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      For my one and only parabati.

      Wouldn’t be able to do it without you, chum.
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      As Kelsey watched the retreating form of her best friend storming across the patio and into the bar, she felt the hammock shift with the considerable weight of Carlos. She was only a little ashamed to admit that she’d blatantly checked him out as they were being introduced. She guessed Carlos was around six feet tall, if not a bit over, and was all solid muscle. He wore dark-wash jeans that hugged his muscular thighs and a light-pink shirt that complemented his tanned skin and showcased his bulging biceps. His shortish black hair was haphazardly finger-combed back, his clear brown eyes twinkling with mischief. The man had a jaw that could cut glass and deliciously full lips that had Kelsey thinking thoughts that a woman in the middle of a divorce had no right thinking.

      When Sophie’s small form had disappeared from her view, Kelsey looked over at Carlos. His sinful lips were curved up in a smile, and he had leaned back in the hammock, looking every inch the cat who ate the canary.

      “How much are you willing to bet our friends are fucking in the bathroom within the next five minutes?”

      A laugh burst from Kelsey’s lips, surprising her; she hadn’t really laughed since she’d left Kyle. The stress of the divorce and custody battle was really wreaking havoc on her emotional state.

      “I sure as hell hope that’s what’s happening. Lord knows Sophie could use a good, hard dicking. That girl is wound way too tight right now.”

      “Be careful, a woman with a filthy mouth is one of my weaknesses.”

      Kelsey hid her smile with her glass as she took another swig of Guinness. “Well, being raised with three brothers definitely impacted my vocabulary.”

      Carlos raised a hand to wave a waitress over, ordering a Tecate before turning back to look at her. “Three brothers? Shit, I can’t even imagine what that life must’ve been like.”

      “It was definitely…” She paused, searching for the right word. “Interesting. There was never a dull moment. Plus, my brother Dillon is gay and not even a little shy; I’ve probably heard the word cock more than any other.”

      Carlos laughed, “I grew up surrounded by Hispanic women. I’ve had to hide my cursing from my overbearing mother for years.”

      When the waitress returned with his beer, he gripped the neck of the bottle between his thumb and forefinger, taking a long swig. Kelsey found herself mesmerized by the way the muscles in his throat worked as he swallowed. The long fingers he used to hold the bottle gave her deliciously dirty thoughts that had her blushing and shifting in her seat.

      Shit, this man is dangerous.

      Looking away before he caught her staring, she continued their conversation. “Overbearing family, huh? That must’ve been rough.”

      Carlos sighed, “Yeah my dad passed away when I was a kid so it was just me, my mom, and my aunts. Honestly my mother and I don’t have the best relationship because she was too controlling, too involved. I’m glad she’s in San Antonio now; that shit was exhausting.”

      “That sounds miserable. I’m the oldest of my siblings and my parents haven’t always been the most present, so I was always the adult of the house, even as a teenager. Sophie gives me constant shit for mothering her, but I can’t help it. I like to think I’ve gotten better since I had my son though.”

      Carlos hummed and took another sip of his beer before answering. “Oh, how old is your son?”

      Kelsey couldn’t hold back the wide grin that overtook her face when she thought of James. “He’s three and he’s so damn cute it hurts sometimes. He says the most outrageous things, I swear.”

      “If his vocabulary is even a quarter as vulgar as your own, I can only imagine how interesting it must be.”

      She laughed, “Living with Sophie doesn’t help either. I think she is intentionally teaching him to say fucked-up shit just to mess with me.”

      Carlos looked over and she saw his gaze dip down to her hand, searching for a ring he wouldn’t find. She’d returned her wedding ring to Kyle the night she’d left with James. She still wasn’t used to the naked feeling, and there was still a faint line where her ring had sat for years. “So is it safe to assume you’re single?”

      Kelsey rubbed her ring finger absently. “Technically, yes. Legally, no. Divorce is a shitshow,” she laughed.

      The mischievous glint had returned to Carlos’s eyes. “I’d like to be a good guy and say that I’m sorry to hear you’re getting divorced, but I don’t like to lie. I’m damn glad you’re single.”

      Butterflies took flight in Kelsey’s stomach at his words, and she looked away to hide the blush staining her cheeks. “Did you know that raptors actually had feathers?”

      “Um, no? I guess I didn’t know that.”

      “Yep, movies always depict them as featherless so few people know that they have them.” She looked up from her beer and took in his confused expression. “Sorry, I tend to blurt out random facts when I get nervous. It’s weird, I know.”

      “Hey, all I’m hearing is that I make you nervous.” Carlos leaned in, his warm breath brushing her ear. “Why do I make you nervous, Kelsey?”

      Kelsey swallowed and fought the urge to spew off more random facts. She had plenty stored up, including some pretty great ones about World War II. It was her favorite time period, and she studied it for fun.

      Too focused on keeping her history knowledge under wraps, she said the first thing that came to mind. “Have you seen you? You look like Mario Lopez and Adam Rodriguez had a tall, muscular child, it’s ridiculous.”

      Carlos guffawed, gaining the attention of more than one woman nearby. Kelsey fought the urge to shoot them death glares and focused instead on how damn handsome he looked when he laughed. His personality was infectious, and she felt lighter just being around him. There was something about Carlos that drew people in. He was just so joyful and genuine, his laughs coming easily.

      “Shit, you’re good for a man’s ego. Maybe I should just skip ahead and ask if we’re going back to your place or mine.”

      The image of Carlos’s hands all over her body, stripping her of her clothes, his muscled arms on either side of her head as he worked them both to an orgasm, had Kelsey clenching her thighs to ease the ache there. Needing a moment to think and something to cool her off, she downed the rest of her beer and signaled to the waitress for another.

      “You’re too cocky by far. There is no way I’m going home with you tonight. I firmly draw the line at men in pink shirts.”

      Carlos nodded sagely. “Understood. We can stay at your place tonight. Also, this shirt is salmon, and I look fucking fantastic in it.”

      Kelsey laughed and shook her head, her cheeks hurting from the amount of smiling she’d done in the last thirty minutes. “You’re just decreasing your chances of getting in my pants now.”

      “Nah, I’m pretty sure I’m charming those pants right off of you. But I’ll drop it for now. To be revisited.” He threw a wink her way. “So tell me about this divorce. You doing okay?”

      She was surprised by the quick change of conversation, but was bolstered by the genuine interest and concern in his eyes. Kelsey was startled to realize he was actually interested in her response. Over the next few hours, they discussed everything: her divorce, her son, his overbearing mother and their strained relationship, their career goals and personal dreams. It was the most honest conversation she’d had in ages.

      At the end of the night, when last call had been announced and they’d paid their tabs, Carlos wrapped his arms around Kelsey, giving her a hug and a sweet peck on the cheek before heading toward the cab he’d called. Before she had time to second-guess the decision, Kelsey followed him to the car and got into the backseat with him. She gave the driver her address and turned to look at Carlos. His eyes were wide with surprise, the cocky persona from earlier gone entirely.

      Kelsey had never felt more wanton, and embraced it, leaning in to whisper in Carlos’s ear, “Remember? We agreed we’d be going back to my place tonight.”
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      Everything hurt. Carlos had never known that it was possible for fingernails to ache and throb, but he could swear that his did. Every single inch of his body felt like a throbbing mass of nerves, his head most of all. His fucking head. Never had Carlos felt such excruciating pain. He’d flitted in and out of consciousness for an indeterminate period of time. Though he felt awake, he hadn’t yet been able to focus, to open his eyes or move his limbs. Through the throbbing in his head, he was able to make out the sounds of the room around him. Carlos heard the steady beep of the heart monitor, keeping track of his vitals.

      After a few minutes of quiet shuffling, he felt a hand touch his and heard a voice that washed over him like a soothing balm, easing his aches and pains. Carlos couldn’t make out the words being spoken through the ringing in his ears, but he recognized the timbre of her voice and felt himself relax. He hadn’t even realized that he’d been tensing until he’d heard Kelsey’s raspy voice. Though he wanted nothing more than to wake up and hold her, he felt his consciousness begin to fade again, sleep pulling him under.

      When he came to once more, he heard tense voices in the room. Though things were still hazy, and his ears were ringing, he made out the distinctive sound of his mother’s voice. Based on the tension evident in her tone, she was arguing with someone. Shit must be bad if his mother had driven in from San Antonio. He opened his bleary eyes, the lids feeling weighted down. Carlos blinked a few times to clear his vision, and was able to make out two forms: his mother and Kelsey. The ringing in his ears wouldn’t quiet long enough for him to make out their words, but based on body language alone, their conversation was not going well.

      Carlos opened his mouth to speak, to find out what was happening, and ended up making a garbled sound instead. Shit, he needed some water. The lights in this room were doing nothing to alleviate the pounding in his head.

      He tried to speak again, or at least make enough noise to get their attention, but their arguing was only gaining volume, masking the sounds of his own voice. He reached around on the hospital bed, hoping there was a call button for the nurse’s station. He wanted to know what was going on. Why was he still in the hospital? Why did everything fucking hurt? And why was Kelsey here, arguing with his mother?

      His fingers brushed something plastic and he grasped the small call button. He pressed down three times, expecting to see a nurse bursting into his room any minute. Instead, he felt the pain in his body slowly dissipate and his consciousness begin to fade. Belatedly, he realized that he’d most likely hit a morphine button. Frustrated, Carlos allowed sleep to drag him under again.

      This time, there were no voices to pull Carlos from sleep. Instead, he came to consciousness in a room completely devoid of all sound save the beeping of the heart monitor attached to him. The lights in his room were blessedly off, and the ringing in his ears had begun to subside a bit. Though Carlos still felt disoriented, he finally was able to view the hospital room clearly, and the pain in his head was no longer debilitating. The throbbing pain in his right leg gave him pause, however. Fuck, if his leg was injured how could he go back to work? He needed to speak to a doctor, but it looked to be the middle of the night.

      Groaning, he lifted his torso into a sitting position, ignoring the sudden throb in his temples and the sharp protest his leg gave as he moved it. He wasn’t a fucking invalid; he could sit up if he wanted to, injury be damned. Rubbing his temples with his thumbs, and ignoring the pull of the IV in his arm, Carlos looked around the room. In the corner of the dark hospital room, he was able to make out the sleight form of his mother. She appeared to be sleeping on a small cot. He was dying to wake her up and ask what the fuck was going on, but he was sure she needed her rest.

      Instead, Carlos reached for the small table next to him, grasping for a cup of water. The plastic yellow cup was pushed to the edge of the damn table, and he was only able to graze the rough surface with his fingertips. Peeking up at his mother’s sleeping form, he again considered waking her—he was really fucking thirsty. He was also a grown ass man, capable of getting himself some damn water.

      Carlos leaned his body out of the bed, reaching for the cup and was finally able to grasp it. Before he could pull it to his body, it slipped free of his hand, hitting the tile floor with a loud clatter. His mother immediately stirred, getting off of her cot quickly to see what was going on. She let out an audible gasp when she saw that he was awake, and rushed to his bedside.

      Her hand found his cheek immediately, and he could see even in the dark room that she had tears in her eyes. “Mijo, you’re awake,” she said softly.

      He wanted to speak, but his throat felt like he’d swallowed a bag of fucking sawdust. He reached toward the water pitcher again, and his mother gently slapped his hand away. He felt the ghost of a smile touch his lips; the woman was going to mother-hen him to death now that he was injured. She was overbearing on a normal day; he couldn’t even begin to imagine how protective she would be now.

      He gulped down the cup of water she handed him before motioning for another. Once he’d downed three more refills, he finally felt as though he’d be able to talk. He cleared his throat a few times, handing the cup to his mother before opening his mouth.

      “What happened?” he rasped.

      His mother shook her head and wiped another tear from her eye. “You were—” her voice cut off and she choked on a sob. Carlos could name on one hand the number of times he’d seen his mom cry. He wanted to lift his arms to comfort her, but was worn out from the simple action of reaching for the drink of water. She took a steadying breath and started again.

      “You were in an accident, mijo. You got hit pretty hard by a drunk driver. Because you were hit on the passenger’s side of the car, your head was thrown into the driver’s side window. There was some brain swelling and you have a pretty severe concussion.”

      Well, at least that explained the pain in his head, the ringing in his ears, and the near constant state of drowsiness. Even now, he felt the pull of sleep threatening to drag him back under. He fought the exhaustion, wanting to stay awake a bit longer.

      Carlos began to nod, but stopped almost immediately at the wave of pain that hit him. Fuck, this shit sucks. “Any other injuries? Broken bones or anything?”

      His mother swallowed before answering, “You fractured your right femur; it’s going to take some time and physical therapy to heal. You had to have surgery when you were admitted to reposition the bones so that they’re properly aligned. They were also pretty worried you’d have brain damage for a while. Don’t ever put me through that again. I’ll bring you back from the dead and kill you myself.”

      He laughed and leaned back in the bed. He knew he couldn’t maintain consciousness for much longer and figured he should at least get comfortable before passing back out. Once he was settled on his back again, his mother tucked him in and placed a kiss on his brow. He was tempted to roll his eyes—the entire situation reminiscent of her tucking him in at night as a child.

      He felt his eyes drift closed and had one final thought before sleep claimed him again. He wanted to ask where Kelsey was, and needed to know if she’d been a figment of his drugged-out imagination.

      The sound of raised voices woke him up an indeterminate time later, and he opened his eyes, searching for the source of the noise. Carlos was able to make out two figures near the door of his room, but his vision was double and he was struggling to focus on what he saw. He let his head fall back on the pillow and focused instead on listening to the conversation. Almost immediately, he recognized Kelsey’s voice.

      “He’s a grown man, Clara! He needs to recover at home, in Houston. You can’t just decide to take him to San Antonio. He wouldn’t want that.”

      He tensed when he heard the venom in his mother’s voice. “And who are you to make decisions for him? He’s never even mentioned your name to me. You’re not family, you’re not his girlfriend, you’re nobody.”

      When he heard Kelsey suck in a sharp breath, he knew he needed to intervene. He let out a loud sigh and fluttered his eyelids as though he were just waking up. At the sound of footsteps approaching his bed, he knew his ruse had been successful. He groaned and smacked his lips, slowly opening his eyes once more. Though his vision was still fuzzy, and he was definitely seeing double, he could make out Kelsey’s auburn hair and fine figure.

      A smile formed on his lips automatically. “If I’d known all it took was a brain injury to get such a hot nurse, I would’ve gotten into an accident much sooner.” His voice was hoarse with disuse, and the words felt as though they were spoken through gravel in his throat, but it was all worth it to see the smile on Kelsey’s face.

      “You’re such a perv, Carlos,” she laughed, the melodic sound warming him from the inside out. His mother coughed nearby, ruining their moment soundly.

      “Mijo,” she said, her voice was sugar sweet, never a good sign. “I was just telling your...friend here that you need to come back to San Antonio to recover with your family.”

      Hell no. There was no way he could handle weeks, maybe months of recovery in his mother’s house. The woman was exhausting and overbearing to an extreme degree. He remembered that he’d told Kelsey about her the first night they’d met and was touched at the knowledge that she remembered and was fighting for him to stay in Houston.

      Over the past nine months, he and Kelsey had gone from lovers to nothing at an alarming rate. He still remembered their conversation the morning after they’d slept together. He had been about to ask her on a real date, something he rarely did, when she’d cut him off and told him that they should forget their night together had ever happened. Forget. As if he could forget the best night of sex he’d ever had. He would never get the sounds of Kelsey’s moans out of his mind, would never be able to erase the way it had felt when she’d come and her tight pussy had gripped his cock like a goddamn vise. Just thinking about it now had him half hard in his itchy hospital gown.

      Over the months that had followed he’d tried his hardest to change her mind. Hell, he didn’t even just want to fuck her—he wanted to actually be with her. Every time he tried to talk to her about it she either shut him down completely or ignored him. Eventually, he’d gotten the message and backed off, choosing to sleep his way through as many women as it took to forget Kelsey.

      With their best friends getting together, they’d formed some semblance of a friendship, but it was tenuous at best, and Carlos was so grateful she was here, fighting his mother for him. Not even Rafe knew about his turbulent relationship with Clara; it wasn’t something he discussed very openly.

      “Mom, I’m not coming back to San Antonio. My life is here; Houston is my home now.”

      His mother shook her head and gripped his hand. “No, mijo, you can’t stay here. You have three to six months of recovery for your leg and you’ll need some pretty strenuous physical therapy. You live alone in Houston. Who will help you get around the house?”

      He was beginning to get frustrated, and the pounding in his head wasn’t helping matters. Kelsey jumped in before he could respond. “I’ve told you this, Clara. I work from home. Carlos can come stay with me and my son. Sophie lives with Rafe now so I have an extra bedroom at the house. It makes the most sense for Carlos, and Houston has one of the best medical centers in the country.”

      He saw his mother’s features tighten as she fought the urge to snap at Kelsey. This was her true nature—she was sweet as can be until she didn’t get her way, and then she lashed out at whomever happened to be nearby.

      “And I’ve told you, my son needs to be with family. Not some tramp he’s probably fucked a few times.”

      Carlos was fed up, and though it hurt like nobody’s business, he sat himself up in the hospital bed. “ENOUGH!” he shouted, his vocal chords and head protesting. “You have no right to speak to Kelsey that way, Mother. She’s a friend and has been nothing but helpful. She also happens to be right. I will not be going back to San Antonio.”

      Tears formed in his mother’s eyes and it was a real struggle for Carlos not to sigh. Manipulation tactic number two: turn on the waterworks. They weren’t real tears—the woman rarely actually cried. She was, however, a master at making herself cry when she needed to drive a point home. If being sweet didn’t work, and arguing failed to get her what she wanted, she would play the martyr. He was beginning to think that the worst thing about this injury was his mother’s presence in the hospital.

      He’d moved to Houston fifteen years ago, the moment he had graduated high school. Since then, he’d only driven back to visit for the necessary holidays and his mother’s birthday. She could try, but it was hard to be overbearing and manipulative from an entirely different city.

      Big, fat tears ran down her face and she heaved a dramatic sigh. Glancing over at Kelsey, he saw that she was rolling her eyes. Clearly, his mother had tried this tactic already.

      “Mijo, I was so scared. You could have died. I just want to—” she let out a dramatic wail and broke off her sentence.

      Carlos heaved a heavy sigh; his mother was truly exhausting. He knew though that if he gave in and went home with her to recover, she would guilt him into staying in San Antonio. The woman was a master manipulator, and he wasn’t in the mood to deal with it anymore. Lowering his eyelids as though he were tired, Carlos let out a big yawn and settled back into the pillows behind him.

      “Mom, I’m pretty tired. I think I’ll go back to sleep. Do you two mind giving me a little privacy?”

      His mother’s eyes softened, and he hated that he couldn’t tell if her concern was feigned or genuine. “Of course, mijo. I think I’ll go back to the hotel and get some rest too. Lord knows I could use a shower.”

      She walked over and kissed Carlos on the cheek, but he didn’t miss the glare she shot Kelsey as she did so. Before Kelsey could follow his mother out the door, he stopped her with a hand on her wrist. The shock that zinged through him at the contact was overwhelming.

      Shit, I’ve missed touching this woman.

      For the first time in months, she didn’t pull away from his touch, and the allowed contacted bolstered him. He was so grateful she was here—he honestly wasn’t aware she cared so much.

      “Thank you for helping me with her. I’m so sorry if she’s said anything shitty.”

      Kelsey shrugged. “She’s nothing I can’t handle, Carlos. Besides, you did warn me about her the night we met.”

      “Well, you may as well get used to her now. One of these days I’m going to talk you into marrying me, and she’ll be your mother-in-law.”

      Kelsey laughed, “Keep dreaming, buddy. Buttering me up will get you nowhere.”

      “It’s cute that you think I’m kidding. I have a whole plan, you know. I’m going to get you knocked up and force a shotgun wedding on you.”

      “How strong are the painkillers they’re giving you? Clearly you’re delusional. There is no way Houston’s most notorious manwhore is going to give up all that ass. I can hear badge bunnies all over the city mourning the loss of your dick already.”

      Carlos laughed, wincing at the lingering pain in his head as he did so. “You’re good for a man’s ego, Kels. The badge bunnies will just move on to the next guy. Losing me and Rafe in one year might be too much for them to handle though. You think we can postpone this wedding for another year or so?”

      Carlos knew he’d gone too far the moment the words had left his lips. He watched jealousy flicker across her features before she hid it. The first time he’d made her jealous, it had given him hope for a future between them. He’d learned pretty damn quickly though that jealous or not, she refused to let him in.

      Kelsey pushed what sounded like a forced laugh past her lips. “I wouldn’t want to be responsible for hundreds of upset badge bunnies. Maybe we should postpone it indefinitely.”

      He made his lips tip up, determined to hide how much her actions and words bothered him. “Yeah, you’re right. Wouldn’t want to tarnish my bachelor reputation. I’m way too hot to settle down so young.”

      She frowned and he hated the expression on her features. She should be happy always. Before he could find a way to make her laugh, she was making her way to the door. “I need to go check on James; he’s staying with Kyle for a few days. I’m glad you’re awake and feeling okay.”

      Kelsey bolted from the room without even giving Carlos a chance to speak up. He let out a long sigh and fell back against the pillow. He could never seem to say the right thing around her.
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      A light touch pulled him back to consciousness sometime later, and Carlos cracked his eyes open to take in the face of a young man he didn’t recognize.

      “Good Morning, Mr. Ramirez. I’m sorry to wake you, but I need to check on your concussion and go over the details of your injury with you.”

      Carlos nodded groggily, scanning the room quickly and finding it empty of everyone save him and the doctor. Where was Kelsey? Had her voice been a figment of his imagination? Where was Rafe? He felt as though there was something he should be remembering about Rafe and Sophie, but his brain was fuzzy and he couldn’t pull the details from the fog in his mind.

      He cleared his throat and tried to sit up, but felt the gentle touch of the doctor on his shoulder. “No need to sit up, Mr. Ramirez. I just need to examine your leg, and I wanted to talk to you about your injuries. I assume your family has filled you in, but you have a long few months ahead of you, so I thought we should go over that.”

      “All right, doc, let’s get this over with. And for fuck’s sake, please stop calling me Mr. Ramirez—makes me sound like some boring ass stiff in a suit.”

      “Fair enough. How about I call you Carlos and you can call me Colin.”

      “Deal. Now tell me what I’m in for. None of that sugar-coating bullshit either.”

      Colin nodded. “When you were brought in, you were unconscious with what we determined was a grade two concussion. While not the most severe type of concussion, it’s pretty serious. You’ll need to be careful over the next few weeks and be sure to come straight back to the hospital if you experience any seizures. You’ll probably be dizzy for a while, and can expect some ear ringing, a change in your sleep patterns, balance issues, difficulty concentrating, sensitivity to light, and possibly some nausea and vomiting.”

      “Oh is that all? Sounds like a fucking walk in the park. Can’t wait.”

      “I wish I could stop there, but the concussion will be the least of your concerns. You fractured the main shaft of your femur. It’s a pretty serious injury and will take three to six months minimum to recover. We had to perform open reduction surgery to realign your bones, and we inserted a long metal rod through the middle of the bone to ensure it heals properly. We’re going to have to put you on blood thinners to avoid blood clots, and you’re going to have some intense physical therapy to go through.”

      Fuck, fuck, FUCK.

      Months of healing time? Shit, could he even walk right now? How the hell was he going to work? His job was everything to him—everything. Sure, he could afford to miss work for a few months—he had plenty of vacation time saved up and had squirreled away enough money to live off of for a while, but he loved his job. He knew he’d go stir-crazy without it. He realized that the doctor was still talking and internally shook himself out of his daze.

      “I’m sorry, doc, can you repeat that last part?”

      “I said if you live alone, you may want to consider asking a friend to stay over for a few weeks. You’re going to need help getting around while the injury heals. I’ve asked a physical therapist to stop by tomorrow morning to speak with you about recovery.”

      The doctor pulled back the sheet covering Carlos’s lower body and began to unwrap the bandaging on his thigh.

      “Shit, man, buy a guy a drink first. You’re awfully close to the family jewels.”

      Before he could make another smart remark, the doctor touched the stitches on his leg and Carlos howled in pain.

      Shit, that hurt.

      “The stitches look good; you’re healing up just fine. Make sure you come back in to get the stitches removed in seven to ten days.”

      Colin was covering Carlos’s leg back up when the door to his hospital room opened and his best friend’s head popped in.

      “Thought I heard someone screaming like a little bitch in here. I figured I should come in and make sure you didn’t need someone to hold your hand.”

      Though Rafe joked, Carlos could see the tension in his features and knew his friend had been worried. Feeling the need to lighten the mood, Carlos did what he did best and joked right back.

      “You wanna see how much of a little bitch I am?” he asked, grabbing his junk to emphasize his point.

      “I already told you, man, I want nothing to do with your micro-penis. Keep that tiny thing away from me.”

      “Hey, if you need to tell yourself I have a tiny dick, go for it. I can only imagine how depressing it must be to look down every day and see something so small between your legs.”

      Rafe laughed and turned to the doctor, sticking his hand out. “You deserve a medal or a Nobel Prize for putting up with this jackass. My name is Rafe. I’m, unfortunately, his partner on the force.”

      As Colin reached to shake Rafe’s hand, the door opened again as Kelsey popped her head in. When she saw Rafe and the doctor, she started to back out of the room.

      “Sorry to intrude, one of the nurses told me you were awake. I’ll come back later.”

      The last thing Carlos wanted was for her to leave, but his words evaded him as he drank her in. Her long hair was piled on top of her head, and though she wore no makeup, she looked stunning. Her blue eyes were filled with worry for him, her cheeks flushed as though she’d rushed to the room upon hearing he was awake again. She was wearing army green yoga pants that hugged the curve of her long legs, and a white V-neck shirt that hinted at cleavage he desperately wanted to see.

      Before he could ask her to stay, his doctor beat him to it. “No need to leave, I’m done examining him. I’m Dr. Montgomery by the way.”

      Kelsey stuck her hand out and introduced herself, but Carlos was unable to focus on what they were saying, his attention instead landing on the glint in his doctor’s eyes as he and Kelsey talked. Was his doctor fucking flirting with her in his damn hospital room?

      What. The. Fuck.

      He turned back to the conversation just in time to hear Colin ask Kelsey if she wanted to get some coffee in the cafeteria. Before Kelsey could respond, Rafe jumped in and saved the day.

      “Actually, I would love to have coffee with you and discuss Carlos’s recovery, if that’s okay with you?”

      Kelsey looked between Rafe and Colin with a furrow in her brow, clearly trying to figure out why Rafe had hijacked her hospital date. She glanced at Carlos and whatever she saw in his expression cleared the confusion from her gaze.

      “You two go, I’ll take a rain check. I really need to talk to Carlos about a few things.”

      Carlos couldn’t help the triumphant smirk he gave his doctor as he left the room with Rafe instead of Kelsey. Before closing the door and leaving him alone with Kelsey, Rafe threw a wink Carlos’s way. Damn, he was a good best friend; maybe Carlos should stop making small-dick jokes.

      “So do you want to tell me what that wink was about?” Kelsey asked, pulling a chair up to his bedside and pouring him some water.

      He took the cup gratefully, downing the contents to give himself time to think. As the cool water flowed down his throat, soothing the soreness there, he looked at Kelsey over the rim of the cup. He was pleased to note that her eyes followed the muscles of his throat as he swallowed, and her hands curled in on themselves as though she were restraining herself from reaching for him.

      Finishing the cup of water, he handed it back to her, still unable to reach the bedside table without making himself uncomfortable. He shrugged. “Rafe and I made plans to sword fight in the bathroom later. The wink was just his way of confirming.”

      Kelsey hummed, a slight smirk pulling up the corner of her lips. “So I wanted to talk to you about your recovery. I think you should stay with me until you can walk alone.”

      Carlos fought to keep the frustration out of his tone when he responded, “I don’t need to stay with anyone while I recover. I’m a grown ass man, I can take care of my fucking self, thank you.”

      Damn, he loved the fire in her eyes as she prepared to argue with him. “Don’t be an idiot, Carlos. You can’t even walk right now. You need help for a while.”

      He scoffed, “You just want to help me bathe and change, is that it? You want to see me in all of my naked glory.”

      A faint blush touched Kelsey’s cheeks as his words really sunk in. If he stayed with her, she would indeed need to help him get into the tub. He couldn’t even walk; there was no way he would be able to get his injured leg over the lip of a tub for a few weeks at least.

      “Did you know that the average shower lasts thirteen minutes?”

      Carlos knew that when Kelsey got nervous, she spouted off random facts. He’d noticed that they pertained to history most of the time, but when she was particularly flustered, she tended to blurt out whatever random thing popped into her head. It was honestly one of her most endearing qualities. His favorite thing about it was that it was her tell. He loved knowing when he made her nervous.

      “Sounds like that’s thirteen minutes a day you get to ogle me.”

      Kelsey huffed an exasperated sigh and pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, tucking it back into the bun on the top of her head. “We’re getting off topic here. Rafe and Sophie just had their baby, so you can’t stay with them, and I just took over the lease at Sophie’s house, so I have an extra bedroom.”

      The only thing that Carlos took from that conversation was that Sophie and Rafe had their baby. “Holy shit, they had their baby? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Kelsey, clearly not sharing his excitement, looked at him with confusion splashed across her features. “Carlos, we did tell you about the baby. You were on the way to the hospital when you got into the accident.”

      Carlos didn’t remember that at all. The entire day of his accident was a blur in his mind. He couldn’t remember what he’d spent the day doing, and he didn’t remember the accident itself at all. Given the extent of his injuries, that was probably a good thing. However, memory loss didn’t bode well for the state of his concussion.

      Not wanting Kelsey to see how bothered he was, he shrugged. “Guess my memory is a bit fuzzy. When do I get to see the baby?”

      Kelsey smiled. “She’s so perfect, Carlos. They took her home yesterday so I’m sure you’ll get to see her once your concussion has healed a bit. Being around a screaming baby is the last thing you need right now. Thank goodness James has always been a quiet child.”

      Carlos’s attention snagged on that last bit of information. “Ah so you’ve decided it then, huh? I’ll be staying with you?”

      Kelsey groaned, “Carlos, I don’t know why you’re fighting this so damn much. We’re friends. This makes the most sense.”

      “Are we though? Are we friends, Kelsey? Because you seem to run from me every fucking chance you get. Sure as hell doesn’t feel like friendship.”

      Kelsey looked down for a moment, refusing to meet his eyes. She reached for his hand, clasping it gently in hers, and met his gaze once more. “Of course we’re friends, Carlos. You’re just a bit much to handle sometimes, and my life is a shitshow.”

      Carlos squeezed her hand once before letting it go. “All right, I’ll think about it. I think I’d like to get some rest now.” He was suddenly exhausted, the conversation weighing on him heavily. It took all of his strength to resist asking Kelsey why she was so opposed to giving him a chance. If his accident had showed him anything it was that life was too short to give up on what really mattered to you. He’d let her win this time, but he was going to win her over. Hell, he had three to six months of recovery to reel her in.
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      Kelsey left the hospital and got into her car, hating herself a little more with each step she took. She’d been trying to help Carlos, but it was clear all she’d done over the last nine months was hurt him. He was so boisterous and full of life that she hated to see him doing anything but smiling. Didn’t he understand that he could do a million times better than her? What did she have to offer a man like him?

      Carlos was everything that Kelsey was not. He had his life together; he knew what he wanted out of his career. She was a twenty-six-year-old divorcee with a young son and a remote customer support job that she hated. When she and Kyle had divorced, she’d taken a graphic design job to get by, but the hours had been too demanding for her to survive as a single parent. This job allowed her to work from home, and the hours were relatively flexible.

      The truth was, she was still devastated over her divorce. Not because she still loved Kyle, but because she didn’t. In her early twenties, they’d been so in love, so blissfully happy. What kind of disgusting monster could fall out of love with the former love of her life, the father of her child? Clearly something inside of her was broken, and the last thing she wanted to do was hurt Carlos.

      Though she knew it was probably a bad idea, she was determined to get Carlos to accept her help while he recovered. When she’d heard he was in an accident, the news had devastated her in ways she didn’t expect. Her first thought had been that if he’d died, he would’ve left this world not knowing how she felt. On the first day that he was in the hospital and unconscious, she had decided to tell him that she had feelings for him once he woke up. As the days passed and he remained asleep, her resolve had left her, her bravery faltering. His accident hadn’t changed anything—she was still the same shitshow, and he was still way out of her league.

      Coward. The word rolled around in her head and she hated to admit that it was fitting. She was a coward, and she didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

      Shaking herself from her dark thoughts, she pulled her car out of the parking lot and headed for Kyle’s house, her old home. Kyle had agreed to watch James for a few days, and she missed her little man. He was coming up on four years old and she couldn’t believe how quickly the time had flown. She could still remember holding him in her arms in the hospital’s birthing room. She may be incapable of loving the men in her life, but she knew that she would never in a million years stop loving her son. He was the only thing holding her together these days. Every single decision she made, she made for James.

      The moment she opened the front door to her old home, she heard the pitter-patter of little feet. James turned the corner into the entryway at full speed and barreled into her arms.

      “Mommy! I missed you.”

      Kelsey smiled and wrapped him up in a tight hug. “I missed you too, little man. Are you having fun with your dad?”

      “Yes! Yes! Yes! Daddy and his new friend Marissa took me to the park today. I swinged all by myself. In the big boy swing too, not the one for babies.”

      Marissa? That was a new development. She guessed Kyle must be seeing someone new. The news should make her sad, but she was honestly happy for Kyle. Further proof that she was a monster. She was sure that most recently divorced women would be devastated by the news that their ex was in a new relationship. Though Kyle had been difficult immediately following the divorce, things between them had settled down after the first few months. She understood that he’d been hurt and surprised by the abrupt end of their relationship and couldn’t really fault him for that. Some of the more harsh words he’d screamed at her still popped into her head every now and then, but for the most part, the two of them got along.

      Kyle rounded the corner before she had a chance to respond. “Hey Kels, I wasn’t expecting to see you until later.”

      “Sorry to just barge in. I should’ve knocked instead of using my key.”

      Kyle laughed, “Yeah that’s actually something I want to talk to you about. Do you have time for dinner sometime this week?”

      She found herself nodding and was distracted from her answer by James wiggling out of her grip and grabbing her hand. “Mommy, come see my new toys.”

      “New toys!” she exclaimed. “I can’t wait to see them, let’s go.”

      She spent the next hour playing with James as he showed her each of his new toys, one by one. His current obsession was dinosaurs and lizards, and by the end of the hour, she’d promised that if he was good for his dad this week, she would take him to the pet store to look at lizards. She didn’t know the first damn thing about them, but her son definitely had her wrapped around his tiny finger.

      Before she left, she tucked James into bed, kissing him on the forehead and assuring him he could come back home with her soon. As she approached the front door, Kyle stopped her to confirm their plans.

      “Dinner tomorrow at Taste of Texas? I assume that’s still your favorite.”

      Kelsey’s stomach dropped at the kind gesture. She’d thought he might be seeing someone new, but she didn’t want to lead him on by going on a date with him. On the other hand, she could really go for a good cut of prime rib right about now. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten today.

      “Sure, text me the time and I’ll meet you—” She yawned, breaking off her sentence.

      “You seem tired. Are you doing okay?”

      Kelsey shrugged. “Between work and arguing with Carlos’s mom about his living arrangements while he recovers, I guess I haven’t gotten much sleep.”

      Too late, she realized her mistake and Kyle’s features closed off in front of her. “You know, you keep telling me you didn’t fucking cheat on me with that douchebag—that you left because you just weren’t happy—but I’m still not buying it. Nobody puts in this much effort for someone who is just a friend.”

      Kelsey was too tired and hungry to filter her response. “You know what, Kyle? We’ve been having this same damn argument for almost a year now. I didn’t cheat on you, ever. Maybe you just need to evaluate your friendships, because helping a friend while they’re in the hospital is pretty damn standard. If your dickhole frat buddies wouldn’t do the same for you, it sounds like a personal problem.”

      With that, she walked out the front door, closing it quietly, though she wanted to slam it in his stupid face. Interacting with Kyle was exhausting. Sure, she felt like shit about ending their marriage, and she was convinced she was incapable of love, but that didn’t make her a damn cheater. Still, it hurt her more than she’d like to admit that Kyle thought her capable of cheating. Kyle’s most recent blow up was going to make dinner tomorrow awkward as all hell, but she needed to tell him about Carlos moving in for a few months. As James’s father, he had the right to know who his son would be in contact with. She just hoped he didn’t lose his shit in the middle of her favorite restaurant.

      Her house was eerily quiet when she walked in the front door. She still wasn’t used to Sophie not being there, and with James gone, she had never felt more alone. In an effort to distract herself, she went to her laptop and answered a few emails. She worked for a chain hotel company offering customer support to its elite members. Though she hated the work, and was yelled at more often than she’d like to admit, the hours were flexible, the benefits were decent, and the pay was enough to cover any expenses Kyle’s child support didn’t cover.

      She technically had the next two days off after having worked the last seven straight, but she hated for her email to pile up. The little notifications on her computer drove her insane, and she knew she’d think about them if she didn’t clear them now.

      She followed up with a few elite members, again apologizing for whatever mistreatment they’d experienced during their stay, and forwarded relevant emails to their respective hotel properties. When her inbox was clear of emails, she looked at the clock and realized she’d only wasted thirty minutes. Feeling her stomach rumble again, Kelsey walked into the kitchen to scrounge up some dinner. Her phone rang in her back pocket, and she smiled when she saw the name on the screen.

      “Hey, Becky. What’s shakin’ bacon?”

      Becky scoffed, “Please tell me you don’t actually say that to people? Remove that phrase from your vocabulary.”

      “Yeah, things are going well, thanks for asking. I miss you too.”

      Kelsey swore she could hear her friend’s eyes rolling through the line. “You know what I want an update on,” Becky said chirpily.

      “You did not call me to discuss my sex life, Becky.”

      “You’re right, I didn’t. That would imply that you have a sex life to begin with. I suppose I’ll just have to keep having enough sex for the both of us. It’s a dirty job, but someone needs to do it.”

      Kelsey laughed despite herself. “I have a good vibrator, it’s all I need.”

      “Even the best vibrator is a poor substitution for a good, hard dicking, Kels.”

      Kelsey opened the door to her refrigerator and sighed when she found it mostly empty. Sophie was the one who did most of the grocery shopping. She really needed to go to the store before James came back. However, instead of heading to the twenty-four-hour Kroger just down the street, Kelsey pulled a box of Thin Mints out of the freezer, poured herself a nice big glass of red, and walked to the living room to eat her dinner of champions.

      “Can we talk about something else? Anything else, really.”

      Becky hummed through the line, clearly thinking. “I think I might sleep with my gynecologist.”

      “Becky, how is that changing the subject? Wait, your gynecologist? That is a terrible idea! Can you imagine how much snatch that man must see every day? He probably gets tired of it.”

      Becky scoffed, “I’m sorry, are you dissuading me from sleeping with someone who knows vaginas so well that he made it his job?”

      “I just think it’s a bad idea. How hot could the guy be, really? You’ll have to find a new gyno, and you and I both know how much of a pain in the ass that is.”

      “Oh, I already found his replacement. Went and got my first exam from her last week and she’s fantastic. All that’s left to do now is find a way to seduce a man intent on giving me a pap.”

      Their conversation continued in much the same vein until Kelsey’s box of cookies was as empty as her wine glass. She was about to let Becky know she needed to go to bed, wanting to read about her favorite Bishop brothers before falling asleep, when her friend asked a question she didn’t really want to answer.

      “So, how’s Carlos?”

      Kelsey sighed, a knot forming in her throat as she thought about how weak he’d looked in that hospital bed. Though he’d been cracking jokes, he’d seemed so exhausted and worn down. He was one of the most vivacious and energetic people she knew, and it hurt her heart to see him in such a state.

      “He’s all right. They were able to do the surgery on his leg, and the concussion should resolve itself over the next couple of weeks. He won’t be able to walk on his own for a while though, and he’s going to need some pretty extensive physical therapy.”

      “Wait, he can’t walk? Does that mean he needs a live-in nurse? Please, oh please, tell me you volunteered for the position.”

      Kelsey winced. “Yeah, about that...”

      Becky laughed, “You little hussy! You let me ramble on about my escapades and you’re over there planning your own. We all know you’ll be riding him like a bucking bronco by the time his leg is healed.”

      “I will not!” Kelsey protested, a bit more vehemently than she meant to.

      “Mmhmm, keep telling yourself that. Oh, while he’s there, ask him to let you make a mold of his perfect cock. You can have the molds turned into dildos.”

      “I do not want a dildo of Carlos’s cock!”

      “Ohh so you do plan to sleep with him? Good for you, girl. Get on it.”

      Kelsey sighed, “You are so exasperating.”

      “I think you mean charming. Gotta go, I have some vajayjay bedazzling to do before my gyno appointment tomorrow. Toodles!”

      Kelsey found herself laughing as she hung up the phone. She and Becky had been friends since college. She’d like to say Becky hadn’t always been so crass, but honestly she had. When Kelsey had met her, she’d been a mess actually. Becky’s parents had fought constantly and thrown money at her instead of actually parenting. As a result, her friend had cut them out of her life completely, something that Kelsey knew had been hard for her. It was never easy to come to the realization that your parents didn’t love you like they should. She knew there was more to the story, but it had never felt right to pry further.

      Sighing, Kelsey pulled herself up off of the couch and made her way to her bedroom. As always, the quiet was unsettling. She’d been married so young that she’d never really lived alone and was used to the sounds of someone else moving around in the house. The utter stillness in the house was only broken by her light footsteps on the hardwood. Without Becky on the other line of the phone, loneliness hit Kelsey hard. Nobody told you that divorce was this hard even if it was your choice.

      No, she didn’t want to be with Kyle, but she missed coming home to someone, having a constant companion and someone to curl up with on cold nights. She wondered if she would ever find that for herself again. She was loath to even consider relationships anymore. If she could fall out of love with Kyle—someone she had been so passionate about when she was younger—then she could fall out of love with anyone.

      After brushing her teeth and washing her face, Kelsey crawled into bed. The sheets felt cool against the bare skin of her legs and she shivered, pulling the covers tighter around herself. As she drifted off to sleep she thought about how much louder the house would be with Carlos staying here for a few months. The thought brought a smile to her lips.
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      The next morning, Kelsey got up early and headed straight to the hospital after a quick shower. Her stomach was a riot of butterflies as she approached Carlos’s hospital room. Though she would never admit it out loud, her body always reacted to the man. If they were in a room together—even a crowded one—her eyes tracked him, constantly aware of his movements. As she approached his room, however, she heard a raised female voice. She was even more surprised to realize that the voice wasn’t that of his awful mother.

      “What the fuck do you mean you don’t remember my name? You were naked in my bed a week ago, and now you can’t remember my goddamn name?”

      She heard the deep rumble of Carlos’s voice as he responded but was unable to make out his reply. Whatever he said caused the girl to make a shrieking sound that was somewhat reminiscent of an enraged harpy.

      “You are a pig, Carlos Ramirez. A disgusting fucking pig. Lose my number.”

      With that, she stormed out of the room, giving Kelsey her first look at Carlos’s latest conquest. The woman was Kelsey’s complete opposite with creamy brown skin, black curly hair, and luscious curves. She felt her stomach clench as an all too familiar wave of jealousy washed over her. She really should be used to his promiscuity by now, but every time she heard about Carlos sleeping around, her stomach dropped.

      The gorgeous woman stormed past Kelsey toward the elevator, mumbling under her breath. Doing her best to mask the hurt she was sure was showing on her face, Kelsey threw her shoulders back and walked into Carlos’s hospital room. He was lying in the small bed, his large frame making it look like it was made for a toddler; his face was tilted toward the ceiling, and he was pinching the bridge of his nose, his expression clearly frustrated.

      Kelsey knocked lightly on the frame of the door and stepped into the room. Without looking up, Carlos let out a heavy sigh, “Look, I’m sorry I don’t remember your name, but I was in a fucking car accident. I had goddamn brain damage. So if you could avoid yelling at me some more I’d really appreciate it. My head is pounding right now and your fucking shrieking isn’t helping anything at all.”

      “You know,” Kelsey started, moving farther into the room and taking one of the seats near his bedside. “After nine months I think I have the right to be offended you don’t remember my name.”

      Carlos’s hand fell from his face and he breathed her name, turning his head and meeting her eyes. The way he said her name sent shivers running down her spine. His mouth formed the two simple syllables reverently, falling from his lips like a prayer. The pure adoration in his gaze almost had her cupping his face and kissing him. Instead, she dropped her own gaze to the floor, breaking eye contact. A girl had just stormed out of this room. He’d slept with her a week ago, and Kelsey was sure the poor woman was one in a line of many.

      She cleared her throat and, of course, because she couldn’t help it, some random fact spilled from her lips. “Did you know that the person who created Peter Pan gave the rights to it to a hospital so they’d get the royalties?”

      Carlos laughed, “No, I didn’t know that. Thank you so much for enlightening me, Kels.”

      She shrugged. “Anyway, I just wanted to see if you’d made a decision about staying with me while you recover. It really is the best option for you. I’m home during the day so I can drive you to and from your appointments and help you around if you need it. I know that you have a concussion and need to rest and avoid loud noises, but James is pretty quiet most of the time. I mean, really for a young kid he’s pretty well behaved. I got lucky with him. Anyway, we could get you noise-cancelling headphones or—”

      Carlos cut her off. “Shit, if you wanted to shack up with me so badly, you should’ve just said so.”

      Kelsey glared, wanting to wipe the insufferable smirk off of his smug face. She hadn’t truly realized how badly she’d wanted him to agree to stay with her until it hit her that he might say no. The thought of more nights spent in an empty, quiet house had made her just a little bit desperate. She cursed herself for her verbal diarrhea—Carlos certainly didn’t need the ego boost.

      “Hey, if you’d prefer to stay with your mom, go for it. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to have you back in San Antonio. Oh, maybe you can transfer to one of their precincts.”

      “Point taken. I still think you’re just trying to help me into the shower. I can’t blame you though, I look spectacular naked.”

      Kelsey’s mouth practically watered as the image of him naked popped into her mind, unbidden. The man definitely took care of his body. In fact, she’d never seen anyone with such a defined six-pack in real life. The memory of what those muscles had felt like under her tongue all those months ago had her breathing a little heavier.

      Carlos—never one to miss the signs of arousal—looked at her with pure carnal intent in his eyes. “You’re picturing it now, aren’t you Kelsey? Remembering what it felt like to lick every inch of my body? Do you happen to remember what your favorite part of my body was?”

      Still maintaining eye contact, he reached one hand under the blanket and adjusted himself. Shit, the way this man made her feel was unreal. Despite their surroundings, and the open door to his room, Kelsey had to fight hard to keep her hands at her sides. What she really wanted to do was close the door and straddle him.

      Though she still hadn’t responded, Carlos spoke again, his voice dipping low. “If you keep looking at me like that, Kelsey, I’ll get out of this bed, injured leg be damned, and fuck you senseless.”

      The reminder of his injury was just what Kelsey needed to snap her out of her lust-induced haze. Thankfully, a sharp knock saved her from having to respond. She had never been more grateful for an interruption.

      Clara entered the room and proceeded to fuss over Carlos, all the while shooting Kelsey dirty looks over her shoulder. Kelsey had to resist the strong urge to roll her eyes at Carlos’s mother. Her parents had always instilled in her the importance of respecting her elders, and this fucking crone was most certainly her elder. She was broken out of her thoughts by Carla’s sickly sweet voice.

      “I talked to the doctor and he will discharge you directly into my care. I was thinking we could drive straight to San Antonio. I already called ahead and asked your aunt to prepare the guest bedroom.”

      Seriously? Is this woman delusional?

      Kelsey knew that she was being a bit insensitive, especially considering how distraught she knew she would be if anything ever happened to James, but given the stories Carlos had told her about his history with his mother, Kelsey was really struggling to find any ounce of empathy.

      Carlos heaved a heavy sigh, his fists clenching and unclenching at his side. “Mom, I really appreciate it, but I’m going to stay in Houston at Kelsey’s house. If I stay here I can work with the physical therapist my doctor recommended and I’ll be able to do deskwork at the station. I can’t risk going to San Antonio and losing my job.”

      For a moment, Kelsey thought that Clara would be an understanding mother, but it turned out her sudden silence was merely the calm before the storm.

      “You ungrateful fucking brat. My sisters told me to cut you out of my life after that incident with my mortgage a few years ago, but I forgave you. Now, I come all the way from Houston, wasting gas and money on a hotel room, and I find out that you’re the same piece of shit I’ve always known.”

      “The incident with your mortgage was that you gambled away the money to pay it and asked me to clear out my entire fucking savings to pay it for you. An easy solution to your problems? Stop gambling, Clara, and get a damn job. I knew this would all be about money for you. What, you thought you’d take care of me in San Antonio, nurse me back to help, and I would pay off your latest debt?”

      Though Clara didn’t say a word, the way her face drained of color indicated that Carlos had hit the nail on the head. Shit, this woman was a real piece of work.

      Carlos’s mother quickly recovered, the color returning to her cheeks. “I raised you, boy. Spent eighteen damn years feeding and clothing you, and this is how you thank me? Good luck with your recovery with this slut by your side. Don’t bother to call me for help when her sucking your dick doesn’t heal your injuries.”

      Kelsey had only known Carlos as a fun and lovable guy, but by the end of Clara’s sentence, his expression was as cold as any Kelsey had ever seen. “Get the fuck out of my life. Now.” Kelsey had expected him to speak with a raised voice, but his tone was eerily calm as he cut his mother out of his life. The coolness in his voice sent a chill down Kelsey’s spine.

      Clara stormed out of the room, the slam of the hospital door behind her reverberating in Kelsey’s bones. She had no clue what to say to Carlos after all of that. The last thing she’d expected was for him to start laughing. Not an awkward, strained laugh either. No, Carlos emitted a deep belly laugh that kept going until it verged on hysterical. Both shocked and unsure how to handle his outburst, Kelsey walked over to the bed and took his hand in hers. She stroked her thumb over his fingers and waited for him to compose himself.

      Finally, Carlos’s laughed slowed, and he used the hand she wasn’t holding to wipe the tears from his eyes. A sardonic smile still gracing his handsome face, he looked over at Kelsey, finally.

      “You know, I actually thought things might be different with her this time. I thought that the possibility of losing me, the fact that I had been in a near-fatal car accident would wake her up. Fuck, I actually hoped things would be different. But she’s the same ol’ Clara, only gives a shit about what I can do for her.”

      Though he still wore a smile, his words were cutting and there was genuine hurt in his eyes. Kelsey wanted to hunt Clara down and drag her back into the hospital room by her hair. She owed her son an apology. Hell, she owed her son a mother. Feeling helpless with the knowledge that nothing she could do would make Clara realize what she was losing, Kelsey decided to focus on making Carlos see the good he had in his life.

      “Well,” she started, weighing her words carefully. “There is at least one person who will always love you, no matter what. You don’t really need someone as toxic as Clara in your life when you have that, right?”

      Just a hint of familiar mischief lit Carlos’s eyes when he responded. “Oh yeah? Who loves me, baby?”

      “All right, save the cheesy pet names for the women whose names you can’t remember. And before you get too excited, I meant Rafe, of course. Your one true love.”

      Carlos snorted, and Kelsey was relieved to see some of the tension dissipate from his shoulders. The last thing he needed was for his mother’s failure as a parent to impact the difficult rehabilitation he had coming.

      “I do have some good news though. You’re being cleared to leave tomorrow. You’ll still need to see your physical therapist a couple times a week, and you need to get checked out by your general practitioner in two weeks to make sure there are no lingering effects from your concussion. Overall though, you’re free and clear!”

      The reaction Carlos gave her was far from the one she expected at such news. He made a slight humming sound and looked down at his right leg. She couldn’t imagine how hard it must be for him to face the months of work ahead of him. Not to mention the reality that his entire life would be different for the foreseeable future. He was going from living a bachelor lifestyle to living in a house with a woman and a small child. Additionally, she knew he must be taking it hard that he would be relegated to deskwork until he was cleared by his physical therapist.

      Carlos swallowed and cleared his throat before turning to face Kelsey. “Are you sure you’re okay with this? Helping me recover isn’t going to be easy. I’ll need help moving around, showering, driving. I’m pretty much fucking useless right now. Goddamn useless.”

      Before she could respond, Carlos snorted, “And alone. Let’s not forget that. My own fucking family no longer wants to help or support me.”

      Kelsey reached a hand out to cup Carlos’s cheek. “I told you, you’re not alone. It isn’t always about the family you’re born with; the one you make for yourself is way more important. Sophie, Rafe, James, and I are your family. You sure as shit aren’t useless—that big mouth of yours seems to work just fine. At the very least, you’re fully capable of annoying the hell out of anyone in a mile radius of my house. That could prove useful, you never know.”

      Carlos grinned. “Ah, I see. You want me to scare off all of your suitors, huh? Saving yourself for when I recover? I dig it.”

      “Suitors? Who even uses that word anymore?”

      He shrugged in response. “I read it in a book.”

      “I see, and what kind of book did you see that particular word in, Carlos?”

      Another shrug followed by a mumbled response that Kelsey couldn’t make out.

      “I’m sorry, can you repeat yourself?”

      Carlos heaved a heavy sigh. “Fine, I guess you’ll find out anyway since I’ll be staying with you. I read it in a historical romance book.”

      “Historical romance…”

      “Yes ma’am.  Bodice rippers, regency romances, old school hide the sausage.”

      “You read them…”

      He nodded, the grin on his face growing with every word she uttered. He was clearly enjoying her complete and utter shock.

      “I just...I don’t even know how to process this information. I want to make fun of you, but words are hard at the moment.”

      Carlos shrugged. “Can’t fault a guy for liking a little romance, can you?”

      Kelsey glared at him. “You’re fucking with me.”

      “I guess you’ll have to see when we’re roomies. I won’t have you dipping into my collection of paperbacks though. You look like the kind of monster who enjoys cracking spines.”

      Struck literally speechless, Kelsey shook her head once more, stood up, and walked out the door without another word.
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      After getting a few hours of work done, Kelsey received a curt text from Kyle telling her that he was free for dinner at seven o’clock. A quick peek at the clock on her phone told her that she had just enough time to get another hour or so of work in before getting ready to meet him. She plowed through a couple more follow-up emails for customers, before closing her computer for the day.

      A quick shower, a blow-dry, and some makeup later, Kelsey was standing in her walk-in closet trying to decide what the hell to wear. Taste of Texas wasn’t an overly formal place, but it seemed wrong to show up in just jeans and a nice shirt. However, dressing up more than that could imply to Kyle that she thought this was a date. Even if she thought he might be seeing someone, the last thing she wanted to do was lead him on or give him false hope.

      Settling for a simple navy blue wrap dress and nude flats, she grabbed her purse and headed out the door. Her nerves hit hard on the way to the restaurant as she tried to determine what Kyle could want to talk about. A million possibilities raced through her mind, but the most plausible were that he wanted to change their custody agreement, or he’d started seeing someone. Maybe he was going to tell her about this Marissa chick he’d apparently been spending time with. She hoped for the latter. If he was seeing someone, maybe it would soften the blow when she told him that Carlos would be staying with her for a few months.

      Doubtful.

      When she walked into the restaurant and gave the hostess her name, she was directed to a table in the fireplace room—her personal favorite—where Kyle was already waiting for her, an open bottle of wine sitting on the table before him. He stood to greet her as she approached, giving her an awkward side hug before returning to his seat.

      I haven’t even spoken and this is already awkward as fuck. Fantastic.

      Once she was comfortably seated with a glass of wine in front of her, Kyle cleared his throat. “So, uh, how’s work?”

      “It’s not bad, pretty easy money. It helps support James, so I guess that’s all that really matters.”

      Kyle nodded in agreement and looked down at his glass. He was quiet for a moment before a light chuckle escaped his mouth. “Shit, Kelsey. When did this get so uncomfortable? We don’t even know how to have dinner together anymore.”

      Kelsey let out a laugh of her own. “I know, nobody told me divorce would be so weird. Do you still wake up in the middle of the night and check the other side of the bed? It’s been almost a year and I can’t seem to break the habit.”

      Kyle scratched the back of his neck and took a big gulp of his wine. “Well, actually that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. This might be the worst segue in the history of the world, but I’m, uh, seeing someone. So that side of my bed isn’t really...empty.”

      Dear Lord, somehow this dinner got more uncomfortable. Someone save me now.

      “Oh? Well, I assume it’s serious if you want to talk to me about it.”

      Jealousy hit Kelsey hard at the blissful expression that crossed her ex-husband’s face in that moment. She wasn’t jealous of the new woman; she was happy that Kyle had found someone. But she couldn’t help wishing that she felt that way about someone. She wanted to positively light up at just the thought of a man. Hell, she wanted to watch a man light up at the thought of her. Her marriage with Kyle had proven though that she wasn’t built for that kind of happiness. If she was going to love anyone for the rest of her life, it would’ve been the man in front of her, but she hadn’t even managed that.

      The demise of their marriage wasn’t something she could ever blame Kyle for. He was, admittedly, an easy man to love. Quick with a joke or fun story, he was smart, handsome, and beloved by just about everyone who knew him. Sure, he’d lost his shit for a while after she’d filed for divorce, but a few months of poor behavior didn’t make him a bad person. He wasn’t a perfect man, and still lost his temper at her occasionally, but that was just because he was still hurt, right? No, she was the villain in their story. The woman who couldn’t manage to stay in love with one of the most lovable men she’d ever met.

      Sure, their marriage hadn’t always been easy, and they’d had their conflicts, particularly when it came to her returning to work. But overall, he’d been a supportive husband, the kind most women dreamed of. Was there something wrong with her for wanting more? Maybe it was all of the romance novels she read, but she wanted passion that took her breath away, she wanted sparks and butterflies and a love that could never fade with time. Kelsey knew her wishes weren’t realistic, that people didn’t find that sort of happiness in real life, but the more she saw Sophie and her husband, Rafe, together, the more she began to hope. Hope was a dangerous thing, though. It could easily crush her, and if she got involved with someone else, her hope could crush them too.

      The twisted mass of hope and fear churning in her gut was one of the reasons she’d refused to let things with Carlos progress. What if she let him in, let herself hope for more, and was disappointed to find that her expectations were just too high? She would crush him, and he was too good of a person to put through such turmoil. She’d already broken one man’s heart; she was unwilling to do it a second time.

      “—And then Donald Trump said, ‘I bless this union between Godzilla and Kim Jong-un. It’s a really great union, and Godzilla is a good friend of mine.’”

      Kelsey’s head snapped up as the words registered. “What?!”

      “Ah, welcome back. I’m not sure where you went, but I was talking about Godzilla and Kim Jong-un getting married for like five minutes before you caught on.”

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Kyle. It’s been a long couple of days. Tell me about this girl you’re seeing.”

      “Well, as I was saying, Dillon introduced us—”

      “Dillon? My brother Dillon?”

      Kyle chuckled awkwardly. “Yeah, we’ve been hanging out since the divorce. Apparently they work together at the middle school and he thought we would be good together. Anyway, she teaches seventh grade math and she’s fantastic with kids. I really think you’ll like her actually.

      Kelsey’s response stuck in her throat. Kyle looked so happy. He deserved someone who was actually capable of loving him, but it was harder than she’d expected to see him moving on. She swallowed down the bitterness, the cloying feeling burning her up inside, and pasted on a smile she hoped seemed genuine.

      “You seem really happy, Kyle. I’d love to meet her, and if things are serious enough, I’m fine with her spending time with James, but I still want to meet her before they spend too much time together. If she’s going to be in his life, I need to know more about her.”

      Her ex-husband slumped in his chair, his relief at her response evident. “Thank you, Kels. I’ve been seeing her for about four months now, and I know it’s still soon, but I feel like I could really fall for this girl, and I want her to be part of James’s life too.”

      “Of course,” she murmured. She swirled the wine in her glass, steeling herself for the question she knew she needed to ask him while she had the chance. Before she could work up the courage to talk to Kyle about Carlos, however, their server stopped by the table to take their order. Kyle ordered for the both of them, years of eating together at this steakhouse ensuring he’d never forget her favorite dish on the menu. When the waiter had left the table, Kelsey cleared her throat and readied herself to dive in.

      “What’s going on in that head of yours, Kels? You’ve always been so hard to read, but even I can tell you’re nervous about something.”

      “Hard to read? What do you mean?”

      Kyle shrugged and took a sip of his wine, carefully returning the glass to the table before responding. “You aren’t exactly the best at communicating with people. I didn’t even know you were unhappy until you left. I actually thought we had a pretty great marriage, honestly. Thinking back on things now I wonder if I ever made you happy or if you’re just really great at bottling up your emotions.”

      The knowledge that someone she’d thought knew her better than anyone else didn’t feel as though he knew her at all shocked Kelsey. She knew she tended to bottle things up, but was she really so closed off? She’d just never been one to burden people with her issues. Growing up with only younger siblings and absentee parents had taught her to rely only on herself. How could she burden her brothers with her issues when she was working so hard to ensure they had happy, carefree childhoods?

      She met Kyle’s familiar brown eyes before responding, wanting him to feel the sincerity in her words. “I was happy, Kyle. For years I was genuinely happy, but I’m just not capable of loving you the way you deserve to be loved.”

      He laughed, “Bullshit, Kels. You’re more than capable of love; you just aren’t capable of letting yourself be vulnerable. You try so hard to hold yourself and everyone around you together. You need to let yourself lean on someone, depend on someone. That’s what a marriage is, what real partnership is. You and I never had it, and I really hope that you find it someday.”

      “Co-dependency isn’t healthy though.”

      “I’m not saying that you need to be entirely dependent on someone; you just need to learn to share the burden. Let someone help you sometimes. You have some pretty fantastic friends. Do they know what’s really going on with you though? Or do they only see the superficial aspects of your life? Hell, you didn’t even tell Sophie and Becky when you had the breast cancer scare last year. If you hadn’t needed someone to drive you to and from the biopsy, I don’t know that you would’ve told me about it.”

      Kelsey didn’t know how to respond. Was he right? She’d thought she was pretty open and honest with her friends, but she hadn’t opened up to anyone about Carlos. She certainly hadn’t told Sophie about the fight they’d had after Becky’s birthday party last year. Maybe Kyle was right, maybe she could at least try opening up a little bit more. But Sophie had a newborn baby, and Becky was always busy, always out with friends or going to some club opening. She didn’t want to bother them with her issues. She pushed her thoughts to the back of her mind to toy with later. Right now, she needed to tell Kyle about Carlos. She had a feeling this conversation wouldn’t be pretty.

      “I need to tell you something, actually.”

      Kyle narrowed his eyes at the blatant change of subject but motioned with his hand that she should continue.

      “So, you know Carlos was in an accident recently, but what you don’t know is that he shattered his femur and is going to require extensive physical therapy. He’ll need help getting around for a few months since he can’t put weight on his right leg, and his family isn’t around to help. Plus, Rafe and Sophie just had their baby, and can’t really take him in. I have that spare bedroom at my house though, so I’ll be picking him up from the hospital tomorrow and he’ll be staying with me while he recovers. I’m only telling you because that means he’ll also be around James, but they’ve met before so that shouldn’t be a problem. I mean, James really adores the big oaf; they’re pretty funny together—”

      Kelsey cut herself off when she realized she’d been rambling. Across the table Kyle had gone silent. He didn’t look angry though. He actually looked...contemplative.

      “Did you know that during World War I, there was an explosion on a battlefield in France that could be heard in England?”

      Kyle rolled his eyes at her random fact spewing. It was something he’d always seemed to tolerate but not really find endearing. He sure as hell hadn’t found it endearing when she’d started spouting off history facts in the middle of their arguments.

      “I did know that actually. It was one of the first random tidbits you ever shared with me. Stop worrying, Kels. I’m not mad. I actually have been wanting to apologize for the way I acted last night. I know things have been rough for us, but I want us to be friends. At the very least I’d like for us to be friendly co-parents. I would like to meet this guy if he’s going to be living under the same roof as our son, but I trust your judgment, so just set something up when he’s comfortable, okay?”

      Kelsey blinked at his easy acquiescence, and nodded. The uncomfortable dinner she’d been expecting had gone pretty smoothly so far, and she started to hope that perhaps she and Kyle could be friends as well as co-parents. She might not be in love with him, but he was still a huge part of her past and the father of her child—the most important person in her life.

      The remainder of their night passed comfortably, the two of them discussing the preschool options for James. At almost four years old, he would be starting preschool in the fall, and Houston had a lot of great options for them to mull over.
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      “Carlos! Having an injured leg doesn’t make it okay for you to just leave shit all over this house!”

      Carlos heard Kelsey’s shout from across the house where he was currently hiding out in his room. Well, his temporary room. This was a temporary situation—he needed to remind himself of that. As she continued to yell obscenities at him, he felt a grin form on his lips. He wasn’t messy by nature. In fact, his own home was immaculate because he believed in cleaning up after himself. But damn if he didn’t love getting her riled up.

      He’d been staying here for a week now, and had learned pretty quickly that if she wasn’t mad at him, she was avoiding him. It seemed Kelsey was dead set on pretending the sexual attraction between the two of them didn’t exist. Hell, he even had a hard time getting her worked up when she helped him shower. Sure, he’d originally thought that requiring help in the shower was demeaning, but then he’d realized that Kelsey would have to run soapy hands over his body on a daily basis. He’d warmed up to the idea real quick.

      Unfortunately, Kelsey made him shower in a damn bathing suit, and really once she’d helped him get into the bathtub, she only stayed in the room to make sure he didn’t fall off of the shower chair she’d placed in the guest bathroom for him. The moment he was in the shower and comfortably seated, she would close the curtain and stand with her arms crossed by the door. The first time she’d helped him, he’d tried to remove his bathing suit so that he could casually toss it onto the bathroom floor, but he couldn’t get the damn thing off standing up. The pain had been excruciating when he’d tried.

      Today though, he had a new plan. He’d already stripped off all of his clothes while sitting on his bed. When sitting, getting undressed was easy enough. Sure, pretty much any movement of his leg was still painful at this point, but it would be well worth it to see Kelsey’s face when he asked for her help today.

      His small grin grew into a full-blown smile when he heard her footsteps stomping down the hallway. By the time Kelsey made it into his room, he was back in bed, lower body tucked beneath the covers, his best smile on his face. He made sure he smiled wide enough for his dimples to pop (he called this smile the panty-melter) and lay back against the headboard, his hands tucked behind his head.

      The door to his room blew open, and just like that, he was as hard as granite. Kelsey was in her usual attire, form-fitting yoga pants and a flowy crop top that showed just a hint of toned, tan stomach. He could practically see the steam coming off of her, and his grin widened even further.

      “Hey, roomie! How’s it going?”

      Kelsey huffed and crossed her arms, but he didn’t miss the way her eyes explored his chest, took in his flexed biceps, and finally moved to his face. Her scowl deepened when she saw his dimples, and he knew he had her right where he wanted her.

      She let out a humorless laugh, “How’s it going? Well, James’s stupid fucking lizard got out of its cage this morning, and when I went into his room to feed the damn thing, it scampered across my foot, half scaring me to death and making me drop an entire bag of crickets. So I just spent two hours rounding up crickets, and then I leave my son’s room to find a disaster in the living room. Your disaster. Seriously, who leaves empty water bottles all over the floor? I put a trash can next to the couch for this exact reason, Carlos. Oh, and don’t even get me started on the damn snack food wrappers. How you manage to eat so much junk and still look like that will never cease to amaze me.”

      She sucked in a deep breath, having hardly taken any during her little rant. Her cheeks were red and flushed, and the look in her eyes was liquid fire. Carlos fucking loved it.

      “Ah ha!” he exclaimed. “You’ve noticed this spectacular physique, huh? I knew I saw you checking these bad boys out in the shower.” He emphasized his statement with a light slap on his six-pack. Thankfully, a couple of weeks of little activity hadn’t erased his years of hard work in the gym.

      Yep, he’d read enough romance novels to know that women valued what they called “the V.” After reading about it in three consecutive books, he’d added to his workout routine to make sure that he had one. Sure enough, the ladies ate that shit up. Literally—more women had licked “the V” than he could count. Kelsey though, she’d smeared his abs with whipped cream and licked it off like it was her new favorite dessert. The memory alone had precum leaking from the tip of his cock.

      Down, boy.

      Kelsey’s gaze narrowed at his statement, her eyes locked firmly on his. He wondered how much willpower she was exerting right now to keep herself from looking down. Just to piss her off, he threw in a wink.

      In response, she shrugged. “I’ve seen better, honestly. Have you seen Game of Thrones? Khal Drogo? You’ve got nothing on him.” She brought her finger up to her lips, tapping on them as she pretended to think. “Oh, you know who else has you beat? Thor. That man is jacked. Maybe you should look up his workout routine.”

      He couldn’t contain the growl that left his mouth; he’d worked hard on his body, dammit. Would it hurt her to show just a little appreciation? It was time to pull out the big guns. Well, the big gun—singular.

      “I’m glad you’re here actually; I need help getting into the shower if you don’t mind.”

      “Well, I have to get back to work soon, but—”

      The rest of her sentence disappeared as Carlos removed the sheets from the lower half of his body and moved his legs to the side of the bed. He couldn’t contain his smirk as Kelsey stared at his still hard dick. Before he could come up with a smart comment, she licked her lips and he released the only sound he was capable of emitting in response to the blatant interest in her eyes. His loud groan filled the room, breaking the sudden silence and shattering the trance Kelsey had been in.

      A blush washed over her cheeks, and she turned around quickly. “Put some damn swim trunks on, Carlos. You know the rules,” she growled.

      “A guy’s gotta wash his junk, Kelsey. I’m sure you understand that. For a minute there, it actually looked like you wanted to help me.”

      Kelsey scoffed, the sound weak and halfhearted. “You fucking wish.”

      “I definitely do. The dirty nurse fantasy is one I’ve had for years. I bet we could find a costume for you on Amazon and everything.”

      “You’re impossible. Just put some damn trunks on. James is home—you can’t walk through my house naked.”

      Carlos heaved a heavy sigh. She had a point. But damn, he wanted to take a shower without swim trunks at some point. Having to wash himself under the trunks was damn inconvenient when he was sitting down.

      “Fine, toss me a pair from my suitcase, please.”

      After he’d donned the required shower-wear, Kelsey helped him to his feet, and he used his cane to hobble to the bathroom. He was sick of being so damn dependent on someone else to do such basic things. His physical therapy had just started, but he already felt as though it was progressing far too slowly. When they finally got to the bathroom, Kelsey turned on the water and helped Carlos into the tub when the spray was warm enough for him. Just as she closed the curtain, he heard James yell for her from the living room.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes to help you back out, okay?”

      Carlos grunted in response, his mood plummeting with every reminder of how incapable he was of doing anything on his own. He’d only been out of the hospital for a week and he was already so fucking sick of it. He washed himself quickly, wanting to get out of the shower and back to his room to nurse his suddenly foul mood.

      When he’d finished washing and Kelsey still hadn’t returned, he waited about five minutes before deciding that he could manage this on his own. It was just getting out of the shower; he could do this. Leaning forward on the shower chair, he turned off the spray of hot water and used one of the bars in the shower to stand carefully, wincing at the pressure of even the smallest amount of weight being placed on his right leg. Carefully, so as not to lose his balance, Carlos shifted his hold from the bar in the shower to the towel rack. He then lifted his right foot, keeping all of his weight on his left and gingerly placed it on the bathroom floor. When he was straddling the bathtub, he heaved a sigh of relief and got ready for the difficult part. He would need to put some weight on his right leg to get his left out of the tub. Steeling himself for the bite of pain, he put a considerable amount of his weight on the towel rack and lifted his left foot out of the tub. Before he could place it on the floor of the bathroom, however, the towel rack was ripped from the wall and his right leg crumpled beneath him.

      Carlos crashed to the floor, the towel rack hitting the tile next to him with a loud clutter. He almost screamed at the sharp pain shooting through his right leg, biting down on his fist to keep the sound from escaping his mouth.

      Kelsey must have heard the crash from his fall, because within moments of him hitting the tile, she was rushing through the door to see what happened. Unable to bear the embarrassment of her witnessing his shame, he snapped.

      “GET OUT! GET THE FUCK OUT!”

      “C-Carlos, let me help you—”

      “I AM A GROWN FUCKING MAN. I CAN GET OUT OF THE BATHTUB ON MY OWN. GET. OUT. NOW!”

      She hesitated for a moment, her urge to help him clearly battling with the need to obey his harshly spoken demand. When he heard the sound of the door quietly clicking shut, he eased himself into a sitting position against the wall of the bathroom and took a look around.

      There were bits of plaster all around him on the floor from the towel rack being pulled from the wall, and he’d managed to bring the shower curtain down with him as well. His right leg was still throbbing, and he gritted his teeth against the pain as he used the bathroom counter to get back to his feet. Unable to put even the slightest bit of weight on his right leg, he toweled off quickly with his free hand, the other gripping the bathroom counter as he balanced on one leg, and grabbed the cane he used to get around from its place next to the door.

      Carlos exited the bathroom as quietly as possible and hobbled slowly, so slowly, down the hall to his room. Only once he was in his room did he collapse into bed and sob. He was pathetic. A pathetic fucking excuse for a man who was unable to even get out of the shower.

      How could he be a police officer if he couldn’t even do something as simple as stepping out of the shower? If he were honest with himself, that was his real issue. He’d never been a particularly manly man, and he was comfortable as hell in his skin. Being unable to walk wasn’t so much a blow to his ego as a detriment to his career. His career meant everything to him.

      Disgusted with himself, he stayed in bed for the remainder of the day, and the next day, and the day after that.

      His only human interaction was with Kelsey when she brought him his meals. She tried to speak to him about his fall, but he was too embarrassed. He missed one of his physical therapy sessions, snapping at Kelsey when she’d tried to get him to go. Instead, he took a heavy dose of painkillers and slept the hours away, wallowing in his own self-pity.
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      Carlos hadn’t left that damn room in a week. A week straight of Kelsey bringing his meals to him and receiving only a gruff “thank you” in response. She didn’t know how to help him, and it was frustrating the hell out of her. She’d tried to talk to him about his fall in the shower on more than one occasion and had gotten nothing in response. Whenever she brought it up, he silently tucked into his food and ignored her until she left. She’d also noticed that he had been taking more of his painkillers than the doctor had prescribed.

      The man she’d known for almost a year now was so vibrant, so full of life and energy, that it seemed wrong for him to be alone and silent in a dark room for days on end. He refused to go to his physical therapy appointments—had missed two now—and was showing no signs of improvement. When she’d agreed to help him get back on his feet, she’d expected to resist his advances and his natural charm. She’d prepared herself for endless flirting and innuendo. What she had never expected was for him to shut down completely, becoming a ghost of his former self.

      The first week he’d been here, he had been fine. Sure, she could tell that his reliance on her grated on him, but he’d been handling it well enough until the fall in the bathroom. With James at Kyle’s house for the weekend, she knew she needed to do something drastic to get Carlos motivated, but she wasn’t sure what to try.

      When Kyle had come by to pick their son up, he’d asked to meet Carlos, and Kelsey had put him off, saying that Carlos was too exhausted from physical therapy for company. She didn’t know how much longer she could push back their meeting, but she didn’t want Kyle to meet Carlos when he was in this state. He was in no shape to make a good impression, and she didn’t want Kyle to make a fuss about him being around James.

      She’d put off calling Rafe for as long as possible, not wanting to disturb the new father, but Carlos needed him. Picking up her phone, she called the only person she knew could get Carlos out of that damn bed.

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

      Upon hearing that his friend was having a hard time, Rafe had headed right over. Kelsey opened the door to let him in and almost laughed at the state he was in. Prior to Sophie and their baby, Rafe had always been well put together. Now, days’ worth of stubble graced his face, and there were bags under his eyes. His usually immaculate clothes were rumpled and smelled faintly of spit up.

      “Ella giving you trouble?”

      Rafe groaned and scrubbed a hand down his face. “Nobody warned me that having a child would be so fucking exhausting. Everyone was all, ‘You’re going to be a great father’ and ‘Childbirth is such a magical thing to behold.’ What they failed to mention was how little that girl sleeps, or how much shit comes out of such a tiny body.”

      Kelsey chuckled, “Yeah, newborns are definitely a handful.”

      “I mean it, Kelsey. Where does all of the shit come from? She’s so damn tiny and I swear she poops more than me. If she’s not eating, she’s crying; if she’s not doing either of those things, she’s shitting.”

      “Would it make you feel better if I told you I just brewed coffee?”

      “If you have fresh coffee, it’s entirely possible I love you more than I love my own wife right now.” Kelsey held in her laughter as he shuffled slowly past her and into the house. Having practically lived here with Sophie before they moved into his apartment, Rafe was familiar with the layout of the house and made his way quickly to the kitchen.

      He inhaled his first cup of coffee, groaning in satisfaction when he’d drained the cup. He quickly poured another and turned to face her.

      “All right, what’s going on with Carlos? You said he was having problems.”

      “Well, last week he fell in the bathroom. He didn’t wait for me to help him out of the tub and wasn’t able to get out on his own. He hasn’t left his room since. He just lays in there with the blinds drawn and the lights off. He’s taking more than the prescribed amount of painkillers, and I’m really starting to worry. He’s missed two of his physical therapy appointments.”

      “Fuck,” Rafe muttered. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”
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      A hard knock on his door woke Carlos from his nap. Glancing at the clock on his bedside table he took in the time and noted that it was too early for Kelsey to be bringing his dinner. He covered his head with the pillow and ignored the knock at the door. He’d taken another pain pill an hour ago and was still drowsy.

      Another short rap on wood was followed by the creaking sound that indicated someone had opened the door. “Kelsey, I’m sleeping. Go away.”

      “Woooow, fucker. Is that any way to greet your best friend?”

      Without removing the pillow from his head, he responded, “Hi, Rafe, I’m sleeping. Get out.”

      “You’re a charming bastard, have I ever told you that?”

      Carlos merely grunted in response. He wasn’t in the mood for company. All he wanted to do was sleep until this entire mess of a situation had disappeared. He felt a dip in the mattress to indicate that Rafe had sat down on the bed, and finally removed the pillow from his head. He rolled over and glowered at his friend.

      “Is ‘get out’ too complicated of a sentence for you to understand? Because I really don’t know how to dumb that one down.”

      “Carlos, what the hell is going on? I’ve never seen you like this.”

      Carlos pulled himself into a sitting position and shrugged. “What’s the point in getting out of bed? It’s not like I can go to work. Hell, I can’t even fucking bathe myself. May as well lay here and waste away, right?”

      “How do you expect to be able to return to work ever if you don’t even go to physical therapy? Your leg isn’t going to miraculously heal itself. You need to work at your recovery, dude.”

      Carlos closed his eyes briefly, the high-strength prescription drugs muddying his senses a little. “Have I ever told you why I became a cop?”

      Rafe shook his head no.

      “Yeah, I don’t tell many people. The truth is, I’m not good at much. I’m not good at anything, really. I’m not stupid, I just think that my brain works in ways different from most people. I never excelled at school; it was too hard to focus on one thing at a time. It was only when I was doing something physical that my mind sharpened. That’s why I played football in high school. Words on a textbook page never really held my interest, but ask me to read a play on a field? Ask me to predict what another player is going to do? Everything becomes crystal clear for me in those moments.”

      He took a deep breath; he’d never explained this to anyone. He let everyone believe that he didn’t give a shit about anything. Being a cop was just a job for him—at least that’s what he let everyone think. Let them assume he didn’t have substance. He was better at being a source of entertainment than someone people took seriously.

      “After high school I had no clue what to do with my life. I wasn’t a good enough ball player to go pro, and working in an office was something that I knew would stifle me. I was lost for months, working in fast food and resigning myself to a life of menial labor. One day, my high school football coach came in and told me I was wasting my potential. He was the one who suggested I join the force. He told me that I had a knack for reading people and situations, a natural intuition for that kind of thing. I took his suggestion and ran with it. My career with the Houston Police Department is everything to me. It’s the only thing besides football that I have ever been good at. And now, because of some dumb ass drunk driver, my entire career could be over. Just like that.”

      “Carlos, that’s exactly why you have to get better. Go to physical therapy and work your ass off. This isn’t the end of your career unless you want it to be. Your prognosis was good—I know the doctor told you that with months of work you’d be able to walk again. Why are you shying away from that? I’ve never known you to shy away from anything.”

      Carlos looked at his hands, pulling at a loose thread on the coverlet of the bed. “What if I can’t do it, man? What if the doctor was wrong and this is the end of my career? I can’t—” His voice broke and he cleared his throat to push the words out. “I can’t face that. I just can’t.”

      “Your career is only over if you give up on it. Don’t throw away something that means so much to you over a little bit of fear. The Carlos I know has never backed down from a fight.”

      Carlos nodded, refusing to look up and meet his friend’s gaze. He felt like the worst sort of coward, but he couldn’t deny the terror he felt at the thought of failing. At the thought of losing his career. “I’ll think about it.”

      Rafe stood from the bed and patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks for sharing that with me, Carlos. If you need anything, you know I’m here for you.”

      Carlos looked up to meet his friend’s gaze and saw movement in the doorway. Rafe hadn’t closed the door, and he could make out Kelsey’s retreating form in the hall. He wasn’t sure how he felt about her overhearing his past and his motivations for joining the force.

      “Thanks, Rafe.”

      “Now, I don’t know if I can see you for the next two to four weeks. When you open up to me like that, I feel things.”

      Carlos laughed, “Oh yeah? Does my emotional turmoil turn you on?”

      “Definitely, I’m at least half chub right now. Any more of this bonding shit and I’ll be tempted to leave Sophie for you.”

      Carlos patted the bed beside him and winked. “Well, get on over here, big boy.”

      Still laughing, Rafe shook his head and closed the bedroom door. Carlos didn’t know how long he stared at the doorknob, willing himself to get out of bed. He could use the cane to hobble around, tell Kelsey he was ready to go back to therapy. He looked over at the cane leaning against his bedside table and saw the painkillers next to it. He reached toward the cane, but changed his mind before grasping it. Changing the trajectory of his hand, he reached for the prescription bottle instead. He popped another pill, pulled the covers over his head, and went back to sleep.
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      Carlos was woken suddenly by the sound of his door slamming open. He sat up in surprise and saw Kelsey standing in the doorway, her features twisted in anger.

      “Get the fuck up, Carlos.”

      Glaring right back at her, he responded simply, “No.”

      “I am sick of this bullshit. Get out of that bed, now. You aren’t this person. You don’t wallow and pout. Stop being a damn pussy and GET UP!”

      Normally, angry Kelsey got him going, but she was really starting to piss him off. “You think it’s that easy? You think I can just get out of this bed and walk out of the room?”

      “Yes, Carlos. It’s exactly that easy. You got up and walked out of this room every day of the first week you were here. You weren’t this pathetic lump of a human. You haven’t even showered in a week. You have one working leg, now use it.”

      Okay, now he was livid. “Call me pathetic one more time, Kelsey,” he growled.

      “You. Are. Pathetic,” she said, enunciating every word clearly.

      Before he even gave a thought to what he was doing, he’d swung his legs over the side of the bed, grabbed his cane, and walked over to her. Only when he was towering over her did he notice the self-satisfied look in her eyes. He felt the anger drain from his body when he realized that she’d done what even Rafe had been unable to accomplish. She’d gotten him out of bed. He hadn’t even felt the twinge of pain in his leg. The only thing he’d been thinking about was kissing those awful words from her lips.

      “You vixen,” he breathed. Her eyes widened and her breathing became shallow. The pain in his leg had returned, but he ignored it, focusing instead on the sudden lust surging through his body. He raised the hand not leaning on the cane to cup her cheek and leaned in to kiss her, but she pulled away. He tried to hide his flinch and removed his hand from her cheek quickly.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “Carlos, I don’t want to hurt your feelings...but you fucking smell.”

      Relief rushed through his body; she hadn’t rejected him because she didn’t want him. He just needed to shower. He laughed for the first time in days, the sound coming out raspy. “Noted. Feel like helping me shower?”

      “Sure, I’ll go get the water running while you change into your swim trunks.”

      Carlos groaned good-naturedly at the mention of those damn swim trunks and turned away from the door. When he saw Kelsey enter the bathroom, he grabbed his swimwear from his suitcase and sat down on the bed to get changed. Before he stood back up to meet her in the bathroom, he took another painkiller. He hardly noticed that his second bottle of medication, which was supposed to last him a full month, was almost empty.
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      Over the course of the next week, Carlos did his best to keep his shit together. He got up every morning, took a shower, went to his PT appointments, and did his best to act normal. In the back of his mind though, doubts were creeping in. Physical therapy seemed to be moving so damn slow, and every day he wasn’t at work was a day he felt his career slipping away from him. Deep down, he knew that his feelings weren’t entirely rational. He’d spoken to his captain and had been assured that his job was secure until he’d recovered fully. He just felt so...useless.

      He still needed Kelsey’s help to shower, and could only hobble around the house for a few hours before needing a break. It was exhausting pretending every single moment of the day that he had it together, that he was okay, when in reality he was scared and so fucking angry. How could one drunk idiot change the entire trajectory of his life?

      It was in those moments, the ones filled with his darkest thoughts, that he turned to his painkillers. He’d told his doctor that he spilled his previous prescription bottle as a way to explain needing a refill so soon. The slight high that he got from ingesting more than his prescribed dosage of medication was sometimes the only thing that got him through the day. As a cop, he knew he was sliding into dangerous territory with the pills, but he didn’t know what else to do, how else to cope. When he wasn’t sleeping or high he felt hopeless.

      Pulling himself to a sitting position in bed, Carlos raked his fingers through his hair and down his face. He’d never been one for beards, but shaving seemed like too much effort. His hair was also longer than he usually allowed it to get and had begun flopping over his forehead. After stretching his upper body, he turned and placed his feet on the cool hardwood floor, shucking the covers and reaching for his cane.

      Before standing, he grabbed his phone from the bedside table and checked the time. It was well past noon. Fuck. He’d gone to bed last night around ten o’clock, taking two painkillers to ease him into sleep. Before the accident, he’d never slept past seven unless he was working the night shift. Then again, he’d always gotten up early to go to the gym, something he was unable to do now. Sure, he could work on his upper body strength, but what the fuck was the point?

      Carlos shook off the negative thoughts and used his cane to pull himself to a stand. Pain immediately shot up his leg, the pain so excruciating that he fell back onto the bed.

      “Fucking worthless piece of shit,” he said, speaking to his leg as well as to himself. He sighed and shook his head, his gaze landing on the orange pill bottle on his nightstand. The pain was too much—not just physically but emotionally. He knew it was unhealthy to seek the sweet numbness of the painkillers, but one more day wouldn’t hurt anyone, right?

      Slowly, as though to give himself time to change his mind, Carlos reached for the pill bottle. He popped the top off with his thumb, shaking two pills into his palm. When his leg gave another uncomfortable throb, he allowed a third pill to slide into his hand. Without giving himself time to doubt his decision, he tossed the pills into his mouth and swallowed them dry. He was a big man—a larger dosage made sense, right? Leaving his feet touching the floor, Carlos reclined back on the bed and waited for the numbness to take over.
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      The first thing to hit Kelsey when she walked through the front door after picking James up from Kyle’s was the loud volume on the TV. She’d expected to return to a quiet home. For the last week, Carlos had made more of an effort, but still spent the majority of his time in his room. She felt as though he was putting on a brave front while refusing to acknowledge how he was really feeling. His conversation with Rafe and subsequent...discussion with Kelsey had seemed to help, but she knew it wasn’t enough.

      “Carlos?” she called hesitantly. When she got no response, she helped James pull off his shoes and socks. After he tossed them into the shoe basket by the door, she told him to go to his room and put away his backpack. He headed down the hall, and she turned into the living room. Carlos was lying on the couch, a Marvel movie playing on the television screen. She was relieved to see that he was awake; she didn’t want to have to wake him up and help him move to his bedroom.

      “Carlos,” she called again. This time, he appeared to have heard her and turned his head. His pupils were constricted, and when he spoke, his speech was slow and slurred.

      “Hey, Kels! You’re home.”

      “Yeah,” she replied cautiously. Is he high?

      He blinked at her drowsily and a dopey grin pulled at the corners of his lips. “You’re so fucking gorgeous. Why won’t you date me?”

      Kelsey sucked in a sharp breath. “You’re high as a fucking kite, Carlos.”

      Instead of denying it, Carlos lifted his shoulder in a semblance of a shrug. “Just took my painkillers. My leg was hurting.”

      She highly doubted he took the prescribed dosage. When Kelsey had first brought Carlos home she had seen the effect the pills had on him. They made him drowsy, maybe a little slower to react. This was something else though.

      “How many did you take, Carlos?”

      He lifted his shoulder again. “Dunno, a couple. My leg doesn’t hurt anymore though.”

      “You’re high and my son is in the damn house! This is not in any way, shape, or form okay!”

      A confused expression washed over Carlos’s features before he clenched his jaw in apparent anger. “Why are you being so uptight? I’m injured, Kelsey. I may never walk again. All I did was take medicine that my doctor gave me.”

      “Uptight? Are you kidding me right now? I have a three-year-old son and he does not need to see you high off your ass sitting on my couch. And what the fuck do you mean you may not walk again? I was at your first physical therapy appointment. The therapist said that with hard work you’d regain full functionality in your leg.”

      “Doesn’t feel like it. Feels like I’m broken.”

      “Carlos...you’re not broken. Your femur is fractured. That is still no excuse to act like this. You’re a guest in my house, and I won’t have a fucking drug addict living here with my child!”

      The last reaction Kelsey expected was laughter, but Carlos threw his head back and let out a full body laugh. The sound of it didn’t sit well with Kelsey though. He was the kind of person whose joy was infectious. When Carlos found something funny, he made sure that everyone did too, and his laugh was one of her favorite sounds in the world. This one though, this laughter had a cruel edge to it. A kind of sharpness that indicated he found nothing about her words funny.

      “I’m a cop, Kelsey. I’m far from a drug addict.”

      She looked at him, incredulous, and was about to respond when she felt a tug on her shirt. She looked down to find her son wearing a confused expression.

      “What’s funny, Mommy?”

      Kelsey looked up from James, meeting Carlos’s gaze directly when she responded. “Nothing, James. There is absolutely nothing funny about this situation.”

      Pushing himself to a stand, slowly and with effort, Carlos grabbed hold of his cane and plowed past Kelsey into the hall. “Whatever, I don’t need this. If you don’t want me to live here, Kelsey, just say so.”

      Speechless, Kelsey watched him hobble down the hall to his bedroom. The slam of his door startled her enough that she jerked. She’d thought she was in trouble with quiet, discouraged Carlos, but this? This was something else entirely, and she had no idea how to handle it.
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      After she’d given James a bath and tucked him into bed for the evening, Kelsey poured herself a glass of wine and sat at the kitchen table staring at her phone. She could call Rafe, but she had a feeling that he wouldn’t know how to handle this situation any better than she did. What she needed was advice from someone who had been in this kind of scenario before. She also needed someone to watch James for a few hours in the morning. She had an appointment with her general practitioner. Sure, it was just a yearly checkup, and she could reschedule, but she’d rather just get it over with. Plus, she needed to run a few errands after the appointment. Kelsey loved her son, but he was a pain in the ass to run errands with. She assumed all kids were, honestly. She had planned to ask Carlos to stay with James since he appeared to be feeling better, but that was completely out of the question now.

      Unlocking her phone with a swipe, she called the only person she knew had personally dealt with drug addiction. Taking a big gulp of wine, she waited for her friend to pick up.

      “Sexy Becky’s House of Pleasure, how may I direct your penis?”

      Despite the situation, Kelsey found herself laughing. “You are just the most ridiculous human I have ever known.”

      “Oh, you don’t have a dick. This is what I get for answering my phone without checking to see who was calling. What’s up, love muffin?”

      Kelsey sighed. She needed advice, but was it really her place to air Carlos’s dirty laundry? It seemed like a violation of his privacy. She was at a complete dead end, though, and really could use her friend’s support.

      “I have some serious questions to ask. About your past.”

      Becky went silent on the other end of the line. She understood her friend’s reticence and gave her time to answer. After a moment, Becky cleared her throat.

      “Anything for you. What do you need to know? I’d prefer not to talk about Reese, if at all possible.” It had been years since their breakup, but Kelsey didn’t miss the way her friend’s voice caught when she spoke Reese’s name.

      “No, this isn’t about that asshole. I have a couple of questions about your experience with prescription medication. I have this...friend. I think he might be abusing his painkillers, and I don’t know how to help him. How did it start for your mother?

      Becky hummed, thinking about her answer. “I’ll be honest, I don’t really remember exactly when my mother started, but I do remember the way that her personality changed over time. I have all of these fond memories of us when I was young  ‘sleepovers’ in my room where we would watch classic movies and eat popcorn and chocolate, fun shopping trips. Then she threw out her back playing tennis and was prescribed painkillers. She started taking them and just never stopped. It was like someone had taken away my loving mother and replaced her with this monster I didn’t know anymore. This awful, judgmental, screaming harpy that didn’t resemble the person I’d grown up with. She and my dad started throwing money at me instead of actually parenting, and things just spiraled from there. All I can say is this: your friend has to want to stop taking the pills for himself. Quitting for someone else may work in the short term, but eventually he’ll fall back into old habits.”

      Kelsey nodded, though her friend couldn’t see her. That made sense. She had no idea how she would get Carlos to see he had a problem. She’d tried yelling at him and that hadn’t helped. Hell, she’d called him a fucking drug addict. Since she had only seen him high once, though, maybe she’d overreacted. It was possible he’d just taken too many pills today. Maybe Kelsey could talk to him tomorrow morning when he was sober. She was positive he would be reasonable about the whole thing.

      Realizing belatedly that she was still on the phone with Becky and had gone silent, she took a sip of her wine and changed the subject. “Thanks for that, Beccs. Random question—what are you doing tomorrow? Do you have to work?”

      “I’m working on a few projects, but I can work late tonight and take a few hours off tomorrow, why?”

      “Oh I couldn’t ask you to do that, I just needed someone to watch James for a couple of hours.”

      “I can do that! I can just bring my laptop over to your house to finish up any work I can’t manage to get done tonight. Benefits of being a freelancer, right? I’ve wanted to get in some quality time with your munchkin for a while now anyway.”

      Kelsey heaved a sigh of relief. “That would be amazing, Becky. Thank you so much.”

      “No need to thank me, silly. If you really feel the need to express your gratitude though, you’re welcome to get me a gift card to that awesome ass sex shop in Montrose. I broke my vibrator last week and those bitches get pricey.”
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      Carlos woke the next day feeling like absolute garbage. The pain in his leg was back with a vengeance, and he had a killer fucking headache. Without opening his eyes, he reached for the bedside table, feeling around the surface for his bottle of pills. When he came up empty, he groaned and sat up gingerly. He felt groggy as hell, like he’d overdone it on tequila the night before.

      He checked the time on his phone, and was pleased to note that it was still morning at least. When he set his phone back down on the bedside table, however, he noticed something. Or rather, the absence of something.

      Where the hell are my pills?

      He’d been a little out of it the night before, but he’d remembered seeing the orange bottle by his bed before he’d gone to sleep. Almost frantically, he pulled open the drawer to his little nightstand and searched it, coming up empty. When he shoved the drawer back in, he noticed a small sticky note was stuck to the wood next to the lamp. The handwriting wasn’t one he recognized, but the hastily scrawled note was signed.

      
        
        We need to talk. I have your pills. If you ever want to see them alive again, you’ll get your bum ass dressed and into the kitchen.

      

        

      
        –Becky

      

      

      Carlos snorted in spite of himself. He was annoyed that someone had been in his room while he was sleeping, and if he were honest, he was fucking livid that Becky had taken his medicine. Damn if the girl wasn’t funny as hell though. Only Becky would leave a ransom note for a bottle of painkillers.

      Groaning, he grabbed a pair of sweatpants and a clean T-shirt from the dresser Kelsey had pulled to the other side of his bed. He dressed as quickly as he could, given his circumstances, wishing like hell he had something to dull the pain in his leg.

      When he stood up, leaning heavily on his cane, the nausea set in. He stood still for a moment, fighting the rising urge to vomit. Closing his eyes, he willed the headache and nausea to dissipate. When he felt steady enough, he made his way slowly to the kitchen. Though the house was older, the kitchen and living room had been built in the open-concept style. The only thing separating the two rooms was a peninsula countertop. To get to the kitchen, where he could already see Becky, he had to walk through the living room. At the entrance to the room from the hallway, he spotted James, still in his pajamas watching Bubble Guppies. He was so wholly focused on his show that he didn’t even look up at the sound of Carlos’s footsteps. He didn’t consciously decide to stop at the entrance to the living room, but found himself leaning against the doorway watching James.

      He was such an incredible kid. Smart, inquisitive, and so damn sweet it was ridiculous. The little guy pulled his thumb from his mouth for long enough to sing the theme song to the show quietly before popping it back in. Carlos’s stomach clenched when he thought about the previous night. Kelsey had come home with James. James had seen him high off his ass on the couch. It definitely wasn’t a proud moment for him. He promised himself that he’d never have a day like that again. He could control himself, he knew he could.

      After a few more minutes of watching James, Carlos made his way to the kitchen to deal with Becky. He found her sitting at the kitchen table, sipping her coffee from a mug that said “Not Today Muggle-Fuckers.” She must’ve brought it with her because he knew Kelsey didn’t have any profane mugs in the kitchen. James couldn’t read yet, but he’d be able to in a few years, and he imagined fucker wasn’t a word anyone wanted him reading.

      He grabbed a coffee mug and filled it to the brim, hoping some caffeine would pull him out of his current funk. Cup in hand, he sat down at the kitchen table, forcing Becky to finally look up from her laptop.

      “Well, good morning, princess. You look like you had quite the night last night. Did you hit it a little hard at the frat houses?”

      Carlos scowled. “I’m not a frat boy, thank you very much. I never needed some Greek letters to get me pussy in college.”

      Becky made eye contact with him, ensuring he was looking when she rolled her eyes. “You know, I always forget how highly you think of yourself, but you never fail to remind me.”

      “I’m nothing if not consistent.”

      Becky hummed and took a sip of her coffee. “I think you and I should have a conversation.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that when you hijacked my medication from my bedroom and left a fucking ransom note.”

      “That was a nice touch, wasn’t it? I thought about leaving a crushed pill behind, kind of as a warning, but the damn things are snortable.”

      Carlos laughed, “All right, you have my attention. What’s on your mind, Becky?”

      While he’d known Becky for about a year now, he was very aware that they hadn’t spent any time alone together. In the time they had spent together, however, he’d never seen her look so serious. It was slightly disconcerting, and suddenly he was worried about the direction this conversation would head.

      “Look,” she started, “I can’t even begin to imagine how hard this whole ordeal has been on you. It’s obvious that you care a great deal about your career and I’m sure you’re worried about returning to work. Not to mention, I imagine the pain in your leg is excruciating. That being said, I feel like you might be headed down a pretty dangerous path, Carlos.”

      Though he wanted nothing more than to snap at her, he reminded himself that she was one of Kelsey’s best friends...and she still had his pills. Instead of storming off or telling her to go fuck herself, he took a deep breath before calmly replying.

      “What path is that, Becky?”

      “The one that leads to addiction.” Before he could object, she held up her hand. “Look, I just want you to hear me out. I had a tough time growing up. My parents were awful—seriously some of the worst people you can fucking imagine. When I was in middle school, my mom threw her back out and started popping pain pills to cope. She never stopped taking them and they changed her. She’d never been a particularly attentive mother, but she turned nasty. She became verbally and physically abusive. One night, she and my dad had a huge fight and she accidentally overdosed. I won’t go in to too much detail, but her addiction changed my entire life. Don’t let these pills do the same to you. My mother lost me—something she hasn’t seemed to really care about, but you could lose Kelsey and James. I can’t imagine you want them to leave your life.”

      Carlos reached out and squeezed Becky’s hand. He’d never truly connected with her, and imagined it took a lot for her to share her story with him. She was wasting her breath though. He was as far from an addict as a person could be. He just needed some help with the pain in his leg. Sure, he’d taken one too many pills last night, but that had been a one-time mistake. It definitely wouldn’t happen again.

      “Thank you for taking the time to tell me all of that, Becky. I really appreciate it. But like I told Kelsey last night, I’m not an addict. Those pills just dull the pain in my leg so that I can get through the day, that’s all.”

      Becky nodded, but the look in her eyes told him she didn’t quite believe him. “All right, well, it’s not my place to take these from you,” she said, pulling the orange bottle she’d stolen from her pocket. “But promise me you’ll be careful. Kelsey is my best friend, and she’s doing an amazing thing for you. Don’t fuck that up.”

      She placed the bottle on the table between them and stood up, walking into the living room to join James on the couch. Carlos sat at the table for a few minutes, absorbing Becky’s words. He appreciated the concern, but he was doing just fine. He was going to physical therapy; he was trying. Carlos finished off his cup of coffee, and stood to rinse it out and place it in the dishwasher. A thought struck him as he stood at the sink.

      He turned around and looked at Becky, who was sitting on the couch with James. The little guy was chattering away, Becky watching him with a quirked lip. “Becky,” he called out. She looked away from James and met his gaze.

      “Why are you here? Why didn’t Kelsey ask me to watch James if she needed to leave the house?”

      The look Becky gave him was sad. “I think you know the answer to that, Carlos.”

      After last night she doesn’t trust me to be alone with her son. Fuck.

      The realization that Kelsey had called a friend to babysit James with him in the house was a tough one. It fucking hurt, if he were honest with himself. He shook off the hurt and felt determination settle into his gut. He would do better; he would be better. That third pill last night had just been a mistake, plain and simple. With that thought in mind, he walked out of the kitchen, reaching over to snag his bottle of pills from the table as he went.

      When he walked by Becky, he could’ve sworn he heard her release a disappointed sigh.
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      “Fuck, Kelsey, you’re so damn tight,” Carlos groaned as she sunk down onto his rock-hard dick slowly, so slowly. His hands fell from her firm tits to her waist, gripping her hips tightly as she began to move up and down his cock. He let out a low groan, his fingers gripping hard enough to bruise.

      He raised one hand from her hip to her back, pulling her body down to his. She followed his direction and leaned down just enough for him to take one of her pale pink nipples into his mouth. She moaned and he felt her pussy clench when he bit lightly and tugged. He laved her nipple with his tongue while her hips stuttered over his own, her rhythm slowing in her distraction.

      He chuckled at her response and moved his head to the other side of her breast. When he gently licked her nipple instead of taking it into his mouth, she let out a frustrated moan.

      “Like that, huh? Do you enjoy the way I play with your tits while you ride me, Kelsey? You’re so fucking wet that I can feel it on my thighs.”

      She let out a load moan when he took her nipple fully into his mouth, giving it the same attention he’d given the other. Returning his hand to her hip, he held on tight and began to thrust up into her body, his hips snapping into her with force. The best thing about Kelsey? She liked it as rough as he did. His mouth left her breasts and she leaned her forehead down to meet his, her hot breath caressing his lips.

      When her breathing began to hitch, and he felt her hot pussy clenching around his cock, he knew she was close. Reaching over, he placed his thumb on her clit and applied pressure, rubbing in the slow circles he knew she liked.

      “Come for me, Kels. Come all over my rock-hard dick. I want to feel you clenching around me when I finish deep inside you.”

      His words combined with his touch on her clit sent her over the edge, and he felt his own orgasm begin to rip through him.

      Carlos woke abruptly, his hand wrapped around his dick, jerking it hard as he came all over his chest. He looked down at his chest, noting the mess, before plopping his head back onto his pillow and covering his eyes with his hand.

      Wet dreams, just what I need.

      He dragged himself out of bed and used a washcloth from his hamper to clean his stomach before getting dressed in athletic shorts and a T-shirt. He’d been working on range of motion exercises with his physical therapist recently, and while they were definitely helping, his hip was sore today. It was worth it to be able to walk without his cane. He still needed to use it if he walked for more than an hour or so, but he could get himself around the house just fine. It was freeing, and he finally felt like he was making progress. They’d also been doing some aquatic exercises recently, which meant that his swim trunks were currently dirty. After physical therapy yesterday, he’d hidden them at the bottom of his hamper so that Kelsey would be unable to wash them before helping him shower today. He could manage to get in and out of the tub (carefully) but still needed help washing his legs, as bending his knees put too much strain on his injury.

      He smiled imagining her reaction when he told her he’d be showering in his birthday suit today. After the night he’d accidentally taken too many pills, he’d been careful about his intake. Carlos took one pill in the morning to dull the pain and two at night before bed. He was making progress, but at night he was still plagued with doubts. Things were moving so fucking slowly, and he was itching to get back to work. If he stayed out much longer, they’d be giving Rafe a temporary partner. What if they ended up replacing him? Alone in bed, he needed the numb oblivion the pills offered him.

      Taking his morning pill and pushing all negative thoughts from his mind, Carlos walked down the hallway in the direction of the kitchen. As he got closer, he heard the bass of a slow, sensuous song playing. Carlos walked slowly through the living room, the music getting louder the closer he got to the kitchen entrance. When he reached his destination, he leaned against the wall and took in the sight before him without saying a word.

      Kelsey was standing in front of the stove cooking something. Her long hair was unbound and hung in waves down her back, and she was clad in a big T-shirt and running shorts. Carlos was pleased to note that the shirt she was wearing was one she’d stolen from him. He couldn’t contain the surge of pride he felt seeing her dressed in his clothes. Her hips were moving side to side to the beat as she sang the lyrics quietly.

      Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      She was made for him. She was just the right height to match his 6’3” frame, and while she was willowy, she had a fantastic ass—his real weakness. He had always been an ass man, and Kelsey’s gave him ideas. When she bent over to check something on the stove, still wiggling her butt to the music, he bit back a groan and shifted the erection in his shorts. The things he wanted to do to this woman would make Christian Grey fucking blush. Their one night together had been full of some of the most passionate, rough sex he’d had in his entire life. No sexual encounter since had lived up to those hours with Kelsey, and he had a feeling none ever would.

      He was broken from his quiet observation of his dream woman by the lyrics of the song she was listening to. “If I keep my eyes closed he looks just like you.”

      What. The. Fuck. She better not be fucking some other guy and thinking of me.

      Rationally, Carlos knew that it was just a song, but he couldn’t contain the gut-clenching rage he felt at the thought of Kelsey with another man. He sure as fuck wasn’t a nun, and it had been just about a full year since they’d hooked up, but he couldn’t control his caveman thoughts. He wanted to be the only one making her moan.

      He hadn’t even realized he was moving until he’d gotten to the stove and gripped Kelsey by the hips. She jumped and spun around, and he took advantage of her momentum, pushing her against the counter. With his hands still on her hips, he leaned down to rub his nose along the curve of her neck. Her breathing stuttered, but she didn’t utter a single word. Clearly he’d taken her by surprise—Kelsey was rarely speechless.

      He nipped her ear with his teeth, forcing a small moan from her, before whispering directly in her ear, his lips caressing its shell, “Why are you listening to this song, Kelsey? Are you thinking about me while some other piece of shit fucks you?”

      Carlos knew he was being irrational; he could hear the jealousy in his own voice. He couldn’t pull himself away though. The thought of Kelsey with anyone else made him physically sick. She’d turned him down more times than he could count at this point, but there was no way she could deny the chemistry between them. Her chest was pressed to his and he could feel the pounding of her heart, the press of her peaked nipples against him.

      She still hadn’t responded to him, but her hands had found his shoulders, her nails biting into his skin through his thin shirt. Words were pouring from his lips now without thought. “Do you, Kelsey? Do you think about how fucking good it was with me? I bet you imagine how fucking delicious my pierced cock felt rubbing your g-spot. Maybe you think about my tongue on your clit, about how good it felt to ride my face.”

      Her breaths were coming in pants now and Carlos was hard as a fucking rock in his shorts. He ground his erection into her, wanting her to feel what she did to him. She moaned loudly and the thin shred of control he had snapped. Pulling away from her ear, he slammed his lips down on hers. His dream was still fresh in his mind and pure jealousy was controlling his actions now.

      He ran his tongue along the seam of her lips and she opened, allowing him entrance. He swept his tongue into her mouth and devoured her. He knew there was nothing tame in his kiss—it was a claiming. He pulled her hips into him harder as he continued to kiss her and almost came in his pants at the breathy moan she released into his mouth. He ate the sound and smoothed his hands around her hips to grip her ass. He pulled up the hem of the T-shirt and palmed the swell of her ass with both hands. As he squeezed, he fingered the edges of the shorts she was wearing, wishing they were in a heap on the floor.

      Fuck, I’ve missed this.

      The need to taste her pussy was overwhelming and he found he couldn’t resist the temptation. He picked Kelsey up and slid her delectable ass onto the counter. He pulled away from her lips and was pleased to note that they were swollen from his kiss. Her eyes were glazed and her cheeks were flushed. It was a heady feeling, knowing he was the one who’d done that to her.

      “Don’t. Fucking. Move.”

      The last thing he wanted was for the haze she was in to shatter. Quickly, he grabbed a chair from the kitchen table and pushed it over to the kitchen counter. It was the perfect height for what he had planned. Carlos seated himself in the chair and scooted it closer to Kelsey. When he was as close as he could get, he slid her shorts down her legs, throwing them over his shoulder, before he grabbed one of her legs and hiked it over his shoulder. He heard Kelsey suck in a breath as she realized what he planned to do, and he looked up to meet her gaze. Before proceeding, he wanted to be completely sure she wanted this. Seeing the unspoken question in Carlos’s eyes, Kelsey gave him a nod and dug the heel of her foot into his shoulder, pulling him closer.

      He leaned forward and swiped his tongue firmly up her slit through the thin material of her underwear. He repeated the action until she was squirming on the counter.

      “Carlos,” she breathed, “more. Give me more.”

      Never one to deny a lady’s request, he pulled her underwear aside with one hand and sucked her clit into his mouth in one smooth motion. When she screamed his name, he thrust one finger into her wet heat. His cock jerked in his shorts, demanding attention. With his free hand, he reached into his shorts and pulled his erection out.

      Thank fuck for loose athletic shorts.

      As he stroked his dick, he continued to eat Kelsey’s pussy with abandon. Like his kisses, this was not a gentle taking. He thrust another finger into her and curled his fingers, making her shudder as he alternated between sucking on and licking her clit. As he approached his own orgasm, he lost all semblance of finesse.

      “You taste so fucking good, Kels. Fuck, you’re the most delicious thing I’ve ever had on my tongue.”

      She moaned his name and began to move her hips, riding his tongue and face. Her hips stuttered, and Carlos felt her clench around his fingers. He added a third finger and bit down lightly on her clit.

      Kelsey’s reaction was instantaneous. She screamed his name as her orgasm washed over her. Her back arched and her body started to shake. When her thighs clenched around his ears, he released his own moan and came in his hand.

      Carlos sat back in the kitchen chair and tried to catch his breath. Kelsey came down from her post-orgasmic haze faster than he did and scooted away from him on the counter. When she was far enough away to jump down without touching him, she set her feet on the floor and pulled her underwear back into place.

      He knew what she would say before the words even left her mouth. “I can’t do this with you, Carlos. I just...can’t.” She left the kitchen like it was on fire, not once looking back at him.
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      Kelsey paced the bathroom, wringing her hands. What the hell just happened? She’d known that she still had feelings for Carlos, but he’d mentioned before that he wanted more than a casual relationship from her. She just couldn’t give him what he needed. How could she explain to him that she wasn’t capable of long-term love? The last thing she ever wanted to do was hurt Carlos. Plus, he needed to work on himself right now. He was still in physical therapy but suffered from hip and leg pain every day. His physical therapist had apparently warned him that due to the location of his injury, both would be in quite a bit of pain throughout the recovery process. Though she couldn’t prove it, she still had a sneaking suspicion that he was taking more than the prescribed dosage of painkillers.

      What a fucking mess.

      Walking over to the sink, Kelsey washed her face with cold water and tried to figure out what her next move should be. It wasn’t like she could avoid Carlos; he lived here. She was listing her options when she smelled something burning and realized she’d left food on the stove. She rushed from the bathroom to the kitchen and found the pan on the stove smoking and Carlos sitting at the kitchen table with a smug smirk on his face.

      “Forget something, did ya?”

      Kelsey huffed and walked to the stove, pulling the burnt remains of her eggs from the hot stovetop and placing the pan in the sink.

      “You couldn’t have turned off the heat, Carlos?”

      He shrugged. “I could have, but I knew that if I let it burn you’d have to come back in here and talk to me.”

      She turned away from him and busied herself scrubbing the near-ruined pan. “We don’t have anything to talk about. I already told you, I can’t do this.”

      “Yes,” he growled. “You’ve made that perfectly clear. What you haven’t explained to me though is why. I think you know how I feel about you, Kelsey. You know I want to be with you, and what just happened proves that you want to be with me too. So what the fuck is going on?”

      “What just happened proves that I want to fuck you, nothing more.”

      She heard him walk across the kitchen, his steps slow. When his hand circled her wrist she shivered, remembering what he’d just used his hands to do. Carlos turned her to face him and tipped her chin up with his hand. His expression was tense, his mouth clenched in anger, but when she looked into his eyes she saw the hurt there.

      “Now you’re just lying to me, Kelsey. It’s really starting to piss me off.”

      She did her best to keep her face clear of emotions as she returned his glare. If she gave an inch he’d sweet talk her into something that would end with him hurt. She knew that if she replied her voice would betray her emotions. She wanted to say whatever she could to relieve the pain she knew she was causing him. How could she get him to understand that being with her would only lead to heartbreak? She couldn’t even stay in love with her own damn husband, the man she had a fucking child with. Didn’t Carlos understand she was broken?

      When she didn’t respond, Carlos searched her face. Whatever he found in her expression seemed to satisfy him. “I get that this might be too much too fast. Me living here complicates things as well. I’m going to give you time to think, but know this, Kelsey: this is going to happen. You and I would be incredible together, absolute perfection.”

      Carlos didn’t give her time to respond before he left the kitchen, the sound of his door clicking shut reaching her ears a moment later. Her entire body tingled from his touch, and she knew she was in deep shit.

      That afternoon Kelsey was having an increasingly difficult time focusing on work. At one point, she had asked a customer to repeat their entire story because she hadn’t managed to hear a single one of his complaints about the service he received. Every time she tried to concentrate on the task at hand, she found herself thinking of Carlos.

      This is going to happen. The words gave her chills. He was so sure that she was what he wanted, but he didn’t know how messed up she was. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she also couldn’t lie and say she didn’t want to be with him. Picturing him in bed with her every morning, taking her on dates, watching movies with her and James—it just felt right. She had to admit that he fit in well with her little family.

      Her own issues aside, she couldn’t just ignore her suspicions about his pill use. She hadn’t seen him visibly high again, but last week he’d asked her to pick up another prescription for him. When she asked why he needed one so soon, he claimed he’d dropped them by mistake. Injury aside, Carlos was not a clumsy man, and she just couldn’t picture it.

      Kelsey pulled herself from her thoughts, shaking her head and focusing on her work. She had one more caller to get through before Kyle brought James home. She and her little man were heading to Rafe and Sophie’s so that James could play with Ella. He was enamored with the adorable pudgy baby, always wanting to touch her cheek and asking Kelsey if he could hold her.

      Unfortunately for her, Kelsey’s final call of the day was an elderly woman who kept getting sidetracked during their call. She was currently describing her grandson’s recent wedding in great detail, causing Kelsey’s mind to drift further. She immediately thought of the morning after her one-night stand with Carlos.

      Kelsey woke up to light kisses trailing up her neck and light nips on her skin followed by Carlos’s soothing tongue. His hands were running up and down her sides, lingering at her hips and breasts. She kept her eyes closed, enjoying the attention, but moaned to let Carlos know she was awake. She was still sore from last night’s activities and had barely gotten any sleep. She shouldn’t have wanted him again, but she couldn’t deny the lust pooling low in her belly.

      When Carlos was done lavishing Kelsey’s neck with attention, he began planting light kisses on her face—her cheeks, her forehead, her eyelids, and finally the corner of her mouth. She felt his smile against his mouth as he deepened the kiss, turning something sweet into a deep, slow exploration. Fuck, the way he made her feel was indescribable. She had never thought of herself as sexy, but with Carlos’s hands on her body, she felt like a goddess.

      When Carlos pulled his lips away from hers, she groaned in protest, finally opening her eyes. His face was inches above hers and he was giving her a smile that she was starting to think was just for her. She’d been watching him the previous night and had noticed that he was almost always smiling. There was the genuine smile that he reserved for his friends—the one that had crossed his face when he’d originally spotted Sophie at the bar. He had a more reserved, but no less genuine smile that he gave to strangers, such as the waitress at the bar or any of the numerous women who’d approached him last night. Almost nothing could compete with the panty-melting smirk she’d seen on more than one occasion last night as he’d coaxed her into one more round.

      The smile he was giving her now, though? It was her smile. His eyes crinkled slightly at the corner, and his lip was tugged up into a half grin. It was the look in his eyes that made this particular smile special. He looked at her like she was the only woman in the world. It was intoxicating. He gently brushed a few locks of hair back from her face and leaned down to kiss her nose.

      “So when are you letting me take you out on a real date?”

      Kelsey tensed up immediately, and she could feel the smile leave her face. “Carlos, my divorce isn’t final. I’m in no place to date anyone.”

      He shrugged, nonplused. “Okay, we can wait until your divorce is finalized.”

      “I-I don’t think that’s a good idea. I just don’t know that I want to date seriously again, ever. If I couldn’t make my marriage work, I can’t make anything work.”

      Hurt flashed across Carlos’s face briefly before determination settled into his features. “We’ll see about that, Kelsey. For now—” That wicked grin returned. “—sit on my face, I need to taste you again before I leave.”

      “Hello? Is anyone there? HELLO?”

      The loud voice in her headset shattered the memory, pulling Kelsey’s attention back to work.

      Shit, I have no clue what this woman is talking about.

      “I apologize ma’am, I’m here. I’m so sorry for any inconvenience you experienced during your stay with us and am issuing a ten-thousand-point credit to your account. Again, please accept my sincere apologies.”

      She listened to the customer for a few more minutes, made a note of the call in her rewards profile, and added the points to her account before closing her laptop for the day. Kelsey was standing from her desk and stretching when she heard the front door open. The quick pitter-patter of footsteps through the house brought a smile to her mouth before her son came rushing into the room.

      “Mommy!” her son exclaimed, throwing his arms up so that she could pick him up and hug him. “Daddy and I went to the zoo today and we fed the giraffes. They ate lettuce out of my hand, and their tongues were purple. Did you know giraffes have purple tongues, Mommy? Can I have a purple tongue? We could use markers to color it.”

      Kelsey laughed, “Giraffes have purple tongues because they need the extra melanin to keep them from getting sunburned. How about instead of using markers to color your tongue purple, we pick up some Jolly Ranchers. I’ll let you eat three of them if you eat all of your dinner tonight, and your tongue will be purple. Sound good, buddy?”

      Kyle walked into the room laughing and holding a giant stuffed giraffe. “Sounds like you two have an exciting evening ahead of you.”

      James wriggled out of Kelsey’s arms and walked over to Kyle, putting his hands out for his new toy. “Daddy, you aren’t staying to turn your tongue purple? Don’t you wanna have more melon like giraffes?”

      “Melanin, baby,” Kelsey corrected. “And Daddy has to go to his house tonight. You’ll get to see him again on Saturday.”

      James’s face fell and he picked quietly at the stuffed animal’s ears. “I want Daddy to stay at this house though.”

      Kelsey felt tears pooling in her eyes and fought to keep them from falling. “We talked about this, baby, remember? Daddy and Mommy have separate houses now. You know what that means, though?”

      James shook his head silently. “It means that you are extra special. You get two rooms and two toy boxes. Only very special boys get two of everything.”

      “I only want one room.” Kelsey’s heart lurched in her chest when James started to tear up, and she pulled him into her arms, looking up at Kyle. He looked equally heartbroken. They’d been dealing with the divorce as best they could, explaining to James repeatedly that they lived separately but still loved him so much, but three-year-olds didn’t understand breakups. When they’d first separated, he’d liked having two houses and had mentioned that it was like being on an adventure, but now it seemed like they were having this conversation every time Kyle dropped him off.

      “Guess what we’re doing tonight, buddy?” she asked James, pulling his little body more tightly into her arms. He mumbled into her shoulder, his tiny hands clutching her shirt. She could feel his tears hitting the cloth of her top and couldn’t bear it. “We’re going to visit Miss Sophie and Ella. You want to see Ella, don’t you?”

      James didn’t pull away, but she felt his nod against her shoulder. “Go put your giraffe in your room and we can leave, okay?”

      He nodded again and began to move out of her arms. Before he walked away, she brushed her thumbs over his cheeks, wiping away his tears. Kelsey dug her fingers into his side lightly and kissed his face all over, loudly smacking her lips. He giggled and squirmed away.

      “Mommy, stop!” He ran over to Kyle, who crouched down to pull his son into a tight hug. “Love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you too. I’ll see you Saturday, okay? How about we go bowling?”

      “Bowling!” James exclaimed before scooping up his giraffe and running to his room to put it away.

      Kyle stood and shook his head. “That shit never gets easier. He heard someone mention at the zoo that most penguins stay with one mate for life and asked me why you and I weren’t like penguins. I remembered what you said about emperor penguins being serially monogamous and tried to explain it, but it didn’t come out right. I got some pretty dirty looks from one of the older ladies walking by.”

      Kelsey laughed, “Yeah, our son is too smart for us to keep up with apparently. I swear, that little boy misses nothing. Do you think we should consider taking him to a child therapist? He seems okay most of the time, but I don’t want our divorce to have any lasting impact on him.”

      “I don’t think he needs it just yet. I’ve read a couple of books on handling divorce with small children and he seems to be acting fairly normal, considering. We just need to keep up a united front. I think parents really mess up when they talk shit about each other to their kids, or put their kids in the middle. You and I don’t have that problem.”

      Kelsey made a face. “No, we don’t. We had a rough couple of months, but I’m glad that we both put James first.”

      “Me too, Kels. All right, I have to go. Thanks for letting me take him today. I’ve been wanting to go to the zoo with him for a while, so it was nice to take a personal day from work to be with him.”

      She smiled at her ex-husband, grateful for the ease with which they managed their custody. “I’m glad you had a good day. I’ll bring him over once he wakes up on Saturday morning.”

      Kyle leaned in to give her a quick hug before leaving. Once he was gone and she heard the front door close behind him, she went down the hallway to James’s room. He was playing on the floor with his new giraffe, lining all of his animals up in front of the new toy as though they were the giraffe’s royal subjects. The look of concentration on his face warmed her heart. Her son was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      “You ready to go, James?”

      “Can I show Ella my new toy?”

      Kelsey laughed. She should’ve known that he’d want to take the massive stuffed toy with him. “As long as he buckles up in the car—safety first.”

      “You’re silly, Mommy. He’s full of stuffing. He doesn’t need to be buckled!”

      “Car rules, seatbelts for everyone.”

      Her son heaved a heavy sigh and picked his stuffed animal back up. The giraffe was so huge it was almost comical. The thing was definitely taller than James, but he didn’t seem to mind in the least.
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      On their way to Sophie and Rafe’s house, Kelsey stopped at Starbucks to grab some coffee for her bestie. She remembered how exhausting having a newborn was and could only imagine how little sleep Sophie had gotten in the weeks since her daughter had been born.

      When Sophie opened the door, Kelsey tried to hold back a laugh. Her usually immaculate friend was a mess. Her hair was in a haphazard bun, and it was obvious it hadn’t been washed in a few days. Her clothes were wrinkled and she looked exhausted. Kelsey also noticed that her friend had some baby poop on her forehead.

      “Oh, you brought coffee! You are a goddess, Kelsey. A goddess.” Sophie snatched the cup out of Kelsey’s hand, chugging the hot drink.

      James tugged at her hand. “Mommy, does Miss Sophie know she has poo on her head?”

      Sophie looked down at James, startled. “Do I? Ugh, what does it say about me that I can’t even smell it? Rafe went back to work this week and doing this alone is impossible. Today is his day off, but he took Carlos to physical therapy and then wanted to take him to lunch to talk about something. I love my daughter, but if that man tries to get me pregnant again I will murder him. I don’t care that he’s a cop, I’ll do it.”

      “Miss Sophie, I can smell the poop.”

      Kelsey laughed, “You can always count on my son to be honest. Let me in, Soph. I’ll watch Ella while you go shower and change. James is right, you reek.”

      Tears formed in Sophie’s eyes. “You are just the best friend in the whole world. What would I do without you?”

      “Hormones hitting you hard today?”

      Sophie wiped the tears from her face and nodded. “I’m gonna go shower.”

      As her friend headed to the bathroom, James and Kelsey let themselves into the apartment. It was a hot mess, but Ella was content at least. She was laying on her back on a blanket, a mobile hanging above her head. Her little legs were bicycling away, and she was making the cutest happy baby noises.

      “James, why don’t you go sit next to Ella and show her your toy? Remember, you can touch her, but no picking her up without me, okay?”

      Her son nodded seriously and plopped down next to Ella, chattering away at her like they’d been friends for years. Kelsey listened to him tell the baby about his trip to the zoo and took another look around the apartment. This place really was a mess. She pulled the trash can from the apartment’s kitchen and began throwing away the protein bar wrappers and wet wipes that littered the coffee table. Then, she put the dirty dishes in the dishwasher and grabbed a hamper from Rafe and Sophie’s room. There were baby clothes and burp rags everywhere, so she put them in the washing machine and started a load of laundry.

      Twenty minutes later, the apartment was organized again when Sophie emerged from the bathroom, looking half human. Her friend gasped when she saw what Kelsey had done with the living room. “I repeat, you are a goddess.”

      Kelsey bowed dramatically. “I do my best.”

      “Now that I don’t smell like poop, can I get a hug from you, James?”

      “Of course, Miss Sophie! Did you know that giraffes have extra melanin in their tongues so that they don’t get sunburned?”

      Sophie smiled and pulled the three-year-old into her arms. “I didn’t know that. How are you already smarter than me?”

      “I like watching shows about animals and stuff.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. “Mommy says I can only watch Netflix when she’s with me though because one time I saw boobies. You and Mommy have boobies, but I don’t. Boys don’t have those; we have penises. Did you know that?”

      Kelsey covered her face with her hands. Her son loved to learn, and when he’d asked her why boys didn’t have boobies after an incident with a documentary that she did not realize showed topless women, she had blurted out the first response she could think of.

      Sophie somehow managed to hold in her laughter and responded to James in a surprisingly serious tone of voice. “You are too smart for your own good. Do you want to hold Ella? You have to be really careful if you do.”

      James nodded vigorously. “I’m a big boy, I can do it.”

      “I know you are! All right, come sit on the couch and lean up against the corner, I’m going to bring Ella over to you.”

      James settled himself in the corner of the couch and Sophie showed him how to position his arms before bringing Ella over to him. She placed her daughter gently in James’s lap and sat down next to him, keeping her eyes on the children while addressing Kelsey.

      “So, what’s new? How’s your roommate? He’s a boy, so he has a penis, right?”

      James answered for Kelsey, “Carlos is the best, and he definitely doesn’t have boobs so he must have a penis.”

      As Kelsey groaned, Sophie looked over and winked. “Soooo, how is he? Anything new?”

      “Well,” she started slowly. “I still think he’s eating too much candy.” Candy was the term they’d agreed to use in front of James when discussing Carlos’s painkillers. Kelsey had confided in her best friend about her suspicions, needing to vent them to someone. Sophie had reminded her that Carlos’s injury was not only recent, but extremely painful. She was convinced Carlos was only taking extras when the pain was too much, something that didn’t indicate a problem, but maybe a need for a stronger prescription. “There was also an…encounter in the kitchen this morning.”

      “Ohhh an encounter, huh?”

      Kelsey tried to think of the best way to explain what had happened without thoroughly traumatizing her son. “Well, he came into the kitchen while I was cooking myself breakfast and helped me.”

      Sophie looked confused for a minute before her eyes brightened and she finally caught on. “So, he helped you. With his hands?”

      “Well, not exactly. He helped himself with those. He helped me in other ways.”

      “You minx! Nothing happens for almost a year and now he’s getting you off in the kitchen?”

      Kelsey coughed and looked pointedly at James. Her son was cradling Ella gently, touching her tiny fingers and toes. The sight almost made her want another child. James loved babies and had asked her on multiple occasions when he would get a little brother or sister. Shaking the thought from her mind, she returned to the conversation at hand.

      “Anyway, after breakfast he told me that he and I were meant to be. He’s apparently determined to win me over.”

      “And that’s a bad thing because…”

      Kelsey shrugged. “I’m done dating. Marriage and the happily ever after just aren’t for me. I refuse to lead Carlos on.”

      Her best friend scoffed. “That’s stupid and you know it. He’s a good guy, Kels. I also happen to know for a fact that he genuinely cares for you. If you really don’t think you can do relationships though, what’s the harm in having a little fun? Let him help you cook a few more times.”

      Sophie wagged her eyebrows and made kissy faces to emphasize her point. “Have you been talking to Becky more?” Kelsey asked. “You’re sounding more and more like her these days. Always thinking with the wrong brain.”

      “Hey, thinking with my lady bits got me a ring, a hot cop, and a gorgeous daughter. I’d say things turned out just fine for me. Seriously though, Kelsey. You deserve to be happy. I almost lost Rafe because I couldn’t get over my own issues. I don’t want to see that happen to you too. At least think about it.”

      Before she could respond, Ella began to fuss in James’s arms. “Mommy, Ella smells bad. Can we go? I want to get Jolly Ranchers so my tongue can be purple like the giraffes.”

      Kelsey laughed, “Sure buddy, let’s head home.”

      She helped her son hand Ella back to Sophie and said her goodbyes before heading out the door. The whole drive home she replayed her conversation with her friend in her head. By the time she got home, she was more confused than she’d been when she left.
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      After his morning with Kelsey, Carlos was in a fantastic mood. He’d returned to his room and heard Kelsey cleaning up in the kitchen before heading to her makeshift office to work. Not wanting to bother her, he’d gotten dressed and gone through a few of the yoga poses his physical therapist had recommended. The pain in his hip was relatively bearable today, but he felt like his muscles weren’t working in sync with the rest of his body. It was a recurring frustration and the yoga always seemed to help for a few hours at least. He fought the urge to pop an extra painkiller to deal with the discomfort. Rafe was picking him up for physical therapy soon and he didn’t want to risk his observant best friend noticing something was off.

      Thirty minutes later, Rafe texted to let Carlos know he was outside. Again, not wanting to disturb Kelsey, Carlos walked through the house and closed the front door as quietly as he could.

      His friend’s minivan was parked in the driveway, and Carlos couldn’t contain his eye roll. Rafe had bought it a couple weeks ago, claiming it was the safest thing for his daughter to be driven around in. Sophie refused to drive the hideous, brown monstrosity though, so Rafe was stuck with it as his everyday car. Apparently Sophie had been so opposed to driving a mom van that she’d actually looked up safety statistics and used them to prove that her vehicle was just as safe as the shit-colored van.

      “You really need to trade this thing in already, dude. You have one fucking kid, not a whole baseball team.”

      Rafe glared. “Well, hello to you too, dickhead. For your information, the van is a preemptive buy. I don’t currently have a baseball team.”

      “Have Sophie and her vagina agreed to carry more of your spawn?”

      His best friend sighed and backed his car out of the driveway. “Technically she told me that if I wanted more children I’d need to find a way to birth them myself. Since I’m not a male seahorse, I’m not entirely sure what I’m going to do.”

      “The world really doesn’t need any more Rafe Pierces running around anyway. You’re a grumpy bastard, you know that? You’re so lucky to have a bestie like me, full of rainbows and sunshine.”

      Rafe grumbled in response. “You’re full of something all right.”

      For the remainder of their twenty-minute ride, Carlos and Rafe got caught up on each other’s lives. They hadn’t talked much since the day Rafe had come to Kelsey’s house to drag him out of bed. The last thing Carlos wanted to discuss was the depression that still hit him hard every single night. Instead, he talked to Rafe about sports and video games, keeping the conversation light and easy.

      Physical therapy was tough but rewarding, and having Rafe there pushed him harder. His best friend even got in and did some of the exercises with him, motivating him further. He left his hour session feeling better than he had in weeks. His hip was still giving him trouble, but he actually felt as though he could get back to walking normally at some point. After such a strenuous workout, he leaned heavily on his cane, needing the additional support. Not even using his cane could dampen his mood though; today had been a success.

      Although they had agreed to have lunch at their favorite Jewish deli in Montrose, Rafe drove them to the station after the doctor’s office. When his friend pulled the keys out of the ignition but made no move to open the driver’s side door, Carlos got nervous.

      “What’s going on, Rafe?”

      “Well, I’ve got some news actually. I was offered detective again. The captain really believes I’m ready, and when another position opened up, he petitioned hard for me to be considered. I’ll be transitioning to homicide over the next couple of months.”

      “Wow, congratulations, man! You deserve it more than anyone I know. You’ll be an incredible detective.”

      “Thank you, Carlos. That really means a lot to me.”

      He patted Rafe on the back and fought the panic rising in his chest. His partner was being promoted, what did that mean for him? Normally Carlos would begin working with a new partner and Rafe’s transition into the new department would happen relatively quickly. That it was going to take months was unique.

      It wasn’t until Rafe cleared his throat to break the silence that Carlos realized he hadn’t spoken in a few minutes. Shit, he didn’t want Rafe to think he wasn’t happy for him.

      I’m such a selfish fucking prick. My best friend tells me he’s getting promoted and all I can think about is what it means for me and my career.

      “Seriously, I’m so happy for you. What are we doing here though? This feels like something you could’ve told me over lunch.”

      “Well, I know you aren’t completely ready to come back to work, but your new partner started yesterday. I’ve met him and he’s a nice guy, but I thought we could take him to lunch with us, get him used to your particular brand of crazy as soon as possible.”

      Carlos slapped a hand on his chest dramatically. “What do you mean my brand of crazy? I am perfectly sane, thank you very much. This fucker will be lucky to have me as his partner. Lucky, I tell you.”

      “Riiiight. Well, then I want to introduce you to the lucky bastard. Plus I think you should have a chat with the captain, update him on your progress. When was the last time you spoke to him?”

      Carlos shrugged. His boss had called him a few times, but he’d been ignoring the calls for a week or so now. The more physical therapy he did, the more he realized that his range of motion would never be the same. He had a very real fear that he’d be unable to run steadily again for at least a year. Even then, he didn’t believe he’d ever go back to being as athletic as he once was. What kind of cop would he be if he couldn’t even chase bad guys? A life of deskwork was his greatest fear, and if he didn’t get his shit together, it was looking like a real possibility.

      “We’ve been playing phone tag?”

      “Oh really, Carlos? Because I believe there have to be two participants for that game, and last I heard you were ignoring Captain’s calls, not returning them. I’m not going to lecture you or ask you what’s going on. You know that if you ever want to talk to me about anything, I’m here. I am going to tell you this though: our boss has been immeasurably patient with you. I know you were injured, but you should be doing deskwork by now at the very least. He has been holding your job for you with no communication at all. You need to talk to him and tell him what’s going on before something changes. I know how much your career means to you, Carlos. So pull your head out of your fucking ass.”

      “See? You’re a grumpy asshole. Let’s just get this over with please. I have a feeling I’m in for an ass reaming.”

      Rafe chuckled and got out of the car. “An ass reaming sounds like something you’d like.”

      “I take you to a gay bar ONE time and you never let me live it down. They have fun karaoke, okay?”

      They were still discussing the gay bar situation when they walked into the station. He trailed off mid-sentence when he saw his boss rushing out of his office. The man was storming through the bullpen and making his way straight for Carlos.

      “RAMIREZ!” he barked, causing Carlos and damn near every officer around to jump. “Get your ass in my office now.”

      “Hey, Cap! Did ya miss me?”

      “I’m not fucking around with you today, Ramirez. You have five seconds to get into my office before I break your other femur.”

      Carlos turned to Rafe and winked before saluting the captain and sauntering off. He kept an arrogant smirk on his face as he walked by his fellow officers, but internally he was shitting his pants. There was no way this conversation was going to end well for him. He could hear the captain stomping through the precinct behind him and turned around to face him when they reached the door to the office.

      He half bowed and waved his boss in ahead of him dramatically. He may be injured, and may not feel entirely like himself at times, but he was determined not to show it today. Tonight, alone in bed, he could worry and wallow and let all of his greatest fears consume him. At the precinct though, he needed to be on his A-game.

      He followed the captain in, planting himself in the chair in front of his large oak desk after closing the door behind him. Despite his nonchalant attitude most days, he respected the hell out of his boss, and he showed that by sitting up straight and giving the captain his full attention once they were both seated. The anger had faded from Captain Stevens’ face once they were both alone and Carlos could see the worry etched into his features.

      “How ya doin’, son? I haven’t heard from you in a couple weeks.”

      “I—” Carlos started to shrug the question off, but realized that he wanted to be completely honest with at least one person in his life. He was hiding his pain and anger from his friends, but his boss deserved honesty after everything he’d done for Carlos.

      “I’m struggling, sir. My body just feels wrong; it feels foreign to me. I’ve worked hard my entire career to stay in shape and that hard work is slipping right through my fingers. My legs don’t work the way I need them to, no matter how hard I push, and I’m worried.”

      “Look, I’ve seen enough of my men injured to know how tough it can be to get back out there. You’re a good cop, and I don’t want to lose you as a member of my team. So you need to talk to me. When I call you, answer your fucking phone and give me updates. I can only hold your job here if I know what the hell is going on.”

      “I understand, sir. I appreciate what you’re doing for me, it means a lot.”

      “Yeah, well, then prove it. Your new partner is out there. I want you to meet him today and try to get to know him over the next few weeks. Once you’re feeling up to it, I want you in here helping out with paperwork. Anything to get you back in the station.”

      “I feel like a kid being scolded,” Carlos laughed.

      “Well, if you don’t want me to treat you like one of my kids, start acting like a fucking adult.”

      Carlos couldn’t contain his smirk. “Noted.”

      After a few more minutes discussing the logistics of Carlos coming back in a couple of weeks to do some light deskwork, he got up and left his captain’s office, heading back into roll call. He spotted Rafe at his desk, talking quietly to a monstrously tall motherfucker with a man bun. Seriously, who the hell wore man buns these days?

      Adopting his practiced swagger, he made his way over to Rafe. “You know, if Sophie ever needs help putting her hair in a stylish updo, I think man-bun here can help her out. She should put him on speed dial.”

      He saw man-bun’s shoulders stiffen before he turned around. Shit, this dude was almost frightening. Carlos wasn’t a small man, coming in at over six feet tall with some pretty well-defined muscles on his body. This guy made him look tiny, though. The asshole had to be at least six foot five and just looked like a mean motherfucker. He had a full, bushy beard—black to match his hair. The scowl he wore might make most men cower, but Carlos was not most men.

      “Seriously, bro, do you use bobby pins in that thing? You could be in L’Oreal commercials.”

      Man-bun’s green eyes bored into Carlos, and he still didn’t say a word. He did, however, crook an eyebrow before breaking Carlos’s gaze and looking to Rafe.

      His best friend was looking between the two with a wide smile on his face. “Oh, this is going to be fun. Reese Petrov, meet your new partner, Carlos Ramirez. Before you ask, yes he is always this talkative and annoying.”

      “Well, at least I’ll still be the most attractive bastard in the patrol car,” Carlos said, making a show of looking Reese over again. “You look like you dismember lions in your spare time, dude.”

      Reese shrugged. “Nah, but I have been known to dismember the occasional scrawny, mouthy motherfucker.”

      “Excuse you, did you just call me scrawny? Rafe, are you hearing this? I have muscles for days, bro. My fucking muscles have muscles.” Carlos flexed dramatically, doing his best to pose like a bodybuilder without fucking up his leg.

      “I’m pretty sure my dick is thicker than your biceps.”

      Carlos felt his eyes widen and couldn’t help himself. He glanced down at Reese’s pants then back to his own bicep. “How is that even physically possible? Do you use that thing instead of your fucking nightstick to subdue criminals?”

      His new partner smirked. “Definitely not, don’t want to scare anyone or take an eye out.”

      Carlos looked over at Rafe and found his best friend leaning on his desk, trying to stifle laughter. “Rafe, don’t leave me with this guy, he’s mean.”

      “Hey, maybe Petrov can finally whip you into shape. He might even be able to teach you how to pull your gun out of its holster without it getting stuck.”

      Still smirking, Reese chuckled before replying, his deep voice rasping over the words. “My five-year-old niece can pull her toy gun out of a holster with no issues. Maybe she can come up here and teach you.”

      “It was one time! One fucking time! I know how to pull my gun on someone. In fact, let’s step outside and I’ll show you what I know.”

      Ignoring him completely, Reese looked over at Rafe. “Is he always like this? He reminds me of chihuahuas—always yapping and clamoring for attention.”

      “Chihuahua? I’m a Rottweiler, thank you very much. I’m fucking fierce and tough. I’ll bite your arm off. Although, I do like Taco Bell…”

      Rafe cut in before Reese could respond, “Okay guys, let’s break it up. I feel like this could go on for hours and I’m hungry.”

      Carlos snapped his teeth in Reese’s direction and turned to walk out of the station. His hip was killing him after physical therapy, so he leaned more heavily on his cane than he would’ve liked, but he imagined it was still a pretty dramatic exit.

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

      Lunch had been all right once Reese and Carlos had stopped making fun of each other and had actually gotten to know one another. It turned out his new partner had moved to Houston from Dallas recently. He’d been on the force there for seven years and was apparently a pretty decent cop. Carlos still wasn’t sure how he felt about Rafe leaving him—they’d been partners since the police academy—but he was happy for his friend.

      He had agreed to come into the station again next week to meet with Reese and discuss their partnership before coming back to work full-time the following week. Although he would be working daily, the captain wanted him to work shorter shifts, and he wouldn’t be going out on patrol until he could completely walk without his cane. He knew that deskwork would be monotonous and boring as hell, but it would be nice to get out of the house five days a week instead of sitting around like a potato.

      Though he felt better about his position at the station, he couldn’t seem to keep himself from turning to pills in the late hours of the night when he was alone. The demons chasing him never seemed to relent, and in the dark places of his mind, his worst fears plagued him. The words his mother had beaten into him all his life whispered through his mind. Her voice told him that he was useless, that he would never amount to anything. No matter how well his physical therapy went, or how far he was able to walk without the aid of his cane, he couldn’t keep his thoughts from turning negative when he got into bed alone each night.

      He’d tried fighting off his worries and fears, but they were unshakable. He would sit at the foot of his bed, his head clutched in his hands for hours, before finally giving in to the blissful oblivion his pills were able to offer. He’d told his doctor that his pain level was higher than it was in order to get additional refills on his prescription, and he’d stopped taking the pills during the day so that he would be able to take more at night. During the day he could manage the pain in his hip, and being around Kelsey helped keep his demons at bay.

      Kelsey and James were the only bright lights in his life. Kelsey was still avoiding him for the most part, but recently James had wanted to watch movies after dinner with Carlos and Kelsey on either side of him. When Kelsey tried to get out of it, James would wrap his little hand around hers and drag her to the couch, instructing her to sit with him and Carlos.

      They’d even developed a little routine: Kelsey would make the popcorn, and Carlos would make them all hot chocolate. Kelsey kept the sugar-free version of the sweet drink in her pantry to keep James from getting too wired for bed. Since she didn’t like marshmallows and Carlos did, he would make her cup of hot chocolate, pack it to the brim with marshmallows, and Kelsey would hold her cup out to Carlos so that he could eat them for her. Sure, he could just make her hot chocolate without marshmallows, but he took comfort in the knowledge that she hadn’t asked him to yet. She wanted to spend time with him too, he just knew it.

      If the days following Carlos’s visit to the station were made into a cheesy movie montage, it would be set to the song “Got My Mind Set On You” by George Harrison. Carlos did everything he could to get Kelsey to spend time alone with him during the day. James had begun a toddler version of preschool and attended on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. As soon as Kelsey dropped her son off at the school, she disappeared into the dining room she’d converted into an office, presumably to work. Carlos didn’t doubt that she was getting work done during that time, but he also had the sneaking suspicion that she was using her office to avoid him. On the days that James was home, she used him as a little toddler shield, finding excuses to get the two of them out of the house. Over the last week, they’d gone to the zoo four times. At this rate, poor James would be sick of giraffes, his favorite animal, by the end of the month.

      In an effort to draw her out of her hiding place, he’d resorted to ridiculous tactics—his forte. First, he’d played music from the soundtrack of The Greatest Showman loudly and on repeat throughout the house. When that hadn’t worked, he had begun to sing along at the top of his lungs. She’d come out of her office only to hand him a set of wireless headphones, a slightly terrifying glare on her face.

      His next adventure had been a bit more daring. He knew that Kelsey had an addiction to bacon and decided to tempt her with the delicious treat. While cooking bacon in and of itself wasn’t particularly dangerous, cooking it naked as Carlos had done posed some serious problems. The last thing he wanted was hot grease anywhere near his dick, and it seemed like it would be unavoidable. Fortunately for Carlos (and Kelsey, really) he’d managed to find a mesh grease trap to place over the pan while he was cooking.

      This time, Kelsey had come out of her office, snatched some bacon off of the plate and left the kitchen without so much as a glance at Carlos. How she’d resisted his insanely sexy body was beyond him, and he was insulted. Sure, he hadn’t been hard (who would be when bacon grease was threatening to burn holes in your dick?), but he was still impressive! He was proudly both a grower and a show-er.

      In between his bids for Kelsey’s attention, he had also taken on a fair amount of the housework. She had her hands full with James and work, and the last thing Carlos wanted was to be a burden on her. He’d been a mess his first few weeks at her house and he hoped that he could make up for that behavior now. He did all of James’s laundry, washed the dishes, and cleaned the public areas. Usually by the end of all of his self-imposed chores he was limping heavily and needed to sit down, but it was worth it to see the look of relief on Kelsey’s face when she walked out of her office to a clean house.

      After three days of ridiculous shenanigans with no response from her, however, he knew he needed to do something big. Something that required Rafe’s help. Hopefully his best friend was feeling particularly helpful today.
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        Carlos: Rafeeyyyy-poooo!

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: What did I say about calling me that?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: As I remember it, you told me it was your new favorite nickname and I should use it daily. Or would you rather I go back to Officer Pencil Dick?

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Hey, it’s DETECTIVE Pencil Dick now, thank you very much.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Riiiiight. Because putting Detective in front of the insult makes it less offensive.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Is there a reason you’re annoying me right now?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Actually, yes.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: I need a teeny tiny favor…

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: I already don’t like the sound of this.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Really, it’s no big deal. I just need you to break into your wife’s phone and get me Kelsey’s email address.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: No.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: But I’m your best friend!

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Debatable. A best friend wouldn’t ask me to invade my wife’s privacy.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Awww come on Rafey-poo! You two are married, so really the information on her phone is half yours anyway. Shared intellectual property and all that.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Still no.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Are you sure?

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: A thousand percent sure.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: All right, I didn’t want to resort to this, but you leave me no choice.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: What? What are you talking about? YOU HAVE A CHOICE, CARLOS.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Nope, you forced my hand. Trust me, you’re really going to want to break into your wife’s phone now.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Why? What did you do??

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Nothing major, just sent her a picture of my cock.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: YOU DID WHAT?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Imagine what will happen when she sees it? Do you think she’ll immediately leave you for me? Maybe she’ll just save the image for her spank bank. I have a pretty spectacular cock if I do say so myself.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: I will kill you.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: GASP! You are an officer of the law, Raphael Pierce. I could have you arrested for the threat alone.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Besides, it’s already done. You can fix it though; all you have to do is break into her phone and send me that email address.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Or I could break into the phone, delete the picture, and tell you to fuck off.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: You could, but I’ll just keep sending cock pictures. Maybe next time I send one you won’t be home to intercept it.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: I hate you so much right now. Let me find her fucking phone.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Are you fucking kidding me, Carlos? This is a picture of a ROOSTER. A TOY ROOSTER.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Yeah, that’s my cock. Duh.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: Remind me why I’m friends with you again?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: My charming personality? My dazzling good looks? My incredible wit?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Oh, oh! My magnificent singing voice?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Rock-hard abs?

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: How do you walk around on a bum leg with an ego that big?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Woooow low blow, man. I have badge bunnies to carry my ego. Of course.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: STOP SENDING ROOSTER PICTURES! I’m looking for the email address now.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Move faster, my cock and I are getting impatient.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: You are insufferable.

      

      

      
        
        Rafe: kbyrne@aol.com

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Thanks, buddy! You’re the best.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Rafe?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Hellooooo?

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Ignoring me? How rude.

      

      

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Nude Pics of Carlos Ramirez

        Today at 8:43 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Good Morning Gorgeous,

        I really wish I could see your reaction to my GENIUS subject line. I’m betting you saw it and opened the email faster than a man opens a condom wrapper after a six-month dry streak. I hate to disappoint you, you dirty girl, but this is a PG email. Mostly.

      

      

      
        
        Remember when I told you I wasn’t giving up? Well, you can ignore my texts, hide in your office when we’re home alone and behind James when he’s here, but I’m old school. I will email you every single day until you relent. Today, I’ll be listing your favorite things, in order of importance, of course:

      

      

      
        
        1. James (I bet you thought I was going to put myself first. Even I know I come second to my favorite tiny human.)

        2. Carlos Ramirez

        3. Carlos Ramirez’s Smile

        4. Carlos Ramirez’s Laugh

        5. Carlos Ramirez’s Dick (I know I said PG, but I lied)

      

      

      
        
        Tomorrow, I think I’ll be listing your favorite sex positions. I know previews of these emails pop up in the corner of your screen while you’re working, so I’ll make sure to think of a subject that’ll make you blush.

      

      

      
        
        Patiently Waiting,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: Stalk Much?

        Today at 8:46 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        I’m wondering if I can use your email to file a restraining order. I definitely think I have a case. What are your thoughts, Officer?

      

      

      
        
        Annoyed,

        Kelsey

      

        

      
        P.S. Your dick doesn’t even make Top 100 when I list my favorite things.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: THREE MINUTES

        Today at 9:04 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        THREE MINUTES! It only took you three minutes to respond. You know what that means? I’ll make another list for you.

      

      

      
        
        1. You opened the email the MOMENT you saw the subject line.

        2. You responded immediately.

        3. You. Want. Me.

      

      

      
        
        Victory Dancing,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        P.S. Maybe you need to be reminded how amazing my dick is. Clearly you’re delusional.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: Hard Worker

        Today at 9:15 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe I’m just a hard worker. I was sitting at my desk, speaking to a nice young man about his stay at a hotel and your offensive subject line caught my eye. I quickly clicked over to move it to spam and ACCIDENTALLY opened it.

      

      

      
        
        Trying to Work,

        Kelsey

      

        

      
        P.S. I’m not delusional. If I remember correctly, it was a relatively average dick. Meh.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: MEH?!

        Today at 9:16 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        First of all, if you opened it by accident, why did you respond? Did your fingers mistakenly press the keys on the keyboard? What did you think you were doing? Playing a tiny version of whack-a-mole? Admit it, you love my emails. Second of all, MEH?! MEH?! I have never been more offended in my life. Maybe I’ll ignore you now. Let’s see how you like the silent treatment.

      

      

      
        
        Outraged and Hurt,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: I Repeat, Meh.

        Today at 9:27 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        The subject line speaks for itself. You’re going to ignore me and let me work in peace? YESSSSSS! My wishes have been granted.

      

      

      
        
        Victory Dancing Harder,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: …

        Today at 9:42 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: Whyyyyy?

        Today at 9:46 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        How you manage to convey moping via email is beyond me.

      

      

      
        
        Unapologetic,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: I Can Mope If I Want To

        Today at 10:02 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        I can leave my friends behind. Because my friends don’t mope and if they don’t mope then they’re no friends of mine.

      

      

      
        
        Hurt and Crying,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: 80s Music, Really?

        Today at 10:15 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        I think I’m speechless. I genuinely don’t know how to respond to you right now. I just…can’t.

      

      

      
        
        Judging You,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: You Have The Power To Stop This

        Today at 10:23 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Never gonna give you up. Never gonna let you down. Never gonna run around and desert you.

      

      

      
        
        Winning,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        P.S. I will stop when you retract the “MEH” and admit that my dick is the best you’ve ever had.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: DID YOU JUST RICK ROLL ME?

        Today at 10:29 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        I don’t even know how to respond. I’ve never been Rick Rolled before. I concede—your dick is a little bit above average.

      

      

      
        
        Exasperated,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: So Ungrateful

        Today at 10:36 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        You know, I’ve been thinking about it and I’m officially offended. I gave you a great—no, FANTASTIC—orgasm the other day and I have yet to receive a thank-you card. I at the very least expected a fruit basket from you. Instead I’ve gotten stony silence. Didn’t your mother teach you manners?

      

      

      
        
        Underappreciated,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: What Kind of Man Likes Fruit Baskets?

        Today at 11:13 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Let’s be real—it wasn’t that great of an orgasm. Sure, you’ve got a semi-skilled tongue, but I have a vibrator that actually sucks on my clit just as well as you do. Who needs a man, really? Besides, your thanks comes in the form of spank bank material. Be honest, how many times over the last few days has the image of me on that kitchen counter made an appearance in your fantasies?

      

      

      
        
        My Vibrator Is My Best Friend,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Hostage Situation

        Today at 11:49 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        While you were busy doing whatever it is you do in that office, I found and confiscated something of great value to you. In order to get it back, you must agree to one date with me, Carlos Ramirez. Choose your next move wisely or your little friend gets it.

      

      

      
        
        Evil Genius,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        [1 IMAGE ATTACHED]

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: GIVE IT BACK, CARLOS

        Today at 11:50 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Let’s set aside the fact that you went INTO MY ROOM without my permission to steal my vibrator for now. You better put it back before I finish working for the day at 1, or I will do wildly unpleasant things to your favorite body part.

      

      

      
        
        Not Amused,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Waterboarding My Victim

        Today at 12:03 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        The longer you resist me, the more brutal my forms of torture get. Your little friend did not enjoy being waterboarded in the sink. Your move, Byrne.

      

      

      
        
        Muahahaha,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        [1 IMAGE ATTACHED]

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: Badge Bunnies Are Easier

        Today at 12:05 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Wouldn’t it be easier to go out and break some badge bunny’s heart? What did my poor, sweet vibrator ever do to you? You don’t want to harm an innocent, Carlos.

      

      

      
        
        Surrender Now,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Rubber VS Flame

        Today at 12:14 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        The more time you waste, the more brutal my punishments get. Your little buddy can’t handle the heat so maybe it’s time to take him out of the kitchen. You have a weed wacker in the garage, right? Looks like that’s where we will be heading next.

      

      

      
        
        Your Move,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        Subject: UGHHHHH

        Today at 12:15 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        FINE! You win, Carlos. One date. Just one. Put my damn vibrator back.

      

      

      
        
        Waving White Flag,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: urnotreadyforthisjelly@gmail.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Dress Sexy

        Today at 12:20 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Ahhhh victory is sweet. Be ready tomorrow night at six. Since you’re dropping James off for the weekend at five, that should give you plenty of time to get all dressed up for me. I like you in blue, for the record. I’ve attached proof of life for your vibrator—he is sleeping safe and sound in your bedside table. You can go ahead and let him know that his services won’t be required this weekend.

      

      

      
        
        Smug,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        [1 IMAGE ATTACHED]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelsey’s Friday was an absolute disaster. First, James didn’t want to go to preschool. Her well-behaved toddler turned into a tiny little monster, kicking and screaming the whole time she tried to get him ready. When she had finally gotten him dressed (pajama bottoms and a giraffe T-shirt counted as dressed, right?) and fed, he had refused to get into his car seat. She’d ended up having to pull Carlos out of bed to hold James down while she buckled him in.

      Then, when she had gotten back from dropping her son off, she’d had to deal with some of the most obstinate customers she’d ever faced. One man insisted that the company reimburse him for his ten-day stay at a resort within their brand because the bellhop had looked at him funny. The next three customers had disputed smoking and room damage charges on their bills. Her final customer of the day had yelled at her for fifteen minutes straight. Eventually, after he’d called her every name she could think of, Kelsey had transferred the call to her supervisor.

      The one bright light in her day was Carlos. She’d been on the verge of breaking down crying from pure frustration when he’d come into her office with a hot cup of fresh coffee, sweetened just the way she liked it, and a homemade bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit. Next to the plate he’d left a sticky note that read, “Fun fact of the day: sea otters hold hands when they sleep to keep from drifting apart.”

      The thoughtfulness of the breakfast combined with the fact that he had given her a fact for the day had her considering wearing her sluttiest underwear for their date tonight. She didn’t plan on putting out, but she could tease the guy with a flash of her favorite lace blue thong. She definitely didn’t choose the color of her underwear based on his personal preferences; she just happened to agree with him, that’s all.

      After dropping James off at Kyle’s house, she made it home with just over an hour to get ready. She took a quick shower and blow-dried and straightened her hair so that it fell straight and smooth down her back. She did her makeup meticulously, taking extra time with it because she rarely put on more than some foundation. When she’d finished her hair and makeup, she only had fifteen minutes to get dressed. Fortunately, she’d been thinking all day about what she might wear out on their date and had the perfect outfit planned to drive him wild.

      She threw on her favorite white skinny jeans with a light blue flowy top. It was one of her favorite shirts to wear because the material was soft and cool against her skin and made her tan stand out. She paired the ensemble with her favorite Jimmy Choo patent leather nude pumps, and a Chanel purse she’d gotten years ago. It was nude to match her shoes and had a long chain strap. Double-checking her appearance in the mirror, she thought she looked pretty good. Being a mother meant that she had constant circles under her eyes, but she’d done her best to cover them up with makeup.

      Just as she walked out of her room to find Carlos, she heard the doorbell ring. She checked her watch and smiled when she realized that it was six p.m. on the dot. Kelsey was willing to bet every dime in her bank account that Carlos was at the door waiting to pick her up like this was a real date. She took her time walking to the front door, wanting to make him wait a few extra seconds. When she opened the door, however, she had to keep her mouth from dropping open. Carlos looked…incredible.

      Over the past couple of months she’d rarely seen him out of sweatpants and T-shirts, so seeing him dressed up was a shock to her senses. His hair had been tamed and artfully gelled into a messy look that appeared effortless though it had probably taken him thirty minutes. Her fingers itched to run through his hair and mess it up further. He’d shaved, leaving only a light stubble dusting his face. He was wearing dark-wash jeans and a white button-down that was open at the collar. The opening showed a sliver of deliciously tan skin that she had to resist the urge to lick. Of course, as a good Texas man, he was wearing cowboy boots, the leather worn in and a warm chocolatey color.

      His cane was noticeably absent and she hoped that the majority of their evening would be spent sitting. She knew he hated to rely on the cane to walk, but he couldn’t move around for long without suffering from some debilitating pain in his hip. Fortunately, she kept a spare in the trunk of her car. Carlos didn’t know it was there, but she’d stowed it away one day after a physical therapy session got the best of him and he hadn’t had a cane to aid his movement. She’d had to support his considerable weight to and from the car and had placed the spare cane in her car that evening.

      She was broken from her silent observation by Carlos’s raspy voice. “Kelsey, you look incredible.” He shook his head and tucked his hands into his pockets. “We’d better get going before I push you back into the house and strip you down. Seriously, you look good enough to eat.”

      Kelsey felt a blush rise in her cheeks and smiled up at him. “Thinking about licking whipped cream out of my belly button again?”

      Carlos groaned. “I wasn’t, but now I am. Get in the damn car, woman. You’re testing my willpower. My dick is trying to break out of my fucking jeans right now; you’re giving the poor guy ideas.”

      Before responding, she closed the door behind her and locked it. When she walked past Carlos, he put a gentle hand on her lower back, the touch sending shivers up her spine. It wasn’t until he’d opened the driver’s side door of the car for her that she said anything. “Just because I feel like making your jeans a little more uncomfortable, I have a secret to tell you.” She motioned him closer with her hand. Once her lips were next to his ear, she whispered softly, “My underwear are matching, lace, and your favorite color.”

      Carlos sucked in a sharp breath and pulled away from her, looking into her eyes to gauge her sincerity. His pupils were blown wide with lust and he was licking his lips. His eyes lingered on her face for a minute longer before he tipped his head back with a groan and began speaking in rapid Spanish. She couldn’t make out all of the words, but she could tell by the ones that she did understand that he was letting out a long string of expletives.

      Gently, she placed her hands on his chest, letting them linger over his sculpted muscles for just a moment before pushing him back far enough for her to climb into the car and close the door. In response, he closed his eyes for a moment, his mouth still moving as he cursed away in Spanish. She barked out a laugh when he looked down at his crotch, pointing a finger at it as though he were scolding his dick. After giving the poor thing a firm talking to, he rounded the front of the car and climbed into the passenger seat.

      “Feeling better?” she asked sweetly, starting the car and backing out of the driveway.

      Carlos grumbled under his breath before responding, “You’re an evil woman, pure evil. Drive toward downtown. I’ll give you directions once we get closer.”

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

      Kelsey couldn’t hide her confusion when Carlos had her pull her car into the valet at a nice hotel downtown. Did he really think she’d sleep with him tonight? Without an actual date before? Not even Carlos was that brazen, so she desperately hoped that he had another plan. When they’d gotten out of the car and she’d handed the keys to the valet, Carlos returned his hand to the small of her back and led her forward into the hotel lobby.

      “I thought we could squeeze in a little quickie before dinner,” he whispered into her ear. She turned to face him, ready to rip the bastard a new asshole, when she noticed the glint in his eyes.

      “Carlos Ramirez, you better be fucking joking right now, or I will cut off your favorite appendage.”

      The sound of his laughter filled the hotel lobby, bouncing off of the walls and echoing through the room. More than one woman looked their way, taking in Carlos leisurely and ignoring Kelsey completely.

      “I don’t know why you keep threatening my cock; we both know it’s your favorite part of my body too. Or is that particular privilege reserved for my tongue? You definitely seemed to be a fan of it the other day in the kitchen.”

      Kelsey rolled her eyes at Carlos but couldn’t control the wave of heat that rushed through her body, pooling low in her belly. She’d never really been a fan of overly cocky men, but something about Carlos just really did it for her. Maybe it was the fact that she knew he could back up his words. The man was incredible in bed, possibly the best she’d ever had. She hadn’t slept with anyone else in the year since their night together because she knew that anyone she took to bed wouldn’t be able to compare.

      Carlos lifted his hand and wiped at the corner of her mouth. “You’ve got a little drool here, Kels, and your eyes just glazed over. What are you thinking about, you naughty girl?”

      She shrugged, doing her best to feign nonchalance that she didn’t feel. “You know, the usual—the Hemsworth brothers.”

      “Pretend all you want, Kelsey, but you were just thinking about me. I’m willing to bet you were picturing me naked, maybe going down on you? Or were you thinking about my amazing dick?”

      She looked around and realized that people were starting to listen to their conversation. “Do you really have to be so vulgar in public?”

      Carlos scoffed. “You love my dirty mouth. Don’t pretend you don’t just because we’re in public. Now stop oogling me. People can see you, woman. Besides, we have a reservation and I don’t want to be late.”
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      Kelsey tried to trust Carlos as they got into the hotel elevator—she really did—but after what had happened in the kitchen, how was she supposed to believe him when he said he wasn’t bringing her here for sex? It was all very suspicious in her opinion. Though she needled him the entire elevator ride up, he didn’t give in, making her want to punch him.

      However, when the elevator doors opened, she understood why he’d chosen to say nothing. Kelsey gasped as she took in the sight before her. Carlos had taken her to a spinning restaurant that overlooked all of downtown Houston. The restaurant boasted floor-to-ceiling windows giving a clear view of the surrounding area. She was still looking around, taking everything in, when Carlos led her to a hostess stand to be seated. He kept his hand on her lower back as someone led them to a table with red chairs and a white tablecloth.

      When she was finally able to pull her eyes away from the stunning view before her, she looked to Carlos only to find him smiling softly and looking at her. With her attention on him, his soft smile turned wicked.

      “I can’t believe you actually thought I would bring you to a hotel room for our first official date. Tsk tsk, Kelsey. Pull your head out of the gutter.”

      “You were the one who said you’d brought me here for a quickie!”

      Carlos shook his head at her. “I have no recollection of such a conversation. I am a gentleman.”

      She leaned across the table, well aware that her shirt gaped when she did so. She could tell from the tightness of his expression that he was struggling not to look down her shirt, still trying to maintain the charade that he was a gentleman.

      Kelsey pitched her voice low so that nobody else would overhear what she said but Carlos. “Would a gentleman go down on me in the kitchen?”

      Carlos grinned. “Absolutely, that sounds like a very gentlemanly thing to do.” He winked at her, still managing to keep his gaze on her face when she knew he wanted to look down.

      “Well, I can tell you want to look down my shirt. Trying to get a good look at my tits? What are you thinking about doing to them right now?”

      The smile slid from his face and his eyes blazed with lust. He coughed and took a sip of the water she hadn’t even noticed a server pouring. “I’m not thinking about them, actually. I’m thinking about…um…baseball?” Carlos’s voice rose at the end, making his intended statement a question.

      Poor guy. Kelsey knew that she was torturing him needlessly. “Just go ahead and look. I know you want to.”

      Carlos eyed her suspiciously. “You won’t call me a pig?”

      “Nope,” she replied, popping the “p.”

      Before the word had entirely left her lips, Carlos had propped his elbows up on the table, rested his face in his hands, and was staring at her breasts with open adoration. He let out an audible sigh and just stared.

      Their waiter chose that exact moment to walk over, clearing his throat awkwardly. “Sorry to um, interrupt, but did y’all want to order anything to drink besides water?”

      “Not now, buddy. In the middle of something,” Carlos replied, not moving an inch, his eyes locked on her cleavage.

      Kelsey sighed and looked at the waiter. The poor guy was clearly uncomfortable, torn between doing his job and running the hell away. “Sorry about him, I can’t take him anywhere, really. We would love a bottle of Malbec; which do you recommend?”

      The waiter stuttered out a recommendation, which Kelsey accepted, and hurried off to get their bottle and some glasses.

      “Are you proud of yourself? You’ve traumatized the wait staff. Next, the manager will come over and ask us to leave.”

      Carlos waved his hand in the air as if the prospect of being thrown out of a fine-dining restaurant was of no consequence. “I’m a cop, they won’t throw me out.”

      “Wow, so you use your power for evil?”

      “No, definitely not. But I will absolutely use my power to get me more time with your breasts. I’m a boob man, remember?”

      “I thought you were an ass man?”

      “On you, I like it all.”

      Kelsey leaned back in her seat and adjusted her shirt, hiding her cleavage from his view. Carlos put on his best hurt look.

      “Bye ladies, I’ll miss you.”

      She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t fight her smile. He was the most ridiculous man that she’d ever met. It was probably one of her favorite things about Carlos, actually. He didn’t give a shit what other people thought of him. He was always, unabashedly himself, no matter the situation or setting.

      The waiter returned, looking relieved to see that Carlos was no longer openly gawking at Kelsey’s boobs, and poured their wine before taking their dinner order.

      As they waited for their food, they slipped into an easy conversation, talking about work, Carlos’s physical therapy, and of course James. The clear affection Carlos had for her son warmed her heart. The two of them were definitely buddies. They frequently played a game they’d invented called “Zoo Keeper,” and Carlos had recently ordered a slew of board games for them to all play together. They actually had a board-game night planned for Sunday when Kyle brought James home.

      All of Kelsey’s usual reticence disappeared when she was in the presence of Carlos. All of her relationship fears fled, chased away by the ease of their conversation, by the occasional heat in his eyes that did things to her body. It was the reason she’d been avoiding him in recent weeks—he was irresistible to her and she needed to remember why she avoided relationships. She was broken, and he deserved better. He deserved someone who could love and cherish him for the rest of their lives. She didn’t know that she could ever be that person for anyone, but damn, Carlos made her want to try.

      Before long, the sun began to set, pulling Kelsey’s attention from their conversation. The light outside turned orange, bathing downtown Houston in a warm glow that took her breath away. She didn’t know that she’d ever truly appreciated the beauty of her city until now.

      “Wow,” she breathed. “This view is breathtaking, Carlos.”

      She glanced over to find him gazing at her, the open affection in his expression taking her by surprise. “Yes, it is.”

      “Nope, no sir. You take that back. You will not use some cheesy movie line on me on our first date. Try again, please.”

      Carlos laughed and nodded. “I meant it, but fair enough. Okay, let me dig in the vault and pull out some of my best lines. How about this one—I lost my rubber ducky, can I bathe with you instead?”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “Try again.”

      “Is your name winter? Because you’ll be coming soon.”

      “Oh my God, no!”

      “Your breasts remind me of Mount Rushmore, my face should be among them.”

      Kelsey shook her head, her body quaking with laughter.

      “The FBI wants to steal my penis. Can I hide it inside you?”

      “Carlos! These are just getting worse.”

      He looked thoughtful for a few moments before a wolfish expression crossed his face. “Okay, I’ve got it, I have THE pickup line. This one is definitely going to get me laid tonight.”

      “Doubtful, but let’s hear it.”

      “If it’s true that we are what we eat, I could be you by morning.”

      Kelsey laughed so hard she was wiping tears from her eyes, and her cheeks hurt from the wide smile on her face. Before she could respond, the smile dropped from Carlos’s expression, his handsome face serious.

      “I’ll try one more, deal?”

      She nodded, unsure what to expect.

      “This has already been the best date I’ve ever been on. I’ve been waiting all my life to meet a woman like you—you’re smart, funny, and full of fire. Even if this is all you can ever give me, this right here, this night with you? It will be something I cherish for the rest of my life.”

      She was saved from responding by the arrival of their food, just in time. She had no idea what to say to such an incredibly sweet statement. She’d only ever seen Carlos act this sweet with her son, and while that warmed her heart, this stole the air from her lungs. Kelsey didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to resist Carlos if he kept this up.
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      After dinner, Carlos directed Kelsey to an old movie theater in Montrose. It was one of her favorite places to go for viewings of old and indie movies, and was frequently known for having quote-alongs and sing-alongs. He wouldn’t tell her which movie they would be seeing, but she was excited—there was something about quoting a movie you loved with hundreds of random strangers that was just so damn fun. How had he known that she loved this theater? Was it just a lucky guess?

      “Are you going to tell me what we’re seeing now? I’ll hear the name of the movie when we get the tickets anyway, so you might as well tell me.”

      “Wow, so impatient.”

      Kelsey huffed. “Well, after you kept the dinner thing to yourself, I thought you might decide to be nice and tell me the name of the damn movie.”

      She found a spot in a parking lot nearby and put the car into park, turning to Carlos. He looked so damn proud of himself, it was ridiculous. He reached out to cup her cheek, running his thumb lightly over her skin. “So you want to know what movie we’re seeing, huh?”

      As he leaned closer, her breath left her in a whoosh and she nodded, unable to speak. His eyes were playful and somehow full of want at the same time. He put his face in the crook of her neck, his breath tickling her and making her shiver. He ran his lips up her neck, barely caressing her skin. When his lips reached her ear, he nipped on her earlobe lightly before whispering, “Do you still want to know?”

      Lost in sensation, she couldn’t seem to remember what they’d been talking about. All she could think about was Carlos, his touch making her lose focus as everything around her fell away. There was only this moment, with this incredible man.

      “Kelsey,” he said, his voice taking on an authoritative tone. “You wanna answer my question?”

      She gasped as he made his way back down her neck with his lips. No longer merely grazing her skin, he was planting featherlight kisses on the skin there.

      “What was the question?” Kelsey’s voice was breathy and she felt Carlos’s smile on her skin.

      He chuckled and it sent shivers up her spine. Abruptly, the warmth of his body was gone as he opened the door and got out of her car. She closed her eyes, fighting to compose herself as he circled the car and opened the door for her. The moment she was out of the car, Carlos grabbed her hand, intertwining their fingers. She looked down at the interlocked hands and back up at him, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “This is a date, sweetheart; you’re holding my fucking hand. And you’re gonna like it. I have great hands, you’ll love them.”

      “Wow, are you even conceited about your hands? Who says that?” She lowered her voice, doing her best to imitate his deep rumble. “I have great hands.”

      “It’s not conceited if it’s true. I mean, really I’m just listing my assets.”

      Kelsey rolled her eyes and kept walking in the direction of the River Oaks Theater, her hand still holding Carlos’s. Though she’d never admit it, he did have nice hands. She loved the way his callouses felt against her soft skin, and couldn’t help but remember how they felt on skin in more intimate parts of her body. When they were within reading distance of the marquee, she read the name of the movie showing tonight on the sign and laughed.

      “You brought me to a Mean Girls quote-along?”

      “Um, hell yes I did. Any woman who can’t quote Mean Girls is a woman I don’t want to be spending time with.”

      She schooled her features, doing her best to look shy, and said in a soft voice, “I’ve never seen it.”

      Carlos stopped in his tracks, using her hand to pull Kelsey into his body. “I’m sorry, what? How is that possible? The universe is not cruel enough to give me a woman who doesn’t love Mean Girls.”

      She shrugged. “I mean, it doesn’t really sound all that great. Isn’t it just a silly high school flick?”

      Carlos’s mouth gaped and she struggled to maintain her composure. The poor man looked like someone had just told him that Santa wasn’t real for the first time. “Excuse me? What did you just say?” He pulled his hand out of hers and began running his fingers through his hair.

      Kelsey brought her hands up, cupping his face. “Can you still date me knowing I’ve never seen it?”

      She stood on her tiptoes and brought her mouth to his neck, placing wet kisses on his skin. She felt his body’s reaction and smiled.

      “I suppose I could consider making an exception,” he groaned when she scraped her teeth over the spot where his neck and shoulders met.

      She kissed her way up his neck, giving it a teasing bite before whispering in his ear. “On October 3rd, he asked me what day it was.”

      He reeled back, pulling out of her grip. “You fucking tease! You had me scared there for a second.”

      “Payback, Carlos. It’s a bitch.”

      He laughed and grabbed her hand, twining their fingers together once more. “You really are my dream girl, Kelsey Byrne. What in the world am I going to do with you?”

      Keep me.
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      Walking through the front door of her house three hours later, Kelsey had to admit that her date with Carlos had been the best she’d ever been on. He’d been sweet and attentive, but also one hundred percent his ridiculous self. If there was a man more charismatic in Houston, she’d never met him. He had known almost every single line in Mean Girls and had absolutely no shame, yelling them out at the top of his lungs. It didn’t matter one bit to him that he’d been one of maybe five men in the theater—he was just Carlos.

      Kelsey, on the other hand, had found herself losing focus during the movie. Instead of focusing on the screen, she found herself thinking about Carlos’s thick, muscular thighs in the jeans he was wearing. Her entire body shivered when he’d absentmindedly rubbed a thumb in circles on her hand. She was a fucking live wire, and she was positive her panties were drenched. She’d never reacted this way to a man, but Carlos was absolutely irresistible to her. He was her catnip.

      Once they’d both toed off their shoes and placed them in the basket by the door, she grabbed Carlos’s hand and led him to her bedroom. However, before she could open the door and lead them inside, he stopped her. Instead, he pressed her up against the door, his hands on her hips.

      Carlos leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “I had a great time tonight, Kels. Will you let me take you on another date?”

      Kelsey sunk her hands into his hair, feeling the soft locks sift through her fingers. She kissed him this time, running her tongue along the seam of his lips to deepen their contact. The infuriating man didn’t open for her though. He pulled away and smiled.

      “Was that a yes?”

      She was on edge from a night of what had felt like constant foreplay and practically growled her answer. “Yes, Carlos. Now are you going to take me to bed, or keep teasing me?”

      In response, he kissed her again, immediately slipping his tongue into her mouth. Kissing Carlos was addicting in every sense of the word. He kissed with his whole body, pressing his hips into hers, running his hands up and down her body. His tongue stroked hers languidly, as though he had all the time in the world, and when he pulled away from her once more they were both panting.

      Carlos rested his forehead against hers, planting one more sweet kiss on her lips before speaking. “No, I’m not taking you to bed tonight.”

      What the fuck? She could feel how turned on he was—his impossibly hard, thick length was pressing into her stomach, and his breathing was still ragged from their kiss. Why the hell wasn’t he going to sleep with her?

      “You were the one who told me I wouldn’t need my vibrator this weekend—going back on your word already?”

      “I don’t want you to think this is just about sex for me. That’s all we had a year ago, and I want more now. I want to date you, Kelsey. Eventually, I want to go to bed with you every single night and wake up with you every single morning. If that means I need to take things slow and have blue balls for the time being, I’m fine with that.”

      This man. Christ, this man.

      He never ceased to amaze her. Though she wanted nothing more than to pull him into her bedroom and spend the night fucking him senseless, she wanted what he was offering too. She refused to let a little bit of fear keep her from a relationship that she knew, deep down, could be incredible. Maybe they could fix what was broken in her together.

      “I want that too, Carlos. Tonight was perfect, and I want more nights like it. So I’ll say good night and go to bed alone, for now.”

      Slipping out of his arms and immediately missing the warmth they provided, she opened the door to her bedroom and stepped inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carlos’s hip fucking hurt. He was in so much pain that he’d let Kelsey go to bed alone, willingly. Though his desire for her was a bottomless well, he didn’t think he would be able to satisfy her through the immense pain he was feeling. Naturally, with the pain came the feelings of inadequacy. It was infuriating to be in this much pain after a simple night out with a woman.

      Before going to bed, Carlos did a few things around the house: setting the coffee pot to begin brewing at eight a.m., when he knew Kelsey was sure to wake up, leaving a few sticky notes with random facts for her to find around the house, and tidying up the living room. With each step he took, the pain in his leg grew, forcing him to lean on his damn cane.

      When he finally brushed his teeth and made it to his bedroom, he collapsed into bed with a heavy groan, immediately reaching for the small pill bottle on the bedside table. Because he’d been refraining from taking pills during the day, wanting to remain clear-headed around Kelsey and James, he had an abundance of pills. He took advantage of that at night, taking more than his prescribed dosage at a time to chase away the doubts plaguing him.

      When the pills he’d taken finally worked their way through his bloodstream, he slid under the covers and sank into oblivion, enjoying the mindlessness that came with the overconsumption of pills. He wasn’t sure he could fall asleep without them anymore.
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      When Carlos woke the next morning, it was to the feel of soft hands caressing his chest. He could feel the warm presence of another person in bed behind him, her arms wrapped around his body. Catching Kelsey’s unique scent—some combination of apples and a warm scent he couldn’t name—he rolled over, taking her into his arms.

      Her face was fresh and clear of makeup, and the softness in her eyes drew him in.

      This is how we should spend every morning.

      Leaning down, he placed a chaste kiss on her lips, fighting the urge to deepen it.

      “What have I done to deserve this kind of wakeup call?”

      Kelsey hummed, her hands resuming their stroking. As she lightly traced the musculature of his back, she leaned in to steal another warm, sleepy kiss.

      “Well, when I woke up this morning, there was fresh coffee waiting for me, the kitchen and living room were spotless, and I found three notes with World War II facts around the house. I wanted to thank you and figured this would be the best way to do that.”

      “I mean, realistically, the best way to wake a man up is with a blow job,” he replied jokingly.

      Kelsey gave him a devilish look before pushing him onto his back. She took his wrists and placed them at his sides, pushing down on them before letting go to indicate she wanted him to stay in that position. He groaned when her mouth pressed featherlight kisses on his chest. She moved at a snail’s pace, teasing him with slow, sensuous kisses and teasing nips.

      When she finally reached the waistband of his boxers, she looked up, her gorgeous blue eyes lit with mischief.

      “Is this the kind of thanks you were looking for?”

      Without giving him a chance to respond, she pulled his boxers down and in one swift move, enveloped the head of his cock in her mouth. A hoarse shout left his lips as she toyed with the barbell piercing in the tip of his dick. Shit, the woman knew just what he liked. Still teasing his head, she moved her hand to the base of him and began to pump to the rhythm of her sucking. She set a quick pace, her grip on him perfect, her sweet lips threatening to make him come far too quickly.

      “Christ, don’t fucking stop. I love the way you suck my dick, sweetheart.”

      She hummed in response and the exquisite pleasure of it had his back arching off the bed. Her silent request completely forgotten, he lifted his arms from the bed and tunneled his hands into her hair, pulling it into a makeshift ponytail so that he could see her face as she fucked him with her mouth.

      He felt pressure building at the base of his spine and sensing that he was close to coming, Kelsey squeezed the base of his cock to hold off his orgasm before lowering her mouth further, taking almost his entire length into her mouth.

      “I’m so close, Kelsey. Look up at me, I want to fuck your face.”

      He knew from their first night together almost a year ago that she loved his filthy mouth, but when she reached between her legs to start playing with her clit, he lost it. He began thrusting into her mouth, maintaining his hold on her hair. The sight of her wrapped around him, his cock disappearing between her pretty pink lips undid him.

      “I’m coming, baby. Unless you want to swallow, you’ve gotta let me pull out.”

      Kelsey shook her head and continued stroking, sucking, and licking him. With one last thrust into her mouth, he came with a shout. His entire body was awash in sensation and he blacked out for a moment, lost in the most exquisite bliss he’d ever experienced.

      Carlos laid there panting for a few minutes, trying to catch his breath after quite possibly the most explosive orgasm he’d ever experienced. When his heart had slowed to a relatively normal pace, he turned to Kelsey, pulling her into his body, kissing her squarely on the mouth and tasting himself on her. He felt his cock leap to attention even though he’d just come. Biting her lip gently and sucking it into his mouth, Carlos slid his hands down her body, cupping the firm swells of her ass and urging her to climb on top of him.

      “My hip is still hurting from yesterday, so I can’t do this the way I want to,” he growled.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to do anything for me.”

      “Fuck that, sit on my face.”

      Kelsey laughed until he made it clear he was serious, pulling her up by her ass and removing her yoga pants and underwear as he did. When her sweet pussy was within kissing range, he wasted no time. He sucked her little clit into his mouth and pushed two fingers into her tight heat, curling them to hit her g-spot. She moaned his name loudly and began to move her hips languidly on top of him, seeking her pleasure. It was one of the things he liked the most about sex with Kelsey—she wasn’t afraid to ask for or take what she wanted.

      Swirling his tongue around her clit, he pushed a third finger into her and the motion of her hips stuttered as she adjusted to them. He continued to circle her clit with his tongue, occasionally sucking on it roughly. When Carlos felt her pussy start to clench around his fingers, he stopped, removing his tongue from her folds and pulling his hand away from her body. She let out a frustrated sound and he chuckled.

      “What the fuck, Carlos?”

      “I don’t want you to come on my face, I want you to come all over my cock. I want to bury myself in you until you scream my name.”

      She moved down his body quickly, placing his raging dick at her entrance and pausing. “I’m on the pill and I’m clean.”

      He groaned as the tip of his cock penetrated his favorite place on Earth. Carlos grabbed her hips and pulled Kelsey down on to him until she was seated fully, their hips meeting. “I’m clean too,” he gasped, fighting for control. He didn’t think it was possible to come so soon after his last orgasm, but Kelsey’s pussy was fucking heaven.

      He dug his fingers into her hips hard, raising her tight, lithe body up before slamming it back down onto him.

      “Christ, you feel good, sweetheart. So. Fucking. Good.” He punctuated each of his words with a hard thrust into her, pulling her hips down to meet his so roughly that the sound echoed through the room. His hip hurt, but he pushed the pain to the side, focusing instead on their combined pleasure. Kelsey, knowing that he shouldn’t be moving so much, planted her hands on his chest to keep him on the bed and began riding him. Wanting to see her tits bouncing, he pulled her shirt up and she helped him remove it.

      Carlos cupped her firm breasts, her nipples pebbled and begging for attention. “Bend down, I want to suck on your nipples while you ride me.”

      She bent over and he took one nipple into his mouth, sucking and biting as she picked up the pace, riding him harder and faster while she chased her orgasm. When he moved his ministrations to the other breast, Kelsey let out another loud moan. He knew from their past experience that she was relatively quiet in bed, so he savored every single sound she made while they fucked.

      He knew that the position they were in forced her clit to rub against the base of his shaft every time she moved, and could feel that she was getting close to coming. Carlos wanted to see her face when she let go, so he released her nipple from his mouth and cupped her cheeks, grasping her face between his hands. Her hair was wild and her cheeks were flushed, her eyes hazy with lust. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on and he loved that he was the person who made her lose control.

      He glanced down to the spot they were joined, watching his hard cock plunge in and out of her pussy, and groaned before meeting her eyes. “Sit up and look at us together, fucking look at what you’re doing to me. Christ, it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      Kelsey sat up and looked down, watching what she was doing. With his thumb, he rubbed her clit in small circles, and the combination of watching their joining and the extra stimulation set Kelsey off like a rocket. Her back arched and her eyes closed, her mouth opening and releasing one long moan as her pussy convulsed on his cock.

      Seeing her like this, completely unrestrained, set him off and he followed her, pouring every ounce of his orgasm into her tight heat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      She was woken up by the sound of a key turning in the front door. Groggily, Kelsey lifted her head to take in her surroundings. The credits of the movie she and Carlos had been watching were playing on the TV, and his warm, hard body was curled around hers. Momentarily forgetting about the person at her front door, she snuggled back into his warmth, his erection digging into her ass. Sleepily, he ground himself into her and kissed her neck. His kisses were slow and lazy and she could tell he was barely awake.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Her brother, Dillon, stood above them on the couch, taking in the scene before him looking amused.

      Carlos groaned, burying his face in her hair. “Babe, I don’t know who this is, but make him go away.”

      “Hot and rude? My kind of guy. Where did you find this one, Kels?”

      She elbowed Carlos gently and he took the hint, loosening his hold on her waist. “Dil, what are you doing here?”

      “Well, you bitch, we had dinner plans tonight. When you didn’t show up at our usual restaurant or call me, I decided to show up and make sure you were still alive.”

      She sat up and pulled down her sweater, which had ridden up above the waistband of her yoga pants. “Shit, I’m so sorry. I completely forgot.”

      When she noticed her brother’s eyes lingering on Carlos, she turned around and realized that the way she’d sat up had left his lower half exposed. His very…enthusiastic lower half.

      “Hellllooooo, sailor!” Dillon said, saluting Carlos’s erection. Instead of being snarky or embarrassed, Carlos sat up behind her, placing one leg on either side of her body, and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Sorry, I was sleeping with a hot woman in my arms. It happens.”

      With Carlos’s erection hidden from view, her brother took in his face, and a confused expression flitted across Dillon’s features. “Wait a minute, I know you. You sing karaoke at JR’s all the time. You’re not straight!”

      “Ummm, your sister and I have been doing some very straight things together all day.”

      Kelsey elbowed Carlos in the gut, earning a surprised oomph in reply.

      “Okay, let’s lay this out. You come into JR’s, a well-known gay bar—”

      “For karaoke, yes.”

      “You put on aviators and sing that annoying as hell song from Top Gun every single week.”

      “‘Danger Zone,’ yes. It’s a classic.”

      “Then there was the time you sang ‘Poker Face’—”

      “Hey, who doesn’t love Lady Gaga?”

      “Last but not least, you introduced nearly everyone in the bar to your partner. Grumpy-looking dude with blonde hair and blue eyes? Often mistaken for the long-lost Hemsworth brother?”

      Kelsey laughed, burying her head in Carlos’s shoulder. Only he would be secure enough in his sexuality to walk into a gay bar and introduce his best friend as his partner. Seriously, only Carlos.

      “I’m a police officer! He’s my partner on the force, not in life!”

      “When you introduced him to me, you had your arm around him and called him Rafey-poo.”

      Carlos shrugged. “Well, yeah, it’s a term of endearment.”

      Her brother threw back his head and groaned. “Thanks a ton, asshole. I just lost a hundred-dollar bet because of you.”

      “Serves you right for betting that I was gay.” Carlos shrugged.

      Kelsey butted in, still laughing. “In Dillon’s defense, all signs pointed to it.”

      Carlos turned his head and nuzzled her neck before biting her ear gently and whispering in a gruff tone, “You want me to prove to you how straight I am again? I’ll handcuff you to my bed and fuck you until you can’t walk straight, babe. Don’t test me.”

      Heat pooled low in Kelsey’s belly and she almost forgot that her brother was still in her living room with them. Dillon clapped his hands in front of their faces, bringing their attention back to him.

      “Okay, lovebirds, break it up. Kelsey, you owe me dinner. It’s on you since you bailed on me and your boy toy just cost me a hundred bucks. Get your ass off the couch and get dressed.”

      When she moved to get up and change, Dillon stopped her with an open hand. “Wait, before you go. What’s going on here? Are you two—”

      “Together, yes.” Stunned at his quick response, Kelsey turned to face Carlos.

      “Together, huh? Were you planning to discuss this with me?’

      “Sure, let’s discuss it. Hey Kels, you’re my girlfriend. Good talk.”

      She grumbled, but kissed him quickly on the lips before getting up. “You’re a pain in the ass, Carlos.”

      He smirked in response and slapped her on the butt. “Yes, but now I’m your pain in the ass. Congratulations!”
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      By the time Kelsey had gotten home on Saturday night, Carlos had been passed out in her bed. Yes, her bed, not his—the presumptuous ass. She’d stripped down and climbed into bed with him, curling her naked body around his.

      Before she’d fallen asleep, she noticed that he had moved his pill bottle into her room. She couldn’t help but wonder how many pills he was taking per day. They’d just refilled his prescription last week. How many refills did he have left before his doctor cut him off? Physical therapy and natural healing were lessening his level of pain every day. She tried not to worry about him too much, but she couldn’t help herself. She fell asleep thinking that she and Carlos would need to have a talk soon about the pills.

      She woke up to a very insistent and very naked erection grinding into her ass. Carlos was awake and was planting hot, open-mouthed kisses on her shoulders while he ran his hands up and down her side. When she arched her back and pressed herself further into him, he groaned and reached around to pinch her nipple. She could feel his smile against her skin when she responded with a loud moan.

      “Please tell me you’re awake, baby. I’m hard enough to pound nails, and I want to fuck you.”

      Kelsey reached behind her and wrapped her hand around his cock, pumping his shaft a few times in answer. He bit her shoulder and thrust into her hand for a moment before removing it from his dick.

      “No, ma’am. You got your playtime yesterday morning. Now it’s my turn.”

      He placed her hand on her breast and squeezed. “Play with your tits for me, I think I’ll explore a little lower.”

      She tweaked her nipple between her fingertips, grinding back into Carlos again. She needed him filling her now. Instead of fucking her though, he decided to tease her. He pulled his hips back and she mewled at the loss of heat. Carlos palmed her ass, grabbing it roughly before soothing the sting by gently stroking her skin. Without warning, he slapped her ass hard and she let out another breathy moan. With the hand not on her butt, he slipped two fingers into her pussy.

      “Christ, you’re so wet for me. Do you want my dick here? You want me to fuck you?”

      “Yessss,” she hissed.

      Instead of giving her what she wanted, he continued to pump two fingers into her, curling them to hit a spot that made her see stars. When he slid a third finger into her, Kelsey thought she was going to black out.

      “Stop playing with your nipples and rub your clit for me.”

      When she did as he asked, she was rewarded with another smack on the ass. The combination of pleasure and pain made her wetter than she’d ever been. As she circled her clit, seeking her orgasm, he continued to thrust into her with his fingers. Just when she was about to come, he removed his fingers from her pussy and pushed into her in one swift movement.

      Still circling her clit, she screamed his name as her climax took her. He continued to pump into her roughly, whispering in Spanish in her ear. She’d taken Spanish in high school but could only make out a few of the words he was uttering. She was sure that most of them were filthy words she wouldn’t have learned in a tenth-grade class.

      Before she could come down from her first orgasm, Carlos’s hand replaced hers on her clit and he circled it a few times, building her up again before pinching her clit at the same time he slapped her ass. She was overwhelmed with sensation, the slight pain from his hand on her backside combined with the utter bliss of his hand on her clit and his dick inside her.

      He was relentless in his pursuit of her second orgasm, and she could feel it building and building, threatening to take her over. “I can’t come again, Carlos. I can’t.”

      “You can and you fucking will, Kelsey. I’m not coming until I feel you milking my cock.”

      His dirty words did the trick, and she felt herself contracting around him. Her orgasm hit her with an intensity that took her breath away.

      “You’re so beautiful, sweetheart. So damn beautiful.”

      Carlos bit down on her shoulder and she felt him finishing inside her, the sounds of slapping skin and his groans filling the room.

      When they’d both come down, he removed his still twitching dick from her. She turned around and buried her face in his sweaty chest, running her hands up and down his hard, toned body.

      “That was—”

      “I think I blacked out for a while, sweetheart. Fuck Disneyland, your pussy is the most magical place on earth. Can I live there?”

      “How flattering. Should I get that tattooed on my hip bone?”

      Carlos chuckled and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “What time is Kyle bringing James home?”

      She didn’t miss that he’d called her house home. Neither had acknowledged that technically he’d been well enough to go home alone for weeks. She liked having him here. Hell, she’d enjoyed having him here before they’d started sleeping together—the sex was just a really fucking hot added bonus.

      “He’ll be here around six. He wanted to have dinner with James before dropping him off. He wants to finally meet you.”

      Carlos hummed, seeming to measure his words before responding. “How do you feel about me meeting him?”

      “I understand why he wants to—I would want to know who was hanging around James too. That’s why I have a dinner planned this week with him and his new girlfriend.”

      “Oh yeah? Do you need me to watch James?”

      “No, I already called Becky. She’s going to come over and watch James and then when I get back we’re going to have cult classic night with Sophie. We haven’t been able to have one since Ella was born.”

      “Gotcha. Well, I’m gonna go shower.” He planted another light kiss, this time on her forehead, before untangling their limbs and leaving the room. Though his tone had been nonchalant, she got the distinct feeling something was bothering Carlos.
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      They spent the remainder of their Sunday having wicked sex all over the house. Kelsey knew she was going to be painfully sore the next day, but it was definitely worth it. Carlos in bed was voracious. He was playful and sexy and oh-so dirty. She was positive his hip would be throbbing later tonight, but they couldn’t seem to get enough of each other.

      Her favorite part of the day though was the time spent talking in between sex. She learned more about his childhood, all of the awful shit his mother had put him through. He talked to her about his early days on the force, and how much his friendship with Rafe had shaped him as an officer. She had always looked at Carlos as a huge goofball, but it was clear as day how much he loved his job. Police work was his passion in life, and she couldn’t even begin to imagine how hard this injury had been on him. Sure, she’d seen his frustration a few times, but she sensed that there was so much more that he was holding in.

      About an hour before James was supposed to come home, Kelsey and Carlos took a slow, languid shower. They washed one another and then she sat him down on the shower chair he rarely used, and rode him until they were both satisfied. Instead of the fast and furious pace they’d set over the last twenty-four hours, they moved slowly, kissing the entire time. There were no words exchanged, no dirty talk. The enclosed space was filled with the sounds of their movement and heavy exhalations. When they climaxed together, the look in Carlos’s eyes stole the breath from her lungs. His expression was so open, honest, and full of adoration, that she came harder than ever, gasping his name as she did.
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      Kelsey was making dinner as Carlos observed (and tried to steal food from the stove) when she heard the front door open, followed by the little pitter-patter of excited feet. She turned from the stove and crouched down, arms open, just as her son rushed into the kitchen, barreling into her for a hug.

      “Mommy! I missed you. We tie-dyed shirts with Marissa this weekend. Then Daddy and Marissa had a sleepover. You know, tie-dye started in India? Isn’t that cool? Wanna see my tie-dye shirt?”

      Kelsey was still trying to sort through the wealth of information she’d just received when Kyle walked into the kitchen. He had an affectionate smile as he looked at his son, and his hands were tucked into his pockets.

      “In all fairness, he wasn’t supposed to know about the sleepover, but he had a nightmare and climbed into bed with us.”

      “Kyle! Were you two—”

      “Fully clothed, calm down. We were literally just sleeping.”

      Kelsey heaved a heavy sigh, gripping James tighter before he wriggled out of her grasp. “Marissa is nice, Mommy. You’ll like her. She reads, just like you!”

      Kelsey laughed and stood to face the stove again. She knew it was irrational, but she was fighting a surge of jealousy at the thought of her little guy with another mother figure. She heard James make his way over to Carlos, chattering excitedly about his weekend. She took a deep breath, pushed her ridiculous jealousy aside, and turned back around. She wasn’t jealous of Marissa and Kyle’s relationship, she was jealous of the relationship Marissa would have with James if things got more serious with her and Kyle. Kyle and Carlos were wearing near identical expressions of concern, and she almost laughed at the absurdity of her situation. She never imagined she would be dealing with things like stepmothers. Realistically, she’d known that Kyle would move on and that he would eventually settle down with someone new.

      She was happy for him, but found herself unwilling to share her son with someone new. He was her precious little boy—so curious, smart, and sweet. She tried to look at things from Kyle’s point of view, though. He was sharing James with Carlos and hadn’t complained once. Divorce was hard, but at least she and James had a good relationship. She couldn’t imagine going through this with someone she was on bad terms with. She was fortunate that she and James had Kyle.

      “It’s true,” Kyle said. “She’s even read that one sci-fi book you’re always quoting. The one with space zombies and giant worms?”

      “Illuminae,” she and Carlos both replied in unison. This. This was what she had always been missing with Kyle. He listened when she talked about things that were important, like books, but he never took a real interest in them. If Kyle listened to her words, Carlos devoured them, taking them into himself and committing them to memory.

      Her ex-husband cleared his throat, breaking the trance she’d been in. She realized belatedly that she’d been staring at Carlos, most likely with a look of awe, or lust. Possibly both. Most likely both.

      “Sorry! Kyle this is Carlos, Carlos, Kyle.” As the two men shook hands, she felt the familiar nervousness that was often accompanied by random fact blurting. “In Japan, you only greet someone with a handshake if they’re your equal. It would be really disrespectful, for example, to greet the emperor with a handshake.”

      Carlos laughed and shook his head at her. “I’ll keep that in mind for the next time I decide to visit the emperor of Japan.”

      “You should. Don’t want you to embarrass yourself,” she mumbled, turning back to the stove and focusing unnecessarily on the vegetables she was sautéing.

      She felt more than heard Carlos move behind her. He was holding James on one hip and with his free hand, he cupped her cheek. “Babe, look at me.”

      When she shook her head, he kissed her on the cheek. “Hey, I know this is scary. I know it’s a big step and you don’t want things to move too quickly, but this isn’t a proposal. I’m just meeting the father of a little guy I happen to adore.”

      How he managed to put a voice to everything she was feeling was a mystery. She had been freaking out about this being a big step. This entire weekend had been full of big steps. First Carlos had met Dillon, then he’d declared they were together, and now he was meeting Kyle? She knew she had strong feelings for him, but the last thing she or James needed was for her to rush into something neither of them were ready for. She and Kyle had separated a little over a year ago. How long did you wait after a marriage to seriously date someone new? What if she messed everything up because she didn’t wait long enough?

      “I can practically see your thoughts racing, Kels. Why don’t you and James go sit at the table and I’ll finish dinner.”

      She grabbed her son from Carlos’s arms and sat down at the table. Carlos, meanwhile, took over the meal she’d been cooking while simultaneously carrying on a conversation with Kyle. They were talking about the Texans’ chances of a Super Bowl ring any time in the near future, and it seemed Carlos’s charm even extended to her ex-husband. The man could seriously make a best friend out of anyone. When Carlos invited Kyle to stay for dinner, Kelsey had to clench her jaw to keep herself from reminding him that this was not his house to invite people to.

      As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she felt like a bitch. Carlos knew this wasn’t his house, and he never really treated it like it was. He’d called it home a few times, but that was a natural slip considering he’d been living here for months now. She was freaking out about the commitment she’d just made and letting her panic color all of her interactions with Carlos. She needed to get her head on straight before she said something to him that she knew she would regret.

      Thankfully Kyle had declined Carlos’s invitation for dinner, saying that he had plans with his girlfriend. He and Carlos spent a few more minutes talking sports while Kelsey listened to James tell her fun facts about giraffes. She couldn’t keep the smile off of her face when he spouted off facts like she did. Instead of doing it when he was nervous or embarrassed, however, her son shared facts when he was happy or excited.

      “And they spend seventy percent of their lives standing up—they even sleep standing up, Mommy! Do you think I could sleep standing up?”

      She laughed, “No, baby, humans sleep in beds.”

      He sighed, as though the fact that he couldn’t sleep standing up was the most disappointing news he’d ever received.

      “Being a giraffe sounds so much cooler than being a human.”

      “Well, how about we put on your giraffe pajamas and you can pretend to be one tonight?”

      “Can we pretend I have horns on my head? Carlos and I could fight using them!”

      “Carlos doesn’t have giraffe pajamas, baby.”

      “Actually,” Carlos butted in. “I may have gotten a package from Amazon yesterday. Did you know that they make adult giraffe onesies with hoods?”

      James bounced excitedly in Kelsey’s lap. “You’re going to be a giraffe with me?”

      “I sure am!”

      Her son turned around and scooted off her lap like she’d showed him, face down and feet first. The minute his feet had carefully touched the floor, he leapt at Carlos who caught him quickly and lifted him up. Through his smile, she saw the tightness in his jaw, indicating he was in pain from the motion. He didn’t let James see it though, holding her son easily while he talked about all of the giraffe activities they could do together.

      Kyle joined her at the table, both of them watching their son with this incredible man. A man who had bought an adult onesie so that he could play giraffes.

      “He’s a good one, Kels. I never thought I would be telling you to hold on to a guy, but you should definitely keep this dude around. He is so damn incredible with James—he asked for Carlos a few times this weekend actually.”

      She smiled. “I don’t know if I’m ready for a serious relationship.”

      Kyle scoffed. “Bullshit. Being scared and not being ready are two very different things. Remember that.” He kissed the top of her head and then said goodbye to Carlos and James, stealing his son for a hug and kiss.
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      As it turned out, Carlos had a little surprise for Kelsey that night—he’d bought both of them giraffe pajamas. After dinner, she, James, and Carlos all got into their onesies and pretended to be giraffes. James wanted to be as accurate as possible, which meant a lot of standing and a lot of head-butting with Carlos—gentle head-butting, as she continually reminded her son. James’s most recent giraffe obsession? Vegetarianism.

      “Mommy, we should really be vegetarians too if we want to be like giraffes.”

      “But little boys need meat to grow, honey.”

      “Not little giraffe boys.”

      “To be fair, a little giraffe boy wouldn’t be able to talk either.”

      Her son huffed. “Can we be vegetarians for a month?”

      “One day.”

      “One week?”

      Carlos, who had been watching the two of them go back and forth, burst out laughing. “It’s like negotiating with a freaking lawyer.”

      “I really wish we could be something that eats meat for a week instead,” she replied. “Like humans. Can we just keep being humans?”

      “Nope! We get to be giraffes for a week, Mommy! Can we eat purple Jolly Ranchers all week to keep our tongues purple?”

      “No sir, giraffes don’t eat Jolly Ranchers.”

      James thought about it carefully for a few moments, likely deciding whether or not he could negotiate this point. “Okay, not Jolly Ranchers. But we have to wear the giraffe pajamas all week.”

      Carlos jumped in on this one. “No can do, buddy. I have work this week and you have school. We can be giraffes for bed every night, but that’s it.”

      She wanted to laugh at the stern expression on her little guy’s face. “You’ll wear the pajamas every night?”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay. No meat all week and giraffe pajamas every night.” He stuck his hand out so that he and Carlos could shake on it.

      So that they weren’t just wandering around the house pretending to be giraffes in silence, Kelsey had insisted on putting on her favorite Pandora channel in the background—90s Radio. Carlos stood suddenly when the song changed over, the slow chords of Tracy Chapman’s “Stand by Me” flowing through the room. He held his hand out in front of Kelsey and when she took it, he pulled her into his arms.

      She wound her own arms around his neck, and he laid his hands on the small of her back. As they swayed gently to the music, he put his forehead against hers. “I know it’s been a big weekend for us, but I think this should be our song. I know you’re scared, I know that getting into another serious relationship is something you don’t think you’re ready for, but we can take it slow. All I need you to do is stand by me—communicate with me when you’re feeling unsure or unhappy. Promise me you’ll always give us a chance to work things out. Don’t run, okay? You spent a year running from me and pushing me away, no more.”

      She felt tears pooling in her eyes, and she answered his request with a nod and a kiss. He kissed her back in sweet, gentle pecks, not once pushing the kiss further. She realized it was the first time they’d been so openly affectionate in front of James, and pulled away suddenly to see her son’s reaction. She’d meant to explain their situation to James slowly, to allow him to adjust to the new relationship.

      All of the books she’d read said to have the conversation in an informal environment to ease any tension. They also said to keep the meetings with the new partner short, and to not rush anything. Given their unique situation, none of the above really applied, leaving her unsure how to handle things. When she looked at her son, however, he wasn’t even paying an ounce of attention. He was crawling around the living room on all fours, his little giraffe hood up over his head. She watched in amusement as he crawled over to the two of them and head-butted Carlos’s healthy leg before looking up.

      “Are you trying to start a fight with me, little one?”

      In response, James head-butted Carlos again. Her boyfriend laughed and picked him up, bringing James into their little dancing bubble. He kept one hand wrapped around Kelsey’s waist and pushed his head gently against James’s. The giggle her son let out filled her with warmth—she was lucky to have such a sweet child.

      “How about instead of fighting again, we watch Madagascar?”

      James nodded enthusiastically and pushed against Carlos, indicating he wanted to be let down. The minute his feet hit the carpet, he grabbed Carlos’s hand and pulled him to the couch, grabbing the remote along the way. Once Carlos was seated comfortably on the couch, James grabbed Kelsey’s hand and had her sit about two feet away from where he’d placed her boyfriend. That settled, James got up on the couch, sat between the two of them, and handed Kelsey the remote.

      As the movie played, James curled up into Carlos’s side, falling asleep within the first thirty minutes of Madagascar. Carlos laid an arm against the back of the couch and gently played with strands of Kelsey’s hair while the movie continued to run, and Kelsey couldn’t help but think that this should be how she ended every night—curled up on the couch with her son and the man who was slowly taking her heart, piece by piece.
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      After the movie, Kelsey picked James up off of the couch and tucked him into bed. When she was standing to leave the room, he opened his eyes, rubbing them with tiny fists. “Mommy, is Carlos going to be your boyfriend?”

      Well then, it appears as though we are having this conversation now.

      Everything she had read told her that she should allow him to give her feedback on the relationship. Most kids harbored hopes of their parents getting back together and were hesitant to accept new partners. If James wasn’t ready for her to date, she would have to keep her relationship with Carlos a secret from James until he was able to come to terms with it.

      “What would you think about Carlos being my boyfriend?”

      Her son shrugged and yawned, closing his eyes again. “I like Carlos, he plays giraffes with me and lets me watch The Discovery Channel.”

      “You don’t mind if I date Carlos?”

      “No, he’s nice. If he isn’t your boyfriend, will he have to go back to his house instead of staying at ours?”

      “Well, he’s only here because he got hurt, honey. He’ll have to go back to his house soon no matter what.”

      “I don’t want him to leave though.”

      “Well, if he’s my boyfriend he’ll come over to eat with us and watch movies with us. Maybe we can even go to the zoo with him.”

      “Will he feed the giraffes with me?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then I think he should be your boyfriend.”

      She kissed him on the forehead. “Okay, bud. Get some sleep now. You have school in the morning.”

      He rolled over, pulling his comforter up to his face, and promptly fell back asleep. When she left his room and cracked the door, she found Carlos leaning against the wall where he had obviously been listening to the entire exchange.

      “You don’t have to look so smug about it.”

      “I’ve never been this excited to have a toddler’s approval. I’ll buy that kid every giraffe toy in existence if it means I get to keep spending time with you.”

      “Please don’t—his entire room is starting to look like a damn giraffe shrine.”

      He kissed her in response and jerked his head in the direction of her room. “Come on. As cute as you look in your onesie, I’ve been dying to strip it off of you all night.”

      “Well, don’t get it dirty, I have to wear it every night this week apparently.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carlos woke up Monday morning feeling refreshed, hopeful, and ready to return to work. His weekend with Kelsey had been incredible, and he just knew that they were starting something meaningful. He’d never really imagined himself settling down, but with Kelsey, everything seemed right, easy. After putting James to bed and stripping Kelsey out of her ridiculous giraffe onesie, Carlos had fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep. He hadn’t realized until morning that he’d never taken his nightly pills, and had instead fallen asleep with a warm woman in his arms and positive thoughts filling his head for the first time in months.

      He got up at five and left Kelsey sleeping soundly in her bed. Before leaving the bedroom, he made sure to scrawl a World War II fact on a scrap piece of paper he found in her bedside table. Grabbing his cane, just in case, he made his way to the shower and got ready for physical therapy. He was expected at the precinct at nine and had a therapy appointment at six. After brewing a fresh pot of coffee, leaving another random fact on the kitchen counter, and packing a quick lunch for James to bring to school, he called an Uber to take him to his appointment.

      Physical therapy was grueling, exhausting, and mentally draining, but he left feeling hopeful. He couldn’t help but connect the lightness he felt today with his burgeoning relationship with Kelsey. She and James made him want to focus on the positive things he had going on in his life.

      Though he left his appointment leaning heavily on his cane, he felt that he’d made progress. For months now, he’d felt as though he would never regain full control of his muscles. It was hard to explain, but the muscles and bones in his leg had somehow felt out of sync, a sensation he’d found terrifying. Today, however, his body had finally felt like his own, his legs moving in sync as he walked on the treadmill, even managing to push himself into a light jog. He would be sore all day because of the extra exertion, but a little soreness was worth the progress he was finally starting to see.

      Rafe picked him up from his therapy session, and together they drove to the precinct. Walking into the locker room and putting on his uniform filled Carlos with a sense of calm he couldn’t describe. He stared at himself in the mirror for a moment longer than was apparently socially acceptable, taking in a sight he wasn’t sure he’d ever see again.

      “Dude, are you tearing up at your own reflection?” Rafe asked loudly enough for their coworkers to hear.

      Carlos faked a sniffle and wiped nonexistent tears from his face. “I’m just so handsome. It’s too much to handle sometimes.”

      Reese, who had been quietly changing a few lockers over, let out a loud snort. “Got something to say over there, man-bun?”

      “I was just thinking that standing next to your pretty-boy partner, you look plain as hell to me.”

      Beside him, Rafe let out a dramatic groan. “Shhhh, Reese. We’ve been successfully letting Carlos believe he was the most attractive officer on the force for years. Don’t ruin all of our hard work.”

      “Letting me—I’m sorry, LETTING ME? Fuck you all, I am glorious.”

      Closing his locker, Carlos stormed out of the locker room and into roll call, plopping into his chair with the most dramatic sigh he could muster. In all honesty, he was nervous as hell about his first day back in months, and a little levity would make the situation easier to bear. He slid into a roll he’d been playing since high school with ease—the class clown. Humor had always been and would always be his number one defense mechanism.

      Organizing the mess of paperwork on his desk into neat piles, he muttered under his breath, cursing his best friend for looking like some cross between a movie star and a professional surfer. When he heard Rafe approach his desk, he looked up at his smirking friend with a glare.

      “You know, my girlfriend says I look like Mario Lopez and Adam Rodriguez’s tall, muscular child. So take that—I’m definitely hotter than you.”

      “Girlfriend, huh? I didn’t know blow-up dolls could talk now.”

      “Ha-ha, very funny. That joke is overused in just about every cheesy movie or sitcom ever made. Do better, Rafe, do better.”

      Rafe held up his hands in a show of submission. “Okay, I’ll bite. Tell me about this girlfriend.”

      In that moment, Carlos realized that Rafe really didn’t know about him and Kelsey. Should he be worried that Kelsey hadn’t told her best friend Sophie about the new status of their relationship? Hell, he hadn’t texted Rafe about it, so could he really be upset? Truthfully, a full year of rejection from Kelsey combined with the fact that she hadn’t asked him to watch James tomorrow night was fucking with his head. She seemed to be okay with the way things were progressing, but he had a very real fear that she would give up on them at the first sign of trouble. Hell, she’d left her husband, what would stop her from leaving Carlos when he fucked up?

      Yes, he knew he would fuck up—it was inevitable. Years of being single didn’t really help a guy learn how to be a good boyfriend. He knew the basics—be honest, don’t cheat, buy her nice shit for no reason at all. But what would happen when he inevitably said something stupid? He said stupid things on a daily basis—everyone knew he lacked a filter. The question of the hour was this: if things got tough, would she give them a chance to work it out, or would she run for the hills? Not telling her best friends about them didn’t seem like a great sign.

      Instead of letting his doubts consume him, Carlos decided to focus on work and talk to Kelsey later. After all, he’d asked for honesty and transparency from her, he could offer the same.

      “Helllooooo, McFly?” Rafe said, knocking on Carlos’s head in a perfect imitation of Biff from Back to the Future. When Carlos responded by swatting his friend’s hand away, Rafe laughed. “Welcome back, man. Geez, I wasn’t aware you could think that hard.”

      “Sophie didn’t tell you anything about my relationship status? No updates?”

      “Um, why would my wife know anything about your relationships? Unless…wait. You and Kelsey? FINALLY!”

      Despite the growing worry he felt, Carlos smiled. “Yeah, me and Kelsey. Fucking finally.”

      “How did you manage that? Last I heard, she was avoiding you like the plague. While living under the same roof as you. I remember being pretty impressed actually. I’ve been trying to avoid you for years. Do you think she has any tips for me?”

      “Joke all you want, but you’d miss me. You couldn’t last one week without me, just admit it.”

      “Maybe I’ve replaced you. Reese has been pretty fun to partner with over the last few months.”

      From the desk in front of Carlos, Reese piped up without turning around. “Don’t worry, Carlos. Your bromance is definitely intact. Rafe talks about you multiple times a day. He’s usually telling stories about the dumb shit you’ve done though.”

      “Dumb shit like what?”

      “Getting lost at the rodeo, trying to pull your gun out of its holster without unclipping it, getting kicked out of Walmart for trying to race kids’ bikes around the store.”

      “Trying? I didn’t try to race a kid’s bike. I successfully kicked Rafe’s ass.”

      “I wasn’t racing you, Carlos! I was trying to catch you so we could pay for our shit and fucking leave!”

      Carlos shrugged. “You still lost.”

      A booming voice echoed through roll call, breaking up their discussion. “I wasn’t aware I was paying you two to gab like schoolgirls. Get your asses to work, Ramirez and Pierce.”

      Saluting his boss and turning back to his desk, Carlos smiled. It was good to be back, even if he was stuck doing paperwork for the next few weeks.
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      Monday and Tuesday passed without much fanfare, the hours blurring as he completed and filed case after case. Since Carlos wasn’t making any arrests, he spent his days reading over case files, making sure everything was in order, and then filing them. He could’ve passed the filing on to a clerk, but the best way to get through the monotonous day was to keep busy. As boring as it was, filing kept him busy. It also kept him off of his ass and on his feet. Despite the fact that his hip and leg hurt, working the muscles felt good. He needed the exercise to keep him sane.

      By the end of the day Tuesday, Carlos needed a drink. With Kelsey out of the house and Becky watching James, he decided a night with Rafe was in order. They hadn’t had a guy’s night since the baby was born. Unfortunately for him, he wouldn’t be getting a real guy’s night tonight. After clocking out and grabbing a case of beer from a gas station near the precinct, he hopped into Rafe’s minivan.

      His friend glanced down at the case of beer and winced. “I may have misled you about this ‘guy’s night.’ When I said a chill night in, what I really meant was a chill night in with Ella. Surprise!”

      Carlos groaned. “So I just bought a case of beer that you won’t be drinking with me?”

      “More beer for you!”

      “I’m sure you’d love to get me drunk and take advantage of me, but I’m not that kind of gal, Rafey-poo. Just because you’re one half of Houston’s Finest doesn’t mean you’re getting into my panties after a couple of drinks.”

      “I’m not just one half of Houston’s Finest, I’m the better-looking half, remember?”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll let you think that. You’re already starting to slip into the dad bod.” Carlos reached across the center console of the van and pinched Rafe’s stomach. His friend smirked and removed one hand from the steering wheel to lift his shirt, revealing a toned six-pack.

      “I think I’m good, bud. So tell me more about you and Kelsey. Are you fuck buddies?”

      “Nope. It’s the real deal—I’ve got that shit locked down.”

      “Tread lightly there, Carlos. From everything Sophie has told me, her divorce messed her up pretty badly. She’s somehow managed to convince herself that she can’t stay in love. She blames herself for her marriage falling apart.”

      “I do wish she’d open up to me more. I know that things with Kyle were rough those first few months, but she doesn’t ever talk about it. I made her promise to give us a real shot, but I can tell she isn’t giving this her all. I mean, we’ve only been dating for like four days, but isn’t this the part of the relationship where you learn everything you can about each other? Anytime I try to push for a deeper conversation, she shies away or changes the subject. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love the way she distracts me, but I also want to hear more about her divorce. It’s crazy—she was more candid with me the first night we met than she’s been since we’ve lived together.”

      “From what Sophie’s told me, that’s how Kelsey has always been. Soph was telling me that they actually had a pretty big fight a few years ago because Kelsey just bottles everything up until she can’t hold it in anymore.”

      Carlos scrubbed a hand down his face and let loose a heavy sigh, slouching into the car seat. “Of course I had to pick the world’s most complicated woman to fall for.”

      “Have you? Fallen for her I mean?”

      “I mean, I’m not sure I can really be in love with someone who can’t open up to me. When I look at her though, I can see a future with her. Marriage, kids, the whole nine yards. I may not know every detail of her past, but I know her quirks; I know that she’s an incredible mother and a hard worker. I know that it’s hard for her to let someone take care of her, that she always feels like she needs to do everything for herself.”

      I know what she sounds like when she comes, and I’ve mapped out every square inch of her beautiful body. I know that when she’s around I’m truly happy and don’t focus on my injury and the stress and pain that comes with it. Yes, I’ve fallen, but I think I did it alone.

      Not really wanting to talk about it anymore, he deflected using humor. “Wow, what’s happened to us? Next you’re going to tell me you have face masks and nail polish for us to use.”

      “Don’t knock face masks until you try them, dude. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want any wrinkles.”

      “Married life has changed you.” Despite his big talk, he pulled down the visor, taking in his appearance in the small mirror. He smoothed his hand over his forehead, unable to get rid of the wrinkles he saw there.

      Shit, are those crow’s feet?

      “So, uh, face masks, huh? Got any of those at your place?”

      Rafe pulled his van to a stop, maneuvering the unnecessarily large vehicle into a small parking space in the garage of his building. “Worried about those wrinkles, are ya?”

      “Fuck off, nobody wants to age like Brendan Frasier.”

      Rafe laughed, “Yeah, I think we can find something in the apartment.”

      “Is Ella sleeping through movies these days? Maybe movies with some music in them?”

      His best friend narrowed his eyes. “Movies like The Greatest Showman?”

      Carlos shrugged. “If it happened to be on TV, I wouldn’t look away, I guess.”

      Rafe heaved a heavy sigh. “Let’s just call this what it is. We are about to hang out with a baby, use face products, and watch a fucking musical. We’re having a girl’s night.”

      “We have beer, not wine. That definitely makes this a bro night.”

      “If you start singing along to the movie though, I’m taking your man card.”

      “That’s not fair—those songs are catchy.”

      In lieu of a response, Rafe got out of the van and closed the door on Carlos who then proceeded to belt out the lyrics to “The Other Side” as they walked to Rafe’s apartment.
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      Kelsey learned very quickly that she liked Marissa. Her ex-husband’s new girlfriend was funny, with a hilarious self-deprecating sense of humor, and just generally a kind and interesting person. They both shared a love of Jay Kristoff and Hugh Jackman, those sexy Australian bastards, and she found that it was easy to feel comfortable around Marissa. In fact, Kelsey hadn’t randomly blurted out a single fact all night. Kelsey’s favorite thing about Marissa, though? The obvious way she made Kyle happy.

      Over the last few days, Kelsey had been thinking back on her relationship with Kyle, trying again to figure out where things went wrong. She’d spent so much time placing the blame on herself that she hadn’t really looked at their relationship clearly. Sure, she and her ex-husband had been friends—best friends even. However, they’d never shared the ease that Kyle now had with Marissa.

      And that I have with Carlos.

      It was possible that Marissa and Kyle were just in the honeymoon phase of their burgeoning relationship, but Kelsey didn’t think so. They were just so comfortable together. It showed in the way they were constantly touching in small ways—not excessive PDA, but a brush of hands here, a peck on the cheek there. They deferred to each other when ordering—hell, they even shared their meals with one another without a word of discussion. Kelsey watched in awe as, without breaking conversation, Kyle cut his steak in half, placed it on Marissa’s plate, and took half of her chicken and moved it to his. He then took all of the tomatoes out of her salad and put them on his. It was both adorable and nauseating.

      What struck Kelsey the most, however, was that she and Kyle had never been that way over the course of their marriage. Hell, she hated tomatoes (loved ketchup though), and Kyle had never picked them off of her salad and eaten them. It was a tiny gesture, but one that spoke volumes to Kelsey. She and Kyle had been missing something in their relationship—and it was not her fault. Kyle and Marissa’s dance of the tomatoes actually reminded Kelsey of her and Carlos drinking hot chocolate. She drank the warm delicious drink, and he picked the gooey marshmallows out of her cup for her.

      When Marissa got up to head to the bathroom, Kelsey couldn’t help but grin at the way Kyle watched her go.

      “We never had that, did we? What you have with Marissa is what you and I were missing.”

      Kyle let loose a small smile. “Yeah. I don’t know how to describe it or what it is, but I didn’t realize it was missing from my life until I found it. Until I found her.”

      “It’s chemistry.”

      Her ex-husband nodded. “Yeah. You and Carlos seem to have plenty of it, huh?”

      Kelsey laughed at how unreal this situation was. “If someone had told me a few years ago that you and I would be divorced, dating other people, and discussing it over dinner, I would’ve had them committed.”

      “That’s just it though, Kels. This is what you and I were always good at. You have always been, and always will be, one of my closest friends. Friendship always came easy to us because it was what we were meant to be.”

      “I feel the same way. I think we were meant to bring James into this world though. I can’t regret a single choice I’ve made in my life because we have the most incredible son.”

      “You know, he reminds me so much of you sometimes. The other day, we were in the grocery store and he asked me what high fructose corn syrup was. Apparently he heard one of his preschool teachers talking to another adult about how bad it was for kids, and now he refuses to let me buy groceries that contain it.”

      “Ohhh, that’s why he’s only been eating fruit and vegetables since Sunday! I offered him some fruit snacks last night and he looked at me like I’d run over a giraffe. So now our son is a vegetarian who refuses to eat anything with high fructose corn syrup in it. Wow.”

      “He’s definitely one of a kind.”

      “I’m so glad you’re still in my life, Kyle. You’re right, we will always be friends.”

      He put a hand over his heart, doing his best to look wounded. “You know, most guys would cry if they heard those words from you.”

      Marissa chose that moment to return from the bathroom, sitting down and placing a hand over Kyle’s on the table. Kelsey snorted at the besotted look on his face.

      “Somehow, I think you’ll survive.”

      
        
          [image: g]
        

      

      “Huh, so you and Kyle are friends? Like really actually friends?” Becky asked, pulling the cork from a bottle of wine. Kelsey had told her friends about her dinner with Kyle and Marissa when she’d gotten home. Becky had managed to get James bathed, into pajamas, and into bed. Apparently little giraffes were easy to wrangle at bedtime.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t awkward at all. It’s like I’m living the ideal divorcee life. Who knew?”

      Sophie chimed in after taking a healthy swallow of wine. “He was such a shithead when you initially filed for divorce that this complete one-eighty surprises the hell out of me.”

      “You know, I think he was just scared. He and I both went from living with our parents, to living with college roommates, to living together after college. Neither of us ever had the chance to be completely solitary adults. I mean, I was scared too, but I just cried a lot. He got angry.”

      When Sophie took another big gulp of wine, draining her first glass of the night, Becky and Kelsey both looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      “Don’t judge me! This is my first real night out since Ella was born. I pumped before I left, and we have spare bags of frozen breastmilk. I’ll have to pump and dump, but it’s not like I’m going to be feeding my newborn boozy breastmilk.”

      “You know, breastfeeding a baby girl actually reduces her chances of getting breast cancer.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes and refilled her glass. “Thanks a ton, Encyclopedia Brown. I was looking to obtain some useless knowledge tonight.”

      “Hey! That’s not useless at all. It pertains directly to your situation! You’re breastfeeding a girl.”

      “Am I? I just thought Ella had a micropenis and a very feminine name for a boy. Nobody told me I had a daughter.”

      Kelsey huffed. “Fine, I won’t share any more awesome information with you tonight.”

      Becky topped off Kelsey’s glass, filling it to the brim. She had to sip off of the top to avoid spilling red wine all over her white couch. “Good call. Just get drunk and tell us all about Carlos’s big dick. If you keep this up, you’ll be Dr. Roger from Friends.” Her friend adopted a British accent and quoted Chandler, “Here’s some little known facts about couscous; they didn’t add the second cous until 1979.”

      “Ugh, you’re the worst.”

      “Soooo does that mean you won’t tell us about Carlos and his wondrous, magical cock?”

      “What is your obsession with our boyfriends’ dicks?” Sophie asked. “When I started dating Rafe you wanted to know all about his dick too.”

      “Well, forgive me for wanting to make sure that my besties are getting the good dick. You ladies are like my sisters, and I just want to make sure you’re being fucked the way you deserve.”

      “In your weird, perverted way, that’s actually a pretty sweet sentiment.”

      “Yeah, well, I love you or whatever. Now give me the details. I want length, girth, curvature, and mouth feel.”

      Kelsey spit her wine out on the coffee table, their first spit take of the evening. “Mouth feel? Have you been watching the Food Network recently? Next you’ll be asking me if his dick has any umami.”

      “Stop avoiding the subject, Kels. Tell me about the penis.”

      “Fine! It’s a nice size—no, I will not give you measurements; it tastes like a penis and it’s pierced.”

      “Pierced? Oh, Officer Ramirez, you dirty boy.”

      Sophie popped in, her cheeks flushed either from the wine or the conversation. “What, um, what does it look like? I’ve never seen a pierced dick.”

      Kelsey sighed, “He has a Prince Albert, so it’s like a piercing through the head of his penis.”

      Becky shoved her phone in Sophie’s face. “This is a Prince Albert piercing.”

      “Holy shit, Becky! Why do you randomly have a picture of a Prince Albert piercing on your phone?”

      Becky shrugged like it was no big deal. “This guy I dated a few months ago had a nice dick. It was pierced, so I asked if I could take a picture for my spank bank.”

      Sophie looked at the picture, and though she wouldn’t admit it out loud, it was a nice dick. “The real question here is, why is it dressed up like a pirate?”

      “Oh, well, he said he wanted to spice things up in the bedroom, so I thought it would be fun to dress the little guy up.”

      Sophie shook her head and managed to ask the question on both their minds through her laughter. “Where the fuck did you get a cock-sized pirate costume?”

      “It’s actually a Halloween costume I found online. It’s made for guinea pigs.”

      When Sophie and Kelsey managed to stop laughing and asking follow-up questions (What else did you dress his dick up in? How did he feel about having a pirate dick, etc.), Becky went into excruciating detail on the subject. After at least forty-five minutes of dick talk, countless spit takes, and many refills of their wine glasses, they finally stopped talking dick and changed the subject to Ella. Sophie showed them pictures of her adorable little newborn.

      “Speaking of, um, children, I have some pretty big shit I need to share with you. Becky rarely opted for a serious conversation, so Kelsey couldn’t help but worry about what was coming. Butterflies took up residence in her stomach, and she topped off her wine glass just in case.

      “I don’t really know how to ease into this conversation, so I’m just going to jump right in. Ten years ago, you both know that I dated a guy named Reese. He was my first love and things ended…badly. To say the least. What most people don’t know is that when he and I broke up, I was pregnant. Reese and I have a nine-year-old son.”

      Kelsey and Sophie hadn’t known Becky before college, so they hadn’t known Reese personally, but they had met him one time, when he’d stopped by their college dorm to talk to Becky. Their friend had refused to talk to him and had proceeded to lock herself in her room for a week. She had never really opened up to them about why the relationship had ended, but both Kelsey and Sophie knew that he had hurt Becky deeply. He was a part of the past that their friend just couldn’t seem to get over. Becky hadn’t had a serious relationship in the years since she and Reese broke up, flitting from hookup to hookup without ever settling down.

      The news that Becky and Reese had a child together was shocking to say the least. Kelsey couldn’t help but feel hurt that one of her best friends had kept such monumental news from her. Instead of voicing her upset, though, she decided to swallow it and support Becky. If she was just sharing this news now, there was a reason for it.

      “You both know that I took a year off after high school before starting college, it’s why I’m a year older than the two of you. I told you that I took a year off to travel all over Europe, but the reality is that I took that time off because I was pregnant and I didn’t want anyone to know. When my parents found out that I was planning to keep the baby, they threatened me with all kinds of bad shit, so I ran away. They wanted me to have an abortion quietly because my father was up for re-election for senator and they didn’t want me to do anything to hurt his chances. I moved to Houston and got a job as a waitress. I found a little apartment and paid for it myself with a small inheritance my grandmother left me when she died. I found out about the baby right after my eighteenth birthday, so I got access to the funds at just the right time. I had everything all set up—the nursery was put together, I had savings, and I had a plan to go to college once the baby was old enough for daycare.”

      Becky swallowed and looked to the ceiling, clearly fighting off tears. “When I had the baby, it was the best day of my life. He was so beautiful, you guys.” Her voice broke and tears streamed down her face. Kelsey was surprised to find that she was crying too. “A few weeks after I had Ryker, my parents found me. They showed up at my apartment with Child Protective Services. My dad used some connections he had to have me deemed an unfit mother. They took Ryker away from me and put him in a foster home. I’ve been fighting for him ever since, trying to get him back, but my dad is a very powerful man and he hasn’t made it easy. I’ve been saving up for years so that I could afford a good lawyer to help me. All of those times I told you that I was out clubbing or drinking, I was actually working odd jobs. I’ve bartended, cleaned office buildings, waitressed—pretty much every overnight job I could find, I took. Earlier this year, I finally managed to save enough money for that lawyer.

      “I heard from her last week and she did it. Child Protective Services conducted an interview at my house earlier this week and they’re giving him back to me. He’s coming home next week, once all of the paperwork is settled. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you anything sooner, I was just so terrified of doing or saying anything that would hurt my chances of getting Ryker back. I need your help now though. I’m so worried he’s going to hate me. I tried writing him letters when he was first taken away from me, but I found out that my dad paid someone at the foster home to throw away any mail I sent his way. My own son has no idea who I am, and I am so terrified that he’ll never forgive me for not being around all these years.”

      Kelsey immediately moved closer to Becky on the couch and wrapped her arms around her crying friend. Sophie got up from the love seat she’d been sitting on and came back with tissues. Sitting down on Becky’s other side, Sophie joined the group hug.

      “Keep pressing your tits into my sides and I’ll turn full-blown lesbian, ladies.”

      Kelsey laughed; it was good to know that Becky’s humor was still alive and kicking even in hard times. “If Carlos heard that, his poor little mind would be blown.”

      “I’ll be sure to let him know that we scissored next time I see him.”

      Kelsey pulled back from the hug, handing a few tissues to Becky before grabbing a handful for herself. “So what are the next steps?”

      “Well, I was close to getting him back when he was three. I saved up enough for a relatively cheap family attorney and we were fighting the unfit parent charge, but Ryker was diagnosed with Asperger’s. My father used that and his connections to keep Ryker away from me for even longer.”

      “Shit, that’s so fucked up, Becky.” Sophie sniffled, still fighting tears.

      “At the time, I was still in college and didn’t have stable enough financials. Now, though, I have plenty of money saved. As you know, I have a stable job and bought a house a couple of months ago. I made sure that his room was set up and everything was in order before Child Protective Services came over for an inspection. The house is in a great school district in Sugarland, and I’ve provided proof that I could afford any necessary medication or treatment Ryker could possibly need.”

      Becky took a deep breath, wiping away a few more tears before continuing. “Basically, all of my ducks are in a row, but I’ll need help figuring out how to connect with him. I’ve read all of the parenting books, and I’ve talked to a great child therapist in the area about what to expect. I feel like I’ve done all of this preparing, but I don’t know how to make a child understand why I couldn’t be in his life. He must be so confused.”

      “Well, the big question to ask is, what will you do about Reese? Have you told him about Ryker? Does he know he’s a father?”

      “He has no idea.”

      Kelsey sighed and took a healthy sip of wine. “Becky, I know things ended badly, but he has a right to know that he’s a father.”

      “I know that. I do. When I was a teenager and I found out that I was pregnant, I was just so pissed at him for the way things ended. Then I was fighting to get Ryker back. Now that it’s actually happening, I don’t know how to proceed. I look at things from Ryker’s perspective and I get scared. He’s starting this whole new life with someone he doesn’t know. Is now really the time to introduce him to Reese?”

      Sophie, who had been quiet for a few minutes, let out an awkward laugh. “Shit, this is a tricky one. You don’t ever do things in small measures do you, Becky?”

      “Go big or go home. Apparently that’s my rule for life, not just dicks.”

      “Well,” Sophie started tentatively. “You said you thought he was still in Dallas, right? So the way I see it, your biggest priority right now should be Ryker and getting him settled. Maybe in a year or so, once things have calmed down, you can approach Reese. He might not even want to be in his son’s life. He should definitely get the choice though.”

      “The most important thing for you to take away from this conversation is that we love you, Becky. We will support you no matter what, in any way we can.”

      “You two are the best. If I didn’t love dick so much, I really would steal you from Carlos and Rafe. Can we get drunk and watch 10 Things I Hate About You now? I need some wine and some Heath Ledger.”
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      “Ramirez, Petrov, get your asses in here now!” The captain yelled at him across roll call, startling him from his paperwork. Carlos shot Reese a look, earning a shrug in response. Apparently his new partner wasn’t sure why they were being summoned either.

      These last few weeks with Kelsey had been bliss. Last weekend they’d celebrated James’s fourth birthday and it had been a blast. Kelsey and Kyle had thrown a backyard party for their son, inviting all of James’s playmates from his preschool and enough adults to keep everyone sane. He and Kelsey had spent countless hours finding everything giraffe themed they could for the party. Thank goodness for Amazon.

      He woke up with Kelsey wrapped in his arms every morning, and almost every night (it turned out having sex with a kid in the house was a challenge) they made love until their bodies were sweaty and exhausted. Yes, he thought of sex with Kelsey as making love now. There was no point in denying anymore that he was in love with her. Hell, she’d held a piece of his heart from the get-go. He hadn’t yet worked up the courage to talk to her about his feelings though. She still held herself back from him, keeping her emotions bottled and unreadable. He knew she felt something for him, but he didn’t know what. Until he did, he didn’t want to say those three little words and scare her off.

      When Carlos and Reese walked into Captain Stevens’ office, his boss didn’t look up from the stack of paperwork on his desk. “I need you two to go on patrol for a few hours. There was some big bust downtown and we need more patrol units out on the streets until our boys get back from dealing with that mess. Ramirez, I know you’ve only been out on patrol a few times since you’ve been back, but are you good? Rafe can’t go with you today—he’s training—so it’ll be just the two of you. You won’t be able to stay in the car if shit goes down.”

      Carlos had been tagging along on patrols with Reese and Rafe a couple of days a week. He was relegated to the car, however, as nobody wanted him to strain his injury. He felt good today, though. He had slowed down on taking pills at night, the pain in his hip and leg hardly bothering him anymore. His physical therapy was going well and he was even able to jog now without too much pain.

      “I’m fine, Cap. We can always call for backup if we need it.”

      “All right, I’m trusting you to be honest with me about your injury right now, Ramirez. Don’t lie to me.”

      “I promise I’ve got this. I wouldn’t go out if I didn’t think I was ready.”

      “All right. Get your asses out there then.”
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      Carlos had been out on patrol with his new L’Oreal model partner for over an hour and the guy had uttered maybe five words total. Seriously, what was wrong with this dude? Carlos knew he was a delight to converse with, so there must be something wrong with Petrov. Yes, Carlos was pissed enough to start calling the asshole by his last name again.

      He was on the verge of suggesting a game of Twenty Questions when a call came through. The previous calls they’d gotten hadn’t been close enough for them to respond to, but this one was only a few blocks away from their current location.

      Petrov looked across the car to Carlos. “Gas station robbery—you ready for this, man?”

      “I’m fucking fine,” Carlos gritted out. No way they were passing this one up. It was a fucking robbery, and a patrol car needed to get there as soon as possible. Not responding to this call went against everything Carlos believed in. He was not letting his stupid injured leg get in the way of doing his job. He radioed in their response, letting dispatch know that they were on the call. Another patrol team radioed in seconds later, informing dispatch that they were five minutes out with backup.

      When they pulled into the gas station parking lot, it was eerily empty. Though it was unsettling, Carlos took it as a good sign. No cars meant less chance of there being hostages inside. He unclipped his holster and pulled his gun, nodding to Petrov that he was ready to sweep the building. When they opened the door to the gas station, Carlos and Petrov both proceeded slowly, taking in the scene before them.

      The robber was young, late teens early twenties, with a mop of unwashed brown hair hanging loose to his shoulders. He was standing across from the cashier, a knife pointed at her throat as she unloaded the money in it onto the counter. The hand brandishing the knife was shaking, and it was clear even from across the room that he was on something. The kid’s pupils were blown wide and there was a frantic energy about him.

      A quick scan of the gas station showed that it was empty of people, with the exception of the cashier and this kid. Apparently the robber had waited until she had no customers before making his move.

      When he spotted Carlos and Petrov, he slapped the cashier hard across the face. “You fucking bitch. I told you what would happen if you pushed that fucking panic button.” This kid was clearly unhinged, and the last thing Carlos wanted was for this to end with anyone’s death.

      He spoke in a clear, calm voice. “Put the gun down, son. We have backup on the way. You aren’t getting out of this gas station unless you’re in handcuffs, so just toss the knife on the floor and kick it toward me slowly, then put your hands in the air.”

      “Fuck you,” he spat, his hand shaking harder. Instead of putting down the knife he stepped closer to the cashier. “You’re not going to shoot me, not when I could stab this bitch in the throat before I went down.”

      “Nobody needs to get hurt, kid. Just put the knife down and we can talk about all of this at the station. It’s just attempted robbery at this point, don’t add to your charges,” Petrov said. Carlos knew his partner had made a mistake the moment he’d called the young man a kid. Upon hearing the word, he’d bowed out his chest and his face flushed red with anger.

      “I’m not a kid and I’m not gonna listen to some stupid pigs.”

      Carlos saw the muscles in the robber’s knife-bearing arm flex and knew that he was about to make a move. Acting quickly, he took aim and shot him, but not before the robber had thrown the knife at the cashier and grabbed a stack of cash. Carlos’s shot hit him in the shoulder and he howled in pain for a brief moment, clutching the wound. When Carlos moved forward to handcuff him, the robber pushed past him and ran for it. Without thinking, he holstered his gun, told Petrov to check on the victim, and bolted out the door after the robber.

      The kid was moving quickly, and it took everything Carlos had to push himself hard enough to keep up. Carlos ran after the robber, pushing his body harder than he should have. His hip and leg were screaming with the pain of his exertion, but he couldn’t let this guy get away. After a short half-mile chase, he managed to tackle the perpetrator to the ground, handcuffing him in one smooth motion. Thankfully, the backup patrol officers found him there, because when he moved to stand, his leg crumpled under him. The pain was excruciating and hard to ignore at this point, but Carlos did his best to push past it. He leaned on his fellow officer—an older man named Collins who worked in the same precinct he did.

      When they got back to the gas station, Carlos released Collins, who moved to help get the robber into one of the two ambulances already at the scene. He was walking toward the front door to check on Petrov and the victim when two paramedics came out with a gurney. Carlos’s heart sank when he saw that the body on the gurney was covered in a white sheet.

      “Fucking kid had good aim apparently. He got that poor girl right in the throat. I tried to staunch the bleeding, but it was too late. She was gone by the time the paramedics got here.” Petrov’s voice was hollow and monosyllabic. “We’d better get back to the station. We’ll have a lot of paperwork to file for this one.”

      Fuck the paperwork, Carlos wanted to scream. He hated days like this, days when he did everything right but still couldn’t save a life. When he took a step toward the patrol car and his leg buckled underneath him, he knew that his day could only continue to go downhill from here.
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      As predicted, Carlos’s day had not improved. He’d scheduled an emergency meeting with his physical therapist and found out that his stunt today had set back his healing by a couple of weeks. It absolutely could’ve been worse, but in Carlos’s current state of mind, it felt like a kick in the nuts. When he’d told his captain the news, he’d gotten his ass reamed out for not letting Petrov chase after the perp. Thankfully, his new partner had kept quiet on the matter, seeming just as affected by the girl’s death as Carlos was. Considering he was the one who’d been with her when she’d taken her last breath, he suspected Petrov was actually having a worse day than he was. It was never easy to lose someone on the job.

      Rafe had still been in training when Carlos’s shift had ended, so Petrov had offered to drive him home from work. The giant man had only spoken to ask for directions. Unlike earlier in the day, Carlos didn’t even try to make conversation with him, sensing that his new partner just needed some quiet time to process everything.

      When he got home from work, he was in no mood to talk about his day. All he wanted to do was have dinner with James and Kelsey, curl up with his girlfriend and watch a movie, and go to bed. He honestly wasn’t sure he even had the energy for sex, and wasn’t that just a damn travesty. Tossing his keys in the bowl by the front door and toeing off his shoes, he called out, “Honey, I’m home,” in his best mockery of every sitcom ever. When he didn’t get a response, he headed toward the kitchen where he could hear James chattering away.

      “Carlos! I fell down today at school. I was playing and Jack ran into me and I fell down and hit my head on a bench. It hurt really bad, but I didn’t cry and they gave me ice for my head.”

      Immediately concerned, he leaned down and placed a hand on the little guy’s head to check for a bump. He didn’t feel anything, but James flinched when Carlos’s fingers lightly touched the back of his head. “You feeling better, buddy?”

      James shrugged. “Yep, I’m tough like a giraffe.”

      “Well, I think a tough giraffe would be in bed after such an exciting day.”

      “I was in bed, but it was boring in my room all alone. I wanted to be with Mommy.”

      Kelsey spoke from the stove, still not turning around to greet Carlos. “When I picked him up from school, his teacher said he smacked his head pretty hard from what she could see, but he didn’t show any signs of being in pain. He got right back up and continued playing. She did warn me to keep an eye on him though, just in case of a concussion.”

      He walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her waist, placing his chin on her shoulder. When he leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, however, she pulled away.

      “No PDA in front of James, remember?” she whispered.

      Kelsey still didn’t want them to show much affection in front of James, worried that it would be too much to handle after being introduced to Kyle’s new girlfriend. She didn’t want to overwhelm her son, and Carlos could absolutely respect that. Their situation was difficult, and the last thing he wanted was for anything he did to impact James’s well-being. Still, he couldn’t help the twinge of hurt that he felt at the rejection. He’d had a terrible fucking day, and as cheesy as it sounded, he needed a little affection from her to cheer him up.

      Carlos sat back down at the table, nodding and smiling when James spoke throughout dinner. No matter how hard he tried to focus on the meal in front of him, he couldn’t pull his mind away from his shit day. His leg and hip were still hurting, and he’d actually had to use his cane for a few hours at work today. After resting it for a while, and then working with his physical therapist after work, he was able to walk without it again, but he was still in pain.

      Kelsey was also quiet throughout much of dinner, and when he finally decided to ask if she was okay, she gave him a small smile and said she’d just had a long day. Now, more than ever, he wished that she would open up to him. He knew that the time was fast approaching for him to go back to his own apartment. He was worried that the distance, though slight, would allow for her to pull away from him further.

      Kelsey gave James a bath and put him to bed while Carlos cleaned up the kitchen. He was just finishing up when she walked up and hugged him from behind. “Sorry for being so quiet tonight, I’m just worried about James. I know he seems fine, but concussions are scary, and I want to make sure he’s okay. I checked for a bump or a bruise when he was in the bath, but I couldn’t find anything. The back of his head seemed a little sensitive to the touch, so I’m going to grab him some ice to put under his head. I’ll be right back.”

      Carlos was tying off the trash bag so that he could take it out when he heard her come back into the kitchen. He turned around, cupping her face in his hands and kissing her like he’d wanted to from the moment he’d walked into the house. “He’s going to be okay, babe. I’m sorry you’ve had a tough day though. Anything I can do to cheer you up?” He wriggled his eyebrows and wrapped his arms around her, skimming them down her back to cup her ass. He wanted to confide in her about his day at work, but the last thing she needed was for him to add to her worries tonight.

      “Sure, what were you thinking? Maybe some face masks and The Greatest Showman?”

      “I’m going to kill Rafe. He promised he wouldn’t tell anyone,” Carlos growled.

      “You should know by now that the man is incapable of keeping anything from his wife.”

      “Yeah, well, some things are sacred. Like guy’s night.”

      “Awww, is your ego bruised? Feeling a little less manly?”

      “Oh, I’ll show you exactly how fucking manly I am.” Releasing her ass, he grabbed one of the chairs from the kitchen table and turned it around before sitting in it. He pulled Kelsey down so that she was straddling him, her core grinding into the erection he always seemed to have when she was around, and kissed her with everything he had. Palming her ass with each hand, he urged her to move on him, pushing his hips up so that his hard dick rubbed against her clit with every pass.

      She rode him for a few minutes, moaning quietly as his lips traveled down her throat. He pulled the thin straps of her tank top down, and moved the cup of her bra until one of her perfect breasts was in his hand. He laved her nipple with his tongue, biting it gently, while his hands dug into her firm butt again.

      Suddenly, Kelsey pulled out of his grasp, standing up to remove her clothes. Over the last few weeks they’d snuck in quickies any chance they got—their sex life had definitely been limited by the presence of a small child in the house—but he was still surprised that Kelsey would initiate something in the kitchen. He had learned recently that just because a kid was put to bed didn’t mean they’d stay in bed.

      All concerns fled his mind, however, when she stood before him completely naked. Though her movements were hurried, he was entranced. She was so fucking beautiful, her body absolute perfection to him. She’d confessed one night in bed that she had always been insecure about her post-baby body. He’d kissed every square inch of her, assuring her with and without words that he found her irresistible. The stretch marks she bore were there because she’d brought a beautiful little boy into the world, and he found that incredible.

      “Are you just going to sit there and stare, or are you going to strip, stud?”

      Despite the need pulsing through his body, he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll have you know that I am more than a sexy piece of man meat.”

      “Man meat? Dear lord, please don’t ever say that again. Clothes off, Ramirez. I needed you inside of me five minutes ago.”

      He usually liked to be in control in bed, but he couldn’t deny that it was sexy as hell when Kelsey bossed him around. He pulled his T-shirt over his head with one hand, flexing his muscles as he did so. As she stood before him watching with hunger in her eyes, he moved his hands down to the button of his jeans slowly.

      “If you’re going to be a tease, I’ll go to bed right now and use my vibrator instead.”

      “So impatient,” he murmured, unzipping his jeans and pushing them and his boxers to his feet. Before he could remove them completely, she was back in his lap, hands braced on his shoulders. Not wanting to wait even a moment longer to be inside of her, he positioned his erection at her entrance and eased her down onto it with his free hand.

      His head fell back at the exquisite sensation of her tight, warm pussy grasping his cock. When he lifted his hips to thrust up into her, she nipped his ear.

      “No sir, I’m in control this time.”

      She rode him slowly, sensually, driving him crazy with languid swivels of her hips. This woman would be the death of him. He slid his hands up her body, playing with her tits before moving them back down to grip her hips as she drove them both closer and closer to orgasm. Needing his lips on hers, he wrapped a hand around her neck, and pulled her head down to his, sweeping his tongue inside her mouth.

      Carlos knew he was a talkative guy in bed, something that Kelsey seemed to enjoy, but words fled his mind in this moment. All he wanted to do was kiss her and enjoy this—them together. Before long he was close to coming, and could tell that Kelsey was too. Her hands moved from his shoulders to thread into his hair and she gasped as she moved along his shaft. He placed a thumb on her clit, rubbing in slow, firm circles.

      He pulled away from her, breaking their kiss and taking in her beautiful face. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth slightly parted, and her eyes were closed, little breathy moans escaping her throat.

      “Look at me, baby. I want to watch you come.”

      Her beautiful blue eyes opened and he increased the speed of his thumb on her clit. He felt her inner muscles clench around his dick and took over, thrusting up into her as her orgasm took her over. He lost his breath at the sight of her coming apart. How was it possible that she was his? She was everything he had ever or could ever want in a woman. He knew without a doubt that he would never stop loving her.

      That thought still in his mind, his own orgasm pulsed through him, gathering at the base of his spine, the waves of ecstasy cascading over him. Looking into her eyes, he let loose the words he’d been holding inside for weeks.

      “I love you, Kelsey. So fucking much.”

      Instead of responding, Kelsey kissed him tenderly on the lips, getting up and grabbing her clothes. “What is it with us and this kitchen? I had no clue kitchen sex could be so hot.”

      So she was going to completely ignore what he just said? Suddenly, Carlos felt cold. He knew it was soon, but he could’ve sworn she felt the same way about him. How much longer was he going to push things with this woman before he realized that all she was ever going to do was hurt him? Forcing a chuckle, he did his best to slam his shields into place, shedding his vulnerability and donning the fun-loving attitude he wore like a second skin.

      “Clearly you haven’t been having kitchen sex with the right guys. Sex with Carlos Ramirez is always hot, babe.” Standing up, he pulled his pants up, gathered his clothes and planted a quick kiss on her lips. “I’m gonna sleep in my room tonight I think. My hip is really hurting from work today, and it’ll be nice to sprawl out. Night, Kels.”

      Not giving her a moment to respond, he left the kitchen. When he walked into the guest room he’d been using before he and Kelsey got together, he closed the door with a gentle click before sitting on the bed with his head in his hands.

      He knew that Kelsey was still messed up from her divorce. Hell, he knew that she had her own shit going on. Try as she might to hide it, he could tell she was worried about the new woman in James’s life. No woman ever wanted to share her child with another motherly figure, and he was sure that was really weighing on her. What bothered Carlos, however, was that he had deduced this on his own. She hadn’t talked to him about it, voiced her concerns. Hell, after he’d told her he loved her, she made a joke. He would have understood if she told him she just wasn’t ready to say the words. He was a grown ass man and he could have dealt with that, waited for her to say it in her own time.

      What really bothered him was that she didn’t communicate with him. Why was it so fucking difficult for her to discuss her thoughts and feelings with him? How could he make a relationship work with someone who was so damn closed off?

      Carlos tossed his shirt onto the floor and stripped out of his pants and boxers, not even bothering to throw them in the hamper. He slid under the covers of the cold sheets in a bed he hadn’t slept in in weeks. Instead of spreading out, he found himself sleeping on the right side of the bed, the side he always slept on when he and Kelsey were in bed together.

      He closed his eyes and willed thoughts of his shitty day and his frustration with Kelsey out of his mind. When after an hour, he still couldn’t sleep, he rolled over and reached into the drawer of his bedside table, finding his final bottle of pills. Without giving it a second thought, Carlos loosened the lid on the bottle and slipped two pills into his hand. He only hesitated for a brief moment before popping them into his mouth and swallowing them dry.

      He laid back down and stared at the ceiling, waiting for the pills to kick in. When he closed his eyes he saw that damn gurney, covered in a white sheet. If he didn’t see that, he saw the panic in Kelsey’s eyes when he’d told her he loved her. He heard the joke she’d made repeating in his head. When after another hour he still couldn’t sleep, he rolled over and took two more pills from the bottle, swallowing them down without giving himself a chance to rethink.

      When the pills kicked in a short while later, Carlos slid into a hazy, blissful sleep, mind clear of dead young women and Kelsey’s rejection.
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      After Carlos had gone to bed, Kelsey changed into her pajamas and brushed her teeth, checking on James again and replacing the ice pack. He was sleeping so soundly that he hardly even stirred when she lifted his head to switch out the cold packs.

      She tinkered around in the living room for a while, picking up toys and straightening anything that was out of place. She didn’t want to sit idle with her thoughts so she focused on anything else she could.

      When the living room was completely spotless, she slipped into bed with her Kindle. She’d reread the same page at least three times before she gave up, flicking off the lamp on her bedside table and flinging her Kindle onto it. She rolled to her side, taking in the empty side of her bed and doing her best to hold in her tears. It just didn’t feel right sleeping here without Carlos now.

      She was a fucking idiot. A handsome, wonderful man had just told her he loved her, and she’d responded by making light of the situation. Her initial reaction to those three wonderful words had been panic. She hadn’t said them to anyone but James and her friends since her failed marriage. What if she said them to Carlos and then ended up hurting him later down the road? Hell, what if he hurt her?

      She did have strong feelings for Carlos; she might even love him. He brought so much joy into her life and was absolutely incredible with her son. James was still talking about the week they got to be giraffes. He helped her around the house without being asked, left her sticky notes with random facts every single day. Kelsey honestly couldn’t imagine being with anyone else.

      This could still be salvaged, she just needed to go to Carlos and talk things out. Being completely open and vulnerable about her feelings was mildly terrifying, but nothing worth having came easy. And a relationship with Carlos was absolutely worth having. She could tell him that she cared for him but just wasn’t ready to say the words yet. Reasonably, she should just go to sleep and talk to him in the morning, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to get any rest until she’d laid everything out on the table. She needed to clear the air with Carlos tonight, before she lost her nerve.

      She flung her covers off and left her room in a rush, desperate to be in Carlos’s arms. On her way to his room, she decided to check in on James. She wanted to grab the ice pack she’d left with him and see if he was all right. He really had seemed completely normal all evening, but she worried about him nonetheless. When she cracked open the door to the room, her worry immediately increased. James usually slept cocooned in sheets and bedding, but the light sheet she’d tucked him in with had been kicked to the floor. He was sleeping restlessly, his hair damp with sweat. The ice pack she’d left with him was on the floor, having fallen off in his sleep.

      She crossed the room quickly and placed her hand on his forehead. Shit, he was burning up. Rushing to the bathroom and grabbing the thermometer, she did her best not to panic. A fever and vomiting were the final symptoms of a concussion. He’d been abnormally tired before bed, but she’d chalked that up to his eventful day. If his temperature had peaked over a hundred degrees, she would take him to the emergency room right away.

      Gently, she woke James up, kissing him on the forehead and smoothing his sweat-dampened hair. “I need to take your temperature, okay baby? Will you open your mouth for me?”

      Her usually loquacious son merely nodded and opened his mouth, causing the panic she felt to increase. The minute spent waiting for the thermometer to spit out a result was excruciating. The moment she saw that the thermometer read one hundred and three degrees, she kissed James on the forehead again and told him she would be right back. She ran to her bedroom, threw on a bra, grabbed her phone from her nightstand, and went to knock on Carlos’s door.

      She wanted to sit in the backseat with James on the way to the hospital and was honestly so frazzled that it would be a relief to have someone else drive them. When he didn’t respond to her knocks, she opened the door and walked into his room.

      She saw the pill bottle on the bedside table and her stomach dropped. He hadn’t been taking his painkillers nearly as often anymore, not needing them because his pain was mild unless he pushed himself too far. When shaking Carlos gently didn’t wake him up, she called out his name loudly and shoved him harder.

      His eyes slitted open and a smile cracked across his face. “Kelsey,” he slurred. His pupils were tiny pinpricks, a sure sign that he’d taken more pills than prescribed. He patted the bed next to him clumsily. “Get into bed, baby.”

      “Are you fucking high right now, Carlos? James has a high fever and I need to take him to the hospital. I was going to ask you to drive us, but you’re clearly not in any condition to get behind the wheel.”

      Carlos sat up, rubbing his eyes as though that would dispel the haziness in his mind. “Let me get dressed. I’ll go with you to the hospital.”

      His words came slow and she wanted to scream. She’d needed him and he couldn’t help her because he’d taken too many fucking pills. Kelsey had thought they were past this. Sure, the first few months after his accident had been rough, but he’d been doing so well.

      “No. Go back to bed, Carlos. We don’t need you.”

      Despite his current state, the hurt in his expression was clear. “You don’t need me?”

      “I can’t do this right now. I need to get James to a doctor. Just go to bed. Sleep this off. We can talk about it later.”

      As she left the room she felt warm tears slipping down her cheeks. A wealth of emotions swirled around inside her. She was disappointed in Carlos for going down this road once again. She had hoped that she’d been wrong about his pill intake. After finding him on the couch, high as a kite, she’d assumed he had things under control. He spoke of honesty, but he was clearly hiding the depth of his addiction from her. At the very least, he hadn’t talked to her about what was going on in his head. Why had he felt the need to take pills tonight? Was it because of what had happened between them in the kitchen? Was it something else? A relationship required trust, and she felt that slipping away. How could she trust someone who turned to pills instead of her when things got tough?

      Kelsey honestly just didn’t know that she was emotionally strong enough to cope with this. She had a small child to worry about, to take care of. James was already so attached to Carlos and that attachment would only continue to grow. If Carlos slipped deeper into whatever he was going through, she ran the risk of her and James being sucked into his mess. Maybe if she didn’t have a small child to think of, she could work through this with Carlos, explore his options and try to help him get better. At the end of the day though, she had one major priority, and that was James. It would always be James.

      Approaching her son’s room, a million different scenarios ran through her mind. What if Carlos’s addiction worsened? His prescription was out; he was on his last bottle of pills. What would he turn to in tough times without them? Would he rely on alcohol or harder drugs to get through those situations? She just couldn’t rationalize involving her child’s life in that kind of chaos.

      Scooping James out of his bed, she grabbed her keys and purse from the table by the front door. She could worry about things with Carlos later, right now her number one priority needed to be her son.
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      Kelsey got home a little after nine the next morning after having spent the night with Kyle and James in the hospital. They’d done a CT scan on James and had found no internal bleeding, thankfully. They’d told her they were going to treat it as a possible concussion or virus and advised her to have James take it easy for a few days. Someone needed to consistently check on him, and make sure that he relaxed as much as was possible for an active four-year-old boy.

      She was still beating herself up for not taking James to the hospital sooner. Nothing had happened, but what if there had been internal bleeding? She should have taken him to the hospital as soon as she’d picked him up from school. At the very least, she should’ve taken him in when she noticed that he was abnormally sleepy at dinner.

      The house was quiet when she walked through the door, and she couldn’t fight the butterflies in her stomach, knowing that the conversation before her would be one of the most difficult of her life. Ending things with Carlos might be harder than asking Kyle for a divorce. It felt like she was breaking her own damn heart and she wanted to curl up in Carlos’s arms and cry.

      She needed to do this though; it was the best thing for her and James. Last night had proven that Carlos wasn’t someone she could depend on, and she needed a reliable partner in life, not someone who would turn to pills when things got tough.

      She found him sitting at the kitchen table, looking down at a cup of coffee. He looked dejected, like he had already prepared for the conversation they both knew needed to happen. At the sound of her footsteps, he looked up and she noticed belatedly that she hadn’t taken her shoes off at the door—a sure sign that her mind was elsewhere. Her parents had always been oddly strict about shoes in the house, so taking them off was a habit she’d had her entire life.

      “Is James okay?”

      She nodded. “There is no way to prove conclusively that he has a concussion, but there is no internal bleeding so Kyle took him home. The doctor told us to give him Children’s Tylenol and make sure that he gets plenty of rest for a few days. I went back to Kyle’s house to make sure James was comfortable and all tucked in before I came home.”

      “Good. Good.” His head was down again as he picked at his nails. “Listen, about last night—”

      “I can’t do this anymore, Carlos. You need to go back to your apartment.”

      His head snapped up and she realized in that moment that he hadn’t been prepared for a breakup, merely a fight. “What? You’re breaking up with me?”

      “Carlos, I can’t have someone in my life who James and I can’t depend on. You obviously have an addiction that you need to work out, and I need to focus on the most important person in my life—my son.”

      He was shaking his head before she’d finished her sentence. “Bullshit. That’s bullshit and you fucking know it, Kelsey.”

      “How so?” She was amazed that she’d managed to keep her voice so level. She looked to the ceiling, willing the tears she felt pooling in her eyes to dissipate. If she cried now, she would never get through this.

      “We agreed to be honest and open with each other, Kels. But you haven’t done that. You aren’t honest with me about your feelings, you don’t talk to me about your issues, and you’re lying to me and to yourself right now. You’re not ending this because I messed up last night, you’re running scared. You’ve always been scared of us, and now you’re using any excuse you can find to pull away from me.”

      “Are you kidding me right now, Carlos? This isn’t about me at all! Do you think I didn’t notice how quickly your pills disappeared these last few months? You’ve been going through them like fucking candy. You need help and I can’t give it to you. We are breaking up because when I needed you, you were fucking high!”

      “You know what? Maybe you’re right. You told me once that you felt you deserved more than a marriage you had settled into, the marriage you had with Kyle, but what about me? Don’t I deserve more? You don’t open yourself up to me at all; you keep everything bottled up inside.”

      Carlos stood from the table, and Kelsey grasped just how out of control this conversation had gotten. For some reason, she’d come into this expecting him to understand that he’d messed up and she had to do this. Their breakup was on him, wasn’t it? In a deep, dark part of her mind she knew that he was right—she’d held herself back, not fully giving herself to him, not giving their relationship her all. Despite all of her pep talks, all of her bluster, she was still terrified of another serious relationship ending. Her divorce from Kyle had been hard, but a failed relationship with Carlos, a real one with her full heart invested, would be devastating—a heartbreak she didn’t think she could come back from.

      In a cruel twist of fate, the full depth of her emotions hit her in that moment, and she knew with a startling clarity that she loved Carlos. Unfortunately, her feelings for him didn’t change anything anymore. The two of them together were a disaster, too broken to come back from this. She had failed him by keeping her thoughts and emotions to herself, and he’d failed her by turning to pills. There was nothing to salvage here.

      “When you realize what we had, just know that it will be too late this time. I’ve waited around for you for over a year. I’ve been patient, and I’ve loved you. You may be right, and I may need help, but instead of talking this out with me, instead of fighting for us, you’re running away. Apparently it’s what you do best. You, Kelsey Byrne, are a fucking coward.”

      With those heartbreaking words ringing in her ear, Carlos left the kitchen. She sank into a chair and listened to him pack, throwing things into his bag loudly. Not even fifteen minutes after he’d left the kitchen, he left her house and her life, and once again, Kelsey found herself all alone in an empty and silent house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t until Carlos walked into his apartment and was hit with a wave of stale air that he felt the full weight of what he had lost. Setting down his bag by the front door, he looked around the apartment that had been his home for five years now. Suddenly, it didn’t feel like home. His furniture was too clean, not stained by juice or any other James-caused stains. Instead of smelling like the dinner Kelsey had cooked, it just smelled…empty. There was no rack or basket near his door for his shoes and no small table to set his keys.

      He immediately missed the sounds of James playing, his squeals of delight when Kelsey or Carlos did something to make him laugh. He missed the little guy’s incessant chatter. He’d seen James only twelve hours ago, but the knowledge that he would only ever see the kid at group gatherings brought tears to his eyes.

      The thing he missed the most, though, was Kelsey. The smiles that were hard earned but well worth the effort. The way she danced around the kitchen when she prepared meals. Her quiet, calming presence—the perfect companion to his high-strung personality. He knew that he wouldn’t find any of the sticky notes that he’d taken to leaving around her house. He had an entire section of notes in his phone dedicated to facts he wanted to share with her. He’d even divided them into sections. Random facts were for days when she was in a good mood, romantic facts for when he wanted her to know that she was loved, and history facts for the days when everything seemed to go wrong and he knew she needed a pick-me-up.

      Unlocking his phone, he pulled up the list of romantic facts that he’d found. It was an odd category, and the facts had taken some work to compile, but he had known the effort would be worth it. His personal favorite was that couples in love could synchronize their heart rates after making eye contact for only three minutes. He’d been so excited to share that one with her and even more eager to test it out. He wanted to count her heartbeats with his lips on her pulse.

      It wasn’t until his phone screen began to blur that he realized he’d started crying. He knew that he would never find another woman like Kelsey—she was it for him. How could he ever fall for anyone else when he knew that his perfect woman was out in the world?

      How long would it take for her to move on from their relationship? Imagining her with other men stole the breath from his lungs and he gasped, his tears flowing more freely down his face. He’d said that he was done and wouldn’t fight for their relationship anymore, but how could he ever let her go? When he imagined the next fifty years of his life without her by his side, he wanted to break things. He would miss James’s childhood, his graduation. Some other man would help Kelsey save for James’s college fund. He would never see the little guy get married.

      He’d held it together, but her words had cut him deeply. He’d never classified his dependency on pills as an addiction, but it was clear to him now that he needed help. Turning to painkillers every time he was hurting wasn’t healthy. If he continued on his current path, his dependency would only grow and it could cost him his career. Losing the job he loved after losing Kelsey would break him. He wiped the tears from his eyes, straightened his spine, and called the only person in his life who had always been there for him.
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      Though Carlos heard his best friend enter the apartment with his spare key, Carlos didn’t look up from his feet. After texting Rafe that he needed help, he’d moved his bag to his bedroom and sunk onto the couch, mentally running through his options. He didn’t know how he would look Rafe in the eyes as he told him what he needed. When Carlos imagined the disappointment he was sure to see in Rafe’s expression, he felt sick to his stomach.

      “If you called me over here to wax your back again, I will chop your balls off. That was a one-time thing, man. Go see a waxer.”

      In spite of the severity of his situation, he felt his lips tip up into a smile. Shit, would Rafe ever forgive him for this? When Carlos didn’t respond, he heard Rafe’s steps slow.

      “Carlos, what’s going on? Look at me, dude.”

      He ran a hand through the hair that was just a touch longer than he generally kept it and scratched at the scruff gracing his face before lifting his eyes to Rafe.

      His best friend studied his face, most likely taking in his red-rimmed eyes, five o’clock shadow, and the overwhelming shame he was sure filled his gaze.

      “Tell me what’s happening. You look like shit.”

      “Rafe,” he started. Carlos had to swallow before continuing, the emotions churning in his gut rising to choke him. “Rafe, I need help.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that from your text. What do you need help with?”

      “I fucked up, man. I’ve been freaking out since the accident—worried about not bouncing back from this injury and losing my job. When you came to Kelsey’s house I was really in the thick of it, but I thought I’d pulled myself out of my funk. Over the last few months though, anytime the worry hit me, I took more than the prescribed dosage of painkillers. I’ve gotten dependent on them, and I think it cost me Kelsey.”

      Carlos told him about James’s possible concussion and the fight that ensued, sparing no details. When he’d finished talking, Rafe was speechless for a while, running his fingers through his thick blonde hair.

      “Shit, okay. Shit. When you fuck up you really go big, huh?”

      “I mean, at least I didn’t get wasted and kiss another woman.”

      “Hey! Low blow, man. That badge bunny kissed me. So we need a plan. Have you researched rehab facilities?”

      Rehab? Fuck, he hoped he didn’t need rehab. It would put his job in jeopardy. “I want to try Narcotics Anonymous first, I think. I know I have a problem and I want to fix it. I already dumped the pills I had left in the toilet. I don’t have any more refills on the prescription.”

      “Okay, good. You’re going to have to talk to the captain about all of this. Are you prepared for that?”

      He nodded. “I know losing my job will be a possibility, but I’m hoping that he’ll give me a chance to fix this. I’ll submit to piss tests, give him my sponsor’s contact info—anything he needs. I looked, and there are open meetings that family members can attend. They aren’t permitted to speak, but they can observe the meeting. I was wondering if you’d be willing to come to my meetings with me, report back to Cap and let him know that I’m taking them seriously.”

      “Of course, just let me know what night of the week your meetings are and I’ll talk to Sophie about it. Now, what’s your plan for Kelsey? You aren’t just going to let her go, are you?”

      “Fuck no. I have a plan, but I need your input.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks had passed without Carlos, and Kelsey still felt bereft every single night that she fell asleep without him. She thought of him anytime she made her own coffee in the morning, every time she got ready for the day and had to look at her bathroom mirror, where she’d left the last of his random-fact sticky notes. He’d placed this particular one on her mirror when she’d had a rough day at work. She’d been yelled at by multiple customers that day and wanted to scream. After she’d put James down that night and gone to the bathroom to brush her teeth, she’d found a note with his familiar scrawl on her mirror. “During World War II, Americans called hamburgers ‘Liberty Steak’ because the word hamburger sounded too German.”

      Surprisingly, it was a fact she hadn’t known. What had really touched her about the note, though, was the fact that he’d been able to tell she had had a rough day without her needing to say a single word. At the time, she’d felt cared for, knowing that Carlos could read her moods so well. Now all she could think about was the fact that she hadn’t told him about her day. She hadn’t confided in him, trusted him with her emotions.

      You, Kelsey Byrne, are a fucking coward.

      Yes, she thought of him multiple times throughout her day, but the nights were the worst. The time after James was in bed had been theirs. The two of them would lie in bed and she’d read historical fiction or memoirs on her Kindle while he did read romance. He had recently discovered dark romances and was hooked. His nightstand still had a small stack of books he’d planned to read. She loved that he tried to finish a couple a week, saying that they always relaxed him before bed. She imagined that his obsession with romance novels was something that few knew about. They were a part of his bedtime routine, their bedtime routine.

      She had actually picked one up a few days ago, hoping that reading one at night alone in her bed would bring her some peace. She’d opened the book and immediately started crying when a little sticky note fell out. Apparently he’d been using one of his notes to her as a bookmark. Now the book sat with the others, untouched on his bedside table. No, her bedside table. His nightstand was in his own apartment, where he now spent his nights without her.

      She had just tucked James into bed when she heard her phone chime with a text notification. It was probably Dillon checking in on his nephew. Thankfully, nothing had come of James’s accident at school. He’d rested for a few days and showed no further signs of a concussion. He was back to normal, full of energy and inquisitive as ever. Last week he’d asked why Carlos wasn’t staying at their house anymore, and it had taken every ounce of her strength to explain to him that Carlos was only staying with them while he was recovering. Now that he was fully recovered, he was back at his own house.

      Her son had then asked when he could come over to play with him since they were friends, and it had hurt Kelsey’s heart to reply that he was busy with work as a police officer and may not be able to visit for a while.

      In the days that followed, James had requested that they play Cops and Robbers every afternoon, and she knew that he was missing his buddy. Their home seemed less full without Carlos and even her four-year-old son had noticed.

      Walking into her bedroom, she got into bed and grabbed her phone to respond to Dillon. She hadn’t washed her face or brushed her teeth, but she wasn’t sure if she could face the note in her mirror tonight. She also knew she wouldn’t be able to bring herself to take it down and throw it away. Kelsey was sure this wasn’t the first time that oral hygiene had fallen to the wayside in the midst of heartbreak.

      When she hit the home button to unlock her phone, she was surprised to see a text from Rafe. In true Kelsey fashion, she’d told Sophie and Becky about her breakup but hadn’t gone into detail, unwilling to open up to even her closest friends. Sophie had tried to push the subject, mentioning in their call over the weekend that Rafe had been spending a lot of time with Carlos over the last couple of weeks. She’d shut down the conversation, not wanting to hear about Carlos doing whatever it was he did now that he was single again. Her biggest fear was that he’d gone back to his old ways, a different badge bunny every week.

      
        
        Rafe: You and Carlos helped me when I fucked up with Sophie last year, so I’m returning the favor. Check your email and keep an open mind. Please read the entire email. If you read it and don’t want to respond, that’s fine. Just please give him a shot to explain a few things.

      

      

      Assuming Rafe wasn’t looking for a response, she closed out of her messages and pulled up her email. When her inbox refreshed, she saw a message from carlosramirez1987@icloud.com at the top. Her thumb hovered over the email, torn between opening it and deleting it. She swiped to the left and almost hit the small red trash can to remove it from her inbox, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Despite the hopelessness of their situation, she wanted to read what he had to say. She also couldn’t help but notice that he’d changed his email address from the goofy one he’d used in their previous exchanges to a more serious one.

      Throwing caution to the wind, she took in a big gulp of air and opened the message.

      
        
        From: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Honesty

        Today at 8:36 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Hey Kels,

        As you guessed from the subject, the name of the game is honesty. In that vein, I’ll tell you honestly that I lied when I said I was done fighting for us. You know me, I never back down from a challenge. This next bit will probably be as difficult for you to read as it is for me to write, but it needs to be said.

      

      

      
        
        We fucked up. Both of us, Kelsey. I’ve never been great with vulnerability, something I’m sure you understand all too well. Growing up with my mother, I learned pretty quickly that I couldn’t show any weakness—she would exploit it in a heartbeat. That’s why, at a pretty young age, I started hiding behind humor. It’s a habit that I’ve carried with me into adulthood; in fact, it’s become an integral part of my personality. The problem with using humor as a defense mechanism though is that it fails me when I’m alone. When the darker thoughts come creeping in, all of the worries about my career and my inadequacies swallow me whole.

      

      

      
        
        I spent a lot of time hiding from myself. Instead of going home after work and facing my issues, I would go out and party. I went out almost every night of the week, too much of a coward to face an empty apartment and my own thoughts. When I was injured, I couldn’t do that. In a time full of uncertainty, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore, and that was fucking terrifying. Instead of admitting that I was hurting, instead of seeking help, I turned to pills. If I couldn’t leave the house to escape my darker thoughts, I could bury them in a haze of pills instead. And I did.

      

      

      
        
        Then, suddenly, my nights were filled with you and James, and I switched one dependency out for another. I began to rely on you to cheer me up, a habit almost as unhealthy for me as pills. Losing you was the push I needed to finally get help. That morning when I got back to my apartment, I broke down. And then I did the thing I’ve been avoiding doing for years—I called out for help. I told Rafe everything, and it felt like a damn weight had been lifted from my chest. It was both freeing and terrifying.

      

      

      
        
        With his help, I joined Narcotics Anonymous and talked to my boss about what was going on. After he yelled at me for being a dumbass for about an hour, he thanked me for being honest and, get this, told me that he would help me in any way that he could. I never realized how much of a support system I had in place until I finally asked for help. NA is going really well, actually. I’ve only gone twice but meeting others who have struggled similarly has made me feel less inadequate, and more like a guy who has made some mistakes in his life.

      

      

      
        
        Now that I’ve laid myself bare, I have a hard truth to lay on you. Please don’t close and delete this email, I need you to hear me out. If after you read this you never want to talk to me again, I’ll respect your choice. Well, I’ll try. Probably.

      

      

      
        
        It took two people to break us up, Kels. I don’t regret the things that I said to you, only the way that I said them. You shut me out for the entirety of our relationship. Can you imagine how frustrating it was to know you well enough to tell that something was wrong while also knowing that you wouldn’t tell me what it was?

      

      

      
        
        I’m sure that you have reservations about the effect my messy life will have on James if I come around right now. I love him enough to agree with you. So here is what I propose: honesty. Let’s try to rebuild what we lost—via email. I know it’s a very You’ve Got Mail approach to a relationship, but it keeps our relationship isolated from James while we try to determine whether this thing between us is salvageable. As an added bonus, I find it a lot easier to be completely open and vulnerable from behind the screen of a computer. Maybe you will too.

      

      

      
        
        The only rule is complete and total transparency in all emails. If you have a shit day, I want to know why. If you’re doubting me, or us, or yourself, I want to know about it. And this goes both ways. I promise to tell you every single thing I’m thinking and feeling.

      

      

      
        
        I miss you every single moment of every single day,

        Carlos

      

      

      
        
        P.S. Men are statistically more likely to say “I love you” in a relationship. I love you.

      

      

      
        
        P.P.S. Say hi to the girls (read: your perfect tits) for me. Maybe give them a little honka-honka. I bet they miss me as much as I miss them.
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      Over the next few days, Kelsey read and re-read the email from Carlos more times than she could count. She liked what he was proposing in theory but was afraid of putting herself out there. He wanted complete and open honesty about her feelings, something she’d never really offered to anyone. She loved that he had come up with a plan that wouldn’t involve James further. Her poor son was already confused enough by everything with Kyle and Carlos’s sudden absence. This way, the two of them could explore and rebuild their potential relationship without getting James’s hopes up.

      In the end, she decided to throw caution to the wind for once in her life and go for what she wanted, and what she wanted was Carlos.

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        Subject: Re: Honesty

        Today at 9:52 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos,

        You’re right—that was hard to read. But I needed to hear it. I am closed off, I always have been. Growing up, my parents were kind of absent and it left me in charge of my brothers. I had to grow up quickly and I learned not to burden anyone with my emotions. I mean, how could I unload all of my fears and concerns on my younger siblings when they were looking to me for guidance?

      

      

      
        
        I remember one time, I tried to talk to my dad about a test I was stressing over. It was such a small thing, but I had been studying in my spare moments. That’s the thing about raising your siblings—your schoolwork comes last. I could only study after I helped Dillon with his calculus, worked with Josh on his science project, and fed them all dinner. I asked my dad for help with my brothers and told him that I was worried about this test. You know what he told me? He told me that I needed to stop whining and start getting shit done. Then he left for a business trip that kept him away for the next two weeks. I was seventeen.

      

      

      
        
        I want to be more open about my feelings, and I want to learn how to ask for help when I need it. This stuff comes hard for me, but I guess what I’m saying is that I’m willing to try. My first big truth of the day is this: I miss you. I really do. I still haven’t taken down the sticky note you left in my bathroom. As painful as it is to see that reminder of you daily, I can’t bring myself to get rid of it.

      

      

      
        
        Tell me more about NA. Are you liking your sponsor? Do you go once a week? Have you gone back to work? I want to hear everything.

      

      

      
        
        Yours (another truth for the day),

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Addiction Fucking Sucks

        Today at 11:17 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Kelsey,

        I wanted pills today. I got home from work and it was just so damn quiet in this stupid apartment. I tried to fill the void—made dinner, turned on some TV. Hell, I even considered calling my mother to stave off the loneliness. (I still haven’t talked to her since the hospital incident.) This whole getting to know myself thing sucks. But that’s what the therapist I’m seeing recommended. He said that I should spend some time learning to love me. I’ve never been given such a difficult task.

      

      

      
        
        You know what I realized recently? I haven’t even liked myself for a long time. I was just so damn focused on my career and running from my problems that I don’t even think I got to know myself. As weird as it sounds, I’m doing this new thing where I find one thing to appreciate about me every day. Today that one thing is my ability to love with everything I have.

      

      

      
        
        That’s how I love you and James—with everything. I know that might scare you, and I know you’re not ready to say it back, but in my line of work I’ve learned to tell the people you care about how you feel every chance that you get.

      

      

      
        
        I miss you every single moment of every single day,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        P.S. Kissing has been proven to relieve stress. Next time you’re feeling stressed, I’ve totally got you covered.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        Subject: Random Facts

        Today at 12:41 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos,

        Today’s truth: I use random facts to relieve myself from situations in which I’m uncomfortable. I’m sure this isn’t some groundbreaking revelation, but it’s true, and it’s not something I’ve ever admitted to anyone else. In general, the facts come out when I’m nervous, but occasionally I use them to deflect a question I’m not comfortable with, or change the subject when someone brings up a topic of conversation I don’t want to discuss. I used to only spout off history facts, but when I realized that I was starting to repeat myself, I broadened my weird habit.

      

      

      
        
        I got promoted at work today. I’ve always had this habit of focusing on the negative aspects about my job, but when they were offering me the promotion, they mentioned how great I am with customers and I realized that I needed to focus on the things I liked about my career instead. I’ll be a customer service manager now and I still get to work from home. It’s a pretty sweet deal, honestly. I’ll be working more often so I may have to hire a nanny a few days a week, but I’m excited about the new opportunity.

      

      

      
        
        You know what? Today’s email is going to be a two-for-one kind of deal. The minute I got off the phone with my boss I wanted to call you. I guess the whole thing didn’t feel real until I told you about it. That says something, doesn’t it? You’re the person I want to share all of my triumphs with. I don’t know if that’s something I would be able to admit to your face just yet, but it feels nice to type it out. You’re my person.

      

      

      
        
        Yours,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: 30 Days Sober

        Today at 8:13 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Kelsey,

        Today I got a one-month-sober plastic red chip from NA. It probably costs pennies to manufacture, but I think it might be my most prized possession at this moment. I have a one-day-sober chip that I got after my first meeting, but that just felt like a starting place. This one means something, you know? It means that I’ve stuck it out for thirty whole days. They weren’t easy and I wanted to take a pill and feel my worries slip away on more than one occasion, but I did it. I can do this. Even better? I want to do this. It’s a pretty wonderful feeling.

      

      

      
        
        I miss you every single moment of every single day,

        Carlos

      

        

      
        P.S. Seahorses are monogamous and even hold tails on occasion. This fact made me realize how much I want to hold your hand. Such a simple thing, but I want it more than I can say.

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        Subject: Short and Sweet

        Today at 7:42 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos,

        Today was pretty uneventful so this email will be short and to the point. I was eating dinner tonight with James and we were talking about his latest obsession (meerkats) when I realized that something was missing. YOU. I missed you today. I miss you every day.

      

      

      
        
        I know it might sound stupid to miss someone that you live twenty minutes away from, but I really think that this email thing is working, don’t you? That first email felt almost impossible to write, but they get easier each time. This feels like the start of something. I hope you agree.

      

      

      
        
        Yours,

        Kelsey

      

      

      

      
        
        From: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        To: kbyrne@aol.com

        Subject: Re: Short and Sweet

        Today at 8:15 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Kelsey,

        I couldn’t go to sleep without responding to your email. You know how much I miss you. I want to get in my car right now and drive to your house just so that I can hold you for five minutes. Two whole months without seeing you has been fucking brutal. But you’re right—this is working for us. I need to work on myself, and you need to do the same.

      

      

      
        
        This does feel like the start of something. It feels like the start of our life together. Maybe that’s presumptuous, but this honesty thing really is getting easier every day. And you’re it for me. You are my end goal.

      

      

      
        
        Love,

        Carlos

      

      

      

      
        
        From: kbyrne@aol.com

        To: carlosramirez1987@icloud.com

        Subject: 3 Months

        Today at 7:58 a.m.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos,

        It’s been three months of emails. Three whole months of complete and open honesty. Last night at cult classic night with the girls, I opened up to them. It was a small step in the right direction, but I told them about our breakup. I told them what really happened, and even better, I told them how I felt about that. And about you.

      

      

      
        
        I realized something while I was talking to them though. I want to tell YOU how I’m feeling. And I want to do that in person. So what do you think?

      

      

      
        
        Kelsey

      

        

      
        P.S. I know you’re trying not to hide behind your humor anymore, but I want my goofball back. Think you can bring him with you when we meet?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Carlos was nervous. Not regular, manageable nervous, but the sweat-inducing kind. He could just see it now: Kelsey would walk into the restaurant, see his sweat-covered face, and back out slowly. Nobody wanted to tell some sweat monster about their feelings.

      Get your shit together. You’re Carlos Fucking Ramirez.

      He wiped his hands on his dress pants and took a deep gulp of water. He’d gotten here early in anticipation of this freak-out. Being a more open person had perks—he felt lighter and genuinely happy. He’d always been great at faking happy. Actually feeling it was new to him, and he found that he liked it.

      Just as he was about to signal the waiter for more water, Kelsey walked into the restaurant and it felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the room—hell, not just out of the room, out of the whole fucking world. He’d been flipping through pictures of their time together every night since they’d broken up, but none of them did her justice. Seeing her in person was like taking a deep breath after minutes underwater. It was overwhelming and life-giving all at once.

      He stood without thinking and walked across the restaurant to meet her, too impatient to wait for her to get to him. Without a single word spoken, he picked her up in his arms and breathed her in, her familiar scent soothing something ragged within him.

      She laughed when he started to spin her around, unable to contain his joy. “Carlos,” she chastised with no heat, “we’re in public. People are looking.”

      “Fuck them.”

      “That sounds like a lot of legwork for me.”

      He let out a full laugh that only she was able to pull from him and tightened his grip on her. His arms were wrapped around her waist and he left them there, unable to stop touching her.

      “Are you going to let me go so we can sit down?”

      “Nope,” he replied, popping the “p.”

      “Well, we can’t just stand in the middle of the restaurant. I’m hungry, and I’m wearing a dress. Unless you want me to flash a bunch of strangers you need to put me down.”

      Was she wearing a dress? He honestly hadn’t noticed, too intent on studying every inch of her gorgeous face. In reply, he scooped her into a fireman’s carry and walked to their table, setting her down into her seat and grabbing her hand so that he didn’t have to let go of her completely.

      “You are the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met.”

      “Ummm, you asked for your goofball back. Don’t pretend you don’t love it.”

      The waiter chose that moment to return to the table, taking Kelsey’s drink order. Carlos didn’t take his eyes off of her for even one moment.

      Fuck, it’s good to see her again.

      “No drink for you, Carlos?”

      “Nah, I’m not really a big drinker anymore. I’ll stick to water.”

      When their server left to fill Kelsey’s drink order, she looked down at her menu. “Wow, everything looks great. What are you going to order?”

      His heart sunk irrationally. Was she shutting him out already? He felt that familiar shield taking him over, his fake persona sliding into place.

      “What I want isn’t on the menu, sweetheart,” he replied, throwing in a wink for good measure.

      Kelsey sighed. “We didn’t even make it five minutes before sliding into old habits.”

      “This is infinitely harder without a computer in front of me.”

      She pulled out her phone, thumbs moving quickly over the screen as a slow smile slipped onto her face. When she set her phone back on the table, he felt his own vibrate in his pocket. Immediately, he pulled it out and checked the screen, laughing when he read her message.

      
        
        Kelsey: Today’s truth is that I’m nervous as hell right now.

      

      

      
        
        Carlos: Thank goodness. I’m really testing my deodorant’s strength right now.

      

      

      Kelsey snorted out a laugh, and it broke the tension. He sighed in relief; she wasn’t intentionally shutting him out, she was nervous. She couldn’t possibly be as damn nervous as he was, but it calmed him to know that she wasn’t as composed as she seemed.

      “Let’s start small. Tell me a small truth about your day.”

      Kelsey pondered for a moment, toying with the stem of the wine glass their server had dropped off without him noticing. “I spent almost three hours getting ready today. James actually helped me pick my outfit.”

      “Ahhh recruiting a four-year-old for his fashion sense? How many times did he make you try on the giraffe onesie?”

      “Only about five times. Not bad over the span of three hours, honestly. Your turn. Give it to me, buddy.”

      “That’s what she said? Nope, too obvious, I can do better. Let’s come back to that one.”

      The laugh that escaped her soothed him. Shit, it was amazing to hear her laughter again. Was there any better feeling in the world than the rush he felt when he made the woman he loved laugh? He thought not.

      “I have a stupidly embarrassing collection of toy and stuffed giraffes in my apartment. Every time I see something James would like, I buy it. Unfortunately for me, Facebook’s creepy data-mining shit means that I get adds for giraffe stuff all the damn time.”

      “You should keep them at your place, it’ll give James something to play with when we visit.”

      “When? You plan to visit?”

      “Well, yeah, you dumbass. I think he might miss you more than I do.”

      “Ouch, a four-year-old loves me more than you do.” The minute the word love left his mouth he had to fight a cringe. The last time he’d said that word to her in person, she’d shut him out. Instead of reacting the way he expected, she shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips.

      “Not possible,” she said, so quietly he almost missed it.

      Carlos swore his heart stopped beating in his chest at the implication of what she was saying. Did Kelsey love him? He hoped she did. He’d fallen more in love with her with every single email exchanged between them.

      Kelsey didn’t get the chance to elaborate, however, because their waiter returned to take their order. Poor kid was probably starting to get impatient—they’d been sitting at the table in the middle of the dinner rush talking for at least thirty minutes. Carlos still hadn’t read over the menu, so he ordered the first thing he laid eyes on, eager to return to their conversation.

      The rest of their meal passed in a rush. They spent their time together catching up on things that they hadn’t discussed in their emails, and Carlos felt lighter with every word spoken between them. After he’d paid the bill, he walked her to her car, dreading the end of their time together.

      She stopped in front of her vehicle, playing with her keys in her hands. She toyed with them for what felt like forever before looking up and meeting his gaze.

      “Want to go back to your place? I have some things I want to tell you in private.”

      “Ohhh, trying to get me naked, Byrne? On the first date?”

      She scoffed, “This is hardly our first date.”

      He shrugged. “That’s how I see it. This is the first date in our new and improved relationship.”

      “New and improved, huh? Does that mean the sex will be better this time around?”

      “You and I both know that sex with me can’t get any better. It’s as near perfection as sexual activity can get.”

      “Ahhh, there’s the Carlos I know and love.”

      “I—wait. You know and what?”

      Kelsey made a big show of heaving a sigh. “I wanted to say it for the first time in private, but I suppose the parking lot of a restaurant is equally romantic.”

      She reached up and took his face in her hands, forcing his eyes to meet hers. “I love you, Carlos.”

      When she opened her mouth to say more, he slammed his lips down on hers, kissing her the way he’d wanted to for months. He got so hard so quickly that he felt a little lightheaded. He could never imagine not wanting this woman with an unrivaled passion. Kelsey broke their kiss abruptly, gasping for breath.

      “Your place, now.”

      With a Herculean effort, he took a step back and saluted. “Yes ma’am. Should I strip in my car or wait until we get there.”

      “Are you honestly considering driving home naked?”

      He shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “I don’t want to know. Just get your ass to your apartment so I can ravish you.”

      He planted a quick kiss on her lips and ran for his car, her laughter following him as he went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          THREE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “James, Carlos, time for dinner!”

      “But Moooooom, Carlos and I are being meerkats!”

      “Meerkats need to eat too, little one.”

      She heard two groans, one childlike and one from a grown ass man, and stifled a smirk. The two of them were so ridiculous it was endearing. In the three months since she and Carlos had officially gotten back together, James and Carlos had been inseparable. Next week, she and Carlos were surprising James with a trip to the Cleveland Amory Black Beauty Ranch in Murchison—a wildlife sanctuary with a thousand different animals. She couldn’t wait to see her son’s face light up when he realized where they were headed. The entire trip had been Carlos’s idea.

      Things were incredible—near perfect, really. She and Carlos had kept up the one-truth-per-day tradition. It wasn’t always easy, and they both still struggled with the more emotional aspects of things, but they were getting better every day of being open with one another. Carlos still lived in his own apartment, but Kelsey could absolutely imagine him sharing a home with her and James. Not anytime soon, but it was definitely something she wanted for them in the future.

      “—and meerkats eat beetles and bugs and sometimes birds. I don’t think I could eat like a meerkat for a week. It sounds yucky.”

      She heard her son screaming and giggling and looked behind her. Carlos had picked him up and was tickling him relentlessly. “You don’t like eating beetles? We could season them, maybe put some salt on them?”

      “Nooooooooo,” James howled, still laughing.

      “What about snails? They look nice and gooey.”

      “Gross! I’ll never eat a snail.”

      “Well, then I guess you aren’t a meerkat.”

      Trying to catch his breath after laughing so hard, James wore a considering look. “Maybe we can go back to being giraffes. Then we can eat Jolly Ranchers every day!”

      Kelsey set a plate on the table and pointed at Carlos and then his chair. “Well, tonight you two are eating like humans. I made chicken Alfredo, and giraffes don’t eat that.”

      “Come on, bud, let’s eat like people tonight. Maybe we can eat like giraffes tomorrow?”

      James heaved a heavy sigh, like eating meat was the greatest travesty in his little life. “Okaaaaay.”

      
        
          [image: G]
        

      

      A few hours later after Carlos had given James a bath and put him to bed, he walked into Kelsey’s room and flopped down face first on her bed.

      “I love that little guy, but having kids is exhausting.”

      “He’s already four, you missed the hectic years. Just wait until we have more kids; they really give you a run for their money when they’re two.”

      “Oh, are we having kids now?”

      She shrugged, her cheeks heating. “I mean, yeah, I assumed we would at some point.”

      He crawled up the bed, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “I think we should start practicing now. That way when we’re ready to try, we know what we’re doing.”

      “Are you so inexperienced that you need practice?”

      “I’m terrible in bed. I need to practice at least twice a day until I improve.”

      “Well, then, we better get started.”

      They stripped off each other’s clothes slowly, tenderly. She took her time lifting his shirt over his head, pressing open-mouthed kisses to Carlos’s chest as she did. When his shirt and pants were on the floor, he kissed her lovingly, teasing her tongue with his. By the time he slid into her, she was aching for him.

      Carlos pumped into her languidly, taking his time as he loved her. She lifted her hips in time to his thrusts, wrapping her legs around his waist in an effort to urge him to move faster. He maintained his slow pace and moved his hand down to rub her clit in slow circles, building her climax with excruciating slowness.

      He pulled his head back and locked their gazes. “I love you, Kelsey. I love you more every single day.”

      “Carlos,” she gasped, holding back a moan when he started to quicken his pace. “I love you, too. I love our lives together.”

      They came together in one of the most explosive orgasms she’d ever had. Later, as they lay in bed, still damp with sweat from round two, Kelsey rested her head on Carlos’s chest over his heart, sighing in contentment.

      “You know, I’m going to marry you someday,” Carlos said, kissing her tenderly on the forehead.

      “Do I have a say in it?”

      “I mean, I’ll ask you, but we both know you’re going to say yes.”

      She kissed his chest, feeling his heartbeat with her lips. “Of course I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun beat down on Kelsey’s back as she walked around her backyard. Her home was filled with her family and friends as they celebrated Rafe’s official promotion to detective. With his training finally done and Carlos fully back to work, he would be starting his new job in a full-time capacity on Monday. Her best friend’s husband had been working for this for years, and though he hated parties, she couldn’t resist the urge to throw him one. He had helped bring her and Carlos back together after all.

      She searched the yard for a familiar broad back. She hadn’t had a moment with Carlos since the party had started two hours ago. She’d been inside chatting with the girls over sangria while Carlos and the other officers he’d invited stayed outside grilling. Kelsey was not at all surprised to find her boyfriend holding court near the grill, gesturing wildly as he told some story, the lemonade in his glass tipping over the edge to fall on the grass. She leaned against the railing of the porch, a porch that she and Carlos had designed and built together earlier this year, and took in the sight. She couldn’t believe she’d found him, her imperfect person, her soulmate.

      Carlos made her happier than she could ever even imagine being. He was incredible with James, treating her child like his own son. She smiled as he threw his head back and laughed, the sound full of joy. When he turned to the grill, teaching James how to properly check the temperature of a steak, she crossed the yard to wrap her arms around his middle, pressing a kiss to his back.

      “Here, little man, you check this one for me.” Carlos handed the utensil in his hand to James before turning in Kelsey’s arms. He leaned down to kiss her nose. “Hey beautiful,” he whispered, one hand softly cupping her cheek as the other worked its way into her hair. Kelsey leaned up to kiss him, nipping his bottom lip until he opened for her. Their kiss quickly turned passionate, as most of their kisses did, and she suddenly wished the party was over so they could have some alone time.

      Carlos growled and pulled away. “Kels, I’m wearing swim trunks. This is not an ideal situation.”

      Rafe, clearly overhearing this comment, groaned loudly, “Can you two please take that inside? Literally, nobody wants to see that.”

      “Well, of course you don’t want to see it, Rafe. I’ve had a locker next to yours for years; I know for a fact that what I’m packing makes you look bad.”

      “I am not having this discussion with you again, dude. We are not measuring our dicks.”

      Carlos shrugged. “I’d be scared to measure too if I were you.”

      Having heard this argument before, Kelsey leaned back and smacked Carlos on the chest. “James is right there. Is this really appropriate?”

      The squeak of the hinges on the gate to their backyard interrupted their ridiculous conversation. Carlos looked up and raised a hand in greeting. “Hey man, running a little late huh? Babe, you have to come meet my new partner.”

      Carlos was finally warming up to his new partner and at Rafe’s urging had invited him to their little party. She was looking forward to finally meeting him after hearing her boyfriend complain about the guy for months now. Carlos did still refuse to call him by his first name—she didn’t even know what his first name was.

      Kelsey turned around to greet Petrov. Her first thought was that the man was tall. He looked like a damn behemoth striding across her lawn. His hair was pulled into a man bun on the top of his head, and he had a full bushy beard covering the majority of his face. His full sleeves of tattoos on each arm added to his appeal; this man was every hipster’s dream guy. Feeling Carlos’s eyes on her, she blatantly checked out his partner. “Rafe wasn’t wrong, Carlos—you are definitely not the hottest—”

      Carlos covered her mouth with his hand. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m not above withholding sex, Kels.”

      She laughed and nodded her consent. She definitely didn’t want to lose her sex privileges. Though she doubted he could make it a full day without being inside her, she also didn’t want to risk it. In the time it had taken for this ridiculous conversation to transpire, Petrov had reached them.

      “Hey man, glad you could make it. This is my girlfriend, Kelsey. Kels, this is Petrov. As you can see, he’s wildly unattractive.”

      She reached out to shake his hand, doing her best to keep a straight face. “Well, nobody is as handsome as you, babe.”

      Petrov gripped her hand briefly before returning it to the pocket of his cargo shorts. “So did Ramirez here need some reassurance after you saw me? That does tend to happen. I’m pretty sure he’s kept us from meeting for so long because he’s scared you’ll upgrade.”

      Feeling Carlos’s warm body directly behind hers, she tilted her head back and kissed him on the chin. He immediately stepped closer and placed a hand on her hip, squeezing gently before planting a light peck on her temple.

      “You can try to steal her if you want, but she’s obsessed with me. Can’t get her to leave me alone, really.”

      Petrov snorted. “Yeah, okay. Given how frequently you slip her name into conversation, I would say you’re the obsessed one. You need to file a restraining order, Kelsey, you come right to me.”

      Kelsey laughed at their easy banter. It was good that they gave each other shit; it was Carlos’s way of showing affection to his friends. “I’ll keep it in mind for the next time he tries to make me eat an ant.”

      “James and I were being meerkats! And it wasn’t some random ant from our backyard—it was a five-star restaurant!”

      “No. More. Ants.”

      Before Carlos had the chance to respond, the sound of glass shattering carried from the deck to their ears. When she looked for the source of the sound, she found Becky staring at Petrov with wide eyes and a dropped jaw.

      “Reese?”

      Carlos’s partner let out a strangled sound and moved as though he wanted to take a step toward Becky. Kelsey’s hand snaked out and grabbed his elbow. If this was the Reese who had broken her friend’s heart, there was no way he was approaching her. Shit, they needed to diffuse this situation before Ryker came outside.

      Becky had had custody of her son for a few months now. They were still settling in, getting used to each other, and the last thing either of them needed was for Reese to realize that he had a child. That level of drama wouldn’t be healthy for anyone involved right now. Becky had finally decided that once she and Ryker had made it to a year together, she would let him decide if he wanted to meet his father. It was a big decision to place upon someone so young, but Becky had explained that she didn’t want to make a choice for Ryker that he wasn’t ready for.

      Carlos must have realized the severity of their tenuous situation, because he patted Reese on the back and with a hand on his shoulder tried to steer him toward the gate leading out of the backyard. “Hey, let’s go take a walk, man.”

      Reese stayed firmly planted where he was. “Becs,” he rasped.

      She moved to go back into the house, but was stopped in her tracks when Ryker exited through the sliding glass doors. “Mom, can I have another cupcake? Sophie said it was fine, but I wanted to make sure.”

      “Mom?” Kelsey only caught the whispered question because she was standing so close. Becky turned to Ryker to answer him and send him back into the house, but the damage had been done. Reese studied him carefully, most likely taking in his dark hair and green eyes. The little guy looked a lot like his father, and it was obvious that Reese was trying to figure out how old he was.

      With Ryker out of earshot, Reese spoke up. “Becs, how old is your son?”

      She flinched and the color drained from her face. Her mouth opened and closed multiple times, and Kelsey wanted to wrap her friend in a hug and save her from this mess. Unfortunately she felt rooted to the grass in her backyard, unable to move.

      When Becky failed to answer the question, Reese asked it again, louder. “How. Old. Is. He?”

      Her response was quiet but carried across the lawn. “He’s nine years old.”

      Reese’s knees buckled, Carlos gripping his partner’s arm more firmly to steady him. Reese didn’t even seem to notice, his gaze still locked on Becky.

      “Say it, Becky. I need to hear you fucking say it.”

      Becky took a deep breath and stood up straight, squaring her shoulders. “He’s your son, Reese. Ryker is your son.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Coming Next

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that Carlos & Kelsey got their happily ever after, stay tuned for the next book in the Houston’s Finest Series, Wanting to Love You featuring Reese and Becky!

      
        
        Keep scrolling for a prologue sneak peek!

      

      

      
        
        Add to your TBR here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: AUTHOR PIC]
        

      

      
        
        Erin Rylie is a Montana born, Texas raised New Jersey transplant with a degree in hospitality. At 29 years old, she decided it was finally time for to pursue her real passion in life - writing. She’s been writing princess stories and LOTR fan-fiction since she was in middle school, so the transition into romance has been fun!

      

      

      
        
        When she’s not writing, she is reading (fantasy, sci-fi and romance are her favorite genres) or working. She is currently obsessed with Brooklyn Nine Nine which should tell you all you need to know about her sense of humor.

      

      

      
        
        Finally, she is 100% an old cat lady. Her cats, Socks and Kaz are little weirdos and she loves them more than most people.

      

      

      
        
        Find my website here

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’d like to stay updated with all my new releases, sales, cover reveals, and announcements, please subscribe to my newsletter so you never miss a thing!

      
        
        SUBSCRIBE HERE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wanting to Love You Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t give a shit what you want to wear, Rebecca. Your father has an event tomorrow night and we are going to look like a family. You’ll wear the white dress and nude heels I picked out, or so help me -”

      Her mother stopped speaking, taking in a calming breath and smoothing her hands down her pristine dress. When she was fully composed, every inch Vanessa Waters, Senator’s wife, she returned her gaze to Becky.

      “You’re going to wear that dress, Rebecca. And make sure you’re up early so we can do something about that atrocious hair of yours. Its a fucking mess, I don’t know where the hell you got it from. There must be some frizzy, frumpy redhead hiding somewhere in your dad’s family tree.”

      Becky fought the tears welling in her eyes. After seventeen years living in this house with this woman, she’d like to pretend her mother’s words didn’t affect her, but they did. God, did they. She dug her nails into her hand, the bite of pain helping her hold back her sadness. She knew she’d have cuts in her hands from her fingernails when she got up to her room, but she couldn’t show her mother even an ounce of weakness.

      “Yes, Mother,” she replied, in what she thought was an even and calm tone of voice.

      In response, her mother flicked her manicured nails and turned away, as though spending one more moment of time with Becky was a complete and utter waste. Leaving her parent’s bedroom, she walked down the hall at the most steady pace she could manage. When she got into her room, she shut the door with a quiet snick, careful not to slam it even a little. Slammed doors were another of her mother’s pet peeves.

      Instead of giving into the need to throw herself on the bed and sob into the mattress, Becky maintained her calm gait, entering her bathroom. Once she was standing in front of the sink, she unclenched her hands, and looked down at her hands numbly. She could see the bleeding half moon impressions her nails had left and couldn’t seem to find it in her to care. She washed her hands in the sink, clearing away the blood and grabbed a towel from the rack, pressing it to her hand to staunch the flow of blood.

      Sorry to mess up your embroidered towels, Mother.

      Once the bleeding had stopped, Becky looked in the mirror, taking in her appearance. Her hair was a frizzy mess, but she liked the untamed red curls. Unlike her mother’s perfectly coiffed blonde hair, Becky’s hair had volume, and character.

      Heaving a heavy sigh, she turned on the shower, stripped out of her pajamas and climbed in. She still had time before school to blow dry her hair straight if she rushed. Becky knew her mother would throw a fit if she tried to leave the house with her hair curly and untamed. When she was finished showering, she wrapped a towel around her body and started the painstaking process of straightening her hair. She poured a dollop of straightening serum in her hand and worked it through her hair before brushing it gently. Then she blow dried it carefully, using a large barrel brush that her mother had purchased for her during their last trip to the hair stylist.

      Once her hair was dry, she sprayed it lightly with a frizz free styling spray and ran a straightener through it. Her hair presentably tamed, she carefully put on the approved amount of makeup and moved to her closet to get dressed. Her mother had organized her closet into sections. There was one section for school appropriate clothes, another for daytime events with her father, and finally, one filled with dresses for the nighttime events and fundraisers she was required to attend.

      Below each section of hanging clothes, her mother had even placed a shoe rack with approved footwear for each occasion. She pulled the first outfit her hand landed on from its hanger: khaki pants that had been altered to fit her perfectly and tapered at the ankle, a chambray button down that was to be tucked in, and a black and cream striped cardigan. She fastened the brown belt she knew that her mother liked paired with the outfit, and fastened a plain string of pearls around her neck. Simple ballet flats completed the outfit.

      Her morning routine completed, she studied her reflection in the mirror, making sure that her clothes had no wrinkles and not a single hair was out of place. Finding her ensemble perfectly put together and perfectly fucking boring, she grabbed her backpack (designer, of course) and left the house to head to school.

      Deciding that it would look better for a Senator’s daughter to attend public school, her parents had enrolled her in Memorial High School - the school her home was zoned to, yes, but conveniently the most elitist high school in Dallas.

      Unfortunately, being a Senator’s daughter didn’t exactly make her an approachable person. She was required by her parents to take all AP classes, and was heavily encouraged to maintain a four point oh GPA. The one time she’d gotten a less than perfect score on an exam, her mother had slapped her so hard that she’d been forced to miss school for a few days while the hand print on her face faded. It just wouldn’t do for a Senator’s daughter to show up to school with her mother’s handprint on her face.

      Because of her prim appearance and constant focus on academics, most of her classmates ignored her. The ones who did find the courage to approach her found her too boring to befriend. She was, of course, acquainted with the children of other local politicians, but she was by no means friends with any of them.

      Becky’s day passed pretty quickly, her classes a blur of monotony that she hardly focused on. She always learned better when she studied on her own, so she rarely paid too much attention in class. Instead, she spent her class time day dreaming of a different life. One in which she was actually loved by her parents and was free to pursue things that actually interested her.

      By the time lunch rolled around, she could feel her stomach clenching in hunger. In her hurry to leave the house this morning, she’d neglected to grab anything for breakfast and she was starving. She pulled her lunch from her backpack and had to hold in a groan. As usual, her mother had ensured that their cook prepared a basic salad with grilled chicken for her lunch. Just once, she would love to eat a school lunch. She heard other kids complaining about them, but at least they got to eat burgers. Lucky assholes.

      She had just begun to dig in to her bland meal when she heard a tray hit her empty lunch table. Becky looked up in surprise and promptly lost her breath. The kid now sitting at her table — a table she had never shared with anyone else — hardly looked like he was young enough to be in high school. For starters, he was tall, towering over her even while seated, and had broad shoulders and muscles so defined she could make them out through the material of his raggedy t-shirt. His features were far too chiseled for a seventeen year old and he had the most piercing green eyes she’d ever seen.

      She followed his gaze to the tray he’d set down on the table and watched in surprise as he pulled a small brown bag from his backpack as well, emptying a Tupperware container of cookies, a bag of chips, and a sandwich onto the table.

      Instead of asking why he’d decided to sit at her table when there were plenty of more interesting options in the cafeteria, she found herself blurting the only question currently on her mind. “Why did you get lunch from the cafeteria if you have a packed lunch?”

      Those stunning green eyes lifted to meet her own plain brown ones and the stranger smiled, revealing a dimple in his right cheek. “My mom never packs enough food for me. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, so I buy myself a lunch and eat both.”

      “You buy yourself a lunch?”

      “Sure,” he shrugged. “I work after school so I have my own money. I save most of it, but I’m a growing boy — I need a big lunch.”

      “Of course,” Becky muttered, returning her attention to the meager salad in front of her. She swore there was less chicken on it every week. The damn salad was mostly lettuce with maybe a quarter of a chicken breast on it and only oil and vinegar for dressing.

      “I’m Reese, by the way.”

      “Why are you sitting with me?”

      He shrugged again, a habit she found oddly endearing on someone so bulky. “You were sitting alone and it’s my first day here. I figured it was a better idea to sit with a loner than try to sit at some cliquey table somewhere else.”

      “Why do you assume I’m a loner?”

      He made a show of looking around the empty table before looking at her and raising his eyebrows.

      “Fair enough.” She acknowledged his unspoken reply and dug into her salad.

      “What kind of high schooler brings a salad for lunch anyways?”

      Becky scoffed. “The kind who has to fit into constricting formalwear every weekend.”

      “Every weekend? What, do you go to every school dance in the state? One per weekend?”

      She laughed mid-bite, a piece of lettuce flying out of her mouth in an exceptionally un-ladylike fashion. “No. Nothing like that. My dad is a politician, so I have to go to his fundraisers and campaign events.”

      “Fancy.”

      “Hardly.”

      Becky glanced at his meal and noticed that he’d already managed to eat one of his lunches. This kid was quick — she always tried to make her salad last. If she ate slowly it tended to feel like a bigger meal. Maybe she could trick her stomach into believing it too.

      “So how long do I have to sit here before you decide to tell me your name?”

      “Oh, I’m Becky.”

      Finishing off the last bite of his sandwich, he pulled the Tupperware of cookies towards him and popped the lid. The delicious scents of vanilla and cinnamon hit her nose and it was an effort not to drool. Reese must’ve noticed the covetous way she eyed his cookies, because he took a cookie for himself and held the plastic container out for her.

      “No thank you. I don’t, um, like sweets.”

      What I really mean is if that container of deliciousness comes any closer to me I’ll devour every single cookie inside of it without pausing for breath.

      Unfortunately for her, weekly weigh-in was tomorrow morning so she couldn’t afford to eat any sugar today. She occasionally snuck in a McFlurry on Tuesdays after school, but a Monday was not the day to splurge.

      “Right. I’ve heard that about teenagers, you know. We as a group don’t tend to like sweets or junk food. Is there even dressing on that salad you’re trying to pass off as a meal?”

      “It has oil and vinegar on it.”

      “Oh yum, I bet that’s almost as delicious as ranch.”

      She couldn’t seem to help the smile that spread across her face. She hadn’t had something to laugh about in months, maybe longer. Becky was already dreading the bell that would ring in a few minutes to announce the end of lunch. It was Reese’s first day so he didn’t have friends yet, but she was sure he’d be sitting with a group tomorrow. The football team would probably snap him up in a hurry with those muscles.

      Before the bell came, however, Reese collected his trash, piling it on his tray. He pulled the last remaining cookie from his Tupperware and placed it on a napkin before standing up and slinging his tattered black backpack over his shoulder and picking up his now trash filled tray.

      “It was nice to meet you, Becky. I hate to dine and dash but if I don’t leave now I’ll never find my next class in time. This place is a maze.” He slid the napkin holding his last cookie to her side of the table. “Help a guy out and eat that last cookie? My mom gets offended if I don’t finish off what she makes me.”

      He didn’t wait for her response, instead throwing his trash away and leaving the cafeteria. She checked the time on her phone and discovered that she only had a few minutes remaining to finish her tiny ass lunch. She downed the rest of her salad and looked at the cookie, still sitting where Reese had left it.

      Stop looking at me like that. I can’t eat you.

      Despite her request, the cookie continued to call her name. Giving in to its persuasion, she took a bite and nearly moaned. Snickerdoodles had always been her favorite kind of cookie.

      
        
        Add to your TBR here!
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