Baby.” He sighed, fisting his hands in my hair. “That’s so hot.”

I didn’t know if he was talking about the oral or the fantasy, but I continued with both. “You were pumping into my mouth so hard and fast your back was slamming against the door.”

“Cor…” He groaned, making my name sound like a dirty curse.

“Just like this,” I said, opening wider, letting him take the lead. “And you were about to let go but I whispered two little words.”

He stilled, releasing me. “What words?”

“It’s time.”

“What?”

“The right time for you to get me pregnant.” I let that sink in before I went back to circling him with my tongue. “We were trying to get pregnant again and it was the perfect time.”

He watched me, appearing stunned. “What did I do?”

“You threw me back on the floor and took me harder than you ever had.” I unbuttoned my jeans again and slipped my hand inside, rubbing myself. “You spilled so deep inside of me.” Oh, I was on the verge of coming again. “And you wouldn’t let me move. You wanted to make sure I didn’t spill a drop.”

“Cor, get over here. I need to be inside of you right now.”

I could tell he was as into it as I was, but I never imagined he’d want to re-enact the entire fantasy. What the heck? We’d already come this far. No sense turning back now. At least I’d have more fodder when I slipped between the sheets alone tonight.

I slipped my jeans off, but instead of allowing me to sit on top of him he led me to the long leather sectional in the corner of the room and pushed me back against the soft cushions. “It’s one thing to take you on the floor of our apartment,” he said, our lips twitching. “But these floors are probably too nasty for that.”

He was giving me this, I realized. This fantasy. He was really willing to play it out.

His eyes locked with mine as he crawled on top of me. “You were telling me about how I was filling you…?”

I reached for him, clawing his back as he thrust inside of me. “Jace, oh goodness…” I’d never been this turned on. We were in our place of work. Anyone could be walking past the door and I didn’t care. That spoke to my state of mind.

“Tell me more,” he said, flicking his tongue inside my ear. “Let me hear all of it.”

“I was so full,” I whispered, bringing my hips up to meet his frantic thrusting as I gripped his tight rear. “You were desperate to get me pregnant. You were so in love with your daughter, but you wanted a son…”

“Goodness, Cor, I need you to come for me. Now.”

“This is turning you on?” I whispered, unable to believe it.

“You have no idea. I’m dying here.”

That’s all it took for me to lose it. Knowing he was right there with me, I burst and he did the same, filling me, just like I’d imagined. Only I was on the pill. And this wasn’t real. He wasn’t really trying to get me pregnant. He didn’t really want to have a baby with me.

That was a sobering thought. I pushed against his shoulder, fighting back tears.

“Hey, you’re not allowed to move, remember?”

“Idiot off, Jace!” I knew I had no right to be mad at him. It was my stupid idea to act out this fantasy. I just never expected it to break my heart wide open.

“Hey, hey.” He pinned my wrists, refusing to let me go. “What is this?”

Tears were burning my cheeks, slipping into my hairline and I couldn’t stop them. I hated letting him see me so vulnerable, but I had no choice. I had nowhere to go. He wouldn’t let me.

“You wanted to see me vulnerable?” I asked, glaring at him. “You wanted to bare me? To see what’s inside my soul? You want to know what images I get off to at night. Now you know.”

“Cor,” he said, leaning back as he swiped a hand over his face. “I didn’t mean to make it worse.”

I was still crying as I collected my clothes, thrusting my legs back into them. “You didn’t make anything worse. I did. I don’t hate you. I hate myself.”

 

***

 

Jace

 

I sat staring at the door long after she left. I tried closing my eyes, but every time I did I could see the picture she painted. I was pretty sure I’d go home tonight and see a pink nursery instead of a home office/guest bedroom. Just like she described.

I suddenly got why she’d been so crazy about having a baby if this was the kind of trash she’d been thinking about. I raked my shaky hands through my hair, wondering how I’d gotten so turned on when every other time she’d tried pitching the idea of a baby I shut her down.

Maybe it was having that sweet baby in my arms. Hearing her contented little sighs as she nuzzled against my chest. Inhaling that baby powder scent. Maybe it was the way she curled her finger around mine as I rocked her to sleep in my swivel chair or the way she cried out just as she was dozing and fell immediately back to sleep as soon as I soothed her by patting her diapered bottom and kissing her forehead.

How had I even known to do that? Watching Cory with her. That’s how. Watching my girl playing the doting aunt, all the while she was dying to be a mom. But she couldn’t be. Because I wouldn’t let her. Maybe I really was a selfish mongrel, after all.

Before I could dwell on that, someone tapped on the door. I hoped it was Cory, back to hash it all out because if there was one thing I hated it was seeing her cry. I’d give everything I owned if I never had to see that again.

“Hey,” Tracey said, poking her head in. “You seen my girl? Johnnie said he thought she was back here with you.”

“She, uh, was. But she must have taken off.” I turned away from her, booting up my computer. I couldn’t focus on orders, inventory, payroll, or scheduling now, but I didn’t want to have a showdown with Cory’s BFF either.

She clearly didn’t get the message because she stepped inside and slammed the door. Hard. “Where is she, Jace? And don’t tell me you don’t know.” She twirled her finger in a circular motion in the air. “You’ve got that look on your face.”

“What look?” I asked, scowling at the screen.

“That guilty as sin look. Did you two get into it again?”

“Something like that,” I muttered.

Trace had never been my biggest fan ‘cause she knew Cory and I wanted different things out of life and she was worried I was going to hurt her best friend. Turns out she’d been right to sound the alarm, but I was grateful Cory hadn’t listened. If she had, I would have missed out on the best four years of my life.

“What happened?” she demanded. “And don’t you dare tell me nothing, ‘cause we both know I’m the one who’s going to be picking up the pieces.”

Sometimes I hated this nosy jerk. But other times I loved her ‘cause I knew she’d always have Cory’s back. I glared. “Don’t you know when to back off? We’re working through some trash, alright?”

“You shouldn’t have any trash to work through,” she said, fisting her hands on the desk and leaning over it. “You’re broken up, remember?”

“How can I forget? She reminds me every day.”

“Good,” she said, looking smug. “I’m glad.”

“Get out of here, Tracey. I have work to do.”

Instead of obeying, she sank down in the chair across from me, staring. “I’ve got all night. I’m not leaving ‘til you tell me what happened.”

I sighed before turning to face her. “Why are you here harassing me? You know Cory will tell you everything. Just go find her.”

“I hear there are two sides to every story,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “Maybe I want to hear yours.”

“Since when?”

She’d never given me the benefit of the doubt. The hate-fest started the first night we met, when I told her I didn’t do the whole ‘commitment’ thing, that marriage and kids were for other dudes. I liked to play the field. She immediately decided I wasn’t good enough for her girl and hadn’t changed her opinion since. Not even when I asked Cory to move in with me.

“Just humor me,” she said, crossing her arms. “What happened?”

I bit the inside of my lip as I stared at the screen. Meaningless numbers merged together. I didn’t care how much profit we made this month. It could be a million dollars or ten. Money didn’t mean trash to me without Cory in my life.

“I watched her niece for a bit today.”

“And?”

I cleared my throat and swiped a hand over my mouth. “Let’s just say it brought up some old feelings when she saw me with the baby.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, her voice dangerously low.

This chick was tiny, but like Cory, she could go off like a banshee when provoked.

“I swear to heaven Jace, if you took advantage of her-”

“I didn’t take advantage of her. It was mutual, believe me.” I thought of the way she’d sucked me off. Man, was it mutual.

“You slept with her again?” She leaned forward and slammed her hand down on the desk. “I don’t believe you! You son of a-!”

“Hey, sex is a two way street. I didn’t do anything with her that she wasn’t begging for!” Okay, that made me feel like a jerk. Because I’d known why she was begging for it. She was caught up in a fantasy, role-playing, imagining me as the doting daddy who was desperate to get her knocked up again. I must be a sick jerk, because I was actually getting hard again just thinking about it. What was wrong with me?

“This will never end, will it? Why won’t you just let her go?”

“Because I can’t!” I took a deep breath, trying to rein in my temper. “I can’t, okay. I love her, Trace.”

“She loves you too,” she said, softly. “But you guys aren’t good for each other. You know that. You’re destroying each other.”

Cory had looked wrecked when she left me. “So what do you want me to do?”

“Sell her your half of the bar. Start another business-”

“No.”

“Why? Because it’s your only connection to her and you can’t let go of that?”

“If you know the reason, why are you asking?”

“Because I want to hear you say it. I want to hear you admit, to me and yourself, that you actually are that selfish.”

I swallowed the words. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. “You need to leave.”

“Why? So you can dream up new ways to reel her back in?”

I pointed to the door. “I’m in no mood for this trash today. Get. Out.”

“Do you know how much I hate you right now?”

“I have a pretty good idea.”

“I love that girl like a sister.” Her eyes filled with tears. “She is the best person I have ever known, Jace. And for reasons I don’t understand she fell in love with a man who can’t love her the way she deserves.”

“This has nothing to do with how much I love her.”

“Doesn’t it?” She stared at me, waiting for a response. “Look, I get that you don’t want to get married or have kids. That’s not your deal. But how could you let her fall in love with you, knowing you weren’t going to change your mind about that?”

“She knew that too,” I said, trying to make myself feel better. “It’s not like I ever lied to her.”

“Maybe not, but Cory, like so many women before her thought she could change a guy. She thought, maybe, just maybe if she loved you enough you’d change your mind.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Believe me, I know how stupid that sounds. I kept telling her to cut and run before she got in too deep, but she couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Leave you.”

I’d like to claim that I’d never begged her to stay, but that would be a lie.

“Then you told her that you loved her. You told her she was yours. You were a jealous possessive jerk who wouldn’t let her out of your sight. You became this Alpha male jerk every time some dude looked at her sideways, so honestly, what was she supposed to think? Then just when she was about to give up on you, you panicked, and asked, no begged her to move in with you.”

That pretty much summed up the love story of Jace and Cory. Pretty sad, really.

“What do you want me to do, say I’m sorry? Because I’m not.” At her look of disgust I added, “I’m sorry Cory got hurt. But I’m not sorry for the four years we had together.” I sighed when she looked unmoved. “I know you may not understand what we have, but you don’t have to. As long as we get it.”

“But Cory doesn’t get it! She doesn’t understand this hold you have over her. You think she wants to be drawn back in every other day? Just when she thinks she’s getting over you… you whip your toe out and reel her back in.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. “Yeah, me and my magic toe. Works every time.”

“You think this is funny?”

“No, I think it’s kind of sad.” That was the truth. I was sad that Cory was hurting. Sad that I’d lost her. Sad that my life felt so empty without her.

“Look, Jace,” she said, her tone softening. “I really don’t think you’re a bad guy. I know you love her. But you can’t keep this up. Neither one of you can. It’s not healthy. You have to let go.”

“You tell me how to do it.” I stared at her, waiting for the magic bullet. I spread my hands. “Come on, let’s hear it. This woman had been a part of my life for years. She’s my business partner. My best friend. The… love of my life.”

“Jace-”

“She has crawled inside me, under my skin.” I slapped my palm against the tattoo bearing her name. “I inked myself with her name. Every time I look at it, it’s a reminder. I go home at night and there are reminders everywhere there too.”

“I know, but-”

“No, you don’t know.” I held my hand up. “You may think you know, but you don’t know. She still has shoes in the closet. Perfume in the bathroom.” I hesitated, wondering if I should tell her, then decided, what the heck. “Sometimes when I get out of the shower in the morning, I spray it in the air just so I can pretend she’s still there with me.”

Her look wreaked of sympathy, her soft brown eyes shining, and I hated it. I didn’t want her to pity me. I just wanted her to understand. I wanted someone to understand what I was going through. That I wasn’t some beast trying to keep my ex on the hook ‘cause I didn’t want to see her happy with someone else. I couldn’t, physically, couldn’t let her go.

“I know how hard it is,” she whispered. “When Rich cheated on me I thought I’d never get over it.”

“But that’s just it. That douchebag cheated on you. It should have been easy to get over him. He didn’t deserve you and he proved it. We’d known that all along. We were just waiting for you to wake up and figure it out.”

She smiled. “Is it true you refused to serve him when he came in here with his buddies a few weeks ago?”

I scowled. “Kicked him out on his sorry rear. Any man who’d cheat on a good woman-”

“You think I’m a good woman? I assumed you thought of me as a pain in the rear.”

“You are a pain in the rear.” I chuckled when she kicked me under the desk. “But you’re also someone who deserves a better man than that asshat. And you’ll find him too. Just don’t settle.”

She tipped her head back, throwing her hands up in the air. “Why? Why when I’m trying to hate you do you remind me why I like you?”

I grinned. “Could be that I’m so charming.”

“Yeaaahhhh, not so much.” She opened the door, but turned back to face me before leaving. “Please be careful with her heart, Jace. You, of all people, know how fragile it is.”

 


 

Chapter Six

 

Cory

 

I should be at work, but since Jace was there I couldn’t be. I couldn’t stand to see him now. Not after I’d made a fool of myself, crying over… I closed my eyes. I couldn’t think about that again. I couldn’t think about the way he’d looked holding a baby or the way he’d played along with my fantasy, acting as if he really could see himself fathering my baby.

I picked up my phone and ignored the messenger box. It had buzzed so many times I lost track, but I didn’t want to hear from anyone right now. I just wanted to wallow.

I reached for my glass, swirling the Jack around in the bottom. I’d already had a couple of shots, but it had done nothing to dull the pain.

Someone knocked at the door. Assuming it was the pizza I ordered, I jumped up, grabbing the twenty I’d left on the table to pay for my dinner.

Jace stood on the other side of the door… holding my pizza.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, taking deep breaths to slow my heart.

He passed me the box. “When I saw it was from our favorite place I guessed you’d been the one to order it. Asked the driver to let me bring it up.”

“Then I guess this is yours,” I said, trying to hand him the bill clenched in my hand.

“This one’s on me.” He stepped past me without waiting for an invitation. “As long as you promise to share.” He picked up my glass and poured a little more Jack into it before knocking it back.

“Do you mind?” I asked, glaring at him. “I don’t recall inviting you in. Or offering you a drink.”

He looked around my non-descript apartment. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

“Bite me, Jace.”

He grinned, knocking me off balance.

He knew I hated beige and this apartment had entirely too much of it. Beige walls, beige furniture, which came with the place. Even the carpet was beige. But it was clean and the neighbors were quiet so I stayed. It was temporary, I told myself. But temporary implied a plan for permanence and I certainly didn’t have any plans beyond figuring out how to get through the next day while sharing oxygen with the sexy mongrel standing in front of me.

“Tracey came by to give me trash,” he said, taking the pizza box from me and placing it on the pine coffee table.

“I know she means well,” I said, sitting on the chair across from him. “But she needs to stay out of this. I can handle it. You.” When he raised an eyebrow, I took a slice from the box and brought it to my lips. “You know what I mean.”

He refilled his glass. My glass. And knocked another one back with alarming ease.

“You’ve been drinking too much.”

I’d seen him at the bar, belting them back one after another and it was starting to worry me. He was still my business partner and I knew one sure way of watching everything you’d worked your rear off for slip away was to have an alcoholic steering the ship.

“So I’ve been told.” He sank back against the cushions, lacing his hands behind his head. “But I came here to talk to you about some pretty messed up trash. So forgive me if I need a little liquid courage to get through it.”

It wasn’t like him to be nervous or anxious about anything. Jace was the kind of guy who said whatever was on his mind, no matter the fallout. “So start talking.”

“What happened in the office today-”

“Never happened.” I ate my pizza, pretending it didn’t taste like cardboard. I loved pizza, but my appetite was shot to perdition. “And we’re not going to talk about it. So if that’s why you’re here you can leave now.”

I couldn’t rehash this. Not with my emotions still so close to the surface. Not with this man who could still make me cry on a dime. Like the kind of weak female I’d vowed I’d never be.

“You don’t have to talk. Just listen.”

“I mean it, Jace. You can get the heck out if-”

“Your fantasy.” He stared at me, his dark eyes almost black. Soulless. “It made me feel things. Stirred up trash I thought was buried deep.”

I could barely breathe as I suspected he was about to unlock one of those emotional boxes I thought he’d lost the key to. “How did it make you feel?”

“Raw.” His voice was gruff as he rubbed the back of his neck and diverted his gaze. “Exposed. Reminded me of a time I hated myself.”

I was afraid to say a word in case he withdrew again. When it came to talking about his past Jace was skittish, like a cornered animal trying to protect himself.

“But it brought up other feelings too. Weird feelings.”

“Like what?”

“It turned me on, Cor.” His eyes trailed over my body, taking in my black yoga pants and tight white tank. “I never expected to get off thinking about trash like that.”

Maybe I’d planted a seed. One that could take root and grow. Or was that too much to hope for? “But you did?”

“You were there.” He picked up the glass and bottle before glancing at me and setting it down again. “You felt it. I was a maniac. I can’t remember the last time I was that turned on.”

He’d been pretty turned on the night before too, but I liked where he was going with this so I didn’t interrupt.

“Knowing how much you want this…” He covered his face with his hands. “I don’t know, maybe it makes me want it too.”

My heart sped up as hope sprung to life, blooming through my chest. But I couldn’t go there. “Maybe doesn’t cut it when you’re talking about bringing a baby into the world, Jace. You have to be all in, one hundred percent.”

“My high school girlfriend got pregnant.” He raised his head, looking at me for only a split second before he broke eye contact again. “With my kid.”

I couldn’t believe after four years of loving this man I was hearing about this for the very first time. “Did she have the baby?” If he had a child in the world he’d already turned his back on it would explain so much. And it would make it easier for me to walk away.

“No, she miscarried in her first trimester.”

“Oh.” Relief flooded me and that made me feel ashamed because Jace and some nameless, faceless girl had lost a baby. A human life. “I’m sorry.”

“I wasn’t.” His gaze was cold, harder than I’d ever seen it. He wanted me to see this side of him, the dark and lifeless man he’d only shown me glimpses of in the past. “I was relieved. She was crying her eyes out and I was ready to tie one on to celebrate.”

If he was trying to shock and disgust me it was working. I knew he’d only been a kid then, but he was talking about his own baby. His own flesh and blood. Could he really care so little? And if he did was that really the kind of man I’d wanted to father my child?

“Wow.” That was the only thing I could think to say. Just… wow.

“Pretty sick, isn’t it?”

At least he recognized that. “You were young-”

“That’s no excuse.” He looked at me, daring me to contradict him, but I couldn’t. “Teenagers step up all the time. Learn how to be parents. Raise kids. But I wanted no part of it. I told her that.”

“Even if she hadn’t miscarried, you would have walked away?” I tried to reconcile that with the man I knew. Jace was so loyal. To his brother. His friends. Me. How could he walk away from his own child?

“Yeah, I would have.” He sat back, crossing his arms. “At least I thought I would have. Who knows what would have happened if the kid had survived.”

The way he said it, so nonchalant, made me question whether I’d ever known him at all. Maybe he was right. Maybe he wasn’t cut out to be a dad. “So, you decided way back then you didn’t want kids? And you haven’t had second thoughts? Not even once?”

“Not until today.”

I searched his face for some sign that I could believe him, that something had shifted inside of him and he was suddenly morphing into someone else, someone who could possibly want the same things I did.

“Spending that time with Ellie was…nice.”

Babysitting and being a father were too very different things and he needed to understand that. “It’s a huge commitment,” I said. “Being a parent. You’re responsible for another person, Jace. Twenty-four-seven. Through the fevers and flus, temper tantrums and bad report cards.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“It might be sexy to think about the fun part, getting pregnant, but that’s only the beginning.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

“Not everyone is cut out to be a parent,” I said, tossing my half-eaten slice down on the lid of the box. “And that’s okay. You’re a grown man. You can make any decision you want about that. But I am cut out to be a parent. I know it’s what I want.”

He stared at me for a minute before he said, “I think you’d be an amazing mom, Cory. I’ve seen you with your niece and you’re a natural.”

I loved that little girl so much. When she was born that’s when I knew I couldn’t go on pretending that I could live without a family of my own. That had been the beginning of the end of my relationship with Jace. We fought over it for four months before I finally realized the arguments weren’t getting us anywhere and the tension was becoming unbearable. I had to leave. Let him live his childless life. But for me that would feel like a death sentence.

“Tell me what you’re thinking.”

There were a million thoughts racing through my head, but I finally asked, “Why’d you wait so long to tell me what happened in high school? It helps me to understand why you don’t want…this.”

“I was ashamed to tell you,” he admitted. “I thought you’d be disgusted.”

I wasn’t disgusted. I was just disappointed. I felt sad for him because I believed he thought having lousy parents excluded him from being a good parent. “I’m glad you told me. It helps me to understand you better.”

“Helps you to move on too, I imagine.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, looking frustrated. “Why would you want a guy like me, who thought the way I did about my own kid, to get you pregnant, right?”

“You’re entitled to your feelings,” I said, knowing it was true. “It’s not a crime to not want children. Lots of people make that choice.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” My phone buzzed and he glanced at it but didn’t say anything. “So, this is it, huh?”

“There’s nothing left for us, Jace.” The last two days had almost pulled me back in. The sex. The intimacy. The fantasies. The passion and love and desperation. It had all conspired to make me confused. To make me doubt my decision. But I couldn’t do that. Not if I wanted a family someday.

“I hate that you told me about that fantasy of yours.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have.” Maybe that wasn’t fair to him, but I honestly didn’t expect it to affect him the way it affected me.

“I went up to the apartment after Tracey left the bar and I stood in the doorway of the guest bedroom for the longest time, just imagining what it might look like as a nursery.”

“Don’t do that.”

I shook my head as an image flashed in my mind of exactly what it would look like. I saw the glider in front of the large window. The pale yellow crib and changing table. My mom’s handmade pastel quilt hanging over the crib’s railing. The stuffed animals and soft blocks lining the shelves and his or her name in bubble letters on the wall. Then there was the mobile that played soft music while they drifted off to sleep. Yeah, I’d thought about it a lot.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“You must have imagined what I’d be like as a Dad.”

“I did.” All the time.

“What did you see in me that made you think I’d be a good one?”

My breath stuttered because I never expected him to ask me this question, yet I had a ready answer because I’d thought about it so many times. “You may be tough on the outside. Brash and crude sometimes. Unyielding. Stubborn.” I smiled when he nodded in acknowledgement. “But there’s another side to you. A side not many people get to see, but I did.”

“Tell me,” he whispered, edging forward on the couch. “Tell me what you see in me that I can’t see in myself.”

“You can also be gentle and sweet and protective. You took such good care of me. You’d never let anyone or anything hurt me. Making me happy was the most important thing in the world to you.” I smiled, thinking he’d been everything I’d ever wanted in a boyfriend. He would have been an amazing husband. “I just thought a man who treats the woman he loves that way would naturally treat his baby that way. Especially if that baby were a product of us, our love.”

“I never allowed myself to think about that,” he said, looking thoughtful.

“What’s that?”

“They’d be a part of us. You and me.”

“Yeah.”

“Your eyes,” he whispered, his eyes gliding over me. “Your hair. Your sweet smile.”

“Jace, stop.” I couldn’t do this anymore. It was too painful. “Please, I think we’ve said all we need to say on this. It’s not going to happen. We’ve both made peace with that.”

He stared at me, as though he wanted to say more, but finally stood, walking to the door.

Trying to ease the tension, I pointed at the pizza box. “You didn’t eat. You want to take some with you?”

“No, thanks.” He turned and pulled me into his arms, letting my head rest against his solid chest as he stroked my hair. “I love you so much, girl. You gotta know that.”

“I do.” But whoever said love was enough was a blasted liar.

 

***

 

I’d finally hauled my lazy rear to the doctor’s office to get my prescription refilled, but of course he made me go through the annual checkup too. We were sitting at his desk after I’d redressed and he was reviewing my file.

“Hm, I see here you haven’t been taking the pill for the last month.” He looked up at me, his steel-framed glasses perched on the end of his nose. “Have you decided to use an alternative form of birth control instead?”

I stared at him before shaking my head as I reached into my purse. “I have been taking the pill,” I said, thrusting the packet I’d retrieved from Jace’s apartment at him. “See. I had an extra one left over.”

He frowned as he looked at his computer screen. “That can’t be right. You came to see me one year ago last month. On the tenth. Unless the pharmacy made a mistake?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is I had the pills so I took them. I knew I had to come in and renew my prescription before I ran out, so here I am.”

The white-haired doctor flipped the plastic disc over and pushed his glasses back up on his nose. “Cory, these pills have expired. How long have you had them?”

My stomach dropped as I snatched them out of his hand. He was old. He’d probably misread the small print. They couldn’t be expired. I took them on the trip with us and they’d worked just fine. Maybe you weren’t ovulating then idiot, a little voice in my head chided.

Oh my goodness! He was right. They’d expired two years ago. “I… don’t know. They were shoved in the back of a drawer. I didn’t even think to look at the date. I wasn’t even sure I knew that birth control pills had an expiration date.”

“Do you and your partner use any other form of birth control?” he asked, gently. “Condoms, maybe?”

“No.” I shook my head, feeling nauseous. This could not be happening. Not now. Not after the talk I’d had with Jace last night. “Just the pill.”

“You started taking these a couple of days ago?” he asked, pulling out an old-fashioned desktop calendar only doctors seemed to favor.

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me when the first day of your last cycle was?”

My hands were shaking when I took the calendar from him and tried to remember. I was terrible at keeping track of trash like this, but I was able to pinpoint it. It was a Monday. Two weeks ago today. I remember because I thought cramps were a nasty way to start the week.

“Here,” I said, pointing at the big black number as I passed it back to him.

He nodded. “And have you had unprotected sex in the last seventy-two hours?”

Unprotected sex. Oh goodness. “I didn’t mean to,” I said, biting my lips as tears welled in my eyes. “I mean, I didn’t know the pills had expired.”

“Then you have had intercourse?” he asked gently.

I held up two shaky fingers and whispered, “Twice.”

He took his glasses off and sank bank in his leather swivel chair with a heavy sigh. “I can tell you won’t be thrilled to hear this, but based on the regularity of your cycle that would have been your fertile period.”

“No,” I said, still in denial. “That’s not possible.” I stabbed a finger at the pill packet that had potentially ruined my life. “Those may have worked. I mean, I know they may not be as effective, but there’s still a chance they could have protected me, right?”

He frowned like he thought I was daft, but didn’t say as much. “The potency of any product two years past its expiration date can’t be relied upon, my dear.”

He was talking to me like an innocent teenager who didn’t understand what her body was capable of. I was a grown woman who’d been sexually active for more years than I cared to count. And I’d made a mistake, a potentially huge, life-altering mistake, but I was big girl. I could deal with the consequences, right?

“So, can I find out now if I’m pregnant?” I wasn’t sure I was ready to know the truth, but at least if I was I could start taking better care of myself. Start eating better, taking vitamins, quit drinking… Oh my goodness, the alcohol.

“I’ve been drinking,” I blurted out. “Could that harm the baby? I mean, if I am pregnant?”

He smiled, looking sympathetic. “You certainly shouldn’t drink while you’re pregnant, but many women have had a glass or two before they realized they were pregnant and it’s produced no ill side effects.”

“Okay, good.” I took a deep breath. No more Jack for me. I was okay with that. Anything to protect my baby. My hand drifted to my flat stomach as the realization hit me. I could be pregnant!

“You asked about a pregnancy test,” the doctor said. “I’m afraid it’s a bit too early to tell. A blood test can detect hCG, which is the pregnancy hormone, six to eight days after ovulation. A home pregnancy test can detect it a day or two after your period is due to start.”

“Are you telling me I have to wait two more weeks to find out if I’m pregnant?” I’d go crazy waiting.

“I’m afraid so,” he said, looking sympathetic. “We could order a blood test next week, but I’d suggest waiting until you’re able to do a home test. If it’s positive, come back and see me and we’ll confirm, then get you started on a good prenatal regime.”

I watched him scribble something on his notepad. “I assume you want a refill on your birth control pills in the event you’re not pregnant?”

I nodded dumbly as my mind tried to process everything. “But, um, is it safe for me to take those over the next couple of weeks, before I find out for sure?”

“You could,” he said, handing me the slip of paper. “There are studies going on all the time. There have been a few that indicated a slightly higher risk of birth defects or ectopic pregnancy while using the pill in the early stages of pregnancy, but-”

“I won’t take them,” I said, shaking my head firmly. “Not until I know for sure.” I wouldn’t do anything to knowingly put my baby at risk.

“If that’s the way you feel,” the doctor said. “I would suggest your partner use a condom to-”

“I don’t have a partner,” I blurted, feeling myself blush. “I mean, I do. But he’s my ex-boyfriend. We’re not together anymore.” Duh. That’s what ex usually means.

“I see.”

“So abstaining from sex for the next two weeks won’t be a problem.” Goodness, why couldn’t I quit babbling and wasting this poor man’s time and just move fast out of there? I stood, thrusting my hand out before shoving the prescription in my purse. “Thank you, Dr. Tate. I’ll see you soon. Or not. I don’t know. Maybe.”

He closed both of his hands over mine before he said, “Just relax. You don’t know anything for sure. Pregnancy is a strong possibility, not a foregone conclusion. You may not be pregnant.”

But I may be. What was I going to do now?

 


 

Chapter Seven

 

Jace

 

I got the distinct impression Cory had been trying to avoid me lately so I finally cornered her in the office before the rush started, determined to hash it out. If we were going to work together we had to actually talk to each other.

It had been two weeks since our talk in her apartment and I’d been dealing with some weird trash so I’d let her keep to herself. Those things she said about a baby of our own coupled with that erotic fantasy was conspiring to make me start thinking about trash I never had before.

I’d find myself glimpsing into baby strollers when I passed them on the street or bending to pick up a dropped rattle in the park. I even smiled at a tiny pink dress in the window of a baby boutique the other day. What was happening to me?

“Hey.”

She started at the sound of my voice before reaching for the bottle of water on her desk.

I held up the bottle of Jack and two glasses I’d brought in with me. “You want a hit?”

She looked at the bottle longingly before shaking her head firmly. “No thanks, I’m good.”

I circled the desk while I poured, reading the computer screen she’d been working on. “Scheduling problems?”

She sighed. “That new waitress you hired isn’t very reliable. She’s called in sick twice and I’ve had to either fill in myself or scramble to find a last minute replacement.” She glared at me. “Maybe from now on you should try hiring with your big head instead of the little one, huh?”

“Hey,” I said, holding my hand up. “I didn’t even notice the size of her-”

“Don’t mess with me today, Jace. I’m not in the mood.”

“I can see that.” I set my glass down on the desk and started massaging her shoulders. “You wanna talk about it?”

She sighed, rolling her neck while I worked on a knot. She was tight, but not in the way I usually enjoyed. “I’m just so tired,” she said, sounding thoroughly exhausted. “I haven’t been sleeping much.”

“Things are going well around here,” I said, trying to reassure her. “We’re up twenty percent over this time last year.”

“I know, it’s not that.”

She seemed down, not her usual feisty self, and I hated that. “Babe, if you need a few days off to regroup, take it. I can handle things around here.”

“Thanks,” she said, patting my hand. “But it’ll take a lot longer than that to work through the trash I’m dealing with.”

I sat on the edge of the desk facing her. “Cory, talk to me.” When she didn’t respond, I grabbed her hand. “I’d like to think we’re past all that awkwardness. I thought we were finally getting back to a good place-”

“Why? Because I was sleeping with you again?”

I’ll admit that question made my toe twitch, but I was really trying to be a good guy here. A strong shoulder for her to lean on. “Is that all your ever think about?” I teased, reaching for her hand. At least I got a small smile out of her. “Come on, are you not happy here anymore? Is being around me too hard for you?” I wiggled my eyebrows, only half-joking. “You want to tear my clothes off every time you see me, right?”

“Stop it.” She laughed before withdrawing her hand and slapping my leg. “You’re not supposed to be able to make me laugh right now. I’m too stressed out.”

“I’d be happy to come over later and give you a full body massage if the neck rub didn’t do the trick.”

“Jace…” She drew a deep breath. “That can’t happen again. The sex. It’s over.”

“Is there someone else?” I hadn’t seen Eddy the douchebag hanging around lately, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t seeing him outside of the bar like I’d asked. Or maybe she’d met someone new and she was afraid to tell me. Could that be the cause of her stress?

“There’s no one else.”

Thank goodness. “So, what’s the problem then?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest.

“I was thinking maybe you were right, maybe I should sell you my half of the bar.”

I felt like someone had sucker punched me. “What the heck, Cor? I thought you were dead set against that?”

She shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it and maybe it’s for the best.” She gestured from me to her. “This probably isn’t healthy. You and me working together.”

“Incredible. We’re a great team and you know it.” There was more to this sudden change of heart than she was letting on and I wasn’t going to let up until she clued me in.

“We were a great team,” she said, sounding hesitant. “When we were a couple. But now that we’re not together anymore it’s just too hard to keep doing this. I know you agree with me.”

No, I didn’t. The thought of not seeing Cor every day, or at all, made me wanna puke. “This is our baby. How can you bail on me now?”

“This is not our baby,” she whispered, refusing to look at me. “This is our bar. A business to buy or sell.”

“Since when?” I asked, still not convinced.

“Since my priorities started to shift. I realized there are more important things in life than trying to hang on to a business.”

“Like what?”

She sighed, sinking back in the chair. “Like taking care of myself, for one.”

I immediately went on high alert. “What are saying? You haven’t been feeling well? Have you seen a doctor?” Now that she mentioned it she did look a little pale and she mentioned being tired. And she’d been lying low lately, keeping quiet. That wasn’t like her.

“I’ve seen a doctor,” she said, biting her lip. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. I just, uh, need to take better care of myself. Eat better. Get more rest. Start taking some vitamins.”

I glanced at the glass on the desk, the one I had yet to touch. “Here,” I said, thrusting it into her hand. “Take this. You need to just chill, relax a little.”

“No!” She pushed it back into my hand. “This is the last thing I need right now.”

“Cor,” I said, sighing. “You need to tell me what’s going on. Maybe I can help?”

“You can’t,” she said, looking miserable. “I have to figure this one out on my own.” She stood, but leaned over to kiss me on the cheek. “But thanks for caring.”

“Hey,” I said, grabbing her wrist before she could get away. “I’ll always care about you, baby. You know that.”

She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around my neck, holding on tight. “You don’t know how much I needed that,” she whispered, when she finally pulled away and looked me in the eye. “Just to feel your arms around me, to lean on you, just for a minute…”

“Remember,” I said, brushing my thumbs over her cheeks. “Anytime you need me, I’m right here.”

She nodded before reaching for her purse. “I think we’re covered for tonight, so I’m just going to-” She covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide.

I watched her run into the adjoining bathroom and listened to her lose her lunch. Man, she wasn’t kidding about needing a break from this place. She’d let herself get so rundown she’d actually gotten the flu, something that never happened.

I grabbed the bottled water she left behind and took it to her. “Here, thought you might need this.”

She grimaced, looking mortified as she wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. “Thanks. Sorry, about that.”

“No problem.” I stood beside the sink, rubbing her back as she washed her hands and brushed her teeth with the toothbrush she kept there. “You feel a bit better now?”

She nodded, unable to meet my gaze in the mirror. “I think I’m just gonna head home now and crawl into bed. I just need to sleep it off.”

“Take a few days. I’m serious. Even if you do wake up feeling better, I don’t want to see your rear in here tomorrow.”

“I have to get up early in the morning anyhow,” she said, groaning when she finally looked at her reflection in the mirror. She tried to rub away the streaks of smeared eyeliner, to no avail.

“Why? What’s so important it can’t wait ‘til you’re feeling better?”

“Doctor’s appointment. Then I have a job interview.”

“What?”

“I meant what I said about selling you the bar.” She looked at me in the mirror. “I think I’m going to go back to selling real estate. You know I’ve kept my license, just in case. I have an appointment with my old brokerage in the morning.”

“What the heck?” I asked, grabbing her shoulders and turning her to face me. “How long have you been thinking about this?”

“A couple of weeks,” she said, shrugging off my touch.

So since we’d had the talk in her apartment. I shouldn’t have been too surprised that had been the catalyst. No wonder she wanted to cut all ties with me now. A man who’d been relieved his girlfriend miscarried wasn’t the kind Cory would want in her life.

“And you’re waiting until now to tell me? Don’t you think you should have…” I paused, looking at her a little closer. “You said you’d already been the doctor and he said you were fine. Why do you have to go back tomorrow?”

“I, uh, just have to get a prescription for some… vitamins.”

“Since when do they give prescriptions for vitamins?”

She bit her lip. “I’ve been a little run down lately. Probably wants to check my iron, maybe give me iron pills.”

“Something isn’t adding up. First you-”

“Will you stop interrogating me! I feel like trash. I can’t deal with this right now.”

I watched her storm out of the room and heard her slam the door to the outer office before I pulled my phone out and fired off a text to Tracey. If anyone could tell me what was going on with Cory it would be her.

 

***

 

I was surprised Tracey had agreed to let me come over, but when I arrived she invited me into her tidy bungalow and offered me a cup of coffee.

When we were sitting in her living room with her spoiled cat curled up in her lap, I asked, “What the heck’s going on with Cor? And don’t tell me nothing ‘cause I know that’s trash.”

“You’re not dragging me into this, Jace. This is between you and Cory.”

I set my mug down on the coffee table. “Then you admit there is something going on? Something I don’t know?”

She focused all of her attention on the purring cat, stroking him gently. “How should I know what you know?”

She wasn’t making any sense, a sure sign she was nervous. “What are you two trying to hide from me? Is Cory sick?”

Her head shot up and her eyes softened. She must have spotted the fear in mine. “No, it’s nothing like that. She’s fine.”

“Then what is it?” I asked, throwing my arms up in the air. “Why does she want to sell her half of the business all of a sudden? Why is she going back to selling real estate?”

“She made a lot of money in real estate,” Tracey said, carefully. “And she has been talking about buying a little house lately. Maybe she figures if she sold her half of the bar and got back into real estate, she could do that.”

This wasn’t adding up. I knew Cory wasn’t a big spender. She had a lot of money saved up, more than enough for a down payment on a house. And she’d made as much working with me last year as she had her best year in real estate.

“She told me she’s not seeing anyone. That true?”

“She’s not,” Tracey said, definitively. “This has nothing to do with another man.”

“Then what am I missing?”

She drew a deep breath, finally focusing her eyes on me. “I think she’s just come to the realization there’s no going back for you two. That only gives her one other option: to move forward without you.”

“Did she tell you what I told her?” I knew these girls shared everything and since I hadn’t sworn Cory to secrecy, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d confided in her best friend. “About what happened back in high school?”

“Um yeah, she mentioned it.”

“Is that when she decided to cut ties with me?” Goodness, this was killing me. If I’d known she was going to react this way I never would have told her the truth. “I mean, the last two weeks she’s barely been able to look me in the eye.”

“I’m not surprised,” Tracey mumbled.

“But we had this moment tonight where she wrapped her arms around me and I got the feeling she really needed me, ya know? Like she was holding back, but didn’t want to. Any idea what that was about?”

She shook her head slowly, her eyes never leaving that cat.

“You’re lying. Why are you both lying to me? What is she trying to hide?”

“You’re going to have to give her some time,” she said, gently. “Please don’t push her too hard right now, Jace. That’s the last thing she needs.”

“So, what are you saying?” Now I was getting pissed. “That I should just roll over and give her whatever she wants? Sell her the business? Let her walk out of my life?”

“You really don’t have a choice. Even if you don’t want to buy her share of the bar someone else will. It’s a very profitable business.”

“No one else is going to get their hands on that bar. It’s mine. And hers.” I rubbed my hand over my forehead. “It’s ours. And I want it to go on being ours. I need her. I don’t know if I can do it without her.”

She looked sympathetic when she said, “You’ll be just fine running it without her. You know that place like the back of your hand.”

“That’s not the point. I don’t want to run it without her.”

“But she said you’d offered to buy her share a dozen times.”

“Sure, when I was hurt and pissed that she’d dumped me. When I saw her kissing that jerk-”

“You know she didn’t kiss him, right?”

My head snapped up. “What?”

“You may have thought you saw them kissing, but what you saw was him kissing her. After you left, she told him she was only interested in him as a friend.”

“Why?”

She slapped her palm against her forehead. “Isn’t it obvious? She wasn’t over you. She didn’t want to drag someone else into the drama.”

“What am I going to do?” I groaned, sinking back in the cushions. “I still love that girl so much. This is killing me.”

“You love her?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Prove it. Give her what she’s asking for. Her freedom.”

 


 

Chapter Eight

 

Cory

 

I tried pulling the blanket over my head when someone knocked on my door. I knew I should have moved to a security building. Then I wouldn’t have jerks bothering me when I was trying to wallow.

I sat up straighter when I heard a key in the lock. “What-”

Tracey shook her head at me. “You should have known when you gave this to me that I’d actually use it.”

“That was supposed to be for emergencies,” I muttered, sinking beneath the heavy blanket.

“This is an emergency,” she said, pushing my feet out of the way so she could sit at the end of the couch. “Jace came by to see me tonight. He has a lot of questions.”

I groaned, pulling the blanket over my head. “Probably because I threw up in front of him tonight.”

“He did ask if you were sick,” she confirmed. “But he also asked why you were suddenly so willing to sell him the business.”

“Ugh. I should have known this wouldn’t be easy.”

“How do you expect it to be easy, jerk?” She slapped my calf. “You’re pregnant with his baby.”

“A baby he doesn’t want.”

“I don’t care what you say. You have to tell him.”

“I don’t have to do anything.” But I knew she was right. I wasn’t like that. I couldn’t keep him in the dark about something so epic. Even if he did hate me for being stupid enough to let it happen.

“Don’t be a jerk, Cor. You know you do.”

I rolled over on my back, bringing my legs up so my cold feet rested under her thighs. “How am I going to tell him? He’s going to hate me.” And living with that would be even harder than losing him, especially since I loved him even more now that I’d confirmed his baby was growing inside me.

“He won’t hate you. One thing I’m sure of: that man loves you.”

I linked my hands over my stomach. It was still flat, but it would only be a few months before I had that telltale bump. Jace would hate that. A constant reminder of a baby he’d never wanted. “He may have loved me. But he won’t when he finds out what I did.”

She reached for the remote to mute the TV. “Would you stop? You’re acting like you did this on purpose. You didn’t. You took expired pills. Is it a bonehead move? Sure. But you’re probably not the first woman it’s happened to.”

I glared at her. “If you’re trying to make me feel better it’s not working.”

She sighed. “You want me to come to the doctor with you tomorrow?”

I loved her for offering, but I had to get used to doing this stuff alone. “No, it’s okay. I already took three home tests, so it’s just a formality.”

“Jace aside,” she said, smiling. “How do you feel about this? You’ve wanted to be a mom for a long time.”

The reality was just starting to sink in since I’d taken the tests yesterday morning. I was going to be a mom. A single mom. “I didn’t plan to do it alone, but I can’t be sorry it happened.”

“Hey,” Tracey said, patting my knee. “Don’t you worry about a thing. You have me and your family. Even if Jace doesn’t want to be a part of his or her life-”

“I’m pretty sure that’s a given.” Which made me so sad. Sad for him. Sad for me. But most of all, sad for our baby. They’d grow up without knowing what a great guy their dad was. “I told him I had a couple of pregnancy scares while we were together and you should have seen how freaked out he got. I can’t imagine how he’ll react when he realizes this is the real deal.”

“Maybe he’ll take it better than you think he will. Could be he’s lived without you long enough to know he’d make any sacrifice to be with you.”

I stared at the silent TV screen, smiling when a diaper commercial came on. “A baby shouldn’t feel like a sacrifice, Trace. It’s a blessing.”

“You don’t know. Maybe he’ll see it that way. You just have to give him a little time to get over the initial shock.”

Fortunately he had nine months to get used to the idea. “Did he say if he plans to buy my half of the bar? I really don’t want to look for another buyer. It could take months to find someone Jace approves of.” And I didn’t want to be around him every day when I started to show. That wasn’t fair to either one of us.

“No, but I have a feeling he’ll come around when he realizes you’re leaving no matter what.”

“It’s not like I have a choice,” I said, rolling over on my side. “I can’t work ‘til all hours with a baby. Besides, I’ll need the cash to get us out of this crappy little apartment.”

“Yeah, but you have money saved, right?”

“Sure, but babies are expensive and real estate is unpredictable. I need to know I can take care of my baby without having to go to anyone else for help.”

“Hey, you know I’m always here for you,” she said, tapping my leg. “So are your parents. And your brother. But I really don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that. Jace may be a lot of things, but a deadbeat isn’t one of them. He takes care of his responsibilities.”

“But I don’t want him to see us that way,” I said, staring at the dingy white ceiling as tears burned my eyes. Pregnancy hormones were a jerk. And they were just starting. I couldn’t imagine what I had to look forward to. Not that I was complaining. No sacrifice would be too great to bring a healthy baby into the world.

“As a responsibility?” she asked, looking confused. “An obligation? But this baby is his responsibility and he is obligated to take care of him or her.”

“I know. But I want to do it on my own. Jace didn’t ask for this and it’s not fair to burden him with it. I knew how he felt about having a baby and-”

“Screw that! He was in that room too, and if he was so adamant about not wanting a kid he should have kept it wrapped instead of relying solely on you to take care of the birth control.”

I leaned forward, giving her a hug. Cause no matter how nasty I felt about myself she always managed to make me feel better.

 

***

 

One day and my whole life had changed. I had a new job, an estimated due date, and an offer in on a little house in a ‘family-friendly’ neighborhood. The only thing left to take care of was the bar. My final tie to the man I loved. Well… except for the baby I was carrying. They would always be a reminder of him.

I walked into the bar an hour before the staff was ready to start their shift and found Jace behind the bar taking inventory of the bottles.

“Hey you,” I said, sliding on to a bar stool.

“Hey yourself,” he said, turning to face me. “I didn’t expect to see you today. I thought I gave you strict orders to stay home and get some rest.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to rest,” I said, looking around at what we’d built. “Just as soon as you give me a check for my half of this place.”

“So you’re still determined to go through with the sale?” he asked, thrusting a hand into his hair. “I thought you’d have come to your senses by now.”

“Already got the ball rolling,” I said, with a sad smile. “New job. New house. New life.”

If only he knew. I told myself I’d wait until I’d passed the first trimester, when I was out of the danger zone. There was no sense freaking him out if something happened and I wasn’t able to carry the baby… I shut those thoughts down. I was going to do everything in my power to protect my little person. It was me and them against the world now.

“I hate this you know.”

“I know you do.”

Jace was an Alpha male through and through. Always liked to be in control, had to call all the shots. Thought he knew what was best for everyone. Especially me. Taking care of me had become like his part-time job. That’s how I knew he’d be an amazing dad too, if only he were willing to give himself the chance. He had that protective instinct. The dad gene, my dad called it.

“But this is the way it has to be.”

He tossed the tablet down on the bar, scowling at it. “If there’s no way I can talk you out of it-”

“There isn’t.”

There was only one thing he could say that would change everything. I want this baby. But in my gut I knew I’d never hear those words leave his lips. Men like Jace didn’t change. When they had their minds made up they stuck to it, no matter the cost.

“Fine,” he said, looking bitter. “I’ll have the check to you by next week.”

“Thanks.” When he reached behind him to pour a drink, I grabbed his hand, looking into his eyes. “You don’t need that.”

“You don’t know what the heck I need. If you did you wouldn’t be bailing on me.”

“I’m leaving for your own good,” I said, gently. “And mine.” And our baby’s.

“How can you say that?” he asked, pouring too much Jack into a crystal glass. “None of this is going to make our situation better. It’s going to make it worse. For me, at least. I’m going to go from being sad and frustrated to bitter and mother-frigging-miserable.” He held up the glass in a silent toast. “Here’s to me following in the old man’s footsteps.”

“Don’t do that,” I said, grabbing his wrist. “Don’t act like you don’t have a choice. You always have a choice.” Just like I had a choice, not to let a self-destructive drunk be a part of my child’s life.

“Easy for you to say,” he said, pouring another drink after he downed the first one. “You’re the one calling all the shots.”

There was no point talking to him when he was in this mood. I slid off the barstool and told him I’d be back to collect my things another time.

“So this is it?” he asked, staring at me in disbelief. “It’s really going to end like this?”

If only it were that easy. I wasn’t sure there would ever be an end to us, not now. Even if he made some inept, half-ended attempt to be a father, for however long he could stand it, I knew he’d always be on my mind now. I’d look into my child’s face and see his looking back at me. His smile. Maybe his eyes. I shuddered at the thought. It would be haunting. And heart-breaking.

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Jace. We still have some unfinished business, you and I.” I drew back, tapping my hand on the solid surface of the bar. “But this isn’t the time to talk about it.”

“When then?”

I looked at the glass halfway to his lips. “When you realize the answer to all your problems isn’t at the bottom of that glass.”

 


 

Chapter Nine

 

Jace

 

I invited Jude to the bar for a few drinks after he finished work, but after the way Cory looked at me the other day, the disgust written all over her face, I couldn’t bring myself to touch the trash. Jude joked when I ordered a soft drink, but I didn’t care. Cory’s opinion of me mattered more than anyone else’s and I didn’t want her to see me become the man my mother had left.

Cory had other reasons for leaving me, but I wouldn’t let a drinking problem be one of them.

“Hey, did I show you this?” Jude asked, withdrawing an image from his wallet. “Kat’s ultrasound photo. That was last week,” he said, pointing at the photo as I took it. “He’s actually starting to look like a baby now.” He chuckled. “Instead of an alien.”

I stared at the photo a long time, my hand trembling slightly as I tried to reconcile the fact that Cory would one day be staring at one of these images with the man she loved by her side. A man who couldn’t wait to have a baby with her. Was I out of my mind for letting some other dude step in and take what should have been mine? I didn’t know. But lately I’d started wondering.

“That’s awesome,” I said, staring intently at the grainy black and white. “Must have been pretty cool for you, seeing him on the monitor for the first time, huh?”

He sat back, grinning. “I’ll probably get my man-card revoked for saying this, but I actually cried. I’m serious, dude.”

I’d known Jude a long time and I’d never seen him cry. Not even on his wedding day. But I got it. This was some serious trash. Bringing a baby into the world. Especially since they’d tried to get pregnant for over a year before it finally happened for them.

“I’m happy for you, man,” I said, passing the photo back to him. “Seriously.”

“Think you’d like to be a godfather?”

I stared at him, stunned he would even ask, especially given what he knew about me. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.” He leaned in. “Kat and I talked about it and we both agreed you’re the man for the job.”

I swiped a hand over my face. I was flattered, but also scared trashless. And a little appalled. They were asking me to be responsible for their kid, should something happen to them? Were they crazy? Did they even know me at all? I was just about the worst candidate in the world for that role.

“You do know that Cory and I broke up because she wanted a baby and I didn’t, right?” I knew he knew it, but under the circumstances I felt it bore repeating.

“Yeah, you made a bonehead move. But that doesn’t mean you’re a bonehead.”

“What are you talking about? You know I didn’t make that decision lightly, man. I agonized over it.”

“No, you didn’t.” He picked his beer bottle up, tipping it back against his lips. “You’d made that call long before you met Cory. You never even let yourself entertain the possibility of having a baby with her.”

“That’s not true.”

“Don’t trash me.” He looked me in the eye, daring me to look away. “You’ve been telling me forever that you don’t intend to get married or have kids. You’d already had your mind made up when you met Cory. Dang shame if you ask me. That girl should have had forever stamped on that fine rear, not freedom.”

“Forget you, Jude.”

“You’re the one who’s messed, man.” He sneered at me, pissing me off even more. “You’re crazy in love with this gorgeous, sweet, smart woman who feels the same way about you.” He raised a hand. “You have a successful business and home together. The only thing missing is the ring and the ba-”

“Don’t say it,” I warned, raising a hand. “Do. Not. Say. It.”

“So, you’ve never thought about it? Marrying her? Having a family with her?”

Only every night since we did a little role-playing in our office. But fantasy and reality were two different things and I had to remember that. If I thought I could handle it, then decided I couldn’t, it would kill Cory. I couldn’t risk hurting her like that.

“Sure, but I just can’t do it.” I stared at the scarred table, waiting for him to tear me a new one. ‘Cause that’s probably what I’d do if I saw my best friend screw up his life the way I was.

“Never thought I’d see you runnin’ scared, boss.”

“That’s not what this is.” I couldn’t even look him in the eye when I said that. “Yeah, okay. Maybe it is, but man, this is some serious trash. Cory deserves the best. A man who can be a good husband and father. Someone who’ll love her and take care of her and protect her.”

“Right, and that’s not you. ‘Cause you never looked out for her. You never threatened to beat the trash out of guys who put their hands on her or came on too strong when she was serving drinks.”

If not for the vow I’d taken with my Sensei, to only use my skill in self-defense, I would have busted more than a few heads. I hated it when dudes flirted with my woman. Even if she shut them down every time.

“Okay, yeah.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to ward off a headache as I squeezed my eyes shut. The stress of contemplating a life and business without Cory was starting to wear me down. “I looked out for her. I loved her. But that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted more. The ring, the…” I sucked in a breath. I couldn’t even bring myself to say it anymore.

“You’d be lucky to have a woman like that wearing your ring. Sharing your last name.”

Like I don’t know that. “If she just wanted to get married I would have been down with that. It wasn’t the marriage part that scared me. It was-”

“Being a dad.” Jude rolled his eyes. “I know. But your brother’s not worried. He got engaged and I know for a fact he can’t wait to have kids with Jen.”

“Maybe he’s braver than I am.”

“Or smarter.”

“Shut up.”

“Maybe he realizes that what went down with your parents has no bearing on what kind of parents you’ll be.”

My brother was also a phys ed teacher who coached soccer and basketball in his free time. He loved kids. “I’m not my brother. He didn’t go through the trash I did in high school with-”

He flashed his phone at me. I caught a glimpse of a familiar face surrounded by little faces that looked a lot like hers. Caron. I snatched the phone from him. “Wow, she’s got four kids, huh?”

“And a husband who’s a fire fighter.”

“Nice.” I handed the phone back to him. “But I don’t see what that has to do with-”

“Looks like she’s got a pretty sweet life now. She wouldn’t have had that if you guys had stayed together. If she hadn’t miscarried you might have stayed with her, been bitter and resentful. You guys would have fought all the time. Then your kid would have grown up all messed up.” He smiled, though it never reached his eyes. “Just like you are.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“What happened back in high school happened for a reason, man. But it has nothing to do with what’s going down between you and Cory now.”

Easy for him to say. He didn’t see the look on Cory’s face when I told her about the miscarriage.

“I was there, remember? Caron was a sweet girl, but you never loved her the way you love Cory.”

“I’ve never loved anyone like that,” I muttered, though I knew it was obvious to my best friend that Cory owned me. “Never will again.”

“It’s not too late to make things right, Jace.”

“Yeah, it is.” I covered my face with my hands, heaving a sigh. “It’s over. You don’t even know. It’s so over, man. She’s moved on with her life. She’s got a new job, new place-”

“New man?”

I glared at him. “No.”

“Then it’s not too late.”

“What do you want me to do? Beg her to take me back?”

He leaned in, stabbing his finger into the table when we were face-to-face. “If you have to get down on your knees and beg that girl to take you back, that’s what you do. Just get her back.”

He made it sound so easy. “She’s done with me.”

“She will be if you don’t get your head outta your rear soon.” He glared at me across the table as he sank back in his seat. “You are the toughest jerk I know. You’re the first guy I’d call to back me up in a street fight. The last one who’d back down or walk away from a challenge. Yet here you sit…” He gestured to me, looking disgusted. “Like a blasted pussy, whining ‘cause you can’t give your girl what she needs.”

He was pissing me off. He didn’t know what he was talking about.

“What are you really afraid of?” He stared me down, challenging me. “Loving her too much? Having a baby with her and feeling like you’d be gutted if they left you the way your mom left you guys?”

I didn’t have to listen to this trash. I stood, but Jude said, “That’s right. Keep running, jerk.”

“Listen to me,” I said, pointing a finger in this face. “You don’t know squat. Your parents stayed together. They-”

“I don’t give a hoot about your sad story, man. I’m sick of hearing it.”

I really needed to get new friends ‘cause this guy was a jerk. “Then idiot off. No one’s asking you to stay.”

“I’m here because I love you like a brother and I’m sick of seeing you make such a mess of your life. No one knows you like I know you. Except maybe your brother and Cory. And I know that you’d lose it if you got to see Cory bring your baby into the world.”

My gut clenched at that image, maybe because I’d been thinking about it so much lately.

He smirked. “You’d be one of those crazy protective fathers. Especially if you had a daughter that looked like your girl.” He chuckled. “I can see you now, sitting on the front porch with a shotgun at your feet, waiting to scare off any boys who thought about doing your princess wrong.”

I curled my hand around my glass, suddenly wishing I had something stronger.

“Or how ‘bout a son?” he asked, grinning. “Ball games on Saturday? The dojo a few nights a week. You could teach him everything you know.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked, staring at him.

“Then there’d be all those nights after you put the kids to bed and had Cory all to yourself.”

I swallowed, curling my hand into a fist on the tabletop. This mongrel had me wanting the life he described.

“Showing her how much you loved her. Never letting her forget it. Never letting another man take what’s yours.”

“I gotta get out of here.” My Harley was parked outside and I had never needed a ride more.

Jude grabbed my arm as I walked past him. “Don’t be an idiot, man. Don’t let another man have the life that should have been yours.”

 

***

 

I stared up at her bedroom window. The lights were dim. She was probably lying in bed reading. I needed to see her. But I didn’t know what to say. Please forgive me? Please give me another chance? Marry me?

I curled my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket as I considered my options. I could leave and continue to live in misery or I could man up and take what I wanted while I still had the chance. If I still had the chance.

Once I’d made my decision I didn’t walk or jog, I ran inside that building. My breathing was harsh, my heart beating the trash out of my chest as I pounded on her door like a man possessed.

She peeked out the door before opening it wide. “Jace. What the demon-?”

I hauled her into my arms and kissed her senseless as I kicked the door shut and rotated her so she was leaning against it. “Need. You,” I said, between kisses, my hands roughly pushing up her coral nightshirt and pinching her nipples.

She hissed, pushing my hands away. At the question in my eyes, she said, “Just really sensitive.”

Her belly were sensitive, which meant my timing was perfect. Her period wasn’t due yet.

She gripped my face when I tried to kiss her again. “What are you doing here? What’s this all about?”

“I made a huge mistake letting you go.” My lips were trailing down her neck, my hands working under her little black sleep shorts. “You want to get married? Let’s get married.” Anything. I’d do anything to have her back in my life.

Her eyes widened in shock. “Jace, if you’re saying this because you want sex-”

“No.” I gripped her hips, pressing her against the door while my erection grazed her bare belly. “This isn’t about the sex.” I hung my head, trying to align my scattered thoughts. I knew what I wanted to say and this had to come out right. I couldn’t afford another mistake. “This is about us. Our life together.”

“But I thought you didn’t want-”

“To have a family with you?” My heart clenched at the pained expression in her baby blues. I couldn’t pretend I’d done a complete about-face. I still had some trash to work through. But I was getting there. “I was a jerk for saying that, baby. What I should have said is that I just need more time. I really think I can get there eventually.”

“You need more time?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “You think you can get there eventually?”

I could tell this wasn’t going well, but I was doing my best to be honest with her. I couldn’t walk in here making promises, dropping proposals, like I was suddenly a family guy. Ready to be Ward-frigging-Cleaver, father of the year.

“Let’s start by getting engaged,” I suggested, wishing like mad the jewelry stores hadn’t been closed by the time I had my little epiphany. I probably would have been able to sell it with a big-rear diamond. Buy myself a little more time to get used to the idea of a kid.

“You want to start by getting engaged.”

I knew the fact that she was echoing every one of my suggestions in disbelief wasn’t a good thing. So, I upped my game. “Yeah, wouldn’t have to be a long engagement.” I kissed her neck, my hands dipping beneath the elastic in her panties. “A year, two tops.” Didn’t women need at least that long to plan the wedding of their dreams? It was a win-win proposal as far as I was concerned.

“I…” She bit her lip when my fingers dipped inside before spreading the evidence of her arousal all over her. “Can’t.”

“You can’t what?” My hand stilled as I drew back. “Can’t wait a year or two?” I was trying to give her what she wanted, but she had to meet me halfway. I wasn’t about to jump on a plane to Vegas and tie the knot tonight. That would be crazy. And I tried to keep my crazy in the bedroom these days.

Her eyes were pleading with me to understand, but I didn’t. “I can’t be sure you’ll want what I want. You need me to give you time to get there, but I’m already there. You think you might want to marry be in a couple of years. You think you might want a baby someday. But I want all of that now.” She gripped my hand before stepping out of reach, walking into her small living space.

“But I’m getting there, baby. That’s the important thing. I’m getting there. I just need you to bear with me a little longer.” I gripped her shoulders when she turned away, hauling her back against my chest. “Give me a little more time.”

Her hand drifted from my forearm to her flat stomach before it fell away. “I wish I could. I wish we had all the time in the world to work this out, but he don’t.”

“Why?” I knew she thought her biological clock was ticking, but that was trash. She was in her early thirties. Women had babies in their forties and beyond these days. We could afford to wait a while longer.

“You’re just going to have to trust me on this.” She sighed. “I’m not trying to be a jerk. I just need you to understand.”

“But I don’t understand.”

I dropped my hands and heaved a sigh, tugging on my hair as I turned in a slow circle, trying to work out some of the frustration I was feeling. The last thing I wanted was to blow up at her, but I came here all excited because I thought she’d be thrilled that I was finally ready to put a ring on her finger. Instead she acts like I’m offering her too little, too late.

“I don’t understand any of this. I thought this was what you wanted.”

“It would have been,” she said, softly. “A year ago. But right now, today, I need more.”

“You’re not willing to care inch are you?” I was shouting now, probably waking the neighbors, but I didn’t give a hoot. “I’m the one who has to make all the sacrifices? It’s your way or the highway, right?”

“I didn’t say that.” Her tone was low, controlled, making me sound like more of a maniac for losing my trash.

“Then what are you saying? Thanks, but no thanks? You were good enough for me before, but you’re not anymore?”

“This has nothing to do with you being good enough,” she said, closing her eyes, as though she was struggling for patience. “This is about me… putting myself first.”

“Like you’ve never done that before!” I knew I was being a toe, but I was reeling. How could she not want to get engaged? “It’s always been about you and what you want. I’ve bent over backward to give you want you want. And what thanks do I get?” I knew I wasn’t being fair. She’d probably compromised more than I had in our relationship, but I was hurt and angry. And scared. This couldn’t be the end of the road for us. The point of no return. Not when I’d finally started believing I could actually be a husband and father someday.

“I think you’d better leave,” she said, stepping past me. She reached for the door handle. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to yell and scream if that’s what it took to get this trash resolved. Then I wanted to have the kind of make-up sex that rattled the pictures on the wall before we curled up in her bed and talked about the future. Where we’d live. The kind of wedding we’d have… the whole nine.

“I don’t get you,” I said, staring her down when she opened the door. “I don’t think you know what you want.”

“I do know what I want, Jace,” she whispered, her eyes meeting mine. “I’ve always known.”

 


 

Chapter Ten

 

Cory

 

I was scared to death. Lying flat on my back on a cold vinyl table waiting for a technician to perform a transvaginal ultrasound to tell me whether my baby was going to survive. In the past two weeks, since my last blow-up with Jace, I’d had bleeding. More than the usual spotting. And the doctor was concerned. I could tell, though he’d tried to reassure me everything was probably fine. He could still detect a heartbeat, he claimed. This was just a precaution, to put my mind at ease. But I wasn’t sure I believed him.

I’d tried to explain the stress I’d been under: new job, selling my business, closing on a new house, packing, the pregnancy, trying to figure out how the heck I was going to tell the father. The doctor agreed I had a lot on my plate, but I had to put my baby first. I had to try and relax. Now that I was in the clinic, the tears streaming down my face, I was making deals with God, promising that I’d do whatever it took to keep my baby safe from now on.

Tracey was supposed to come with me, but she had a last minute emergency at the shop. A cake that was supposed to be delivered to a baby shower got damaged in transit so she had to scramble to offer a replacement.

So I was going it alone. I told myself I was okay with that, but I would give anything to have a strong hand to hold. Someone to tell me that everything was going to be okay.

A soft tap on the door made me clear my throat and brush away my tears before I invited them to enter. The sight of my mother took my breath away. What was she doing here? I hadn’t even told her about the pregnancy yet!

“How’re you holding up, sweetheart?” Her smile was soft and sympathetic, the concern evident in her eyes.

“What are you doing here?” I started to panic. If she knew, maybe Jace did too.

“Tracey called me.” She sat on the stool next to my bed, letting her purse rest on the floor beside her. “She explained everything. She felt terrible she couldn’t be here for you, and she didn’t want you to go through this alone.”

I bit my lip, trying to stem the flow of tears as I looked at the blank screen next to me. “I was going to tell you about the pregnancy. I’m sorry I didn’t. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay first.”

“And? Is it?” she asked, reaching for my hand.

“I don’t know yet.” I closed my eyes, but the tears continued to fall. “I hope so. I’m already in love with this baby, Mom.”

She wiped the tears off my cheeks, but her eyes were wet too. “I know you are, sweetheart. I know how much you want a baby.”

“I never expected this,” I said, staring at the swirls on the white ceiling above me. “I mean, it obviously wasn’t planned. But now that I know I’m pregnant, it’s all I can think about it.”

“So, all the changes you’ve been making lately: selling the bar to Jace, getting back into real estate, buying a house-”

“Have all been to prepare for the baby. I wanted to be able to take care of them by myself, in case…”

“Jace doesn’t want to be a part of their lives?” She sighed. “You don’t really believe he’d turn his back on his own child, do you?”

“You know the reason we broke up.”

“So, you haven’t told him he’s going to be a father?”

I tried to ignore her accusation, but it was tough when it was accompanied by a pang of guilt. “I wanted to be sure everything was fine before I dragged him into this.” I cringed at my choice of words, making it sound like our baby was anything less than a sacred blessing was unforgiveable.

“Honey, I know times are different now. It’s a woman’s body, a woman’s choice and all that.” She waved her hand dismissively, as though she didn’t really buy it. “But my goodness, you wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for him. That baby you’re carrying is as much his responsibility as it is yours.”

“Mom,” I whispered, praying for the strength to survive whatever the next hour would bring. “Please. Can we talk about this later? The only thing that matters to me now is making sure my baby is okay.”

 

***

 

Jace

 

I sank back in my swivel chair, trying to make sense of the phone call I just received. It was from some diagnostic imaging center. They were looking for Cory. I did a quick Google search and found out they did all kinds of scary sounding scans and ultrasounds. What was going on with her?

I reached for my cell, determined to find out. I called Tracey at the bakery, relieved when she answered after two rings, sounding short-tempered and a little harried.

“What’s going on with Cory? Why is some diagnostic imaging center calling here looking for her?”

She paused. “She, uh, didn’t make her appointment?”

“Why does she have an appointment at a place like that in the first place? You told me she wasn’t sick.” I felt like I was gonna throw up. Cory was sick. Possibly very sick. And I’d been a grade-A toe, completing the sale of the bar through our lawyers because I wanted to punish her for not jumping at the chance to marry me.

“She isn’t sick,” she said, softly. “I’m sorry, Jace. I really can’t say any more.”

“You can’t just leave me hanging like that,” I warned, gripping the phone tighter. “Because I swear if you don’t tell me I’m going to get it out of her.” Or move fast over to that clinic and start making threats until someone told me something.

“Please,” she said, sounding desperate. “The last thing she needs in her life right now is more stress. She needs you to just back off and let her take of… herself.”

“Back off?” I shouted. “The woman I love and want to marry is dealing with some medical emergency on her own and you want me to back off?”

“Yeah, she told me about your half-ended marriage proposal. Sounded real romantic.”

“I was just acting on impulse, okay?” I looked at the photo I still kept on my desk, one of me and Cory wrapped in each other’s arms. I loved that picture, loved the way her smile lit up her gorgeous face, like there was nowhere she’d rather be than in my arms. “I may have screwed it up, but I wanted…” I cleared my throat. “I really wanted to marry her. I may not have said all the trash she needed to hear, like how much I loved her or how I couldn’t have lived without her-”

“Why? Why didn’t you tell her that? That’s exactly what she needed to hear.”

“I guess I just expected her to know that.” I blew out a frustrated breath as I curled my hand around my forehead. “I’ve been telling her that for four years. If she doesn’t know by now how much I love her she never will.”

“But proposing marriage isn’t about how much you love the other person, Jace,” she said, gently. “It’s about letting them know that you’re ready for forever with them. Without hesitation.”

Is that what she’d sensed when I asked her to marry me… hesitation? Is that why she turned me down? “I know I want to spend the rest of my life with that girl. There’s no doubt in my mind about that.”

“You still want to marry her?”

“Of course I do.”

“When?”

Another two weeks apart had turned me into more of a bitter spiteful jerk. No one wanted to be around me. Reminded me a lot of the old man. If this was what living without Cory was going to turn me into, I wanted no part of it.

“Whenever she wants.”

“You really mean that?”

I thought about what that would mean as I glanced absently at my left hand.

It would mean a ring. On my hand and hers. It would mean she’d take my last name. Everyone would know she was mine. She’d share my bed every night. Wake up and tell me she loved me every morning. Work by my side every day, taking our dream to the next level.

What was wrong with me? I should have married that girl yesterday! I wanted all of that.

“Yeah, I do.”

“Even if it means babies?”

I closed my eyes, a smile teasing my lips as I imagined Cory holding our baby, that same smile lighting up her face… and my world. Tripping over toys. Making room for stuffed animals. Teething. Drooling. Crying. Diaper changes. Sleepless nights. Pudgy little hands reaching for me. Hearing Daddy for the first time. Protecting her. Guiding him. Watching Cory be the kind of mom to our kids I always wished I’d had. Being the kind of dad to our kids I’d always wanted mine to be.

Heck, yeah. Bring it on.

“Even if it means babies.”

She heaved a sigh, but it sounded like relief. “I’m so glad to hear you say that.”

“Why?”

Tracey groaned. “I really shouldn’t be the one to tell you this.”

I sat up straighter, my mouth dry. “Tell me what?” When she didn’t answer, I said, “Don’t mess with me, girl. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Cory’s pregnant,” she whispered. “She was so scared to tell you, but-”

I could barely breathe. My chest tightened and my head was spinning. I’d never fainted before, but I sure was glad I was sitting down. “Pregnant?” I repeated. “She’s pregnant. That’s why they called from the-”

“Yeah. That’s the other part. She’s been having some bleeding lately. It may be just all the stress she’s been under lately, but the doctor wanted her to have an ultrasound just to make sure everything’s all right.”

It has to be. We can’t lose this baby. My mind drifted back to the last time I’d heard those words… We lost the baby. If Cory said that to me today I’d be gutted. That’s how I knew for sure this was it. I was ready to be a father. I wanted that baby more than anything.

“I have to go. I have to get there, to be with her.” Thankfully the Google search was still on my phone so I could just plug the address into my GPS. “She’s not alone, is she?”

“No, her mom’s there with her.”

“Okay, I’ll-”

“Jace, wait. Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her I only told you because I love her and I happen to think you guys belong together, as a family, even if you are a jerk sometimes.”

This time I had to agree with the lady. I was a jerk. If I hadn’t been I’d be sitting beside my wife, holding her hand, as we saw our baby for the first time on a screen.

 


 

Chapter Eleven

 

Cory

 

I was crying again. But this time they were tears of joy. And relief. My baby was fine. No matter what else life threw at me, as long as I knew that I could get through anything.

The technician was just leaving the room when Jace slipped past her.

Oh. My. Goodness. What was he doing here?

My mother and I shared a look before she squeezed my hand with a reassuring smile. “Looks like you two have some things to discuss. I think I’ll be on my way.” She kissed Jace on the cheek as she passed him. “Take good care of my baby.”

He gripped the hand she had on his shoulder, never taking his eyes off me. “You can count on it.”

“What are you doing here?” I sat up, facing him, my legs hanging over the edge of the bed. “How did you even know where to find me?”

“The clinic called the bar looking for you.”

I blushed, knowing I only had myself to blame. “Traffic was tough. I was ten minutes late for the appointment. I guess they had my work number on file.” I bit my lip when he didn’t say anything as he stared at me. “I’ll, um, have to change that.”

“And let me guess,” he said, his eyes trailing over my body. “Your cell phone was dead again, so they couldn’t reach you?”

“Something like that,” I muttered. Now that I knew how he was here, I needed to know why. And whether he knew. “But they wouldn’t have told you…”

“About the baby?” He reached for my hand as my eyes widened in surprise. “No, Tracey told me about that.”

“I’m going to kill her.”

“Don’t do that.” He smiled. “I’m thinking this baby might need a godmother, no?” His eyes darkened. “Unless, there’s a problem with the pregnancy.”

“No, no problem. Everything’s fine.”

He sank forward, looking relieved. “Thank goodness.”

I was speechless. He was relieved that I was having his baby? Since when? “I was going to tell you about the baby. I just didn’t want to freak you out in case…” I shrugged when he looked up at me, daring me continue.

“In case… what?”

“In case there was a problem with the pregnancy.”

He jumped up, hauling me into his arms. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. There’s not going to be a problem with the pregnancy. I’ll make sure of it.” He stroked my hair, kissing along my jawline. “I am going to take such good care of you. You won’t even have to lift a finger.”

I’ll admit I melted a little. ‘Cause really, is there anything sexier than a big, tough guy like Jace wanting to take care of you and protect you when you’re carrying his baby? “You don’t have to take care of me, Jace. I can take care of myself.” My hand drifted to my stomach. “And this little peanut too.”

His eyes drifted to my hand and his nostrils flared. “You will let me take care of you. And this baby you’re carrying. That’s non-negotiable.”

“I don’t want you to feel obligated to-” He cut me off with a kiss, curling his hands around my face. When we finally broke apart he was staring into my eyes and I swear he got a peek into my soul too.

“This isn’t an obligation. It’s a privilege. Just like being your husband would be my privilege.”

Cue waterworks. Dang pregnancy hormones. “I know you said a year or two from now-”

“Harass that.” He grinned. “How does day after tomorrow work for you?”

My jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

“Heck, I’d marry you tomorrow, but we have to get the marriage license, right?”

“I guess. But if you’re just marrying me because of the baby, don’t. I’d never try to prevent you from being a part of his or her life, if you want. But that doesn’t mean we have to be partners to co-parent.”

“Here’s the deal,” he said, holding my hands. “I love you. No.” He shook his head. “That’s not right. I adore you. I worship you.” He chuckled. “I think I’m obsessed with you.”

Goodness, I loved this man.

“I think about you all the time. I think about how much I miss you. How much I wish we could be together.” He leaned in, brushing his lips across my cheek. “But lately, that’s not all I’ve been thinking about.”

I leaned in, not wanting to miss a whisper. “Oh yeah?”

“I’ve also been thinking about…” His eyes fell, landing on my stomach. “How incredible it would be to have a baby with you.”

I sniffled as the tears fell, making him smile as he wiped them away. I couldn’t help it. I’d waited a long time to hear him say those words. “Really?”

He nodded, looking as though he was battling his emotions. “I would have been a nasty father before, Cor. But I was just a kid then.”

“I know,” I whispered, curling my hand around his face. I wanted him to know that I understood and would never judge him.

“I didn’t know anything about life. Just what I’d learned growing up in that house. I learned that people leave. Even when they promised to stay. I learned that people drink even when they promise they won’t.” He bit his lip. “And I learned that they beat you down even when they’re supposed to build you up.”

I pulled him in for a hug, needing to wrap my arms around him. Needing him to know how much I loved him and that I would never leave him again.

“But being his son taught me to be strong too.” He grabbed my hand, holding it against his chest. “It taught me how to take a beating and get back up when life knocks you down. And it eventually taught me to fight back.”

“I wish you hadn’t had to go through that,” I whispered, my heart breaking for him.

“It’s okay,” he said, shaking his head. “I made my peace with the old man before he died.” He tapped his finger against his temple. “I’ve made my peace with my mother too. In here. She couldn’t live with a raging alcoholic. I get that. Do I wish she’d taken us with her? Sure. But I understand why she didn’t. She had no way of caring for us. At least he could keep a roof over our head and food in our bellies.”

I ran my hands through his hair, thinking how proud I was of him for coming to terms with all the hard blows life had dealt him.

“The point I’m trying to make is… if I had to go through that trash to learn how not to do it, I’m okay with it. It was worth paying the price if it means I can be a better parent to our kids.”

I smiled. “Kids, plural?”

He grinned. “Let’s start with two and see how it goes.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He frowned. “Wait. Not two girls though. I couldn’t handle that.”

I winked. “Don’t worry, babe. We’ll make sure their boyfriends all know about your black belt,” I said, tugging on the leather belt looped through his jeans.

“I have a better idea,” he said, looking serious. “I’ll take them to the dojo with me. That way they can kick booty if any one of those jerks comes on too strong.”

I loved how protective he was of a child we hadn’t even had yet. “You’re going to be an amazing daddy,” I whispered, kissing him.

He groaned, resting his forehead against mine. “I have a feeling I’m gonna screw up. A lot.”

“Of course you will. We both will. They don’t come with an instruction manual, Jace.”

“I wish they did.”

I smiled at him, thinking about how far he’d come since that smart-ended, tough-talking, crude mongrel who’d tried to seduce me the first night we met. “Look at it this way. You were the guy we’ll have to warn her about. You’ll know what to look for.”

He looked fierce when he said, “She brings home a guy like me and I’ll break both of his legs.”

I laughed, pulling him in tight. I had no doubt he’d want to, but I’d be there to rein him in. To remind him that our kids would have to make their own mistakes. Just like we had.

 


 

Epilogue

 

Jace

 

One Year Later

 

Cory had just crawled back into bed after feeding Isabelle and I pulled her close, kissing her neck as I pinned her body with mine. “I’ve been thinking, I want to do this again.”

She pulled back to look at me as my hand skated over her smooth thigh. “What’s that?”

“Have another baby. Now.”

I knew she’d probably argue it was too soon. Issy wasn’t even sleeping through the night yet. The doctor had just given us the go-ahead to have sex six weeks ago. But the way that little girl made me feel, like my heart was too big for my chest sometimes… I wanted more of that. Heck, I could get addicted to that feeling.

She laughed, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, right. Look, I know we’ve been using the withdrawal method, which is a lousy form of birth control, but that doesn’t mean we should-”

“I don’t want to pull out tonight,” I said, feeling the urgency creep into my voice as my hand slipped between her legs. “Let me fill you up,” I whispered, licking her ear. “Let’s make a baby, Cor.”

Issy had been a surprise, though I’d never, ever consider her a mistake. The result of desperate sex and expired pills. This time I wanted to do it right. To look my wife in the eye while I made love to her and show her how much I wanted her to have my baby.

“You’re crazy,” she said, curling her hand around my bicep as I slowly stroked her slick folds. She lifted her hips off the bed, moaning. “It’s… oh… Goodness.” I slid two fingers inside of her, stretching her as I pressed my erection into her thigh.

“It’s perfect, baby. Come on, think about it.” I licked her neck, her ear, her perfect nipples. “Issy will have a playmate. They’ll be so close in age. Maybe a sister for her to grow up with.” Though I still suspected two daughters who looked like their gorgeous mommy might be the death of me.

“I can’t believe…” She closed her eyes, her mouth slipping open as I rubbed her more insistently. “You wanna… oh… do this… so soon.”

“I do.” She was so beautiful, not to mention horny, when she was pregnant. I was an idiot not to have thrown her pills away years ago. “I want this.” I slipped between her legs, kissing her flat stomach before my mouth drifted lower. I knew I wasn’t playing fair, but I really wanted her to say yes. “Come on, Cor. Give me another baby.”

I swiped my tongue over her while hooking my fingers deep inside.

“Jace…” Her breathing was labored as her legs fell open wider. “That feels incredible.”

Tasted incredible too. I could make love to this woman ten times a day for the next fifty years and never tire of it.

I shifted her legs over my shoulders, settling in. I loved being between her legs, making her moan my name. The only place I’d rather be right now is buried deep inside of her, making another baby.

I lapped at her, enjoying the sweet sounds of her helpless little cries as I felt her body tighten. I was relentless, seeking, probing… tearing her apart.

She begged, first pleading for me not to stop, then on the heels of her release crying out she couldn’t take any more.

I climbed on top of her, brushing her hair back from her face. “You are my life,” I whispered, kissing her. “You and Issy. I know it took me awhile to come around, but baby, I get it now. Why you wanted a family so much. Nothing has ever made me feel so…complete.”

I’d hear Issy’s whimpers through the monitor in the morning and wake up with a smile on my face as I went in to rescue my baby girl from the confines of her crib. She’d just moved into the nursery and while I hated not having her with us through the night, I loved being able to ravage my wife whenever I wanted to.

“You’re an amazing daddy,” she said, smiling as she looked into my eyes. “Just like I knew you would be.”

“So make me a daddy again. Please.” I never expected to beg Cory for a baby, but now that I had a taste of the good life I feared she’d have to beat me off with a stick to prevent me from getting her pregnant every chance I got.

“I love how enthusiastic you are,” she said with a dirty grin as she reached between us to stroke me. “But having another baby is a really big decision.”

“I know.” I groaned when she closed her hand around my shaft and spread her slickness between us. “Baby, that feels amazing. But if you’re trying to distract me, it’s not going to work.”

I plunged inside of her, hissing as I adjusted to her tightness. “You know I’ll help any way I can.” I wasn’t letting this go. I couldn’t, not when I was thinking about it day and night.

“You’re already an amazing help.” She licked my neck while gripping my rear. “Now quit talking.”

I smirked, altering my pace so my focus was slow and steady. She had her ideas, I had mine. “I want to come so deep inside of you,” I swirled my tongue around her ear, my whisper husky as I rotated my hips, getting just enough friction to tease her.

“Yessss….”

“I want to fill you...” She loved it when I talked dirty to her. It made her crazy.

“Oh…” Her back arched, thrusting her belly out.

I licked her nipples before sucking them into my mouth. They were still huge from breastfeeding, and I loved it. “You like that, sexy?”

“You know I do.” She threaded her hands through my hair, linking her ankles behind my back.

I leaned back, resting my hands on her knees as I forced her legs back. I pumped into her fast and hard, watching her play with her breasts, tweaking her nipples. I could blow just watching her. But I wouldn’t. Not without her consent. Our relationship was built on a foundation of trust and respect and I wouldn’t risk that for anything.

“You want this?” I asked, my eyes locking with hers. “You want to give me this?”

She licked her lips as her hand roamed my chest.

I was slowly losing my mind as I pumped into her, trying to resist the urge to give in when she clenched me in her tight heat. “I loved watching your belly grow round with my baby,” I said, getting crazier, more territorial when I thought about the way it had marked her as mine for the world to see.

“It was so hot.”

Cory hadn’t been one of those women who felt insecure about her burgeoning body. She owned it and I thought it was sexy. “I wanted you all the time. Sometimes when I felt you needed a break, I’d get off in the shower just thinking about you. Your gorgeous round belly.” I caressed her body. Her hips. Her breasts.

I licked my lips. “Such a turn-on. And you were so hot for me when you were pregnant. You couldn’t get enough.”

“I still can’t,” she whispered, watching it disappear inside of her.

“Come on, Cor. Let’s do this again.”

Her gaze was intense as she pulled me closer. “Let’s.”

My heart was beating like crazy, both from exertion and excitement. I was so close. I knew she was too. I reached between us and with the barest of touches she went off like a little rocket, panting my name.

“Baby, I’m gonna come,” I hissed, trying to hold out until I heard her tell me she was sure. “I need to know you want this.”

She drew me close, wrapping her arms and legs around me. “I want you to get me pregnant again, Jace.”

That was all it took for me to blow. My orgasm seemed endless and I knew I had to stay put or risk spilling some when I pulled out, and that was the last thing I wanted. I needed her to take every drop.

“Is the timing right?” I should have asked before, though I wouldn’t complain if this had been a practice round.

“Pretty perfect, I think.”

I grinned as I pulled back to look at her. “Seriously?” I moved a little, making her moan. “I could’ve just-”

“You definitely could have. But even if you didn’t, we can try again and again.” She kissed me. “Until we do get pregnant.”

“One more won’t be enough for me. You do know that right?”

She laughed, slapping my back. “Not only are you insatiable, but you’re a caveman. You want me to be barefoot and pregnant-”

“Hey, didn’t say anything about barefoot.” I glanced over my shoulder at her pretty pink toes. “Though you do have sexy little feet.”

She giggled, making me smile. “You’re crazy.”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling. “About you. And our daughter.”

“Do you have any idea how happy you’ve made me?” she asked wiping the sweat off my forehead as she brushed my hair back.

“I didn’t even know the meaning of the word until I met you, sweetheart.”

I hugged her hard, burying my face in her neck. This feeling was what life was all about. And thank goodness I finally figured that out before I lost everything that ever meant anything to me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do You Want to Read More About the Sexy Exes?

Down and Dirty is coming soon!
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