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For the single parents out there pulling double duty. Yours is a thankless job, stretched thin by long hours, strong personalities, and worries that keep you up nights. May you be blessed with hours of extra sleep, a brimming bank account, and the kind of love that sets your heart free.
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Carly

 

I WAS GOING to be late for work. 

It was six thirty-nine p.m., and my bartending shift started in twenty-one minutes. My apartment was six blocks from the Copper Penny, and I’d have to sprint like an Olympic hopeful to make it. Thankfully, the biker bar that I’d been working at for the past three months didn’t require its bartenders to wear high heels, and so far, nobody had commented about my frequent tardiness. Still, I needed to keep this job. Slipping my feet into running shoes, I shoved my cowboy boots into my backpack and zipped it up before returning to the kitchen to reengage in dinner negotiations with my five-year-old son. 

“Take a bite, Trent,” I said in my best no-nonsense mom voice, sliding the plate he kept pushing away back in front of him. 

He curled up his lip in disgust. “But you said I could have cereal for dinner since I didn’t get it for breakfast. You promised,” he complained. Again. We’d been over this so many times, even I wanted cereal for dinner. 

“I know, but you forgot to remind me that we needed milk and we didn’t stop by the grocery store.” 

“You didn’t tell me I was supposed to remind you. Or I would have. My memory is way better than yours.” 

Reasonably certain my sweet little monster had siphoned away my brain cells during his trip down my birth canal, I had to agree. “Yes, Trent. You remember everything.” Unfortunately. I shoved silver hoops through the holes in my ears and glanced at the clock again. Six forty-two.

“Like I remember you said I could have cereal for dinner,” my relentless little tyrant replied.   

And we were back to square one. Truthfully, we’d never left square one. At this point, I wasn’t even sure there was a square two. I was sadly outmatched with no hope of ever winning… against a preschooler. This was my life, every damn day. Still, I could be almost as relentless as Trent, especially when I was desperate, so I kept trying. “You like chicken nuggets,” I pleaded, picking one up and dancing it toward his mouth. 

“But you said—” His lips clamped down as soon as I reached them. Nugget, denied.  

Frustrated, I tossed the nugget back onto his plate and pushed away from our small wooden table. “I know, Trent. I know.” And I’d failed him. Again. It was amazing how a simple act like forgetting milk could make me question my entire ability to parent. 

“You’re still here?” our roommate, Jessica, asked as she stepped into the kitchen. “Go. I’ve got the little man.” 

Jessica was a Godsend. I’d first called her from a hotel in Kennewick, Washington a little over three months ago, when I found her “roommate wanted” listing online during a mad dash to Seattle from my hometown of Silver City, Idaho. Jessica and I had agreed to meet up for coffee as soon as I made it into town to discuss the possibility of me and Trent invading her space. But, when my nineteen-ninety-seven Honda Civic with about a billion miles on it limped into Seattle’s city limits and promptly wheezed its last breath, I had nobody else to call for help. Thankfully, Jessica rescued me and Trent from the side of the freeway, stuffed the trunk of her car with our clothes, and took us home. Then she helped me call around until we found a donation center willing to tow my hooptie and take it off my hands. 

Now she was doing me a huge favor by watching Trent in the evenings, so I didn’t have to pay a sitter. She was an angel, and there was no way I’d leave her to face the fiery wrath of a five-year-old who had been promised cereal.  

“Mom forgot milk,” Trent blurted out, throwing me right under the bus. 

“I have coconut milk,” she offered. 

See? She’s an Angel. “Thanks, but he won’t drink it.” I knew from experience since I’d “borrowed” a little of her coconut milk last time we had this issue. 

My problem wasn’t forgetfulness, it was time. Every day felt like a battle against the clock, and between my two jobs and taking care of Trent, I rarely managed to get in a full five hours of sleep. Squeezing in time to hit the grocery store was a luxury I couldn’t usually afford. Not to mention the little problem of no car to carry the groceries in. A gallon of milk got pretty damn heavy after four blocks, especially when I had to balance it with bags of groceries while keeping Trent close and making sure nobody snatched him. Trips to the grocery store gave me anxiety. 

Another glance at the clock told me it was six-forty-eight. Time to tap into my single mom superpowers and get creative. I popped open the fridge and studied its contents, homing in on a pint of vanilla creamer. I shook it, estimating that there was maybe a half cup left. 

Vanilla creamer had zero nutritional value and all sorts of harmful chemicals that the school’s mommy group would ostracize me for, but I was desperate. I added water to the container until it was roughly the consistency of two percent milk, and then dumped it over Trent’s granola. At least the granola was healthy. That was something, right? Smiling widely, like I’d made him some sort of treat rather than MacGyvering his dinner to atone for my failure as a mother, I offered it to him and held my breath. 

Trent looked from me to the creamer container, eyeing us both skeptically. He took a small bite, chewed, and then smiled. “Thanks, Mom.”

How could two words be so powerful? They filled me with pride and love as I released my breath and bent to kiss his forehead. Maybe I wasn’t a complete parental failure after all. “You’re welcome.” 

“This is yummy. You should let me have this milk all the time.” 

Nope, I was a failure for sure.  

“I don’t know whether to be appalled or impressed,” Jessica said, shaking her head. 

“I have that effect on people.” I peppered the rest of Trent’s face with kisses, until he waved me off, and then I slipped the straps of my backpack over my shoulders. “I gotta get out of here. Trent, be good for Jess.” 

He saluted me with his spoon. Smiling at his silly soldier impersonation, I waved and hurried out of the house, keeping an eye out for both the nutrition police and the mommy group.  

*	*	*

The Copper Penny Bar and Grill always had at least one biker at the door checking IDs. Tonight’s burly, tattooed stud was a Hispanic guy who went by the name of Spade. All the bikers had nicknames, and since I kept to myself and didn’t mingle with the Dead Presidents, I hadn’t asked why. Truthfully, I didn’t even care why. I was in survival mode: blinders on, staying in my lane, minding my own damn business, and taking care of my son. I rarely even noticed how hot the bikers were. 

At least I tried not to notice. 

Spade worked the door often, and as soon as he saw me he waved me past the forming line.

“Thanks, Spade!” I shouted as I ran by. 

“No prob, babe, I got you!” he shouted back. 

Babe. That was a biker thing, not a term of endearment. Probably due to the bikers all being man-whores who couldn’t remember the names of the many women swarming around them, vying for the “D.” And reminding myself that they were hit-it-and-quit-it kind of guys made it a little easier not to notice their hotness. 

Still winded from my jog, I breathed deeply and entered the building, tugging my backpack off. Since it was summer and still sunny outside, I had to give my eyes a second to adjust to the dim hanging lights. Like everything else in the club, the glass fixtures were coated with a layer of nicotine and time that no amount of scrubbing could hope to remove. 

With its wood floors, wood paneling, and an arched wood ceiling, walking into the bar always felt like stepping back in time to the late seventies. Scents assaulted me: perfume, cologne, alcohol, sweat, leather, all fermenting with the underlying stench of old cigarette smoke. I hurried past speakers that played a mix of old-school rock bands with a few new songs sprinkled in and into the employee break room. Tugging my boots from my backpack, I replaced my tennis shoes and shoved everything else in my locker, sliding the key into the pocket of my Daisy Dukes.

Glancing into the mirror, I straightened my Copper Penny logoed tank top, tightened my pony tail, and wiped away the sweat-smudged makeup beneath my eyes. By the time I clocked in, grabbed my apron, and headed for the bar, I was nine minutes late. Time had won yet another round. 

Flint, the bar manager, was pouring drinks, which was never a good sign since he should be doing manager-type shit rather than covering for my tardy ass. Still tying on my apron, I slid in beside him.

“Hey, Boss, where’s Jen?” I asked, looking around for the other bartender on the schedule. 

“She’s sick, so I sent her home,” Flint replied, drawing a beer and handing it to one of at least twenty sexy bikers crowding the bar. Seriously, my workplace held so much man-candy it should be named Vaginal Diabetes. But I was determined not to notice, blinders on, staying in my lane, minding my own damn business, and all that bullshit.

“Sorry I’m late.” I washed my hands at the bar-side sink then spun around, preparing to take my first order.

“Shit happens,” Flint replied. 

Wasp, the biggest, sexiest biker of the group was perched on the stool directly in front of me, half leaning over the bar. “That’s okay, babe. I’d say you’re right on time.” 

An involuntary shiver went up my spine as his gaze swept down my body. His eyes were dark grey, his dishwater blond hair hung just below his shoulders, and his arms were easily the size of my legs. Like the rest of the bikers, he wore jeans, a T-shirt, and a biker vest with patches to show his rank and name. Wasp was the Vice President of the Dead Presidents MC. I knew, because I often studied his patches while trying to avoid his hungry eyes, mischievous smile, and stubble-covered jaw. 

“What can I get for you, Wasp?” I asked, trying to keep my tone business-like. 

“A pint of that pilsner on tap.” He grinned, flashing me perfect teeth. “And… your number.” 

I was a single mom with a stellar track record for attracting the wrong kind of men. Okay man. There was only one, but he was bad enough. I had no time for games, and Wasp was clearly a player. I could see it in the confident way he held himself and the easy way he asked for my number every damn time he ordered. 

Not like I was special. He probably asked for every woman’s phone number, and most of these biker sluts wouldn’t hesitate to hand theirs over. But I wasn’t about that life, so I poured his beer and set it down in front of him. “Put it on your tab?” 

He tilted his head to the side, studying me. “Aren’t you forgetting something, babe?” 

Even his voice was sexy. Deep. Commanding. A total contrast to his easygoing jokester personality. Refusing to let it—or the lick-worthy biceps peeking out from beneath his sleeves—affect me, I leaned over the bar, looked him square in the eyes, and let him know where we stood. “You’re not getting my number, Wasp. Ever.”

I probably sounded like a bitch, but I needed to be direct with guys, sternly voicing my disinterest. I’d learned that lesson the hard way, and no one would be getting mixed signals from me ever again. 

Wasp returned my stare, his gaze full of heat and the kinds of promises that made my thighs clench. “We’ll see about that, won’t we?”

“Dammit, Wasp,” Flint roared. “How many times do I gotta tell you to stay the fuck off my girls? Leave Carly alone and let her work.” 

Beer in one hand, the other held up in surrender, Wasp backed off, but the smirk he gave me promised he’d be back to harass me later. Another shiver went up my spine. I had no intention of dating a biker—of dating anyone for that matter—but it was nice to still feel desired every once in a while. And man, did Wasp ever make his desires known. 

With him heading back into the crowd, I focused on the steady stream of customers and lost the night in a blur of leather and alcohol. By the time Flint kicked everyone out so we could clean up, I was spent. Determined to get home with enough time to at least get in a nap before I had to take Trent to school and go to my second job, I fought through the exhaustion and busted my ass cleaning up. 

It was a little after two-thirty a.m. by the time I got home and found Trent curled up next to Jessica on the sofa. Jessica had some trashy romance novel covering her face, and Trent had every plastic army man he owned on the floor surrounding them. The scene made my heart break a little as I swooped in to scoop up my kid.

Jessica stirred and sat up, placing her book on the coffee table and rubbing her eyes. 

“Another nightmare?” I whispered, patting Trent on the back. 

“Yeah. It wasn’t as bad as the last one, but he still decided we needed protection.” She gestured at the platoon of green soldiers.  

My sweet little man had seen way more than any child should, and although the nightmares were lessening, I worried that they’d never go away completely. We’d escaped the fire of our past, for now, but it felt like we’d forever be singed. 

Carrying him into the bedroom we shared, I glanced at his little race car bed and dismissed it, tucking him into mine instead. He was a kicker, and I’d most likely regret it, but I wanted him beside me if he had another nightmare. I kissed his forehead, and before I could walk away, his little fingers clutched my shirt, holding me beside him. 

“Hey buddy,” I said, brushing his hair out of his face as I smiled down on him, trying not to let my concerns or exhaustion show. 

Trent’s eyes snapped open, his expression hopeful. “Mom, the bad man came, but the soldiers saved us.” 

I kissed his forehead. “Of course they did.” 

He’d been obsessed with soldiers since they’d started volunteering at his preschool with some anti-bullying initiative. They’d somehow convinced him that soldiers could do anything and save anyone. 

I knew better. I’d seen way too much shit to believe in heroes. The only person we could depend on to keep us safe, was me.

Still, if lining our entire apartment with a protective barrier of army men made my little man feel safer, I’d buy him every plastic soldier in Seattle. And, if the bad man ever found us, I’d wish like hell they were real. 
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Wasp

 

FORMATION AUTO REPAIR had felt like home since the first day I’d walked through the doors, and the familiarity had only increased over the five years I’d been working there. All the mechanics were patched in brothers of the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club, so I got to work with the same sons-of-bitches I hung out with after hours. 

They were the best damn crew in Seattle, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. 

Pushing through the front door, I was met with music—the latest Tool song playing on a local rock station—and a smile from the cute little blonde behind the counter. 

“Mornin’, Wasp,” she said, blatantly giving me the once over. 

Tiffany was thirsty and didn’t bother to hide it. She’d flirted with me throughout her entire interview, but I’d hired her anyway, knowing our customers would love her. In addition to a nice rack that she liked to display through thin, tight-ass T-shirts, she had great customer service and computer skills, and a solid resume. She’d been working the front desk for about six months, and had recently discovered the perks of being around a club full of men who liked to fuck. She’d had her sights on me ever since she signed up to be a club whore, but I wasn’t about to tumble into bed with an employee. There were few lines that I drew, but that was one.

Keeping eye contact with me, Tiffany sucked on a pen, working her tongue around it. I expected my dick to take notice, tempting me to bend her over the counter and show her why she shouldn’t do that shit, but it didn’t. Strangely enough, she didn’t do a damn thing for me, because my mind kept comparing her to the hot brunette bartender who’d spent the past three months brushing me off. And as hot as Tiffany was, she couldn’t hold a candle to Carly. 

“Mornin’, Tiff,” I replied, ignoring my receptionist’s advances as I headed toward the section of the shop dedicated to motorcycle repairs and customizations. 

Entering my station, I turned on the lights and looked over my current project log. I had a shit-ton of work to do on account of it being the third straight day of sunshine. In most places, the calendar announced summer, but in Seattle, the sun did. When it finally decided to peek out from behind our signature rain clouds, every fair-weather biker in the city brought their hog to my shop for an annual tune up. 

Not that I minded. In fact, I loved my job. Fixing engines was in my blood, and I’d taken an interest in mechanics before I’d hit double digits. I came from a big family, and Mom and Dad were successful business people who worked long hours to rake in the Benjamins and give us kids everything we could ever want. They were good parents who’d built a solid, stable family. 

Well, except for me. I was the black sheep of their perfect little flock, and despite their best efforts to round me up, I couldn’t stay confined within their structure. I didn’t even want to. While my brothers went straight from high school to college where they majored in business and minored in golf to take after our folks, the only family member I wanted to impress was my grandfather. Now, that dude… he was cool as hell. 

Gramps lived next door, and my parents used to get on my case about bothering him. I made the mistake of telling him my folks didn’t want me hanging around him once. He said, “You tell those goddamn busybodies to mind their own damn business.” 

Since I was five at the time, I went straight to my parents and told them what Gramps had said, word-for-word. It ended in my first experience of sucking on a bar of soap while my mom lectured me about the evils of swearing. I was spitting suds for a week, Gramps had found it hysterical, and I’d learned who I should and shouldn’t cuss in front of. 

As a widower and a retired mechanical engineer, Gramps lived in a messy house but spent most of his days out in his shop, working on one project or another. He’d served in the Navy and had the best stories, a vividly colorful vocabulary, and couldn’t care less what people thought about him. While the rest of my family was always trying to get me to read or study, he welcomed my lame jokes and endless curiosity as I spent summers trailing behind him, asking questions and handing him tools. 

I was twelve when Gramps brought home his first Harley project and asked if I wanted to help him restore it. The bike was a 1975 FLH Electra Glide with a bad engine, two flat tires, chipped mustard yellow paint, and a thrashed seat. It looked like it belonged in a junkyard rather than his shop, making me wonder why he would waste time and money on something so damaged. Gramps had a way of seeing past what something was to what it could be, though, and I couldn’t wait to see what he made of this hunk of junk. 

We started with a full engine rebuild. Once we got the hog roaring loud enough to make my balls drop (Gramps’s words, not mine), we pounded out dents, stripped the God-awful yellow paint, and repainted the entire bike matte black. Then, we customized the shit out of it. New tires, vintage touring seat, ISO grips, chrome cooling fan, chrome sickle mirrors, chrome pipes, bullet footpegs, Beast headlight, you name it, we changed it out. Gramps named the sled Bertha, and by the time we finished her, there was nothing but the frame left of the original bike.

“Why didn’t you just buy a new one?” I asked, looking over our work. It amazed me how much cooler the bike looked. How much we’d transformed it from trash to perfection. 

His brow wrinkled in confusion. “What the fuck would you have learned from a new motorcycle? I’m old and my hands are tired, and I’m not doing this shit for nothin’, you know? I’m teaching you my goddamn trade, Andrew. None of those pussy brothers of yours have ever been interested in what I do back here in the shop. Glad to see that your mom finally pushed out a son who has potential to become a man. Now, come on. Let’s go make ourselves some sandwiches, then I’ll take you for a ride on this beauty and see if we can’t pick up some broads.” 

That was the day I realized that Gramps enjoyed having me underfoot as much as I enjoyed being there. He saw potential in me, like I was the living, breathing version of the Electra Glide we’d restored. He died of a heart attack shortly before I graduated from high school, leaving me his house, his shop, all the projects we’d worked on, and my share of a million-dollar inheritance. Turns out Gramps’s other interest was investing and he was damn good at that, too. 

I could have moved into his house and been set for life, but I needed to make my own way. I wanted my own stories to tell my grandkid someday. So, I joined the Navy, where I learned how to work on all sorts of engines. Now, I spent my days in the bike division of Formation, rocking out while I utilized the skills Gramps had passed down to me and customized some really dope bikes.

As I worked, the peace I normally felt evaded me. Instead, my mind kept drifting back to the bar last night. No, it kept drifting back to Carly. How many times had I tried to get her number over the past few months? More than I could count. I never had to work this hard to get laid and knew I should let it go, but I couldn’t. There was just something about her that kept invading my brain space, begging me to keep trying. I couldn’t help but wonder if she was worth it.  

Sure, Carly had a banging body with great curves and those little red cowboy boots she wore with her Copper Penny uniform practically brought me to my knees, but there was more. Past her long dark hair, perfect plump lips, and big brown eyes, there was something broken about her. But it wasn’t her brokenness that pulled me in. It was her innocence, her mystery, and her potential. 

The kind of potential Gramps had seen the day he looked at that decrepit old 1975 Harley and decided he needed to have it. 

Not that Carly was decrepit or old, but I did need to have her. I had a feeling if I could just make those lips curve in a genuine smile for once, we’d both get a full restoration.

Or, maybe I just wanted her because she’d turned me down. Maybe once I got her fine ass in my bed I could finally get her out of my system and move on like I always did. That line of thought conjured images of her screaming my name as I pounded into her, making my jeans hella uncomfortable. Adjusting myself, I forced Carly firmly out of my mind and focused on work.   

As I was finishing up the installation of a Knockout Custom Wheel Kit on a brand-new Road Glide Special, Havoc appeared in the doorway and watched me. Standing over six-feet tall with dark skin, an imposing scowl, and a quiet, calculated nature, Havoc could be one scary motherfucker when necessary. His intimidating presence made him the perfect sergeant at arms for the Dead Presidents, but beneath his kicking-ass-and-taking-names persona, he was also one of the smartest, most compassionate men I’d ever met. 

Like Link, our club president, Havoc had been a Green Beret. He’d seen shit I couldn’t imagine. He needed the stability, structure, and accountability of the Dead Presidents, and he actively sought out recruits who needed the same. Even when it meant spending a few extra days in jail. 

Havoc let out a low whistle, approaching. “That’s one sexy bike.” He leaned forward, inspecting my work. “Thought that wheel kit only came in gloss black?” 

“It does, but this customer is loaded. He paid to have it painted. He wants the entire bike matte.” 

“Well, it looks fuckin’ awesome,” Havoc replied. 

“It should. It’s costing a mint. I’m surprised to see you back so soon. Was it a crash?” 

In addition to being the sergeant at arms, Havoc was one of Formation Auto Repair’s tow truck drivers. He wasn’t technically working at the shop today since we had other business to attend to, but with Brick (the driver on call) out on a pick up, when dispatch had called, Havoc came right in.

“Not a crash; just a broken-down Daewoo sedan.”

I finished tightening the bolt I was working on and turned to stare at him. “No shit? A Daewoo? Those are still on the road?” 

Havoc chuckled. “Not this one. Piece of shit’s in our side lot now. I let Rabbit know and he thought I was fuckin’ with him. Had to go check it out himself.” 

Rabbit was our head auto mechanic. I managed the shop, mostly because I was one of the few club members who wasn’t constantly battling PTSD and wouldn’t occasionally fall off the grid, but I tried to keep my ass on the bike side of the business. Rabbit knew his shit and rarely needed me for anything. If anyone could fix a Daewoo, Rabbit could. 

Havoc backed up to lean against the wall where he could keep an eye on everything around him. Like most vets who’d seen heavy combat, he didn’t like to have his back exposed. He was normally stoic as fuck, but today he seemed stiffer than normal. Sensing that something was eating at him, I asked, “How’s Julia?” 

Julia was Havoc’s fiancé, which was crazy since they’d only known each other for a few months. Link had recently married an attorney after only a few months of hooking up. My two best brothers had gotten stung by the relationship bug, and the rest of us were searching for vaccinations against that shit. 

“Good,” Havoc replied. “We got her all moved into my place.” 

“Brick said you took the weekend off. You got plans?” 

Havoc rubbed a hand over his short hair before tugging at the muscles in his neck. “My mom’s flying out to meet Julia.” 

Havoc’s mom lived on the east coast, and as far as I knew, he hadn’t seen her in a few years even though they were close. He should be happy about her visit, but he sounded pissed. 

“There a problem with that?” I asked. 

He snorted. “Last conversation we had, she told me I needed to find a nice black woman to settle down with.” 

I stood, watching him as I grabbed a rag and rubbed most of the grease off my hands before heading to the sink. “Bet that went over well.”

“She’s lost her goddamn mind. I told her to call me back when she found it and hung up. Then one of my sisters called to tell me Mom is coming out here to meet Julia for herself.” 

“That sounds dicey.” 

He nodded. “My sisters are all pissed, and I don’t fuckin’ get it, Wasp. No one in my family is racist. One of my sisters is married to an Alaska Native, and one is married to a blond Italian. I never said shit about their spouses, but now they’re all in my business, talking about how the good black men always go to white women.”

Good? I wanted to crack a joke about Havoc’s jail time, but his current rage face told me this wasn’t the time. Besides, he’d never strung together so many words in one sitting with me, and it was kind of nice to be the one he opened up to for once. 

Hell, if I could help Havoc, I might just be up for replacing Sage as the club’s shrink. 

“What are you gonna do?” I asked.

He ran a hand over his short hair. “Fuck if I know. I’m definitely not leaving the two of them alone, though. And if Mom thinks she’s gonna meddle in my relationship or make my woman feel less than, she’s in for a surprise. I’ll be putting her ass right back on her broomstick and sending her home.”

I wanted to laugh, but I clamped my mouth closed and fought like a son-of-a-bitch to keep all traces of humor from my expression as I tried to think of something helpful to say. But helpful wasn’t really my thing. Thankfully, before the urge to poke the bear overcame me, Spade, Sage, and Tap showed up and we got on our bikes and headed out. 
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Wasp

 

MILITARY VETERANS DON’T always have the best reputations. We swear, we drink, we fight, we fuck, and sometimes we lose our goddamn minds. Although I never saw direct combat, I had plenty of brothers who did, and they say the hardest part of war is coming home. That’s why Link’s father formed the Dead Presidents MC… to provide support and structure to servicemen who came home too changed to go back to their old life. Jake founded the club, but since he took the reins, Link has been working his ass off to expand his old man’s vision. 

Link wants to remind society that despite our issues, we’re still the good guys.

Sometimes even we forget. 

Our club often feeds the homeless and runs toy drives, but Link’s been searching for other shit we can do. Other ways to make a difference and give our members a way to atone for some of the fucked-up shit they had to do while in the service. His latest idea was an anti-bullying campaign that had me, Havoc, Sage, Spade, and Tap walking into Helping Hands, a low-income preschool located only blocks from the club. This was our third visit to the school in as many weeks, and I was surprisingly excited to see the kids again. Judging by the hurried steps of my brothers, they were, too. 

When Link first told us about the job, I thought it would be easy. Coming from a big family, I had all kinds of experience with kids. Hell, I’d been roped into babysitting my younger cousins more times than I could count. But nothing had prepared me for the pint-sized thugs at Helping Hands. The first day, we’d strolled into the classroom thinking we were hot shit with our speeches and prepared demonstration, but those savage little assholes saw us coming. 

They kept interrupting us with questions about guns, how many people we’d killed, and inappropriate (but funny) body part discussions. How the fuck were we supposed to handle their curiosity without traumatizing them? Training sure as hell hadn’t taught us that. Determined, we tried separating the kids into groups so we could divide and conquer, but they ended up dividing and conquering us. 

The second session went better. We hit up the dollar store and brought cheap little toys that we used to bribe them into listening and participating. Worked on the greedy little bastards like a goddamn charm. Today, we planned to see if we could keep their attention while spacing out the rewards.  

Sage, the club shrink, said it was kind of like training dogs with treats.  

Havoc reached the door first. He took a deep breath and looked us over. “Everyone ready?” 

We slid our game faces on, channeling the A-Team or some shit like that. He opened the door, and we entered as a unit. Wearing fatigues and combat boots, marching in line, we looked pretty damn impressive. Black, Hispanic, Asian, Mixed, White, Link had created some sort of all-race super team, insisting the kids would better relate to someone who looked like them. 

That’s what he claimed, but I had my own suspicions about his presidential motivations. I wouldn’t put it past the fucker to snap some pictures and put us in a calendar, so he could sell it for a charity. Hell, I’d even given him the name for it… Hot Veteran Smorgasbord. In response, Link had kicked my ass out of his office. 

Some people have no vision. 

My team checked in at the front desk. Today’s receptionist was new; a mousy little woman wearing a conservative floral dress and glasses. She took one look at us and I swear, her glasses fogged up. Her cheeks turned bright red and she immediately held up the paper she was writing on and began fanning herself.

Yep, all the babes would pay for our calendar.  

“Hi, um, you must be the Dead Presidents.” Her reading glasses slid down her nose as she checked us out over the top of the form, her gaze flickering around the group like she was trying to stare at us all. 

Broads dug men in uniforms. My bike and cut got me laid plenty, but if I ever hit a dry spell, I knew I could don my fatigues and I’d be drowning in pussy. Of course, my current dry spell had nothing to do with the willingness of babes, and everything to do with a certain brown-eyed beauty who wouldn’t give me the time of day… 

Spade stepped forward, beaming a wicked smile at the receptionist. The Copper Penny’s lead bouncer always went for mousy little librarian types. “Yes ma’am.” 

He gave her a little wink and she about fainted. 

“Uh… the, um, same room.” She swallowed. “As last time. Please s-s-sign in here. Do you need me to… uh… show you? The way, I mean?” 

She was so worked up, she could barely speak. Walking with us would probably give her a heart attack. We all signed the visitor sheet.  

“No, babe, we got it,” Spade answered, still grinning. “Thanks.” 

“N-n-no problem.” 

He cast her one more look over his shoulder as we rounded the corner. No doubt Spade would have her number before we left. Shaking his head and chuckling to himself, Havoc led us to the classroom of preschoolers who’d be entering kindergarten in the fall. We could hear the kids before we reached their door, and the sounds coming from that room made our footsteps falter.

Every single one of us had broken up our fair share of fights and dealt with veterans so far gone they didn’t even recognize us, but the door of that preschool classroom gave us pause. I took in the uncertain expressions of my brothers and let out a laugh, grabbing for the handle. 

“Don’t be pussies; they’re just kids,” I said as I pushed through the door. 

Shit was everywhere. 

It looked like the kids had been in the middle of some art project when they’d gone mutinous. Papers, glue, and glitter covered the desktops and floor. Every single last kid was huddled under their desks, yelling “No!” on repeat from the top of their lungs, and the teacher—a new one I hadn’t seen before—had her hands over her ears and a look of terror on her face as she shuffled toward the door like she was preparing to escape or maybe call for back up. 

No amount of military training could have prepared us for this shit. 

The children were downright feral, some grinning from ear-to-ear in anticipation, while others wailed in terror and confusion. They just needed a pack leader to organize them for either fight or flight. It was one of the funniest things I’d ever seen. I clamped my mouth shut and backed into the hallway, trying not to laugh. 

Havoc pushed past me and stomped into the room. Putting his whistle to his lips, he blew. The loud, shrill sound of the drill sergeant whistle worked like a power box, instantly flicking off the switch to their screams. Even the feral kids clamped their mouths closed and covered their ears. We’d learned about that little cheat while doing emergency research after our first visit to the school went FUBAR. 

Once Havoc had their attention, he gave them a hard scowl. “Have you all lost your minds?” he asked. 

Twenty-four sets of wide eyes watched him, still huddled under the tables. 

“Get up and sit in your seats,” Havoc snapped. “You’re soldiers while we’re here, and soldiers don’t act out against their commanding officer.” 

As the kids found their seats, the teacher lowered her hands and let out an audible sigh of relief. “Thank you. I’m so glad you’re here. I’m Ms. Theresa. I’m substituting for Ms. Amber. I usually work with the toddler group and I wasn’t expecting these kids to be so…” She glanced around. The kids were all sitting quietly, watching us. “Well, they seem to be under control now.” 

“You can’t show any fear,” Sage said, giving her an encouraging smile. “They can smell it.” 

She smiled back. “Thanks again. What do you need me to do while you’re here?” 

“Sit down and relax,” Tap said, stepping forward to shake Ms. Theresa’s hand. “We’ll take it from here.” 

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” she replied, heading to her desk. 

“Now, y’all need to apologize to your teacher,” Havoc said. 

The kids hesitated, and he widened his stance, crossing his arms as he stared them down. 

“Sorry, Ms. Theresa,” they all said. 

“Good. Thank you. Now who started this riot?” 

I had to bite back another laugh. Riot? Sure, shit was out of control, but they were preschoolers. I’d done far worse to babysitters back in my day. 

A sassy little girl with blonde pigtails stood and pointed to a dark-haired little boy named Trent. “He started it. He threw his project on the floor and started screaming.” 

Trent was known to be a bit of a trouble maker, but he had a good sense of humor, and I felt like we’d bonded last week when he gave me a hug goodbye and told me he wanted to be a soldier someday, too. 

“Trent?” I asked, frowning at him. “That true?”

Brow furrowed, he glared at the little blonde nark before slowly nodding at me. 

“I’ll have the front desk call his mom,” Ms. Theresa said, picking up the phone on her desk. 

“Come here, Trent. Let’s talk.” I gestured him to me. 

He reluctantly stood and walked over. I pulled him aside to the corner of the classroom, so we could have a little chat while Havoc asked the rest of the class why they’d followed Trent’s example. Then Sage stepped in to talk about why soldiers needed to follow orders instead of going AWOL.

Squatting so I was eye-to-eye with Trent, I asked, “What’s going on, buddy?” 

His frown only deepened. He crossed his arms and stared at the floor. 

Like the four brothers with me, I’d gone through the training, so for the most part, I knew how to get kids to talk. I’d been working with Trent, and last week he’d started opening up to me. Planning to use what he’d told me to bring him around, I asked, “How are you gonna become a soldier and protect your mom if you’re not even man enough to come clean with me?”

Keeping his arms crossed, he glanced around the classroom, his eyes widening at the mess. “We have to clean everything?” 

Realizing he’d taken ‘come clean’ literally, I chuckled. “Probably, but that’s not what I meant. Talk to me. Tell me what happened. Why did you freak out about this project?” 

Hurt flashed in his eyes as he looked down again. “Ms. Theresa says we have to make Father’s Day cards.” 

When he didn’t say more, I asked, “You don’t want to make one?”

He dropped his hands to his sides and kept his attention on the floor, hurt plainly written across his features. “My dad’s dead. He’s in a box in the ground, and Mom says he’s not coming back. We can’t even go see him. Why would I make him a card?”

Good question. And now the kid had me thinking about my own dad. He and I rarely saw eye-to-eye on anything, but I couldn’t imagine growing up without him. While Gramps had been my teacher, Dad had been my anchor. My moral compass. Hard telling how I would have turned out without his heavy-handed guidance. 

“Do you have a grandpa or an uncle you could give it to?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “No. It’s just me and mom.” 

“I have a buddy who grew up with just his mom. Since his mom pulled double duty, he used to give her a Father’s Day card every year.” 

“I don’t want to make mom a Father’s Day card. She’s not even a boy.” He looked up at me, and a hesitant smile ghosted his lips. “But you’re a boy. Can I make the card for you?” 

What the fuck was I supposed to say to that? I didn’t want a Father’s Day card—fatherhood was nowhere on my radar, and the idea scared the shit out of me—but Trent was one cool kid, and he looked so goddamn hopeful I couldn’t possibly say no. “Yeah, buddy, you can make me one.”

His entire face lit up as he hurried back to his table. While I joined my brothers, speaking and answering questions, Trent cut, glued, and drew, barely paying attention to us. By the time we finished our lesson, he had a sparkling glue-covered mess of a card in his little hands and a big smile stretched across his face. I went right over to check out his work, but before I made it to him, the classroom door opened and Carly, the hot little bartender from the Copper Penny, marched in looking like she was about to spit fire. 

Her hair was up in a messy bun, and she wore a sleeveless white summer dress that showed off her sexy curves and stopped just above her knees. Paired with her signature red cowboy boots, she had that whole girl next door inviting you in for a cool glass of lemonade and a hot fuck look down to a goddamn science. I hadn’t even known that look existed before I met Carly, but now it was my favorite. 

Carly scowled as she took in the messy room before homing in on Trent and making a beeline for the kid. “Seriously, Trent?” she asked as she approached. “What were you thinking? I had to take off work to come and deal with this. Now I’m in trouble with my boss. This is the third time this month. You promised you’d be good today.” 

Trent dropped his gaze, fiddling with the card in his hands. “I tried, Mom. But Ms. Theresa wouldn’t listen.” 

“You’re the kid and she’s the teacher. You’re supposed to listen. Now, hand me your stuff and get this mess cleaned up so we can go.” 

He looked at the card then glanced at me. “But it’s not for you. It’s for Wasp.” 

Carly had been so focused on her child, she hadn’t even seen me until that moment. Or maybe she didn’t recognize me since I was wearing cammies and not my usual T-shirt, cut, and jeans. Her gaze landed on my boots and roamed up my body, eyes widening with recognition when she reached my face. 

“Wasp?” she asked, looking from me to Trent. “Why is my kid giving you a card?” She intercepted it and scanned the front, her eyes hardening as her brows crept up her forehead. “A Father’s Day card? How do you even…? Why…? Is this…?” She was so shocked she couldn’t seem to get out a sentence. 

“Hey Carly,” Spade said, joining us. “Good to see you. What are you doing here?” 

Her shocked gaze took him in. “Spade? My son goes to school here. What are you guys…” She glanced back at me, then at Tap, Havoc, and Sage. Understanding flooded her eyes. “Wait. You’re the soldiers he’s been talking about?”

Trent was talking about us? That was kind of cool. I nodded. 

“I didn’t see that one coming,” Carly said on a breath. 

“What?” I asked, feeling a little offended. “Bikers can’t volunteer to help kids?” 

Ignoring me, she turned back to Trent. “Start cleaning up this mess so we can go.”

“But Mom, I—”

“Don’t ‘but Mom’ me. You broke your promise, and now I’m missing work.”

He started to argue again, but she leveled that no-bullshit look at him until his shoulders dropped and he got down on the floor and started doing what he was told.

Carly turned back to me. “Can I talk to you? In the hall?” 

“Sure.” 

I followed her out of the classroom. With her hair up like that, I had a great view of the sexy lines of her neck and was trying to decide which spot I’d kiss first if she ever gave me the chance. Her shoulders tensed, making her look like a rubber band stretched too tight and about to snap. Knowing I had to diffuse the situation, I stopped fantasizing about licking her neck and asked, “Is this where you ask for my number?”

She gave me a tight, forced smile. “No, Romeo. This is where I ask you to leave my kid alone. He’s been through enough and doesn’t need the confusion of…” She pointed at the card. “Whatever this is. I mean it’s great of you guys to come in and hang out with the kids, but a Father’s Day card? That’s a little over-the-top, don’t you think?” 

Surprised and stung by her tone, I defended myself. “He asked if he could make it for me. What was I supposed to say? No?” 

She stared at me, some of the fire going out of her eyes only to be replaced with worry and exhaustion. Looking at the door to the classroom, she shook her head. “I can’t believe he started a riot over making a card. A Father’s Day card that he then gave to a stranger he expects to protect him.” 

“To protect him?” My ears perked up at that. “Last week he said he wanted to protect you. Are the two of you in trouble, Carly?” 

Her head whipped around, and she stared at me like she’d forgotten I was even there. “No. Sorry. Here.” She gave me the card. “He apparently wants you to have that. I... I’m gonna go help him so we can get out of here.” 

She was lying. Before I could call her on it, she hurried back into the classroom and got busy helping Trent clean up. 

“You ready to head out?” Havoc asked, intercepting me as I tried to follow her. Our time was over, and I needed to get back to the shop. Besides, I had a feeling Carly wouldn’t tell me shit until she was good and ready to. First, I’d have to prove to her that I was worth talking to. 

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here. Thanks for the card, Trent,” I said, waving at him. 

He beamed me a smile and his mom frowned, looking concerned. 

On the way out to my bike, curiosity ate away at me. Something was going on with those two, and I needed to figure out what, because I was now officially interested in far more than Carly’s number. 
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“WHAT ARE YOU and Trent doing tomorrow?” Jessica asked, stepping into my room. 

Tomorrow was Father’s Day, and the reminder made me groan with disgust and trepidation. Growing up, I hated every commercial, every craft, every mushy comment, everything that reminded me of that giant, gaping hole in my life where a dad should be. And now, my kid knew the same exact pain. I wished like hell I could take that pain away from him—that I could delete the day from the calendar and make everyone shut up about it—but I couldn’t. He would have to survive this shitty day every year, just like I did. 

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take him to the Aquarium or the Children’s Museum.” We didn’t really have the money for either option, but there was still a little room on my credit card and I’d be willing to bury myself under the poor house if it made the day easier on my kid. “You?” 

“Going to Mom and Dad’s. My brother and his wife and kids will be there, and Dad said you and Trent are welcome to join us if you want.” 

Jessica’s parents lived in Renton. They were super sweet and always had homemade bread and fresh fruit waiting whenever we visited, but I worried that being around happy people as they celebrated Jessica’s dad would only make the day more difficult for Trent. It was our first year without Robbie, and although he’d never been the kind of dad mushy Father’s Day cards were written about, he was all Trent had known. 

“Thanks, but I think we’ll pass.”

Questions flickered across Jessica’s face. I never talked about my past, and she had to be curious. Holding my breath, I silently prayed that she wouldn’t ask. I needed Jessica. She was my only friend, and I didn’t want to drive a wedge between us by refusing to answer her. I could tell her the answers would put her life in danger, but that sounded like some lame cop out. Regardless of how true it was. 

“Okay,” she conceded, looking disappointed. “But if you change your mind, the offer stands.” 

She went to check on Trent, and I released my breath and thanked my lucky stars that she hadn’t pried. I finished getting ready and headed to work early, before she changed her mind and let her curiosity get the best of us both. 

*	*	*

Spade was back on the door tonight. Since I had Thursday night off, and he had last night off, I hadn’t seen him since he was with the guys at Helping Hands. He waved me past the crowd, but stopped me before I could go in. 

“How’s your boy?” he asked. 

The question felt like an invasion of privacy. Spade seemed like a good guy and all, but the fewer people who knew about Trent, the safer we’d be. I gave him a tight smile. “Fine, thanks. I gotta get to work.” 

He frowned but let me pass. 

Since I was early, I hung out in the break room, taking advantage of the free Wi-Fi to check social media. I’d deleted my real accounts long ago, but had figured out the password to my old friend Becca’s account: Robbie25, my baby-daddy’s name and his high school football jersey number. 

Becca had been obsessed with Robbie. I wished I would have figured that shit out sooner. Like before I’d had Robbie’s kid. But then I wouldn’t have Trent, and there was no way I could even entertain a “what if” that didn’t include him.  

I logged onto Becca’s account and was bombarded with several ‘Happy birthday in Heaven’ posts. Checking the date, I realized her birthday had been last week and I’d missed it. Pain lanced my chest and an involuntary sob escaped before I could clamp my mouth closed. I took a deep breath through my nose and blinked back tears as memories of Becca’s last birthday assaulted me. 

Robbie, Becca, Trent, and I were camping at Scout Park. After an exhausting day of hiking and fishing, we’d pitched our tents and were sitting around the fire drinking and roasting marshmallows while Trent slept in my arms. Robbie was going off about some monster of a fish that somehow none of us had seen before it got away, and Becca and I—knowing he was full of shit—were laughing our asses off. Robbie got all butt-hurt and went to take a leak, and I couldn’t help but notice the way Becca watched him walk away. The way Becca had always watched him. 

“You like him,” I said. “He likes you too, Bec. Why haven’t the two of you ever gotten together?” 

She glanced at Trent and pain flared in her eyes. “You’re my best friend, Carly. It would be weird.” 

Robbie, Becca, and I had grown up together. We’d been like the Three Amigos—no, like the three rejects—for as long as I could remember. I used to bounce between their houses, crashing on whichever couch was free. One night, while I was staying at Robbie’s house, his drunk-ass parents got into a knock-down-drag-out fight, said all kinds of messed-up shit, and left. Robbie had heard their whole exchange, some of which was about him, and he was hurt and angry. I wanted to comfort him, so I grabbed a bottle of whiskey from his parents’ cabinet and we started doing shots, trying to dull the pain. 

Robbie was a wreck that night, and friendly hugs turned into more. Embracing. Touching. Kissing. We were both lonely. Hurting. Drunk. One thing led to another, and I ended up pregnant with Trent my senior year of high school. Robbie and I got a place together and tried to build a relationship for Trent’s sake, but it was too damn weird. We were never meant to be more than friends, and we couldn’t fake it. So, we lived together as roommates instead, raising Trent the best two fucked up friends could. 

“You’re my best friend, too, and I want you to be happy. I want you both to be happy,” I replied.

“What about Trent?” she asked.

“He knows Robbie and I aren’t together.”

“Yeah, but I’d be like his step-mom figure and that’s so… bizarre. And what if things don’t work out with me and Robbie? I don’t want to confuse the little man.”

Becca loved Trent almost as much as I did, and I understood her point. It would be weird for him to go from calling her Aunt Becca to calling her Mom. Would he call her Mom? I couldn’t decide how I felt about that. 

“Maybe try out a relationship, but keep things on the down-low until you figure out if it’s gonna work out. Think about it, Bec. You’re good people. You two deserve happiness.”

Before she could reply, Robbie returned. 

The memory no longer brought tears to my eyes. Instead, it left behind a hollow, lonely yearning. They were the closest thing I had to family, and now they were gone. I had to focus on protecting the one person I had left. 

Scrolling through Becca’s friends, I found the name I was looking for and stalked his page. People had tagged him in pictures from a party last night. Good. He was still in Silver City, which meant Trent and I were safe. 

For now. 

*	*	*

Saturday nights were usually the bar’s busiest, and today was no exception. Preoccupied with orders, I managed to survive almost my entire shift without feeling, thinking, or worrying about tomorrow. My streak came to a screeching halt when I walked into the break room on my last break and found Wasp sitting at the table. 

I hadn’t seen Wasp in the two days since Trent had given him that damn card, and seeing him now stirred up all sorts of emotions I wasn’t prepared to deal with. The realization that I’d been looking for him, and was genuinely relieved to see that he was alive and okay. Confusion at my relief. Why did I care? A strange sort of camaraderie that he’d seen my kid’s meltdown and knew what I was dealing with. Fear because I wanted to keep Trent away from the world and now the guys who frequented my workplace knew about him. 

“You look like you’re about to bolt,” Wasp said as our gazes locked. He was back to his T-shirt, biker vest, jeans, and boots, looking far sexier than any man had a right to. “You scared of something?”

There weren’t enough words to cover everything I was afraid of, but I shook my head. “I’m fine. Just surprised. I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here.” 

He cracked a smile. “It’ll be all right, babe. I know the owner.” 

Cocky bastard. Grabbing a string cheese and some carrot sticks from the fridge, I headed to the table and sat at the opposite end, hoping he’d leave me alone to eat in peace. Hoping he would stay so I wouldn’t be alone. My emotions were so fucked up I didn’t even know how I felt. 

Wasp chuckled. “I feel like we bonded at Helping Hands, and here you are giving me the cold shoulder again.” He stood and scooted down to the chair directly across from me. 

Bonded? “I don’t know what you think happened, but there was definitely no bonding going on.” 

“Oh well, a man can dream. How’s Trent?” 

Trent was none of his damn business. I opened my mouth to say as much, but then snapped it shut. Wasp and his team were putting in time at the school because they obviously cared about kids. He cared about Trent before he knew he was my kid. This wasn’t about me and I shouldn’t be all bitchy about it. 

“He’s fine,” I replied. That wasn’t much better, but it was all I could give him. All I was willing to tell him.

“So, everyone’s fine?” Wasp asked. 

I nodded. 

“What are you two doing for Father’s Day?”

I eyed Wasp, wondering why the hell he was firing these questions at me. “Why?” 

“He seemed pretty wrecked about the card. I’m just wondering how he’s gonna handle the day.” 

“We’ll get through it.” 

He frowned. “I could help, you know?”

“How?”

“I’m an excellent distraction. I could take you guys out, show you a good time, help get his mind off what he’s missing. I know it’s not ideal, but… it’s an option.” 

The offer took me by surprise. No doubt Wasp could distract Trent from the father-sized hole in his heart. For a time. He’d make tomorrow a hell of a lot easier, but then what? Wasp would eventually grow bored and bail, leaving behind his own hole in Trent’s heart. My kid would grow up with an organ resembling swiss cheese in his chest, and would probably turn to drugs and alcohol to fill it. All to make one stupid day easier. “Thanks, but we’ve got this.” 

He stood, his face twisting in frustration as he ran a hand across the back of his neck. “I’m fuckin’ this all up. What I mean to say is… you and Trent have allies. Whatever’s going on… whether it’s Father’s Day or if this bad man Trent talks about finds you… you don’t have to do this shit alone. I can help you, Carly.”

Confused, I stared at him. “Why would you want to?” 

“Because you and Trent are cool, and I want to get to know you both better.”

He had to have an angle. Everyone always did. Was he using Trent to get to me? “What do you know about my kid?” I asked. 

Wasp shrugged, seemingly unaffected by my tone. “Not a whole hell of a lot, but I’d like to know more. He’s a funny kid. He makes me laugh.” 

Trent was a lot of things, but rarely funny. I arched an eyebrow at Wasp, letting him know I wasn’t fooled. 

He held up his hands. “No, I’m serious. He’s fuckin’ hilarious. The first day I met him he complimented my pecs. Never met a kid who did that before. Some blonde girl, the little sasshole who narked on him, she asked what pecs were and Trent informed the whole class that girls have boobies and boys have pecs.” 

Sasshole? I was still trying to figure out what that meant when the rest of Wasp’s words sank in. Imagining the scene and the reaction of all the biker volunteers, I cradled my head in my hands. “I’ve told that kid a hundred times he’s not supposed to say boobies in public. That’s not funny, it’s humiliating. Those teachers probably think I’m a stripper or a prostitute or something.” 

“Babe, he’s not the first little boy to say boobies, and he sure as hell won’t be the last. It was funny as shit, though. Not one of us could keep a straight face. We had to regroup in the hallway and try again. His comedic timing is on point. Especially with those ‘that’s what she said’ jokes. I know he doesn’t know what he’s saying, but my God he always hits it right on.”

“Shit. He’s doing those again? He promised me he’d stop. You think it’s funny, but I get phone calls almost every day. I feel like everything I’m doing is wrong. Like he’s gonna grow up and be really fucked up because I didn’t discipline him right or was too lenient with him or something.” Why was I telling Wasp this, making myself sound weak and insecure? I wanted him to know I was trying, that I wasn’t a bad mom by choice. 

He laughed. Not exactly the response I expected or wanted. I narrowed my eyes, but he only laughed harder. 

“Sorry, babe, but I can guarantee you your kid doesn’t have shit on me. I got kicked out of Boy Scouts for cheating in the Pinewood Derby race.”

I blinked. “You were a Boy Scout?” 

“Damn straight. At least until they kicked me out. It wasn’t so much the modifications I did to my own derby car as it was the fake modifications I charged the other kids for. I took their money, so I could get a feel for their cars and make sure mine could beat them.” 

“What kind of Boy Scout cheats?” I asked. 

“The kind who’s trying to win. That’s not the worst place I was kicked out of. Not by a long shot. Don’t think I made it through a single church camp without my parents getting the call to come pick me up. They were desperate to get some Jesus in me, but I was just trying to get into some cute little church girls.”

I was nibbling on a carrot and choked, surprised by his crude honesty. “Ohmigod.” 

“That’s what she said,” he deadpanned. 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. He was so… unexpected. Tears of a different kind stung my eyes. Relief? Exhaustion? Humor? Whatever it was, I suddenly felt lighter than I had all day. “You’re somethin’ else,” I said. 

“So I hear. You gonna give me your number now?”

Relentless. Still laughing, I shook my head. “Not a chance, Romeo. I don’t need some biker-soldier-church boy trying to get in me.” More heat flooded my cheeks as what I’d said sank in. It had been so long since I’d felt comfortable enough to be real in front of anyone. Guilt tugged at my conscience, reminding me of why I couldn’t do this. Why I had to keep everyone at an arm’s length. Standing, I went to the fridge and put my snack away. Rubbing my hands on my shorts, I turned toward the door. 

“I gotta get back to work.” 

Wasp watched me for a moment, his expression unreadable, before grabbing a napkin and a pen from the center of the table. He scribbled something on the napkin and held it out toward me. 

“What’s that?” I asked, eyeing the napkin. 

“My number. Since you won’t give me yours.” 

Warning bells went off in the back of my mind. This was dangerous territory, and I needed to get out of it. I needed to run away to somewhere loud and busy where thoughts and dreams couldn’t penetrate. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” 

He stood. “It’s just a phone number. I know you’re strong and independent and all that shit, but you might need help someday.” Closing the distance between us, he held out the napkin again. 

I couldn’t take it. I didn’t have the courage, the strength, or the trust in me to accept his offer. “Sorry, Romeo, but that napkin would cost way more than I can afford.” 

His brow furrowed and his mouth opened, but I got the hell out of there before he could change my mind. 
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I WAS DONE chasing after Carly. For three months, I’d been trying to get her number and all she ever gave me was grief. I’d put more work into reaching out to that sexy little bartender than I’d put into any woman. Ever. I’d even attempted to give her my phone number. What the fuck had I been thinking? I didn’t give my number away to broads, they gave me theirs. And I always blocked my number before calling them.

But I’d left that napkin with my digits on the break room table of the Copper Penny, where anyone could find it, hoping she’d pick it up. 

What the fuck was my malfunction? Carly had made it abundantly clear she didn’t want shit to do with me. So, why the fuck was I lying in bed, staring at my ceiling at six a.m. on Father’s Day, worrying about her kid and unable to get her fine ass off my mind?

It was that goddamn look she gave me when she’d let down her guard in the break room. So fucking vulnerable, so wounded, I wanted to wrap my arms around her and protect her from whatever demons were chasing her. Then I got her to laugh, and that beautiful, rich sound had awoken something deep within me. 

When was the last time she laughed? 

Was it before she and Trent tangled with this mysterious “bad man” who made Carly clam up and made Trent want to protect her? Who the fuck was the bad man? How much danger were they in from him? 

I’d tried to get information out of Flint, but the bar manager wouldn’t tell me shit, insisting that Carly’s personal life was none of my business. But, he did look a little worried when I told him she might be in trouble, so hopefully the hardass would do some digging and get back to me. 

If he would just give me her birthdate and social security number, I could have Tap do a full background check on her. Maybe then I could get some goddamn sleep. 

I was done chasing her, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to keep her and Trent safe. 

Holy fuck, I needed to get her off my mind.

No such luck. Giving up on the idea of sleeping in on my day off, I grabbed my tablet and checked my newsfeed to see what new bike customizations were coming down the lines, trying to divert my thoughts. After reading the depressing news on new tariffs and the possibility of Harley Davidson having to move its manufacturing overseas, I decided I’d had about enough of that shit and dragged my ass out of bed. 

When Link had first offered me the job of managing Formation Auto Shop, I made plans to stay in Seattle for a while and put down roots. Using some of Gramps’ inheritance, I purchased a little thirteen-hundred square foot, three-bedroom, two-bath home in Tukwila. Fifteen minutes south of Seattle, my place was right off I5, with wood and tile downstairs, carpet upstairs, a garage big enough to park my Jeep and bike in, and a small backyard with enough room for a bar-b-que. It wasn’t perfect, but the price was right, and it was mine. 

The kitchen was too damn small for a table—I didn’t own one anyway—so I poured myself a cup of coffee, took it to the little bar separating kitchen from living room, and glanced at the clock. It was after seven, which put Minnesota time past nine. Knowing my dad would be home from his Sunday morning golf game, I bit the bullet and made my obligatory call.

“Andrew,” he said by way of greeting, sounding happy and relaxed. His golf foursome must have done well. “It’s good to hear from you.” 

“Hey Dad, happy Father’s Day. Did you get the bar-b-que set I sent?” 

“Sure did. It’s a nice one, too. Good quality. Sturdy utensils. Not like that cheap set your mom picked up on sale last year. The brush on that one fell off not even a month after I got it. They just don’t make things like they used to. This one looks like it will hold up, though. Thank you.”  

“You’re welcome.” 

Dad and I were about as different as two people could be. He wasn’t interested in bikes or the club, and I wasn’t interested in banking or golf, which meant we didn’t have much to talk about. Our conversation quickly went from his awkward rambling about bar-b-que sets to uncomfortable silence as I tried to think about other viable topics. 

“You do any fishing lately?” 

“Yep. Your brothers took me out on Pelican Lake yesterday. Duane brought his boat and we caught our limit of northern pike, crappie, and bluegill. Your mom’s frying them up for dinner tonight. Speaking of your mom, she wants to talk to you.”

I loved my mother, but she was a talker who used guilt and obligation like she’d invented them. I had no intention of spending my entire day on the phone, being made to feel bad about shit I had no desire to change. “Wait, I gotta—” 

“Hello Andrew,” Mom said, cutting off my objection. “Are you ready to come home yet?”

Damn. 

This was how she had begun every single conversation we’d had since I’d joined the Navy right out of high school. After my time in the service, I was supposed to go home, but with Gramps dead, going home meant facing his house and shop and deciding what to do with them. Did I sell them? Did I move in and live next door to my parents for the rest of my life?  

Fresh off the boat, I was looking for any excuse not to go home when a friend invited me to check out his hometown in Washington. It seemed as good a place as any to hang my hat for a while, so I camped out on his sofa and started searching for a job. Link had a help wanted ad in the Times, seeking a mechanic who knew how to repair and customize Harleys. I made the call and as soon as Link explained the purpose of the Dead Presidents, I knew I’d found what I was looking for. Seattle was home now, and I couldn’t think of a single reason to return to my small hometown of Virginia, Minnesota.  

“Hi, Mom. Nope. I’m still good. I like the Pacific Northwest. It fits me.”

She let out a sigh. “A mother can dream.”

“I’ve got a great job and a purpose here. This is where I’m supposed to be.” Something inside me was still hoping she’d understand, that she’d see I was where I needed to be. 

She clicked her tongue but didn’t argue. Thank God for small favors. “I’m surprised to hear from you. You haven’t called since Mother’s Day, so I figured you must have lost our phone numbers.” 

Guilt already. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’ve been busy.”

“You’re never too busy to call your mother, but if you’ve been busy with a girlfriend, all will be forgiven.” 

Throwing my head back, I stared at the ceiling and shook my head. How many times had we had this discussion? Fifty? A hundred? And she still wondered why I didn’t like to call home. “Nope. Still single. Focusing on my career. Being a responsible adult and all that.” 

“Andrew, you’re thirty now. You need to find a nice, sweet girl to settle down with so the two of you can move back home and give me grandchildren. That reminds me, Leslie Wright’s daughter is single again. Didn’t you go to prom with her?”

“Yep.” Maryann Wright was a sexy blonde with big tits and a nice ass, and I’d only asked her to the senior prom because she’d just found out Brandon Michaels was cheating on her and was working her way through the rest of the football team as retaliation. She was a guaranteed score, and I was a horny little bastard. The next day, she’d tried to stake her claim on me like we were going steady or some shit, but even back then I knew better than to do repeats. Especially with clingers. 

“I don’t know what happened with her and that man she was dating, but Leslie said he was no good. Maryann’s been asking after you, wanting to know when you’ll be returning.”

Never. Especially not for that thirsty broad. I kept in touch with enough of my old high school buddies to know that although Maryann was no longer out for revenge, she was still a guaranteed score.

“Maryann Wright is not the type of woman you’d want grandchildren from, Mom. With the way that girl gets around, I couldn’t promise they’d be mine.” 

“Andrew! That’s a horrible thing to say.” 

“Just callin’ it as I see it.” 

Another deep sigh. “You’re not here to see it, so how could you call it? People around here talk. Always have, always will. Only about half of what they say is true, so you can’t believe every rumor you hear. I see that girl at mass every Sunday, so she can’t be all that bad.”

“She’s there confessing something. Besides, you already have grandchildren. Lots of them.” All four of my brothers had done their duty. Each had between two and three kids, at least one dog, a house, and lived within miles of our parents. I was the only disappointment.  

“Never enough. Grandchildren are like jewels in my crown. Don’t deny me my jewels.”

“Your crown’s getting heavy. That can’t be good for you.” 

“I have a strong neck. I’ll be fine. This is about more than grandchildren, though, I’d love to see you happily married.” 

“I don’t need a ring on my finger to be happy, Mom. I have my shop and the club, and—”

“The club? You mean that motorcycle gang?” 

Another conversation we’d had a hundred times or so. “It’s not a gang, it’s a club, like the Lyons or the Elks, only we ride bikes. We also do a lot of good for the community and help military vets.” 

“Well, Martha Welch said she watched a documentary on motorcycle gangs and they treat women awful, passing them around like some sort of sex cult or orgy. Sharing diseases and god only knows what.” 

No way in hell was I about to discuss club whores with my mother. “Please don’t ever say orgy again, Mom. And I can’t believe you’ll give Maryann Wright the benefit of the doubt, but not the Dead Presidents.”

“Don’t be like that, Andrew. I worry about you. If you were a little closer to home, I’d worry less.” 

If I was closer to home, I’d probably have to put a gun to my temple and end it all. “I gotta go. The sun’s out, so we’re backed up at work right now.” 

Another deep sigh. “Okay. But please don’t wait until the next holiday to call. Oh, and don’t forget that your father and I will be in Seattle on the twenty-second through the twenty-forth. Make sure you carve some time out of that busy schedule to have dinner with us. Maybe you’ll even have a girlfriend by then to introduce us to.” 

Not likely, but I had to hand it to her, the woman never stopped trying. Shaking my head, I said goodbye. I put my coffee cup in the sink and headed to the bathroom to shower. 

By the time I was dressed and ready for work, I had a missed call and a text from Link, the text asking me to swing by the club as soon as I could. I texted him back to let him know I was on the way and hurried into the garage. 

The rest of my inheritance from Gramps had been spent between a blue 2005 Jeep Wrangler and a black 2010 Harley Street Glide. I’d done a decent job fixing up and customizing the Street Glide, but every time I started it up, I felt like I was cheating on Bertha. She was waiting in Gramps’s garage, collecting rust as I tried to work up the desire to go get her. A bike like that wasn’t meant to be garaged somewhere, she was meant to be ridden. Daily. I needed to bring her home to Seattle, but until I went back to Minnesota, my Street Glide would have to do. 

Since the weather was nice, I’d normally take her to work, but I needed to go grocery shopping and pick up some weed-n-feed and more rocks for my back yard, so I climbed into the Jeep instead. 

The Sunday morning traffic was light, and I made it to the renovated fire station that served as the Dead Presidents headquarters in no time. Link met me in the parking lot with a cup of coffee in hand, looking worried as a mother hen. Concerned about the newlywed, I hurried to get out of the Jeep and join him. 

“Hey brother, what’s up?” I asked. 

“There’s a man here asking for you by your real name. Says he knows you from the service.” 

“Who is it?” I asked, confused why one of my old Navy buddies would have him acting weird. 

“Introduced himself as Carson Rucker. Said you used to call him Hound.” 

“Hound’s here?” I asked, taking a step toward the fire station. Hound and I had lost contact years ago and I was looking forward to seeing him again.

“Wait, Wasp.” Link moved to cut me off. “He’s… he smells like he’s coming off a bender, and he’s high as a fuckin’ kite. You know how I feel about that shit.” 

“Hound?” I looked from Link to the building, trying to reconcile the Hound I remembered with Link’s description. I couldn’t imagine it. “Are you sure?” 

Link gave me a flat stare. “What the fuck do you think?” 

Right. Link was always sure. “Look, Prez, I don’t know what he’s been up to, but I gave Hound that nickname because he helped servicemen fight for benefits they were denied. He was like a goddamn bloodhound, sniffing out the decisionmakers and making sure our men got what they needed. He didn’t rest until they were taken care of. He’s good people.” 

Link’s frown only deepened. “Well, you might want to get your ass in there and see if you can remind him of that, because junkies aren’t allowed in this club.”

Wondering what the fuck had happened to Hound, I hurried inside. 
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Carly

 

FATHER’S DAY STARTED out in the worst possible way. Trent woke up me up at the butt crack of dawn with the very question I’d been dreading since we high-tailed it out of Idaho almost four months ago. 

“Can we go see Dad?”

Still half asleep, I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping this was some horrible nightmare rather than an actual conversation he wanted to start the day with. But when I reopened my eyes, my kid was still standing beside my bed, his expression somber, waiting for an answer. 

“What?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t understood the question in a desperate ploy to buy myself time. As if any number of minutes could help me figure out how to respond. 

“Dad. I want to see his grave. Like we did after he died.” 

My chest constricted. Tears stung the backs of my eyes and I tried to think of some way to distract or redirect him. “How about the Children’s Museum? You love it there. I heard they have a new space exhibit.”

“I don’t want to go to the Children’s Museum. I want to see Dad’s grave. Chuckie’s dad took him to his mom’s grave, and they put flowers and pumpkins on it.”

“Chuckie?” I asked, envisioning some creepy, murderous little doll. “Who let you watch Chuckie?”

“Chuckie from Rugrats.” Trent rolled his head to the side like he was exasperated with me. “The cartoon, Mom. Dad liked football and fish. We can put those on his grave. And some army men to protect him. Then you gotta say what you remember about him.” 

The last memory I had of Robbie was blood dripping down his driver’s side window as the tow truck hauled it toward the police station. Desperately trying to blink that image away, I took a deep breath and wished my kid could be content watching Road Runner drop shit on Coyote’s head. Why did he have to like the stuff with morals and storylines and feelings? Who the hell wrote cartoons about visiting graves? 

Knowing I was losing the battle for Trent’s peace of mind, I countered with more options. “What about swimming? We can go to the Y and spend all day there if you want. You can even climb the rock wall.” 

“You’re not listening, Mom.” 

I was listening so hard my heart was in danger of shredding and floating out through my ears. My kid wanted something simple and reasonable, and I couldn’t give it to him. “I am, Trent. I promise. But we can’t go back. I told you this already.” 

“But Dad and Aunt Becca don’t have anyone to put things on their graves. It’s up to me and you to do it.” 

“I’m sure Becca’s mom takes her flowers,” I reassured him. “She might take your dad flowers, too.”  

His eyebrows rose, and he gave me a look that called me on my fib. “But we should check. Dad might think we forgot about him.”

Every swear word I’d ever heard filtered through my mind. It seemed like I should at least get coffee and a Prozac before Trent bombarded me with this. He wasn’t going to let it go, either—I could tell by the set of his jaw and the squaring of his shoulders—and when Trent dug his heels in there was no distracting or diverting him. Guilt dug its way into my stomach, reminding me of my role in Robbie and Becca’s deaths. If it hadn’t been for me, my two best friends would still be alive, and I wouldn’t be waking up to this conversation. I’d created this mess. Time to put on my big girl pants and handle it. 

Sliding out of bed, I crouched down beside Trent. “Dad’s grave is a long way away and we don’t have a car.” 

“Jess would let us use hers.” 

“Possibly, but it would take days to drive there and back and Jess has to use her car for work. And I have to work, Trent. Otherwise we won’t have any money to pay rent or buy food. And driving back to Dad’s grave would cost lots of money in gas. I’m sorry, but we can’t do it.” 

Trent’s shoulders slumped, and he looked up at me with his big brown eyes, making my heart melt. “But it’s Father’s Day, and he shouldn’t be alone.” 

That did me in. Tears stung my eyes and my chest made a sound like a deflating balloon. I bolted upright and turned away from him, trying to compose myself before he saw me lose it. No parent should ever have to explain the finality of death to their child. Especially a five-year-old who had all the questions and wanted all the answers. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I stuck to my guns. I had to. No matter how much Trent wanted to see his father’s grave it wasn’t safe, and I might bankrupt us to make him happy, but I’d never put him in danger. 

“We can’t go back there, Trent. I’m sorry.” 

“Is it because of the bad man?” 

I didn’t want to talk about the bad man. Telling him in the first place had been a mistake, but he wouldn’t stop asking why we were moving away. I needed him to be safe, so one day, when I’d had more than I could take of his incessant questions, I caved and told him we had to get away from a bad man. Now, no matter how many times I reassured him that his dad and Becca had died in accidents, Trent was convinced the bad man had gotten them. 

And I was running out of lies to make him believe otherwise.

Praying he’d finally let me change the subject, I replied, “Come on. Let’s go make pancakes. I’ll even add chocolate chips, just the way you like them.” And then we’d both eat our feelings, because I was a shitty mom, his shitty dad was dead, and I didn’t know what else to do. 

Trent must have sensed that I was teetering on the edge, because he put his little hand in mine and nodded, leading me to the kitchen. 

Jessica had a coffee tumbler in one hand and a light jacket in the other. She was heading for the front door but paused when we made our appearance. “Hey you two, good morning.” She took one look at us and her eyes went all soft, making it even more difficult for me to hold myself together. 

“Go see your family. We’ll be fine,” I assured her, lying through my teeth. 

“Okay, but call me if you need me.” 

“I will.” Another lie. She’d done so much for us already and there was nothing she could do to help. Not with this. I refused to drag her day down, too. Besides, if she stayed to hang out with us, she’d probably expect answers that I couldn’t give. 

I waved, and Jessica walked out the door. 

“Come on, kiddo, let’s make that breakfast,” I said, plucking him from the floor and sitting him on the counter. Then I got out a bowl and had him help me crack the eggs, pour the milk, add the chocolate chips, and stir the batter. By the time we finished, the kitchen was a mess of flour, eggshells, measuring cups, and spoons. Trent still looked sad, but not devastated, so I counted it as a win. We ate, quickly cleaned up the wreckage, and then caught a bus to the YMCA. Trent and I swam for a couple of hours before he decided it was time to climb the rock wall. 

He loved swimming and climbing, but he wasn’t smiling. Not even when a couple of his friends came over and asked him to play dodge ball. He joined them with a stoic determination that broke my heart.

My kid was in his own little survival mode. 

Trent had never been much of a crier, but his tears dried up completely after Robbie’s death. I knew it wasn’t natural and realized I should get him in to see a counselor, but had no idea how I would pay for it. Besides, any counselor worth their weight would want to know Trent’s background and all sorts of information I couldn’t give out. And what would be the best-case scenario? The counselor fixed him, and he started crying all the time? The minute Trent broke down, I’d lose it. We’d both be a wreck of tears and snot, and we’d never be able to function again. 

No, thank you.

So, we powered through the morning together, like we had every morning since Robbie’s death, just two people trying to survive despite our hole-riddled hearts. 

After the dodge ball, we shot hoops. By two p.m. we were starving and bored of all the YMCA had to offer, so I took Trent to a sandwich shop across the street. As we ate, I tried to come up with ways I could make this stupid day easier on him, easier on both of us. 

Maybe we should have gone with Jessica after all. 

My gaze kept drifting to my purse. Last night, after my shift, I’d found the napkin with Wasp’s number on it lying on the table in the break room. Promising myself I wouldn’t use it unless it was an emergency, I’d stuffed it in my purse. This wasn’t technically an emergency, but the situation was dire, and after seeing the way Trent looked at Wasp, I knew that if anyone could cheer my little man up, it was the crazy biker who couldn’t seem to take no for an answer.  

Trent was already attached to Wasp. He’d given the biker a Father’s Day card, for crying out loud. I couldn’t let them spend more time together. If I cracked open the door, Wasp would come barreling through it. Then, when he left, everything we’d been rebuilding would come crashing down around us. 

We couldn’t lose anyone else. It would destroy us.

But, I also couldn’t bear to see Trent looking so depressed, especially not after watching Robbie struggle with depression for years. 

Finished with his sandwich, Trent pushed grapes around his plate, looking so damn pathetic it tugged at every heartstring in my chest and tied me into knots. I had to do something. There were almost six hours left until bedtime, and I refused to let him spend them miserable. Before I could overthink what I was about to do, I grabbed the napkin from my purse and keyed Wasp’s number into my phone, pressing dial. It rang three times, and I was already waffling and about to hang up when he answered. 

“Hello?” 

That deep sexy voice reminded me why this was such a horrible idea. Needing to keep the door between us closed, I wanted to hang up. But one look at Trent’s sad little face steeled my resolve. We needed help. 

“Hi, Wasp, it’s Carly.” 

Across the table, my kid perked right up, his eyes round as he stared at me. He looked so damn hopeful I wanted to pat myself on the back. Or stab myself in the leg. Only the outcome would determine whether I was a brilliant problem-solver or a masochistic moron. 

“I was hoping you’d take my number.” Wasp sounded relieved and genuinely happy to hear from me, which made me feel all sorts of things I shouldn’t. “Is everything okay?” 

“Um… yeah. But Trent and I were wondering if that offer to hang out today still stands.”

He hesitated. “Actually, something came up.” 

After seeing the way barflies flung themselves at Wasp, something probably meant someone. No doubt she was gorgeous and funny, and had given him her phone number the first time he’d asked for it. A surprising wave of jealousy washed over me, threatening to take me under. Why the hell would I be jealous when I couldn’t be with Wasp? I didn’t even want Wasp, and now he was evoking this weird emotion. Calling him had been a stupid idea. Forcing my smile to stay fixed on my face for Trent’s sake, I replied, “Okay, thanks anyway.” 

I went to hang up, but Wasp shouted, “Wait! Carly? You still there?” 

Putting the phone back up to my ear, I answered with a hesitant, “Yes.” 

“I was going to say, I’m almost done checking my friend into rehab. Let me make sure he’s squared away, then I’ll come pick you both up. Glad I brought my Jeep today. Where are you guys?”

So, Wasp wasn’t with a woman after all. He was trying to help a friend get clean. I loved everything about that, way too much. Becca could have benefited from having a friend like Wasp, but she’d been saddled with me instead, and I’d abandoned her when she’d needed me most. Guilt threatened to drown me. I swam through it, taking a deep breath when I finally surfaced. 

“We’re at a little sub shop across the street from the downtown YMCA,” I said. “There’s an ice cream shop about a block south of here. We’ll wait for you there.” 

“I know the place. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.” 

We hung up and I dropped my phone into my purse before looking up at Trent. The first smile I’d seen all day stretched across his face, lighting up his eyes. “Wasp is coming?” 

I nodded, hoping I was doing the right thing. Trent’s smile was infectious, though, and I felt my own lips curve up in response. “We’re gonna hang out with him for a while.” 

“Yay!” Trent punched the air so hard he bounced off his chair and almost fell. 

We cleaned up our mess and headed to the ice cream shop to wait. Trent got ice cream, but my stomach was too unsettled for sweets. I was nervous. I’d actually enjoyed talking to Wasp last night, and that scared the crap out of me. I needed to reinforce my walls against this guy, but his very presence was a battering ram. And now I’d invited him into our lives… 

Wasp pulled up in a blue Jeep, somehow getting a parking spot right in front of us. Trying not to look too interested, I watched out of the corner of my eye as he got out. Without his biker vest on, his tight T-shirt revealed every sexy pectoral and abdominal muscle known to man. Straight blond hair swept across his shoulder blades, and his jeans hugged the muscular curves of his legs.

Like some sort of Greek statue, Wasp’s body was a work of art. 

His gait was commanding, powerful. Just his presence made me feel safer, and in so much danger that death was eminent. He immediately got the attention of the table of women beside me, and their low whispers of appreciation reminded me that he could have any woman he wanted. The bikers usually did.  

Falling for him would only lead to tears, and I was sick and tired of crying. 

“Wasp!” Trent shouted, jumping and waving to get his attention. 

“Hey T-man. How the heck are you?” Wasp caught Trent midleap and pulled him in for a hug. 

Trying not to get all mushy at the nickname he’d given my son, I stood. “Watch his ice cream,” I cautioned as the dripping cone closed in on Wasp’s beautiful bicep. 

Too late. Trent pulled back his cone only to leave a melting blob behind. “Oops,” he said, wrinkling his face up. “Sorry.” 

“Don’t sweat it. It’s just ice cream.” Wasp brought his arm to his mouth and licked it off. “Mm. Mint chip. One of my favorites.”

The two women sitting at the next table over whimpered. I understood completely, because my mouth was suddenly super dry, and the area between my legs was all hot and bothered. 

Wasp gave me a smirk that said he knew exactly what he did to my body. What he did to the body of every woman within a ten-block radius. “Hey, Carly. You look nice.” 

Knowing Trent and I would be going swimming, I’d thrown a floral off-the-shoulder sundress over my tankini and slipped on a pair of sandals. I’m sure my messy pool hair looked anything but nice, but I thanked him for his compliment and stood. 

“Hurry and finish your ice cream so we can go,” I said to Trent. Belatedly, I remembered my manners and asked, “Do you want anything, Wasp?” 

“No, thanks. I ate at the club. Do you have some sort of seat for Trent?” 

His concern over my kid’s safety was like a wrecking ball, smashing against my defenses. 

Trent’s own father had been awful about using car seats, always insisting that he was a safe driver. I caught him without strapping Trent in so many times I stopped trusting him to take our boy anywhere. I’d never understood why Robbie would take the chance when buckling a seatbelt took one second. 

Trent’s seat was currently at my apartment, and although I didn’t want Wasp to know where I lived, I saw no way around it. Ironic that I finally knew a man who cared about my kid’s safety, and I was having a hard time trusting him with something as simple as our address. 

Strangely enough, I did trust Wasp. He just had an undeniable good guy vibe and protective tendencies. I couldn’t help but wonder if that came from being a soldier, or if I was just wishful thinking because he had an incredible body and charming personality and I was lonely. 

Regardless, if I expected him to help us get through this day, I’d have to trust him at least a little. Blowing out a breath, I nodded. “My apartment’s a few blocks from the Copper Penny.” 

He cocked his head to the side and grinned at me. “This is all just a ploy to get me back to your place, isn’t it? Carly, if you want me in your apartment all you have to do is ask.”

“Keep dreaming, soldier boy.” 

His sexy smile and ridiculous joke relaxed my shoulders. He was already affecting my body; there was no way I was letting him into my apartment. He and Trent could stay in the car while I ran up to grab the seat. No big deal. I had this. 

 “It was worth a try.” He set Trent down on the ground. “You about ready, T-man?” 

“Yep!” Trent stuffed the last of his cone in his mouth and smiled around the disgusting mess. 

Wasp laughed at the sight (he would, he didn’t have to clean it up) and led us to his Jeep as I pulled out a wet wipe and started de-gooping my child. Once finished, I buckled Trent in (a seatbelt would have to do until we reached my apartment) and headed for the passenger’s seat, but Wasp stepped in front of me, cutting me off. 

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked. 

“Uh, not that I’m aware of.” 

He gestured at his arm. “He got ice cream on me, too.” 

I pulled another wipe from the container and handed it to him. 

Refusing to take it, Wasp held his sticky arm out toward me. “Nope. I want the full-service treatment.” He winked at me. 

Wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into, I wiped down his arm feeling his muscles flex against my touch. When I finished, his eyes were darker, his expression more serious. 

“I’m glad you called me,” he said. 

It was still too soon to know if I’d made the right decision, so I nodded. “Thank you for coming.” 
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Wasp

 

I’D DEALT WITH enough stage five clingers over the course of my life that I’d developed rules to protect myself from them. In addition to never giving out my phone number and never doing repeats, I never allowed women on my bike or in my Jeep. Since patching in with the Dead Presidents, my hookups only ever saw my bed at the club, so it made following my rules easy. 

But now, there was Carly. 

I’d offered her and Trent a ride without thinking twice about it, and although it shouldn’t, breaking my own damn rule felt like the most natural thing in the world. I wanted them in my space, just like I wanted to see their apartment. I needed to find out what made this girl tick, and I was willing to break all my rules to do it. 

Why? I had no fucking clue, and I didn’t want to think too hard about it. 

Carly wiped the ice cream off my arm, her touch a temptation that only made me want her hands on me again. She finished and pulled away, but not before her breathing had sped up and fingers had stroked my arm. 

She wasn’t immune to me after all. 

The thought gave me hope as I hurried to open the passenger’s side door for her and waited. The confused look she gave me made me wonder if anyone had ever opened a door for her in her life. Making me wonder what sort of mannerless savages she hung out with. 

“Thank you,” she said, her voice small and uncertain as she slid into the seat. 

“Yeah, no problem.” I got behind the wheel and asked, “Do you guys have plans? Anywhere specific you want to go after we grab Trent’s seat?” 

Carly glanced over the seat at Trent and shook her head. “Nope. We already went swimming and climbing at the Y.” 

The strap of her bathing suit was peeking out from under her sexy little dress. Wondering if she was wearing a bikini, I decided I needed to see it. Racking my brain for the best possible way to get her out of that dress and brighten Trent’s day, I considered taking them to the waterpark, but quickly dismissed the idea. The slides would be too busy, and I wanted them to myself, as selfish as that sounded. Then, the perfect idea hit me. “A buddy of mine owns a kayak rental shop and has been bugging me to try it out. You guys ever been kayaking?” 

“Kayaking?” Trent asked, stumbling over the word as he looked to his mom for an explanation. For being so young, he sure spoke well, no baby talk or whining. He was just a smart, fun, rad little kid. 

“Riding in long skinny boats,” Carly replied. 

“Like a canoe? Like Indians?”

“Yes, like on that picture you colored me for Thanksgiving.” She turned her attention to me, and added, “Never been kayaking.” 

“It’s settled then.” I angled my rearview mirror so I could see Trent’s face. “I hear it’s a hard workout, but I think you can handle it. You ready to build some pecs of your own and have fun, T-man?” 

He flexed, grinning. “Mom can’t build pecs. She has boobies.” 

“My God, Trent,” Carly groaned, shaking her head. “You’ve got to stop saying that word in public.” 

“But it’s just me and you and Wasp,” he defended, sounding genuinely confused. 

Looking exasperated, Carly faced me. “He homes in on inappropriate words, topics, actions. Those are the ones he repeats. All the time. I tried to stop reacting to them, pretending they’re no big deal, but he still seems to know.” 

“He’s a smart kid, babe. There are worse things.” I glanced in the rearview mirror and Trent gave me a thumbs up. 

Carly navigated to her apartment building and she had me park in her roommate’s spot. Before I put the Jeep in park, she had the door open. “You two stay here, and I’ll run up and grab the seat.” 

Not a chance in hell. I was too damn curious about her to miss out on an opportunity to see her place and maybe reveal some of her secrets. Thankfully, Trent had my back. 

“I have to go potty, Mom,” he said.

Carly looked over her shoulder, preparing to hurry around, but I was already climbing out to get him. 

“I got you T-man. I’ll take you up.” I opened the back door and unbuckled him. 

She looked like she wanted to argue, but bit her lip and led us into an older building with peeling paint and a musty smell. The security keypad leading in from the garage was broken, and the elevator jerked and squeaked, making me want to grab the sides, as if that could somehow stabilize the piece of shit and keep us from plummeting to our death if it gave out. I knew it wasn’t my place to say anything, but I didn’t like them living here. It didn’t seem safe. 

Carly’s apartment was located on the third floor. She led us down the hall and unlocked the door to let us in before herding Trent toward the bathroom. Alone in the living room, I began nosing around. The place was dated, but clean. Big windows let in plenty of natural light, showing off used but comfortable-looking light-colored furniture and a few pastel paintings on the wall. I don’t know what I’d been expecting Carly’s place to look like, but this wasn’t it. It seemed too airy and upbeat. 

“That’s Jessica’s family,” Carly said when she returned and caught me looking at a big group picture. 

I’d been so engaged in the task of trying to find her in the photo that I hadn’t even heard her come in. I glanced around the living room. “Is anything in here yours?” 

“Why?”

“Because I’d like to get to know you.” 

“And you expect to do this by snooping around my apartment?” 

“Investigating, not snooping,” I corrected. “Usually people have personal shit lying around. Books, hobbies, music, decorations. But none of this is yours, is it?” 

She glanced around the room and shook her head. “Nope. I don’t put my life on display. My stuff stays in my room, and you’re not going in there, Wasp.” 

The entirety of her possessions fit in a bedroom? How was that possible? She had a kid. Surely, she should have all kinds of shit. “What about your family?” I asked. “Don’t you have any pictures of them?”

She shrugged. “Nope.” 

Certain I must have heard wrong, because everyone had family pictures, I asked, “Pictures or family?” 

I thought I was being a smartass, but she answered, “Both.” 

“How do you not have family? Where are your parents?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine, but we need to table this. Trent’s coming.” 

He rounded the corner and she pasted on a big smile for him. “You ready to go?” 

Trent’s gaze sought me out before he punched the air with an enthusiastic, “Yes!”  

The conversation Carly had tabled ate at me as I drove to Bellevue. Your guess is as good as mine? What the fuck did that mean? Were her parents dead? Were they missing? She was like a walking, breathing mystery, and the more I got to know her, the more questions I had. She clearly didn’t like to share personal information, though, so I’d have to figure her out carefully, so she didn’t spook and bolt like some sort of wild animal. 

Once we were in Bellevue, I parked in front of Greer Family Kayaking. Ian Greer was a repeat customer at the bike shop. Balding, in his mid-fifties, he was still in excellent shape. We entered his shop to find him standing behind the front counter, talking to a woman about the different types of kayaks he had to offer. His gaze met mine and his face lit up. Excusing himself from the conversation, he headed right over. 

“Wasp! You came.” We shook hands and his gaze took in Carly and Trent. “And you brought your family. I had no idea there was a missus and a child. Beautiful family. It’s so nice to meet you.” 

Carly’s eyes were wide as she looked from Trent to me. I could almost see the gears spinning in Trent’s head as his brain processed all the shit Ian was saying. I needed to set him straight before the kid got the wrong idea.  

“This is my friend, Carly, and her son, Trent. You’ve been blabbing about these kayaks so long, and Carly and Trent have never been kayaking either. Thought we’d stop in and try it… see if I can’t shut you up about them.”

Laughing, he slapped his hands together. “Good. Good. I have the perfect thing all ready to go.” He walked back to the counter and grabbed three sheets of paper, handing them over. “Here, read over these waivers and sign them while I finish up with this customer, and then we’ll get you going.” 

We completed the liability waivers and started looking around at the different shit Ian sold. The man had quite the budding business going on here. No wonder he could afford badass customizations to his bike. “You have sunscreen for Trent?” I asked, picking up a bottle. If she didn’t I’d buy him some. Those sun rays beat down hard on the water and my little cousins had come off the fishing boat looking like lobsters more than once. I was trying to make Trent’s day better, not leave him in pain. 

Again, Carly gave me that confused look, like she was trying to figure me out. “Yeah, I have some on me. I should get him changed first.” She took Trent to the restroom and when they reemerged, he was wearing his swim trunks and nothing else. She slathered sunblock all over him before rubbing it on her arms and neck. 

There was something so fucking seductive about watching her hands slide over her skin that my jeans were suddenly so uncomfortable I had to adjust myself. Needing to feel her skin beneath my hands, I asked, “Want me to get your back?”  

“Uh… no. I don’t think that’s a good idea. Trent? You wanna put sunblock on mommy’s back?” She tugged a big clip from her purse and whipped her long dark hair around until it was in a messy bun. 

“Sure.”

She kneeled and squeezed the tube into his little hand. He circled around her and got started, smearing the stuff unevenly. 

“All done,” he announced, almost instantly. 

I eyed his job, seeing glaring spots he missed. “You sure you don’t want me to help?”

“No, we do this all the time, don’t we, kiddo?” 

He high-fived her and she stood. 

She’d bested me this time, but I had another trick up my sleeve. “Well, can you get my back?” I asked. 

She stiffened, eyes wide, expression terrified, like a deer in the goddamn headlights who couldn’t decide which way to bolt. “Uh… Trent can…”

“Nope. I’ve seen his work. I want you to do it,” I said. “Come on, Carly. You scared to touch me? Scared you might like it?” 

“Don’t touch those, Trent,” she said. He was rocking from his toes to his heels as he studied a handful of tiny kayak replicas on a shelf. 

“Babe?” 

Turning her attention back to me, she folded her arms and stared me down. “I’m not afraid of you, Wasp.” 

Maybe not afraid, but I’d bet my left nut she was terrified. I hid a laugh and pulled my shirt over my head. Carly’s gaze went right to my chest. Her eyes widened, and her gaze drifted down my body before she made a visible effort to focus at my face. 

“See something you like?” I asked. 

Her cheeks reddened. “You wish.” 

I chuckled. “Play your cards right, and you might get lucky.” 

“We’re playing cards?” Trent asked, his face twisting up in disgust as he turned to stare at us. “I want to go in a canoe like an Indian.” 

I mussed up his hair. “We are definitely going kayaking, T-man. Maybe we’ll play cards later. If your mom wants to.” 

The look she gave me promised no cards—sexual in nature or otherwise—would be played, but I was confident I could change her mind. She’d called me for help, and I had every intention of showing her all my services. 

Turning to give her my back, I held my hair off my neck. Soft hands landed on my shoulders before circling lower, stirring my cock to life as I couldn’t help but imagine other places she could be touching. Stroking. God, her touch was so fucking erotic. Sucking in a deep breath, I willed my cock to settle the fuck down and thought about football, fishing, anything but the way I wanted her naked body pressed against mine.

“All done.” Her voice sounded husky, breathy. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one affected by her rub down. 

Turning around I opened my arms so she could get the full effect of my torso. “Front too?” 

Her eyes were dark, dilated, and I could tell she was struggling to keep her gaze from dropping. “I think you can handle that yourself, Casanova.” 

My antics had gotten me upgraded from Romeo to Casanova. Chuckling, I covered my chest and arms in the cream. My skin rarely burnt, and I never wore sunscreen… unless, of course, I could con a hot chick into putting it on me, but it seemed wise to finish what she’d started. After my skin was protected, I hurried out to the Jeep to grab swim trunks out of my gym bag and went into the restroom to change before rejoining her. 

She gave me the once over. “You always keep swim trunks in your car? Or were you planning to come here today?”  

“I swim at the gym on the regular, babe. Always have gym clothes on me. Even in my bike’s saddlebags. A body doesn’t stay in this great shape on its own, you know?”

“So humble.” She shook her head at me, but she was smiling, which meant I was making progress. I’d have her eating out of my hand—or off my cock—in no time. Hopefully. 

I shrugged. “I don’t lie.” 

Ian finished with his customer and joined us. “Do you have any questions? Concerns?”

“Where should we put our things?” Carly asked. 

“We usually have customers keep personal items in their vehicles, but for this man…” He beamed me a smile. “We can make an exception. Follow me to the break room and I’ll have you lock it up in the employee lockers.” 

He led us into a small kitchen and dining area, taking us to a row of lockers. Carly stuffed her purse in, and I added my wallet and keys. She gripped the hem of her little dress and eyed me skeptically. 

“Babe, you ain’t got nuthin’ I haven’t seen before.” 

She frowned. “Oh yeah. I forgot what a player you are. Thanks for reminding me.”

Well, that reassurance might have backfired. 

She tugged her dress off, revealing a tank top and bikini bottoms suit that showed just a sliver of her flat stomach. Normally the women I hung out with wore string bikinis that left little to the imagination, but somehow, this was sexier, highlighting her understated beauty. 

Without looking at me, she folded up her dress and placed it in the locker before closing and locking it. She removed the key and handed it to me, still without eye contact. I clipped the key to my trunks and we followed Ian out of the break room. I closed the gap between me and Carly, leaning over to whisper in her ear, “You’re beautiful, you know that?” 

Finally, she met my gaze. “I bet you tell all the girls that.”

“I already told you, I don’t lie. I don’t have time for that shit.” 

“Cool, but you might as well give up. You’re not getting in my pants, Wasp.”

“Whoa. Who said anything about getting in your pants? You need to slow your roll, chick. I’m not that kind of guy. I’m wholesome.” 

That earned me a chortle. “Yeah, I bet.” 

Trent, who’d been walking beside Ian, turned to look at us like he knew we were up to something. We both smiled at him. He eyed us before turning back around and letting Ian try a life jacket on him. Once we were all fitted with jackets, Ian handed us off to his employee, Mark, who walked us through a quick tutorial and helped us get into the kayak before giving us our paddles and setting us free. 

As we paddled away from the boat launch, Trent was grinning from ear-to-ear. He sat between me and Carly, facing me, dipping his paddle in the water to row one side, then the next. “Is this the right way?” he asked. 

“Yep. Good job, buddy. You keep that up, we’re gonna be flying across the channel.” 

His eyes widened, and he looked from one side of the boat to the next. “Flying? Like an airplane? But there’s no wings.” 

“He’s very literal,” Carly explained. 

“I noticed.” I dipped my own paddle in, propelling us forward. “Flying as in going fast.” 

“Oh.”

He sounded disappointed that we wouldn’t sprout wings and lift off. “You wanna see how fast we can go?” I asked, feeling the familiar heat warming up my muscles. Ian was right, this was an excellent workout. An hour or so of paddling, and I’d be feeling it for sure. 

“Yes!” Trent shouted. “Faster!” 

“Not too fast, though,” Carly cautioned. 

“We have life jackets and I was in the Navy, babe. You worry too much. Trust me. I won’t let anything bad happen to you or Trent.” I might be a fuckup, but I would never put them in danger. 

“Please, Mom? I wanna go fast.” 

The look she gave me didn’t exactly project trust, but she didn’t argue. Her trust issues were proving to be the tallest hurdle I’d ever encountered. If she would just open up, I would protect them off the water, too. 

Carly took a deep breath and put her paddle in the water. “Okay, let’s do this.” 

We hauled ass on that kayak. 

At first, Trent looked a little worried at the speed in which we raced over the waves. Then he started laughing and hooting, making Carly do the same. It felt fucking amazing to watch them both relax and have fun. I kept at it until my arms and chest screamed at me to take a break. Slowing down the pace to a resting recovery, we drifted over the water, circling around to head back toward the boat launch. 

“How do you even know which way to go?” Carly asked. 

“The sun. The angle of the land. Again, Navy, babe. I used to be a ship mechanic.” 

“You went on ships?” Trent asked, gaping at me in disbelief.

“Yep. Giant ships carrying lots of sailors.”

“That is so cool. I want to go on a giant ship.” 

“Have you taken him to the USS Turner Joy?” I asked Carly.

“I don’t know what that is.” 

“It’s an old destroyer that they turned into a museum. It’s in Bremerton. We should take the ferry out next weekend and see it.”

Carly’s eyes clouded over as she looked away. “I work weekends.”

“Where?” I asked, remembering that she’d been working when she came to pick up Trent the day he got in trouble. 

“The bar.”

That was a bullshit excuse. “You work nights at the bar. The museum’s only open during the day.” 

“Please, Mom?” Trent asked, turning his pleading eyes on her. 

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. Let’s just enjoy today and see what happens.” 

I didn’t want to enjoy today and see what happened. I wanted to plan shit with them, so I knew we’d be going out again. All three of us were having fun, so why the fuck was she shutting me down? 

We paddled slowly in silence. The warmth of the sun and the rocking of the kayak proved to be too much for Trent and his eyelids began to droop. He sagged to the side. Moments later, his eyes popped open and he straightened before doing it all again. The little man couldn’t fight sleep much longer, so I gently took his paddle from him and helped him settle in and get comfortable.

“I’m not sleepy,” he said, his eyelids drooping again. 

“I get it, T-man. Just rest your eyes for a minute.” 

“You won’t leave?” he asked. 

“We’re on the water, buddy. Where would I go?”

“Promise you won’t go before I wake up?” 

This kid’s trust issues rivaled his mom’s. Wondering what the fuck had happened to these two, I said, “Yeah, buddy, I promise.” 

“Don’t forget,” he said, closing his eyes. 

When I looked up, Carly was watching me, her expression guarded. 

With Trent knocked out, it was time to finally get some answers from her. Starting with something easy, I asked, “Where else do you work?”  

She hesitated. 

Frustrated that she wouldn’t even tell me that much, I dug my heels in, determined to ferret this shit out. “The day you came to pick up Trent, you said you were missing work. I know the bar doesn’t open that early, so you’ve gotta have another job.” 

“The Bean Machine. It’s a coffee shop not far from the bar. I work Monday through Friday mornings while Trent’s at school.” 

“But you close the bar some of those nights. When do you sleep?” 

She gave me that look again… the one like she was trying to figure me out. “Everyone loses sleep sometimes. It’s a small price to pay to keep my little man fed with a roof over his head. He’s all I have. I’ve gotta take care of him, you know?” 

Her eyes were haunted, alluding to all the secrets she kept locked away. She’d seen some serious shit in her life and that knowledge tugged at something within me, making me want to protect and shelter her. 

“I get it, but who takes care of you?” 

Carly frowned and looked away, running her paddle through the water again before returning my gaze. “I take care of myself, Wasp. I always have.” 

If I had anything to say about it, that shit was about to change. 
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CALLING WASP HAD been a mistake. Sure, he was great with Trent and my kid was happy now, but Wasp was trouble. The kind of trouble I didn’t need and had no idea how to deal with. He was too attentive, too observant, too charming, too caring, too perfect. 

And his body… 

Every damn time he pulled that paddle through the water his chest and arms flexed, spiking my blood pressure and setting my body on fire. Then we picked up the pace and he started sweating. 

Oh. My. God.

Sweat was disgusting. I should have been grossed out, but there was something about his glistening, rock hard muscles that made me squeeze my legs closed. I needed friction. Desperately. I burned with need for him. I’d never felt such bizarre desire in my life. Is this what he did to women? No wonder they all turned into sluts whenever he came around. 

He’s a manwhore.

Not good for you. Not good for Trent.  

Reminding myself that I needed to stay strong, I was trying to keep my eyes on something else—anything other than Wasp’s hot, sexy, sweaty body—but he was right there in front of me. All buff and taking care of my kid, helping him lay down and encouraging him to rest. I’d been so busy trying not to look at Wasp that I hadn’t even noticed that Trent was about to pass out. Major mommy fail. When Wasp gently helped him lie down, my defenses weakened, and my ovaries almost burst. 

Seriously, who was this guy? 

I’d been prepared to deal with the cocky flirt I knew from the bar, but this Wasp with his opening doors and wanting to know more about me was wrecking my life. Destroying all my carefully constructed walls to keep him out. Why did the guy have to be so damn charming? 

“Man, he is out,” Wasp said, smiling down on Trent. 

That adoring smile directed at my kid… I couldn’t handle it. I had to look away again. “I’m sure he’s tired after the swim and the rock wall. He’s had a lot of excitement today.” 

“What about you?” he asked. “You tired?” 

“Tired is my permanent residence.” I stifled a yawn. “How long do you think it’ll take us to get back?” 

“At this rate, probably an hour or so. Why? Are you afraid to be alone with me, babe?” 

“I told you, you don’t scare me.” The lies were just rolling off my tongue today.  

His grin called me on it. “Yeah. Sure, I don’t. You’re so terrified you won’t even tell me anything about yourself.”

“That’s not out of fear. It’s out of… self-preservation. I have Trent to think about, and he’s lost enough people in his life. I don’t want to confuse him or anything with a fling.”

“A fling?” Wasp asked, sounding a little hurt and offended. “You think that’s what I’m after? And that I’d want to hurt Trent?” 

“Honestly, I have no idea what you want from me, Wasp.” 

“Definitely not a fling, babe. Let’s start with answers. Where are you from? What are you hiding from? Why wouldn’t you give me your number? I have it now, by the way. Pro-tip, you should have blocked your number before you called me.” 

“I probably wouldn’t think you were only after a fling if you weren’t handing out pro-tips,” I countered. 

He chuckled. “Point.” 

“I’m not answering your first two questions, and as for the third… I’m a single mom doing this on my own. I don’t have the time or the desire to date. I don’t do casual hookups, or hookups at all for that matter, and I don’t even know how long we’ll be in Seattle.”

“Do you assume every man who shows interest in you just wants sex?” he asked. 

“Mostly. With good cause, though. I’ve heard girls at the bar talk about you like you’re some kind of carnival ride that everyone should try. That almost everyone has tried. The carnival’s not my thing. It’s expensive, the food is shit, and the games are rigged. I don’t have the time or money for that sort of nonsense.” 

“Fair enough.” 

I wasn’t done. “You said you don’t lie, Wasp, so don’t. Everybody has motives. What’s yours?” 

Chuckling, he shook his head. “You don’t fuck around, do you?” 

I shrugged. “What would be the point? If you’re looking to score, I’m not that girl. It’s best if I lay that out right now, before anyone gets hurt.” I glanced at Trent for emphasis. 

“Damn. Straight to the fuckin’ jugular. You’re right. I usually just want sex, but so do the women I get with. I don’t lie to them or trick them, or whatever it is you think I’m trying to do to you.” 

“Then what do you want from me?” 

He scrubbed a hand through his hair as his calm, cool façade dropped. He looked frustrated, confused. “Honestly, I don’t know. But if I was just looking for sex, there are a lot of easier targets out there, babe. Targets that don’t come with kids.” 

He had a point. “Maybe you like the challenge.” 

He chuckled. “No. When I said I was in the Navy, you must have heard Seal. Those crazy motherfuckers like to be challenged. I was a ship mechanic because it was easy, and I didn’t have to worry about getting my ass blown off. I like the easy road, with as few mountains as possible.” 

“Well, you don’t want me then, because my life is nothing but mountains.” 

He laid his paddle across his lap and cocked his head to the side. “Tell me about it.” 

He was willing to listen, and I wanted to talk, but could I trust him? Could I really trust anyone? I missed having friends… people I could share my life with without fear of judgment or disbelief. But Wasp? I barely knew him. Still, something about him was just so damn trustworthy I wanted to spill it all. First, I needed to ask a few questions of my own. 

“How do you know the guy who rented us this boat?” I asked. 

His brow furrowed. “He’s a customer. Why?” 

“A customer? He didn’t ask you for a deposit or take your driver’s license like it said on the sign.” He’d been happy to see Wasp, and he clearly trusted him. 

“Yeah, Ian’s good people. He won’t charge me. I met him at the gym, and we spotted for each other a few times and got to talking about our jobs. I told him I customize and repair bikes, and he said he always wanted a Harley. That’s what most guys say. Then they come up with some bullshit excuse about how their wife carries their balls in her purse and won’t let them buy one. But Ian was different. He wasn’t trying to prove anything, he was legitimately interested. He just didn’t know enough about them to buy one on his own, so we started looking and I found him a smokin’ deal on a twenty-fourteen Fat Boy that only needed a little work. Then we spent the next few weeks customizing it to Ian’s specifications. I like him, so I discounted the fuck out of the work I did for him.” 

I didn’t know any ship mechanics, but Wasp certainly cursed like a sailor. Yet he hadn’t said one bad word in front of Trent while the little man had been awake. Robbie used to swear in front of our kid all the time, no matter how many times I begged him not to, yet Wasp watched his mouth without one prompt from me. He was so different, so unexpected.  

“What happened to your parents?” he asked. 

I didn’t want to tell him, but he’d answered my question. He’d taken my phone call. He’d saved the day. “I don’t know.” 

“Babe.” He looked pointedly at me. “I’m trying to get to know you, but you’re locked up like Fort fuckin’ Knox. You gotta give me something.” 

I liked the way he looked at me. I wanted him to keep looking at me that way, but knew it was in my best interest if he didn’t. Opening a window to my past might make him realize what a mistake it was to want to be part of my future. Did I want that? No, but I needed it. 

“I was a fire station baby,” I finally admitted. 

His brow furrowed. “What the fuck does that mean?” 

“There’s a safe-haven law that allows people to drop off infants at police stations, fire stations, or hospitals… no questions asked.” 

As Wasp connected the dots, his eyes ignited with something that looked like disbelief before morphing into anger. “Your parents dropped you off at a fire station?”

“My mom did. She was alone.”

“But…” He let out a breath. “They didn’t even leave their names?” 

“Nope. No questions asked, no answers given. The volunteer fireman who accepted me didn’t know what to do. It was the first and last time anyone has left their baby at that particular station. He didn’t recognize my mom. Said she looked young. I come from a small town where everyone knows everyone, so if she was a local, he would have known her.” 

“I get it. I’m from a small town, too.” He studied me, his expression curious. “Shit. Everyone knew, didn’t they?”

Now he got it. He really must have been from a small town. I nodded.

“That must have been hell growing up.”

“Wasn’t a picnic. The adults always had pity in their eyes. Kids wanted to know what was so wrong with me that my own mom dumped me at the fire station.” 

“Fuck, Carly. I’m sorry.” 

I couldn’t look in his eyes, didn’t want to see that same pity I’d come to recognize over the years. “Nothing you did. And it was a long time ago. I survived.” Surviving was the thing I was best at. 

“You sure did.” He nodded and looked away, staring out at the water.

I held my breath, waiting for his reaction, wondering if he’d look at me differently, if he’d be repulsed. But, when Wasp’s gaze found me again, he looked more curious than anything. 

“So… you were a foster child?” 

Surprised, I nodded. “A nice couple took me in. They were pot heads and wanted the money to maintain their habit, but they didn’t bother me. I had a place to stay when I wanted it, and there was usually food in the cupboards.” And why the hell was I telling him this? His unusual reaction had thrown me off, had opened the floodgates of information and I didn’t know how to close them again. I snapped my mouth shut, trying to prevent more confessions from spilling out of my mouth. 

“They’re kind of family. Do you keep in touch with them?” 

I shook my head. “They graduated from pot to meth when I was in high school. I stopped going home sometime during my sophomore year and camped out on the couches of my friends.” 

His bright, intelligent eyes held more questions, but we were getting too close to the shit I wouldn’t talk about, and I couldn’t seem to control my mouth for some reason. 

“My sharing time is over,” I blurted out before he could open his mouth. “Tell me about you. What interested you in bikes? And the Navy?” 

He eyed me but allowed the subject change. Putting his paddle back in the water, he talked about his grandfather, his time in the Navy, and his club. It was nice to hear about Wasp’s life. He owned his house, worked a normal job, seemed to have his shit together, all of which made me wonder what he wanted with me even more. 

“Do you work tonight?” he asked as we neared the dock. 

“Nope. I took it off because I didn’t know how Trent would do. Besides, my roommate normally watches him at nights, and she’s spending time with her parents.” 

“Good. After that workout, I’m starving. Let’s go get something to eat.” 

Every ounce of common sense I had told me to say no, but I couldn’t. Truth be told, I wasn’t ready to be away from Wasp yet. I liked being around him, and his presence seemed to highlight how lonely my apartment would be until Jessica got back. 

“I’d like that,” I said. 

He gestured at the shore. “Looks like the cavalry’s here to make sure we don’t take off with the kayak. You wanna wake the kid up?” 

The instant Trent opened his eyes, he was looking for Wasp. His gaze landed on our big, buff kayaking champion and he let out a heart-melting sigh of relief. “You’re still here.” 

Wasp smiled. “Told you I would be. A man always keeps his promises, Trent. That’s important.” 

Trent nodded, and I could almost see him absorbing Wasp’s words like a sponge. My kid was already so terrifyingly attached to this man, and here I was accepting his dinner invite. Maybe we could be friends, like Robbie and I had been in the end. Maybe that would be enough for us. 

But as Wasp kept rowing us toward the shore, with every stroke of his magnificent arms I knew I was screwed. 

Or, at least, I wanted to get screwed. 

And that was a very big problem. 

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what sex with Wasp would be like. With all those girls hanging all over him, I was sure he knew what he was doing. Would it be amazing and wonderful like I’d heard it could be? Or would it be awkward and painful like it had been with Robbie? Would I wake up in the morning regretting it and worried I’d wrecked our friendship? 

We reached the shore, and I turned my brain off and focused on getting my half-asleep kid out of the kayak and onto solid ground. Trent swayed as I set him down, so I picked him back up and carried him in as Wasp and the employee who’d come out to meet us took care of the kayak.

“Your back’s gonna be hurting tomorrow,” Wasp said as we retrieved our stuff from the lockers. 

“What do you mean?” I looked over my shoulder into the mirror beside the lockers. I had little handprints of white surrounded by red. Awesome. 

“Sorry, Mommy,” Trent said, wincing as he looked at my back. 

“It’s fine,” I lied, already feeling the sting. No doubt the burn would keep me up tonight. I should have let Wasp help me out but had a feeling that letting his hands touch my body would just incite a different kind of burn.

And no amount of aloe would help me with that. 

Wasp took us to a pizzeria with arcade games, blocks, books, and a giant chalk board. Since Trent and I didn’t exactly have the kind of disposable income necessary for eating out, we hadn’t been inside any real restaurants since we’d moved to Seattle. His eyes widened as he looked over all the things to do. He released my hand and grabbed Wasp’s, tugging to get his attention. 

“What’s up T-man?” Wasp asked. 

“Will you play that game with me?” Trent asked, pointing at some racing game shaped like a motorcycle.

“Good pick. That looks like the best game in here. Absolutely I will, but let’s order our food first. I’m starving. Are you hungry?” 

Trent nodded. 

The hostess showed us to our table, and Trent—the little traitor—sat next to Wasp.

Wasp opened his menu and angled it so Trent could see. “Now, what kind of pizza do you like? Canadian bacon and pineapple? Pepperoni? Sausage? Whatever you want, we’ll get.” 

As the two of them mulled over what to order, I sucked down water and tried not to get caught up in the moment. The biker was just so awesome with my kid, I couldn’t handle it. No man had shown Trent attention like that, not even Robbie. Most of the time, Robbie just ignored him and watched sports, but Wasp… Wasp seemed to legitimately care about how Trent felt and what he had to say. 

He could be pretending to care, but like he said, there were easier targets if he was just trying to get laid. Judging by the looks he was getting from the hostess who’d seated us, she’d gladly volunteer. So would the table of college girls watching him from across the room. 

“What about you, babe? What do you want on your pizza?” Wasp asked. 

“Yeah, babe,” Trent added, mimicking Wasp’s folded hands and cocked head pose. 

“Seriously?” I asked, staring at my kid.

Wasp’s eyes laughed and he pressed his lips together, taking a moment to compose himself. Then he turned to Trent and said, “You can’t call your mom babe, buddy.”

“You can’t call any girls babe,” I corrected. “Wasp, I swear, if he gets in trouble at school for this…” 

He held up a hand. “I’ll handle it. When the waitress comes back, will you please order us three large pizzas: a pepperoni and mushroom, a Hawaiian, and whatever you want?” 

“We’re not going to eat three pizzas.”

He shrugged. “So? We’ll take them home then. I’m buying, and I love leftover pizza.” Then, before I could argue further, he led Trent over to the racing game, talking to him as they walked. 

I stared after the two of them, wondering what the hell was going on. In calling Wasp, I’d opened a window for him to help us, and sure enough, he’d bulldozed the entire wall. My kid was looking at him like he hung the moon and I felt like I was spinning out of the atmosphere. I couldn’t do anything but watch and hope Wasp was for real. 

Hope he wouldn’t leave like everyone else in our lives did. 
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“HOW’s it going?” I asked as I took a seat in the small, overly cheery room of the drug treatment center. Eagle (the club’s secretary) and Havoc sat on either side of me. We were there to evaluate Hound as a possible prospect and see if he cared enough about turning his life around to break his substance addiction. 

“Good,” Hound replied with a quick bob of his head. He wore loose gray sweats and had his elbows on his knees as he leaned forward with his back arched at a strange, seemingly uncomfortable slant. Someone had cut his hair and trimmed his beard since I’d last seen him. He was still gaunt as a goddamn ghoul, but at least his skin had a little color to it now. His stark features and sunken eyes looked completely out of place on the overstuffed floral sofa with a bright yellow wall for a background. The contrast was almost funny. 

“Doc says we’re seeing progress. The cravings aren’t as bad now.”

Great to hear since the club had very strict rules about drugs. Link would boot Hound’s ass at the first sign of use, and I’d back him. We couldn’t risk the health and stability of the entire club because one brother couldn’t get his shit together and clean up his life. It was tragic, but it was the way things needed to be. 

“You look better,” I said. 

The shame in his eyes about did me in. No grown ass man who’d served our country should feel that much remorse for how he had to cope with the aftermath. “Sorry I came to you fucked up like that. I didn’t know what else to do. Where else to go. Heard from Smithy you had this organization going that might be able to help me. Thanks for setting me up in here. I don’t know what I would have done…” he trailed off, looking away. 

This was my fifth visit since he’d been admitted into the center, and every time he apologized and recounted how he’d found me. It was time to move on. 

“It’s all good, man. This is what we do. We take care of our own.” Someone had to. The goddamn Department of Veterans Affairs definitely didn’t. “You feel like talking about what happened now?” 

When I’d served with him, Hound had been a beast of a man. Tatted up with plenty of muscle to spare, he was a man who stood tall in his knowledge, skills, and reputation. It had been two weeks since he’d shown up at the fire station, and I still couldn’t reconcile the Hound I’d known from the service with the shell of a man sitting in front of me. 

Hound glanced at Eagle and Havoc before his gaze fell to the floor. “Had a couple of bad accidents that really fucked me up. The first came when the landing craft air cushion broke down and I was part of the team doing the LCAC recovery.” 

LCAC was the acronym for a landing craft air cushion, and when one broke down it was no joke. The team only had a few minutes to recover the air cushion before it sank and we lost everything it was carrying. More important than the gear, was the possible loss of life. There were operators on every LCAC, and when a recovery went south, the operators usually made it to the boat, but sometimes they didn’t. Nobody wanted that shit on their conscience. 

“Well, we were carrying out the spanwire, and you know how heavy those fuckin’ things are. The girl behind me dropped her end, and that motherfucker came down on my back just right to do all kinds of damage to my spine. We finished the recovery and I went to get checked out, but you know how the ship medics are; bastards gave me a cortisone shot and I was back on duty twenty-four hours later.”

No doubt causing all sorts of long-term damage to his back. “How bad is it?” I asked.

“Bottom disk slipped and fused in the wrong damn spot. Muscles tore and incorrectly healed on the right side of my back, pulling the shit out of my spine. Fractured hip. Minor paralysis in my feet from my sciatica and scoliosis. Option for surgery, but it comes with a fifty percent chance I’ll end up worse off than I am right now.”

“Fuck those odds,” Eagle swore.  

“Exactly,” Hound agreed, wincing as he shifted to another uncomfortable looking position. “Whenever I couldn’t function, they’d give me a cortisone shot and that got me through. Mostly. Then I got hurt again. Since I was one of the few hazmat certified crew members, I had to handle the acid we use to clean the guns on the side of the craft. I’d just finished cleaning and was carrying the five-gallon bucket back to the secured hazmat locker, when a couple of junior sailors slammed an ammo rail down, causing me to fall the fifteen feet off the flight deck. I was trying to keep control of the bucket, so the sailors wouldn’t get doused in acid, and the bucket slammed into my left knee while my right jammed into the floor, destroying the cartilage behind my knee cap.”

Holy fuck. The man couldn’t get a break. “What’d they do for you?” 

He let out a humorless chuckle. “Bastards gave me an incorrectly-sized knee brace and a Motrin and put my ass back to work. The pain was debilitating. I hobbled around the ship best I could, trying to fake like I wasn’t hurt, but I couldn’t perform the physical tests anymore, so they put me on limited light duty and transferred me to shore command. I started physical therapy and took every damn drug they gave me, narcotic or not, to get through that shit. I studied my ass off and took the tests to become a Yeoman.” He glanced at Eagle and Havoc, then explained, “Administrative. I was trying to get a goddamn desk job to stay in the service, but no matter what drugs they gave me I still couldn’t pass the physical exam.” 

Knowing what was coming, I let out a sigh. “They gave you a medical discharge.” 

He nodded. “I fought it, taking exam after exam. I wanted to get my degree and become a mustang.” ‘Mustang’ was slang for a commissioned officer who started as an enlisted serviceman. Even wounded, Hound had wanted to stay in the service. The man was a soldier to his very core. He glanced from me to Eagle and Havoc, and then looked away, his expression tortured. “But the doc said I was done. Got me connected with disability and all that shit. I had nowhere to go so I moved back to Vegas and lived with my mom and little sister and helped them out with my disability checks.” 

Under thirty years old, and Hound’s body and pride had taken a major hit. He wasn’t the kind of man who’d be content just sitting around and collecting a check. Not many servicemen I knew would. Ironically, the man who’d helped so many others get the help they needed to thrive hadn’t been able to fight hard enough to save himself. 

“That’s when you started… self-medicating?” Havoc asked.

Hound barked out a laugh that held no humor. “Self-medicating. Yeah. Nice way of putting it. The fuckin’ eight hour, seventy-five milligrams of morphine they prescribed me barely took the edge off, so I started smoking a quarter ounce of weed every day. It helped, but not much. Mixing morphine and pot worked better. I topped off my pain management by hittin’ the bottle until I could take a goddamn breath without feeling like my body was being ripped apart.” 

“What happened?” I asked. I couldn’t handle much more of this shit. His was one of the most depressing stories I’d heard yet, mostly because of his age. Hound was younger than me, and I couldn’t imagine my body being out of commission the way his was. This was the part of club business I hated most, but if I was going to sponsor Hound, I needed to make sure he had the motivation and will to stay clean. “What changed to make you leave your mom’s and come north to find me?” 

He shifted again, straightening his back and stretching out his legs. “Fuck, I gotta stand.” He sucked in a breath and leaned heavily on one arm to heft himself up, barely stretching from side to side before listing a little to the right. “My little sister, Annie, happened. She’s fifteen, different dad. The bastard split when she was little, just like my old man. I’ve always tried to be there for her, always felt like I should be a role model or something. She used to look at me like I hung the fuckin’ moon, you know? But then for my birthday, she got me a present… these custom Budweiser glasses. It was a nice set, but I had to ask her why beer glasses. At fifteen fuckin’ years old, she shouldn’t be buying that shit. She said since I’m always drunk, she wanted to give me something nice to put my beer in.” 

I winced. “Ouch.” 

“Yeah. Like a fuckin’ punch to my drunken liver. She wasn’t trying to be mean or anything, just stating the facts like kids tend to do. But that shit stung. Made me realize just how far I’d fallen. I left that night. Knew I had to get the fuck out of there before my presence screwed her up. I need to become the big brother she can look up to again. The son my mom can be proud of again. The VA doesn’t give a shit about me, and I can’t trust myself to do this alone. I need help.” 

“Can you ride a bike?” Eagle asked. “With your injuries.” 

Brow furrowed, Hound asked, “A bike?” 

“A motorcycle. The Dead Presidents have two requirements: you have to be a vet, and you have to be able to ride,” Eagle explained.  

“Had a crotch rocket when I was growing up. I haven’t been on a bike since I’ve been out of the service, but if it helps restore some of my goddamn dignity, I’ll ride a fuckin’ cat if I have to.” 

“You gotta stay clean,” I said. “We have a no tolerance policy for illegal drug use. Some of the brothers use weed to help keep their PTSD under control or to manage their pain, but anything stronger than that will get you kicked out immediately.” 

Hound nodded, wincing as he leaned against the wall. “Never touched the illegal shit. Morphine is what they’re breaking me of in here and I don’t want to touch the shit ever again. I don’t care how much pain I’m in. It’s not worth it.”

“My chiropractor’s good,” Eagle said. “Fucked up my back once when I was climbing out of a roost. He fixed me up. I’ll see if he can get you in.” 

“Thanks, brother. I’d appreciate that.” 

The interview was finished, so we all stood. I held out a hand to Hound. “All right. You keep doing what you’re doing, and we’ll be in touch. I have a big job at the shop tomorrow, but I’ll swing back by the day after, okay?”

He shook my hand and patted my back. “I can’t thank you enough, Marshall, err… Wasp.” 

Eagle, Havoc, and I headed out of the treatment center, stopping in front of our bikes. 

“What do you think?” I asked, turning to Eagle. 

Eagle was a hard motherfucker to read. His full beard and mustache made it almost impossible to tell whether he was smiling or frowning. The ex-Marine sniper stood a little over six-feet tall. He had his dark hair pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and the tank top he wore under his cut showed off both tatted arms. He projected a ‘stay-back’ vibe that those of us who knew him ignored. Link’s sister, Naomi, was the only person I’d seen pull character out of him, and whenever she was around, he was unstable as fuck. The rest of the time, he was like a goddamn stone gargoyle watching over the club. 

“Seems like a solid dude who’s been through some shit. Fuckin’ VA. It’s a damn shame we don’t take better care of our vets. I’m worried about him relapsing, though. He fucks up, he won’t get a second chance. Not from us. Gotta make sure he’s coming in at the right time and one hundred percent ready to make the change for good. If he’s not ready and fucks up and gets kicked out… it’ll just put one more thing on his shoulders and I don’t think your friend can handle much more.” 

I nodded. Hound had been popping three times the prescribed amount of morphine, and had started getting the shit off the streets to supplement his prescription. It wasn’t like he was snorting coke or shooting up heroine, but it still wouldn’t be tolerated. “Agreed, but I don’t know that he has any other options. If we can’t help him stay clean, who the fuck can?” 

Eagle tilted his head in agreement before swinging his leg over his bike. “If you decide to sponsor him, I’ll back you, brother.” 

“Thanks, man. Appreciate it.” 

Eagle kicked his sled to life and motored off. 

Turning toward Havoc, I asked, “What about you?” 

“Eagle’s a wise man.”

I nodded. “Hey, how did things go with Julia and your mom? Everyone still alive?” 

“Shit.” Havoc chuckled. “I don’t know what the fuck I was worried about. After handling her own parents, Julia didn’t even balk at Mom’s little digs at her cooking and culture. I don’t know what Mom said that finally set her off, but I came in on the ass end of Julia telling Mom she could shove her pot of greens right up her pretentious ass.”

I laughed, imaging the confrontation in my head. The last person who fucked with Julia was now six-feet under. I wouldn’t mess with her. “What did your mom do?” 

“Think that’s when she realized Julia isn’t just some weak-ass white bitch who’d cower in the corner and take her beat-down. Julia said, ‘He’s mine, and I’m not letting him go. You need to deal with that and be a part of our lives, or don’t and don’t bother coming back. I love him, and I will protect this relationship at all costs. I’ve already blocked one family from our lives, don’t make me block another one’.” 

“Damn!”

“Yeah.” Havoc grinned and kicked his leg over his Hog. “Hottest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. I swooped right in there, picked Julia up, and carried her into our bedroom. When we finally emerged, Mom was a whole new person. Friendly, smiling. She and Julia even went shopping together. And when Mom left, they both teared up. Now my sisters want me to bring Julia to meet them.” 

“Women,” I said with a shake of my head. 

“You’re tellin’ me.” 

“I’m glad it all worked out, though.” The good news was definitely welcome after hearing Hound’s story. 

“Yeah, me too. Mom wants us to have the wedding back east, so she and my sisters can be involved.” 

“Just don’t forget about your brothers. We’ve mostly sobered up from Link’s wedding, so we need a reason to get shit-faced again.” 

Havoc’s hog roared to life. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket, so I tugged it out and glanced at the screen to see Carly’s name pop up as I checked the time. Havoc backed out of his spot, threw me a wave, and took off. 

I answered my phone. “Hey, dove, you get off work early?” In the two weeks since Father’s Day, we’d been hanging out. I’d learned her schedule and knew she didn’t get off work from the coffee shop until two-thirty. Then she usually ran the five blocks to Trent’s school to pick him up in time, sometimes calling me during her dash. It was only one forty-five, so she should still be making coffees. 

“Dove?” She asked. “That’s new.” 

“Yeah, I’ve been thinkin’ about it since Trent called you ‘babe’ and I shouldn’t call you that anymore. It’s too generic. Too impersonal, you know?”

“But why dove? I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone under the age of eighty use that word.” 

I had my reasons, but she wasn’t ready to hear them yet. “I’ll tell you later. What’s going on? Why’d you get off early?”

“I have to pick up Trent. He’s in trouble for helicoptering in the boys’ bathroom.”

“Helicoptering?” I asked, my imagination running wild. Helicoptering could mean any number of things. 

“Yeah. You know, swinging his junk around like the blade of a helicopter.” 

That one hadn’t even crossed my mind. I threw my head back and laughed. 

“This is so not funny, Wasp,” she said, but I could hear the smile behind her words. She’d been smiling more and more lately, and I fucking loved it. 

“Sure, it is. Give me the details. You said he did this in the boys’ room?” 

“Yep. One of the teachers caught him and one of his little buddies in front of the urinals with their pants down to their ankles, swinging their hips to make their little peckers flop around, laughing their asses off. I don’t know why he does this stuff.” 

“Because it’s fun,” I replied. “What little boy hasn’t helicoptered his junk?” 

“Boys are so weird.” 

“Don’t tell me you’ve never wanted to put tassels on your tits and swing them around.” 

She laughed. God, I loved the sound of it. I could listen to Carly laugh all fucking day. The musical sound eased the tension from my shoulders and stirred my dick to life. “Can’t say I ever have, Wasp.” 

“Dove, you gotta try it. Preferably while I’m watching.” 

“Hard pass. I take it this ‘dove’ thing is sticking?” 

“Oh, I’d be hard all right. And yep, you’re definitely dove material.” 

“I don’t know what that means, so I have no idea how to respond.” 

“Just let it happen. You might like it.” 

“That’s what she said,” Carly deadpanned. 

I about died I was laughing so hard. It was the first joke I’d heard her crack, and it was well worth the wait. I couldn’t wait to pull more out of her. 

“I can’t believe I said that.” She sounded so embarrassed, I could practically see her blushing over the phone. “You’re a horrible influence, Wasp.” 

“You needed a laugh. We both did.” Flirtatious banter with Carly always made me feel better. “Hey, you want me to pick you up and take you to his school?” 

Silence. No doubt she was trying to figure out if this crossed the boundaries of friendship. It was all fun and games until I got too close and she panicked. 

“I’m just trying to help since I know you don’t have a car. Also, I’m out and about.”  

“That’s sweet, but I’m almost there. Thanks anyway.” 

“You know, I can help you out in the future. All you have to do is ask. I could even pick Trent up from school for you if you add me to his list.” 

“Wasp,” her voice dipped. “You’ve already helped out a lot, and I really appreciate it, but I’ve known you like all of five minutes. I like hanging out with you, but you could still turn out to be a psycho.” 

The worst part about her little spiel was that she sounded like she was speaking from experience. Making a mental note to find out more about the psycho who’d fucked up her life and taken away her laughter, I tabled that conversation for now. I’d get it out of her eventually. “I get it. You want me bad, but it takes time to win you over. That’s okay, I’m patient.” 

“You mean relentless.”

“Practically the same thing. Since you’re not gonna let me help you, I should get back to the shop and get some work done. I’ll swing by the bar tonight to see you.” 

We said our goodbyes and I climbed onto my sled and started it up, chuckling to myself about Trent’s antics. He really was the coolest little boy on the planet. 
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THE NICE THING about Trent being in trouble was that I got an extra forty-five minutes to prepare dinner and get ready for work. Unfortunately, I averaged about five dollars an hour in tips at the coffee shop, plus my eleven dollar an hour salary, which meant I’d lost about twelve dollars from his shenanigans. I’m sure twelve dollars didn’t matter to most people, but it was a big deal in our world. Especially since I’d counted on that money to help pay Trent’s tuition. 

“If you want to keep eating the good chicken nuggets, I can’t afford to keep leaving work early to pick you up,” I told Trent as we left his school. “You have got to keep your junk in your pants.” 

“Mom, I was going to the bathroom. I had to take my junk out of my pants or I’d pee on them.” 

It was a solid argument, but the kid clearly needed guidelines. “From now on, you take it out of your pants to pee, then put it away again. No more of this dancing around with your pants down in front of the mirror business. Who does that, anyway?” 

“Dancing naked is fun. And I can’t just put it away. I have to shake it first.” 

“What?”

“Lijah’s dad says you gotta shake it. Twice. That way you don’t get pee on your underwear. You can’t shake it more times, or you’re playing with it, and you’re not supposed to do that.” 

I was in no way qualified to have this conversation, but I was determined to set boundaries so this didn’t happen again. “Okay, so pee, shake your junk twice, and then put it away.” 

Two business men had just rounded the corner. They must have overheard our conversation because they snickered and shook their heads as they passed us. 

Seriously, shoot me now.

“Can we stop for ice cream?” Trent asked. 

“Have you lost your mind?” I asked.

He blinked at me. 

“No, we can’t stop for ice cream. You’re in trouble and I missed work, which means we don’t have as much money as we need. We must be careful with the money we do have and only spend it on stuff we need. We don’t need ice cream.” I was probably telling him way more than his little five-year-old brain could process, but I was frustrated, and wanted him to see the consequences of his actions.

“I didn’t lose my mind.” He pointed to his head. “My mind is in here.” 

Once again, I was losing an argument to a five-year-old. The kid was going to kill me, and ‘died of brain explosion’ would be listed as my cause of death. “You’re right, it is. But you’re still not getting ice cream.” 

Trent pouted the entire way back to our apartment while I tried to figure out where I could come up with twelve more dollars. Truthfully, I needed a lot more than that. We still hadn’t recovered from our YMCA, lunch, and ice cream splurge on Father’s Day. I needed to pay Trent’s tuition first thing in the morning or I’d be looking at a fifty-dollar late fee, which I also couldn’t afford. If I didn’t make good tips at the bar tonight, I’d be screwed. 

I sucked at adulting, but since I was already juggling my parental duties with two jobs there wasn’t much more I could do. I just wanted one day to go by where I didn’t feel like a complete and total failure. My chest squeezed as I allowed myself a quick minute to miss Robbie and Becca. Robbie hadn’t been much help with Trent, but at least he’d paid bills and could have answered Trent’s questions about how many times he should shake his junk. Becca, on the other hand, had been amazing. She used to watch Trent sometimes, so I could sleep. She’d even feed and bathe him. Now it was all me, all the time. 

How the hell do I do this without them?

When Trent and I got home, Jessica was already there, straightening up the living room. 

“Hey, what are you doing home so early?” I asked. 

“I had a dentist appointment, so I took the rest of the day off. I was about to head to the grocery store. Do you two want to come?” 

I had no money to spare, but needed a few things, and a ride was a rare opportunity I couldn’t pass up. I grabbed Trent’s seat and we piled into Jessica’s little Subaru. The grocery store lot was crowded, but Jessica squeezed into a tight parking spot. I reached for my handle right as Trent opened his door, slamming it into the Chrysler three-hundred parked next to us. 

“Trent!” I shouted, shocked by his behavior. He never opened the door without me. Any door. He knew better. We’d gone over it more times than I could count. 

The owner of the car was putting his groceries in the trunk, and he lost it. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” he shouted as he came around to inspect the damage. There was a tiny nick in the center of his rear driver-side door. He glared at my kid, positioning himself in the open doorway. “What the fuck did you do that for?” 

My mommy instincts had me jumping out of the car and squeezing into the tiny space between them. “He’s a little boy and he didn’t mean to do it. Look, I’ll pay for the damage, but you don’t get to cuss at my kid.” 

Trent’s eyes were bright as he fought back tears. 

“You’re damn right you’ll pay for the damage! I can’t believe this shit. I haven’t even had this car for a month and you let your kid slam his door into it and you’re mad at me for cussing? I’m not dealing with your dumb ass. I’m calling the cops.” He pulled out his phone and backed up as he put it to his ear. 

“Is that really necessary?” Jessica asked. “She said she’ll pay for the damages.” 

“Yes, it’s necessary,” he snapped. “I don’t trust some bitch who can’t even control her bad little kid.” 

“Don’t call my mom names!” Trent shouted. “And I’m not bad.” 

The uncertainty in his voice told me I’d have to reassure him later. After the threat was handled. I took a deep breath and tried to approach the douchebag again. “Look, what do you want from me? My license? Will that help?” 

“Yes. You can give it to the cops.” Turning his back on me, he spoke into the phone. 

“What can I do to help?” Jessica asked. 

Shaking my head as my stomach twisted in knots, I said, “Nothing. Thanks. Go ahead and go shopping. We’ll wait out here for the cops to arrive.” 

“I’m not leaving you with this prick, Carly.” 

I didn’t deserve a friend like Jessica, but I was so glad I had her. She stayed by my side until the police arrived and filled out their report. I handed them my Idaho license and they asked me for my address. I could have lied, could have told them I was still living in Idaho, but Trent was watching me, listening to every word I said. If I lied, he’d probably correct me and then I’d get a ticket for sure. So, I gave them my address and promised to get a Washington ID right away. 

Once the police took our statements and wrote up the report, the asshole left. Jessica went into the store, but I was too upset to even think about shopping. I climbed back into the passenger’s seat and waited, worrying about how I could pay for this new complication to my life. 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Trent said, sounding pitiful. 

“I know, buddy. No more opening doors without me.” 

“I promise. I don’t want to be bad.”

“Oh, buddy, you’re not,” I assured him. “You made a mistake. Everyone makes mistakes sometimes. That doesn’t mean you’re bad.”  

Jessica offered to make Trent dinner, so I went to work, hoping to clock in early and make a few extra tips. I felt defeated, but knew I had to do something to keep moving forward. I couldn’t exactly roll over and let the world crush me. Not when I had Trent to look after. 

When I arrived at the Copper Penny, Flint was in the break room restocking the time cards. “You wanna clock in early and meet with me for a minute before you go on the floor?” he asked. 

That sounded ominous, and I couldn’t take any more problems today, but I went straight to my locker, answering, “Sure. Let me put my stuff away and I’ll be right there.” 

As I locked up my purse and clocked in, my mind raced through the millions of things I could have done wrong last night. Had I made sure all the glasses were loaded in the dishwasher? Had I left liquor open? Had I swept? By the time I reached Flint’s office, my palms were sweaty, and I’d second guessed every task I’d ever done for him. If I lost this job, I didn’t know what I’d do. 

The office door was cracked open, so I poked my head in. 

“Come in,” Flint said, gesturing at a chair in front of his desk. “Sit down.”

Holding my breath, I did as I was told.

Flint finished typing something on his laptop, and then looked up at me. “Carly. You’ve been with us about four months now, which means I missed your ninety-day evaluation. I’m sorry about that.” 

I released my breath, relaxing in my chair. A ninety-day evaluation was something I could handle. “No problem. You’ve been busy, Flint.” 

“We all have, and we couldn’t keep this place running without employees like you. So, let’s get to it.” He read over his notes for a second. “Looks like you run a little late sometimes, but other than that I have no complaints. You’re a solid, dependable employee, a competent bartender, and our customers have nothing but good things to say about your service. I’ve been looking over our budget, and I can’t do much, but we do like to show our appreciation to the employees who perform well. I’ll be giving you a fifty-cent raise, effective immediately.” 

A raise! At first, I was excited. I mean, who wouldn’t be excited about a raise? I was doing a good job, and not only was I not getting canned… I was getting more money. But then I remembered that more money was bad. Very bad. Trent’s school was for low income families and every month I received a grant that helped cover his tuition. Between my two jobs, I was already skating the threshold of what a family of two was allowed to make and still qualify, which was stupid since we were barely squeaking by. 

Regardless, fifty cents more an hour would definitely push me over that threshold and I’d lose the grant. There was no way I’d be able to pay for Trent’s school without it. “Please don’t,” I blurted out.

Flint’s face scrunched up like he’d eaten something sour. “What?” he asked. 

“Please don’t give me a raise. I appreciate it, I really do, but the wonderful thing you’re trying to do to show your appreciation will royally screw me over. I’ll lose the grant I get for my son’s schooling. This fifty-cent raise will end up costing me over four hundred dollars a month.” 

“Oh.” He frowned. “Well, shit. What can I do for you then?” 

I had no idea. My financial situation was somewhere between a joke and a tragedy. I shrugged, once again feeling the hopelessness of it all. 

“Wait, I’ve got an idea.” He opened his top desk drawer, pulled something out, and slid it over to me. 

A hundred-dollar visa bucks card!

Unable to believe my eyes, I blinked. Then blinked again. It was still there, staring up at me from the top of Flint’s desk, like some glowing beacon chasing away the gloom and doom of my day. A hundred dollars wouldn’t solve all my problems, but it would help me pay Trent’s tuition this month. “This is for me?” I asked, hesitant to get my hopes up until I knew for sure.

Flint nodded. “I know it’s not much, but—”

“Not much? It’s amazing! You have no idea how much I need this right now. Ohmigod, thank you!” I scooped up the card and slid it into my pocket before he changed his mind and took it back. Between the card and what I made in tips tonight, I should have money to spare. I briefly considered hugging Flint but wasn’t sure if that crossed any employee/employer boundaries and I still needed my job. Instead, I thanked him once or twice more, bowing to his laughter as I left his office. Then I hurried out to the front to get to work. 

I was about halfway through my shift when Wasp sat at the bar and ordered a beer. “Hey stranger. It’s good to see you, but shouldn’t you be on lunch?” he asked. 

Glancing at the clock, I realized he was right. 

“Go,” Flint said, sidling up to me so he could step into my spot. “Dana and I have it covered.” 

Wasp picked up his beer, stood, and met me on the other side of the bar before escorting me to the break room. Hurrying forward, he swung open the door for me, and stepped aside so I could precede him. About a dozen white cartons covered the table, and the smell of cooked meats and veggies made my stomach growl. 

“I hope you like Chinese,” Wasp said, gesturing for me to come in. He pulled out a chair in front of one of the two plates he’d set. 

He’d brought me dinner. My chest squeezed and my eyes burned at the sight. It was such a sweet, unexpected gesture that I had to swallow back my emotions before I could answer. “I love Chinese food,” I said, taking the seat he offered. Between the gift card and the free dinner, my day was beginning to look up. He pushed me in, and I checked out the spread, feeling completely overwhelmed. “Thank you, Wasp. This is… Wow. I don’t even know what to say.” 

“You don’t have to say anything; just eat. You’re always too busy to go out, so I figured we could eat in. I didn’t know what you liked, so I got a little of everything.” He started opening containers and calling out their contents as he placed them around me. By the time he finished, I had a giant fan of delicious-smelling containers circling my plate. 

Wasp sat across the table from me and scooped fried rice onto his plate. I followed suit, trying not to drool as I piled on my favorites, which was pretty much everything. 

“My first job back home was at a Chinese restaurant,” I said, scooping out a patty of egg foo young before smothering it in gravy. 

“Where’s home?” Wasp asked. 

I almost let it slip but caught myself just in time. “Just a small town in the middle of nowhere.” 

“Fine, you don’t have to tell me. We can talk about something else.” He sounded mildly disappointed, but not surprised. “How was your day?” 

“Rough start, but it’s getting better.” 

“Rough because of the helicoptering incident?” 

I groaned. “That was just the beginning.” 

Wasp listened as I told him about the grocery store parking lot, and as I spoke he got angry. “Bastard shouldn’t have spoken to you and Trent like that. What the fuck is wrong with people? Why didn’t you call me?” 

Confused, I shrugged. Wasp and I had been talking every day and hanging out on the weekends, but this wasn’t his problem. “Why would I call you?” 

“Because you shouldn’t have to deal with assholes like that. I could have handled the situation and even offered to have one of my guys fix it for him.” 

I was so used to doing everything on my own that calling Wasp hadn’t even crossed my mind. Touched that he would come and help me, I didn’t know how to respond. So, I popped a pot sticker in my mouth. 

“I mean it. I want you to call me when shit like that happens. You never know when someone’s gonna fly off the handle and turn violent.” 

“You sound as if you’re speaking from experience.” 

He nodded, a frown tugging at his lips. “I help vets, Carly. I’ve seen a lot of good men do stupid shit. That’s not a chance I want to take with you and Trent.” 

His genuine concern about us was both sweet and unnerving and I shoveled more food in my mouth so I wouldn’t have to respond. I didn’t even know how to respond. 

“You like it?” Wasp asked, gesturing at my plate. 

“So much. I can’t even remember the last time I had Chinese, and this is great. These veggies taste super fresh. Thank you.” 

“Don’t thank me yet. I’m buttering you up to ask you for a favor.” 

“Uh-oh.” I trapped a piece of broccoli and a bite of beef between my chopsticks. The guy had saved Father’s Day, brought me dinner, and wanted me to call whenever I was in trouble, but he seemed hesitant to ask me for this favor. “Must be a doozy.” 

“Not really,” he replied, looking away as he played with his chopsticks like he was nervous. “My parents are coming to town this weekend and they want to take me out to dinner. I’m hoping you and Trent will join us.” 

I about choked on a bite of rice. After coughing to clear my airways, I asked, “You want your parents to meet me and Trent?” 

“Yeah.” He was still trying to sound nonchalant as he kept his gaze on his plate. “But not in a weird way. In a ‘hey, this is my friend and her kid’ sort of way.” 

Meeting someone’s parents was always weird and uncomfortable, no matter the way. “Why?” 

When his gaze found mine again, the confident pretty-boy joker I knew him to be was gone, replaced by something vulnerable. “Why not?”

He was always so cocky and confident that seeing him vulnerable made me want to wrap my arms around him and assure him that everything would be fine. Fighting back that urge, I said, “Because your parents are coming from out-of-town to see you. Trent and I will be intruding on your family time, and it’s weird that you’re okay with that. Tell me what’s really going on.” 

He dropped his head. “Everyone in my family has their shit together. All four of my brothers are married with kids and animals and they wear suits to work and golf, just like the folks. I’m a grease monkey who’s never even had a steady girlfriend. I’m the black sheep, the odd ball. If my parents get me alone, it will be all awkward silence from my dad while my mom hounds me about leaving the club and settling down.” 

“Oh.” I said between bites. He needed a buffer. “And you think having me and Trent there will make it less of an awkward nag-fest?” 

“Yes. My parents are mid-western Catholic, all family values and good manners. They’d never ask about Trent’s dad or anything else that might make you uncomfortable, and they won’t point out all my failures in front of you. Hell, my mom will be so encouraged by your presence it might get her off my ass for a few weeks at least.” 

“Your failures?” I asked, confused. “Wasp, you own your own house. You have a car and a bike. You have a good-paying job that you love, and you have enough disposable income to buy Chinese food or take me and my kid to explore a ship museum on a whim. You’re not a failure.” 

The grateful smile he gave me made my chest squeeze tight. “Thanks, sweetheart, but I don’t think you understand how perfect my brothers are.” 

“I’m a crap-lousy single mom juggling two jobs with no family, no car, and a tiny apartment that I share with the saint who took us in. My presence isn’t going to make you look any better.” 

He bolted out of his chair so fast it hit the floor, then he marched over and pulled out my chair, turning me to face him. Weirded out by his bizarre behavior, I dropped my chopsticks on my plate and stood. “What?” 

“Don’t say that shit about yourself,” he growled. “You’re an incredible mom in shitty circumstances, doing the best you can. I’ve seen grown men destroyed over less shit than you face daily, but you power through it like a boss. You work your ass off and you never complain and you’re sexy as fuck. Your presence makes me look like one lucky motherfucker.”

Before I could even begin to process his words, his lips were on mine. The connection brought a moment of confusion before sparks of desire ignited in my body. Wasp was kissing me, and it felt incredible. He snaked a hand around to the nape of my neck, and another to the small of my back, pressing me against him to deepen the kiss. His tongue danced around mine as the heat of his body set me on fire. Everywhere he touched me I felt branded, claimed. My nipples pebbled against his hard pectorals, sending jolts of need straight to my core. 

His kiss was all passion and heat, and I clung to him, letting myself burn. 

We eventually had to come up for air. Wasp leaned his forehead against mine as I tried to catch my breath. My heart and mind raced. I’d kissed a few guys before, but it had never felt so… consuming. I wanted more. I wanted everything he had to offer.

And that was dangerous.  

Wasp had done so much for me and Trent. Now, he was asking for help, and I couldn’t turn him down. Especially not if there was a chance of getting another kiss like that. We were playing with a raging bonfire that neither of us could control. There was a chance it would burn us both to the ground, and I wouldn’t be able to pull myself out of the ashes again. Still, I couldn’t resist the flames. Squeezing my eyes closed, I accepted my fate and prepared to fan the fire. 

“When’s dinner?” 
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SATURDAY MORNING, I showed up at Carly’s place with a surprise for Trent in a brown paper bag tucked under my arm. Leaving the chain lock in place, a timid little brunette in glasses cracked open the door and greeted me with a hesitant, “Hi. Uh… can I help you?” 

Biting back a laugh at her awkward greeting, I beamed her my most friendly smile and answered, “You must be Jessica, the roommate. I’m Wasp. I’m here to see Carly and Trent.” 

“Wasp.” Her expression softened, telling me she’d heard about me. Her gaze gave me a good once-over before she realized my words required action on her part. “Oh. It’s nice to meet you. Uh… just a minute.” 

She closed the door. I expected her to unlatch the chain and let me in, but she didn’t. Chuckling to myself, I stood in the hallway and waited, wondering what was going on in the apartment. I didn’t have to wait long before I heard the chain lock slide and Carly opened the door wearing a pair of ragged jean shorts and a faded Metallica T-shirt. Her hair was down, she had no makeup on, and she looked fucking edible. 

“Hey, Wasp.” Her smile was hesitant, but her eyes were bright. She was surprised, but happy to see me. “Didn’t expect you today. Lunch with your parents is tomorrow, right?” 

Because Carly worked only nights on weekends, I’d called Mom to set up a late lunch on Sunday after Dad got out of his seminar. Hearing I was bringing a girl along, Mom was all too willing to accommodate. I’d let her know what I could about Carly’s situation and Mom fell on the information like a goddamn piranha, gobbling it up. I’d explained that we were just friends numerous times, but wouldn’t be surprised if she had monogrammed wedding invitations made up for us by lunch tomorrow.

“Right. I uh… wanted to see you. And I have something for my little buddy.” 

Her tongue snaked out and moistened her bottom lip, reminding me of the kiss we’d shared last night. Was she thinking about it, too? My dick instantly hardened, and my mind started spinning. Were we still just friends? We spoke on the phone daily, and last weekend I’d taken her and Trent to tour the USS Turner Joy. Watching his eyes light up as he fired off questions faster than I could answer had been the highlight of my life. Well, until last night’s kiss. Friends sure as hell didn’t kiss like that. I knew Carly and I had chemistry, but damn! The woman had caused a chemical reaction inside me that had me hurrying home to jack off in the shower after that kiss. 

I wanted more. I wanted to trap her body against the wall and dive back into that sweet mouth of hers. I wanted to hear her soft moans and feel her nipples hardening against me. If just kissing her had rocked my world, I couldn’t wait to see what fucking her would be like. I needed to bury my aching, neglected cock deep inside her and watch her eyes roll back in ecstasy as she screamed my name and begged me for release. 

“You wanna come in?” Carly asked, her expression unreadable. 

I wondered how many of my dirty thoughts she could read in my expression. Could she see all the nasty things I wanted to do to her? Her body had been so damn responsive last night, I knew she wanted to fuck me, too. It would be so easy to just… 

“Wasp!” Trent shouted, flinging himself at me. 

I caught him one-handed mid-air, his presence serving as a reminder of why I couldn’t have more with Carly. Sex would only complicate the fuck out of this thing between us. Carly wasn’t a one-time-bang type woman, and I didn’t want to hurt her. She’d already been hurt enough. Besides, there was Trent to think about, and he was way more important than getting my dick wet. If I fucked her, it would have to be the start of something bigger—something long lasting—and I wasn’t sure we were ready for that yet. 

“Hey buddy.” I mussed up Trent’s hair and handed him his gift. 

He peeked into the bag. “Spiderman?” he asked, his face glowing like a goddamn flashlight. “Mom! Wasp bought me the Spiderman movie! And popcorn!”

Realizing I probably should have asked her first, I looked to Carly. “He was telling me about it at school. All the other kids have seen it. I hope it’s okay.” 

“It’s not super violent is it?” she asked, plucking the movie from Trent’s hand to read the back. “It’s rated PG thirteen.” 

“Comic book violence, dove. He knows it’s not the same as real violence, right, T-man?” 

Trent bobbed his head up and down enthusiastically. “Yep. It’s not real, Mom.” 

She still didn’t look convinced.

“I figured we could hang out today and watch it with him, so if it gets too bad, we can turn it off.”

“I…” Her gaze flickered to the apartment. “I have a doctor’s appointment. We were just getting ready to leave.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just a checkup.” 

“Do you need a ride?” 

She shook her head. “No, thanks. Jess is taking me.” 

“Well, why don’t I hang out here and watch the movie with Trent while you’re gone so he doesn’t have to hang out in a boring ole’ doctor’s office?” 

She hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip as she glanced at Trent. 

“Yes!” he shouted. “Please, Mom? I’ll be good for Wasp. I don’t want to go to the doctor. They have baby toys.”

Knowing we had her, I joined Trent in his pleading. “Yeah, who wants to play with baby toys?”

“Not me! I wanna watch Spiderman with Wasp!”

“Sometimes they’re slow,” Carly said, still seemingly uncertain. “It could take up to two or three hours.”

I shrugged. “All the more reason for Trent to stay here.”

She worried at her bottom lip some more. “Come in and have a seat. I’ll go make sure it’s cool with Jess.” She started walking toward the hall.

“I have references.” I called out after her. “And I passed the background check and took the training necessary to volunteer at Helping Hands. Man, that was brutal. Also, I can give you my license to hold until I return the kayak… err kid. I mean kid.” 

Trent laughed. “I’m not a kayak.” 

Lugging him to the couch, I tickled him to elicit more laughter. As I sat, he squirmed out of my arms and started showing me his toys. 

While I was getting the backstory on one of his cars, Carly returned, still looking skeptical. “Jess says it’s okay, but give me your license.” 

The offer had been mostly a joke, but I didn’t hesitate to pull out my wallet and hand it to her. She snapped a picture with her phone and returned it. 

“Andrew, huh? Doesn’t really fit you.” 

“I know. Tried to tell my mom that when I asked her to change my name to Bumblebee in grade school.” 

Carly cracked up. “Bumble bee? Trent used to sing a song about that. How’d that go, kiddo?” 

“I’m bringing home a baby bumble bee, won’t my mommy be so proud of me,” Trent sang, grinning at me. 

“You got jokes, kid,” I ruffled his hair. “Not bumble bee. Bumblebee. Like the Transformer. I wanted to be a kid who changed into a car.” I shrugged. “Turns out I’m more of a Wasp.” 

“Because you sting?” she asked.

And man, I would love to sting her. “Something like that,” I replied with a wink.

Carly rolled her eyes. 

“We should get going,” Jessica said, joining us. 

“Before you head out,” I opened the movie case and plucked the disk from it, “Wanna show me how to put this in?” 

“That’s what she said,” Trent blurted out. 

Shocked, I stared at him. There was no way he could possibly know how dead-on his comedic timing was, but a proud grin stretched across his face as he watched our stunned reactions.

Jessica’s eyes were wide as fucking saucers. She bit her lip and turned away. 

Carly’s mouth dropped open. She was trying to say something but couldn’t seem to pull herself together. 

That left me, and I was too damn proud of the kid to chastise him. He’d cracked a joke that left all three of us speechless. I had to admire that. 

“Trent.” Carly held up a finger, still trying to compose herself. “You have gotta stop saying that. It’s not… It’s… Just please, don’t say that anymore.” 

“But it’s funny,” he replied. 

Carly’s cheeks were turning red. “I cannot even handle you right now. We’ll talk about this when I get home.” She took the movie from me and put it in the player, turning on the television and passing me the remote. She kissed Trent on the forehead, and then paused inches in front of mine. Her mind was so frazzled, she’d almost kissed my forehead, but had stopped herself. 

“I don’t get a kiss goodbye?” I asked, too amused to let that shit slide. 

The look she gave me was either pissed or horny. I couldn’t tell whether she was recalling our last kiss or stabbing me in her mind. “No, Bumblebee, I’m a little too worried about getting pollinated.” Trying not to smile, she pulled back and stood up straight.

She’d cracked another joke! I’d known Carly had a sense of humor somewhere, and I felt a rush of pride at bringing it out of her. “Ah, you got jokes, too. All right. You two get out of here and let us men do Spidermanly stuff.” 

They left, and I went to the kitchen to throw the bag of popcorn in the microwave. Then my little jokester curled up next to me and snacked on popcorn as we watched the webslinger. 

*	*	*

I must have told Carly a dozen times that lunch with my parents was no big deal, but when I stopped by to pick her and Trent up Sunday, she was a raving lunatic. 

“Too slutty?” she asked, wincing as she opened the door to reveal her outfit. 

She wore a button-down sleeveless jean summer dress that showed a tiny bit of cleavage and stopped just above her knees, and her red cowboy boots. Her hair was down in big curls that made me want to run my fingers through it, and her makeup was lighter than what she usually wore at the bar. 

“You don’t look slutty at all. You look beautiful.” 

She didn’t seem to hear me. “The dress is too short, but I don’t have anything longer. Maybe I should see if I can borrow something from Jess.” 

She turned away, but I grabbed her wrist, forcing her to hear me. “Don’t change a thing. Not for them, not for me, not for anyone. I want you to be comfortable in your own clothes, sweetheart. Besides, you could walk in there wearing a string bikini and my mom would love you and invite you for the holidays. Of course, we probably wouldn’t make it to the restaurant because I would be ravaging the fuck out of you, but if we did show, Mom would love you.” 

She cracked a smile. “You’re such a perv. Always angling.” 

I glanced down at the front of my jeans. “Are you checking out the angle of my dangle?”

“Ohmigod.” She threw her head back, swearing at the ceiling as she went back into the apartment. “Come in. I gotta grab Trent.” 

Patting myself on the back for distracting her and putting her at ease, I leaned against the wall and waited. Seconds later, Trent came barreling around the corner, shouting my name. The kid was like a puppy, so damn excited to see me that it made me feel like I must be doing something right. I held out my hands and he leaped right into them. 

“Stop running in the house,” Carly said as she joined us. “I swear, one of these days you’re going to fall and break something.” 

Probably, but which boy didn’t? “You two ready to go?” I asked. 

At her nod, we took the elevator to the parking garage and headed out. Carly was wringing her hands as she stared out the window. I reached for the hand closest to me and intertwined our fingers to get her to stop. Her hand fit perfectly in mine, and the warmth of the connection was helping my nerves, too. She looked at our laced fingers but didn’t pull away, and after a few minutes, her shoulders relaxed. 

“Where are we going?” she asked. 

“I found a steakhouse that’s recommended for kids. They have burgers, hot dogs, grilled cheese sandwiches, and all that. I’m sure we can find something Trent will eat.” 

Her eyes softened, and she looked away. “You’re always doing that… always including him. Making sure he’s taken care of.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked, confused. “He’s with us.” 

“Most people don’t pay attention to what he needs or wants. They don’t plan including him, they just plan and expect him to fit into what they do.” 

“Who are these people?” 

Carly clamped her mouth closed. 

“Well, in my big family, we revolved around the kids. Plans were made around sporting events and school functions. Us kids were included in everything. You’d think my parents would have been relieved to see us grow up and leave so they could do their own thing, but they’d build a giant house and make us all move in with them if we’d allow it.” 

“That sounds wonderful.” Her eyes were misty. “It must have been great, growing up in a big family like that.” 

“It was… crazy. But yeah, it was a good childhood.” 

“Am I going to meet your mom and dad?” Trent asked from the back seat, sounding almost as nervous as his mom.

I couldn’t imagine being a kid without grandparents. Stopping for a light, I turned so I could see him. “Yeah, T-man, you are. I can’t wait to show them how awesome you are.” 

Carly gave my hand a squeeze. 

“What was that for?” I asked. 

Her eyes had gone soft again. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything.” 
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WASP’S PARENTS WERE waiting for us by the hostess desk. I knew it was them at first sight, because the family resemblance was striking. Wasp had gotten his dark blonde hair, grey eyes, and warm smile from his mom, but his height, build, and the shape of his face came from his father. They both hugged him, and then looked my way expectantly. 

Wasp made the introductions. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Marshall,” I said, extending my hand to shake. 

“Elaine, please,” his mom corrected me with a welcoming smile. Ignoring my hand, she wrapped me in a hug. Her arms were warm and comforting and she smelled of roses and sunshine. I breathed the scent in deeply and felt myself relax. She released me and bent to talk to Trent. “And you can call us Grandma and Grandpa if you want, Trent. All the kids back home do.” 

“Mom…” Wasp growled.

“What? Our names are difficult to say, and we are grandparents.” She gave him an innocent smile and held out her hands to Trent. He went straight to her without the slightest bit of hesitation. Yep, she was definitely a grandma. Trent’s expression curious, he watched her, making me worry about what sort of questions I’d be fielding later. 

“Stephen,” Wasp’s dad said, stepping forward to shake my hand. Then he bumped fists with Trent. “Hey there big guy. How are you?” 

“Good,” Trent said with a grin. “I’m five.” 

“You are?” Elaine asked, giving him a little squeeze. “Five-year-olds need to eat lots of good food so they can grow big and strong. Do you eat lots?” 

He nodded. 

“Good. They have our table ready, so let’s go sit down and get something yummy in your belly.” Elaine led us to a booth. She slid in and set Trent on a booster seat beside her, gesturing for me to join them. As I took my place, Stephen and Wasp sat across from us. 

The waiter brought us waters and took our drink orders, then I had no idea what to say. Elaine seemed so loving and kind, the type of mom I used to wish for. She was dressed modestly, in a mid-calf skirt, blouse, and pumps, looking every bit the good mid-western Catholic girl. My clothing felt inappropriate—almost trashy—beside her, making me want to stretch out my skirt and cover my shoulders. 

Desperate to compensate for my appearance by impressing her with my social skills, I floundered for something intelligent to say. “Did you have a nice flight?” I finally asked.  

“Yes, it was lovely, thank you. The view coming into Seattle is breathtaking with the mountains and the ocean. I can see why Andrew’s fallen in love with the area.” 

“We went kayaking in the ocean,” Trent said, obviously wanting to be included in the conversation. 

“I heard. Andrew told me you went really fast. He was proud of you because you didn’t get scared. Did you like kayaking?” 

Wasp had been talking to his mother about my kid? That knowledge warmed me way more than it should have. I glanced across the table to find him talking to his father about the weather. He gave me a bolstering smile before nodding to his dad. 

“Who’s Andrew?” Trent asked.

“Me,” Wasp replied, putting the weather talk on hold. “Andrew’s my real name. Wasp’s my nickname, like T-man’s your nickname.” 

“Oh.” Trent leaned back in his seat. “And buddy.” 

Wasp grinned. “And buddy,” he confirmed. 

“Andrew was right, you are smart as a whip,” Elaine said, smiling at Trent. 

He gave her a big, toothy smile. “I know my alphabet and can count to a hundred.” 

He was so eager to impress them, it made my heart stutter. He was desperate for a connection, and I couldn’t help but see how it could hurt him. I wanted to wrap his heart in bubble wrap and keep him safe from the possibility of more pain. The possibility of more people leaving or dying. 

Elaine opened the kid’s menu the waiter had given us and leaned closer to Trent. “Look at all these amazing choices. Can I read them to you, so you can pick out something to eat?” 

He nodded. “Yes, please.”  

Just like Wasp, Elaine had anticipated Trent’s needs and was taking care of him. It was sweet and beautiful, and I had no idea what to do with myself. Again, I glanced across the table. Wasp gave me a crooked smile and a shrug. 

“Carly, Andrew tells us you’re a bartender and a barista,” Stephen said. “Working two jobs with a child… that’s a handful.” 

I expected Wasp’s good, wholesome parents to be disappointed in my bar job, but Stephen sounded impressed. “I do what I have to,” I replied. 

“Well, your work ethic is admirable.”

My cheeks warmed at the unexpected compliment. “Thank you.” 

The waiter arrived with our drinks and took our food orders. 

“So… Trent, what kind of toys do you like to play with?” Stephen asked.

Trent tapped his chin. “Uh… army men and dinosaurs and Legos and cars and superheroes.” 

Stephen nodded. “Excellent choices. Who’s your favorite superhero?” 

“Spiderman,” Trent replied. 

“Our grandkids went to see the new Spiderman movie when it came out. Did you see it?” Elaine asked. 

“Yes! Wasp watched it with me.” Trent bounced up from his seat, standing in his chair. Before I could tell him to sit down, he shouted, “I say Penis, you say Parker!”

I gaped at my kid, hoping I’d misheard him. 

“Penis! Parker! Penis! Parker!”

Nope, I’d heard him correctly. So had everyone else in the restaurant because they were all staring at us. One mom even had her hands over her daughter’s ears. My cheeks went from warm to on fire in a nanosecond. “Trent! Stop that. What do you think you’re doing? Where did you hear that?” 

His expression fell as he took in my face and let me help him back into his seat. “It was in the movie.”

My gaze snapped to Wasp. 

The asshole was trying not to laugh. “I… Um… Yeah. It was in the movie.” 

Turning back to Trent, I asked, “Are you supposed to say penis in public?” 

“No, but—”

“Apologize to the table for being rude.” 

“But it wasn’t rude, it was funny.” 

Ready to grab my kid and bolt for the door before I died of embarrassment, I glanced around the table. Elaine and Stephen were having as much trouble containing their laughter as Wasp was. They weren’t offended, or angry, or about to bring out their pitchforks and burn me at the stake for being a horrible mom. 

“Sound familiar, honey?” Stephen asked. 

Elaine’s chest bounced with a giggle, but she stifled it and nodded. “So familiar. I would swear he was Andrew’s. Carly, I cannot tell you the number of times that boy embarrassed us in public. Always trying to get a laugh.” She placed her hands on either side of Trent’s face and said, “You, my child, are a peach.” 

Trent’s brow furrowed. “I’m not a peach. I’m a boy.”

Her smile widened. “Yes, you are. A wonderful little boy at that.” 

And I was still appalled and humiliated, regardless of how they were trying to play it off like it was no big deal. 

Wasp stood, coming around to our side of the table, and held out his hands to Trent. “Come on, buddy. Grandma and Grandpa are about to tell stories about me, and I don’t think you need any ideas. Let’s go wash your hands and talk about why you shouldn’t say that word.” 

Trent frowned, but went to him. As they walked off, Elaine and Stephen both started snickering. 

“I’m sorry, Carly,” Elaine said, “But he reminds me so much of Andrew. Honey, remember when he was three and dropped his pants in your bank to water the tree?” 

Laughing, Stephen nodded. “Just stood there in the window, waving at the people walking by on the sidewalk as he peed into that pot. I was trying to move up at the time and thought for sure he’d ruined my chances. Thankfully, my manager had boys, too.”

 “And that one time when he was about six or seven, and he asked that nun if she still had boobies, or if God took them.” Elaine shook her head. “The nun was absolutely scandalized. She brought in Father Tucker. I think she wanted the father to do an exorcism.”

“Ohmigosh,” I whispered. 

“Yep.” Stephen snorted. “Don’t forget about the two-hundred-dollar bill we received from that tampon company.” 

Elaine laughed so hard she had to wipe tears from her eyes. When she finally composed herself, she said, “Oh my, I had forgotten about that. Andrew decided to use his school’s payphone to prank the eight-hundred number of a tampon company.” 

“Prank them how?” I asked, knowing this was going to be good. 

Stephen’s belly laugh had the entire restaurant looking at our table again. 

“He disguised his voice to sound like a girl and spun some tale about having tampons stuck inside him.” Elaine shook her head, the slightest blush coloring her cheeks. “After several of those calls, the tampon company sent a bill to the school. The school pulled surveillance and then called us in for a meeting to pass the bill along to us.” 

“I learned a lot from that one,” Wasp said, rejoining us. He settled Trent back in his chair before rounding the table to retake his seat. “Like how to watch out for cameras and block my phone number.” 

His mother threw her hands in the air. “Of course. Far be it for you to stop your nefarious pranking activity.” 

I just stared at Wasp, shaking my head, appalled by the hell he’d put his family through. “You were a horrible child.” 

“Nope. I was a fun child. 

“I’m a fun child,” Trent said.

Oh God. “Maybe a little less fun than Wasp was, though. I don’t think my mommy can handle that much fun.” 

The rest of dinner was spent in companionable conversation. Before I knew it, it was time to go and I was actually sad our time with Wasp’s parents had come to an end. They both hugged me and Trent before climbing into their rental car.

“Next time, you three will have to fly out and see us,” Elaine said through her open window. 

“Mom…” Wasp said, another warning in his voice. 

She gave him another sweet smile. “Just letting them know they’re welcome, Andrew. You all are. It’s been too long since you’ve been home.” 

We climbed into Wasp’s Jeep and instead of starting the engine, he turned to face me. “My parents monopolized all your time, and I barely got to talk to you. I’m not ready to drop you guys off yet.” 

And I wasn’t ready to be dropped off. “This was fun, but I have to work in a couple of hours.” 

“Mind if I come over and hang out until you do? We could watch another movie.” I started to object, and he said, “One without Penis Parker, of course.” His eyes were smiling, and he gave me a panty-melting smirk. 

There were so many reasons Wasp in my apartment was a bad idea, but none of them seemed more compelling than the fact that I liked having him around. His presence made me feel less lonely and broken. It was like I had a good friend again… one who I wanted to kiss some more. 

“Then I can take you to work,” he said before turning to ask Trent, “What do you say, buddy? Want me to come over for a while?” 

“Yes!” Trent’s eyes were bright, and his grin was giant. “Can Wasp come to our house, Mom?” 

“Yeah, can I, Mom?” Wasp asked, turning his pleading gaze on me. 

“That was dirty, Andrew,” I replied. 

“I do what I have to. It’s my stellar work ethic. By the way, I think my parents like you more than they like me.” 

Grinning, I had to agree. “Yeah? Well, maybe if you weren’t such a rotten child they would like you more.” 

“By rotten, you mean creative and entertaining.” Wasp started up his Jeep. 

I laughed. “Or rottenly creative and entertaining.” 

“It’s practically the same thing.” We pulled out of the parking lot, and by the time we arrived at our building, Wasp had weaseled his way up to our apartment. He and Trent checked out our movie collection while I slipped into my bedroom to change into my work uniform. 

A few minutes later, there was a knock on my door. Wondering what the two trouble makers were up to, I opened it. 

Wasp stood on the other side. He looked me up and down, then muttered, “Damn, I missed the good part.” 

“Which good part would that be?” 

“The naked part.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think you need to see that part.”

“No offense, dove, but I don’t think you understand my needs. Can I at least come in?”

My gaze did a sweep of the room, making sure there were no panties, bras, or other embarrassing articles of clothing laying around, but it was clean. Clues to all my secrets were in this room, though. Was I ready to let him see them? I couldn’t decide. 

“Where’s Trent?” I asked. 

“Completely absorbed in the movie I put in for him.”

I could refuse to let Wasp in, but I didn’t want to. No matter how stupid it made me, I trusted him and wanted him to see this side of me. Stepping aside, I silently invited him in. He moseyed past me, looking around. “Pretty cramped in here.” 

My bed and the dresser had come with the furnished apartment, but I’d purchased Trent’s small dresser, toy box, and race car bed at a yard sale three blocks away. Then Jessica and I had carried it all the way to the apartment. I didn’t own much, but what I did own barely fit in the space. 

He plucked a framed picture from the top of my dresser and studied it. “Who are these two with you?”

“Robbie and Becca. Trent’s dad and my best friend. No, my two best friends.” 

“Where’s Becca now?” 

“Dead. They’re both dead.” 

“What happened, Carly?” 

For the first time ever, I actually wanted to answer the question. I wanted to tell someone—no, I wanted to tell Wasp specifically—but I couldn’t. It sounded too bizarre, too unbelievable, and I didn’t want him to think I was crazy. “Soon,” I said, taking the picture from him and setting it back down. “I’m not quite ready to talk about it yet.” 

He quirked a smile at me. “We’ll call that progress.” 

I swallowed. “Or stupidity.” 

“Whatever happened… I’m here for you when you’re ready to talk about it. I’m not gonna push, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested.” 

“Thanks.”

“Of course. But that’s not the reason I came in here.” Something dangerous sparked in his eyes as he closed the distance between us. I tried to take a step back, but he wrapped an arm around my waist and held me there. “All night I’ve been watching you, thinking about that kiss we shared and wanting another. I’ve seen the way you look at me. The way you lick your lips. I know you’re thinking about the same damn thing.” 

My gaze drifted down to his lips. Yep. I had been fantasizing about another hot make out session. “Trent’s just in the other room. He could barge in here at any time.” 

Wasp leaned closer, until our lips were almost touching. “I’m aware, and that’s the only reason I haven’t ripped your clothes off you. You have no idea how beautiful you are, and how hard it is to be around you without touching you. Especially now that I know what your lips taste like.”

He was coming on so strong I should be pushing him away, but instead of rejecting him, my fingers tangled in his shirt as heat pooled between my legs. 

“You don’t work Monday night. Stay at my place with me,” he said.

My pulse sped up at the possibility. “What? I can’t do that.”

“Yes you can, hear me out. I can pick you up after I get off work tomorrow, and we can get dinner and maybe go bowling or go play miniature golf or something. Whatever you guys wanna do. Then we can go back to my place and hang out, watch cartoons or something. I have a spare bedroom with a comfortable queen-sized bed. You two can crash in there if you want, and we can take him to school Tuesday before I drop you off at the coffee shop.” 

Wow. He’d planned this all out. Surprised by the disappointment I felt at sleeping in his spare room, I said, “I don’t know—”

“If it’s a good idea,” he interrupted, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. “Yeah, you say that a lot. But sometimes you just gotta take a chance, sweetheart, or you could miss out on something earth-shattering.” 

“You saying sex with you would be earth-shattering?” I asked.

The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I didn’t say anything about sex.” 

I couldn’t think straight with him so close to me, smelling all wonderful while his grey eyes watched me like I was the most interesting person in the world. Breaking free of his hold, I took one giant step back. My legs hit the side of my bed, and I almost toppled over. Righting myself, I asked, “Why?”

His eyebrows rose. “Why what? Why didn’t I say anything about sex?” 

My cheeks heated. “No. Why do you want us to stay with you?” 

He shrugged. “I like being around you guys. I’d kind of like to have you in my space… to see what that’s like. Never wanted to take a woman home before, but you… I don’t know. I’d like to try it out. It’s not about sex, Carly. It’s about you. No, it’s about you and Trent. I can’t explain it, but I want to try this. It’s important. Come stay with me.” 

“In your spare bedroom?” I asked for clarification. 

“Absolutely. No funny business at all. Unless, of course, you can’t keep your hands to yourself. Then that’s on you, but I wouldn’t necessarily kick you out of my bed. Unless you snore.” 

He was trying to lighten the mood, but I couldn’t get past the implications of him wanting us in his space. But hadn’t I wanted the same thing when I’d invited him up here? Then again when I’d opened my bedroom door to him? 

“Come on. It’ll be fun.” 

Oh, I was sure it would be all sorts of fun, and that’s what I was afraid of. 
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CARLY AND TRENT were in my house. 

Of course they were, I’d invited them. Hell, I’d practically begged them. When Carly said no, I’d even met her in the break room on her lunch again, and kissed her into submission until she agreed to stay. 

“Why is this so important to you?” she’d asked me again. 

“I don’t know, but it is.” I needed to see what it felt like to have her and Trent in my space. To see where they fit in, if they fit in, or if I’d come to my senses and realize I was making a huge mistake. 

Carly finally relented, so I picked them up after work, and we hit a bowling alley not far from my house. Trent was a first-time bowler, and Carly hadn’t bowled in years, so we put the bumper pads in and made a go of it. Carly managed to somehow swing gutter balls (despite the bumpers), and Trent bounced his ball from side to side until it ran out of steam and died inches in front of the pins. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so hard in my life. 

More important than my enjoyment, were the sounds I heard coming from Carly and Trent. We’re talking crazy amounts of belly laughter. Every time one of them doubled over, I felt lighter and more significant than I’d felt in years. Making them laugh had become my new goal in life. 

Now, the three of us were sitting on my sofa snickering at campy old-school cartoons. They were in my space, and instead of coming to my senses, I never wanted them to leave. Having them here felt so damn right and comfortable, I was starting to see the appeal of doing the family thing. 

“All right, time to brush your teeth and get ready for bed,” Carly said, nudging Trent. 

“But I’m not sleepy,” he complained between yawns.

“You have school tomorrow. You promised that if we stayed at Wasp’s you’d go to bed on time, remember?” 

Trent’s shoulders dropped. He looked as though he was carrying the weight of the world (or at least the weight of a bed time) on them. His gaze met mine. “I have to go to bed.” 

“It’s getting late,” I said by way of confirmation. 

“But I’m having fun. And mom says tomorrow we have to go back to our place.” 

He sounded so miserable, I stood and took pity on him. After all, I wasn’t too thrilled about them leaving, either. “Come on, buddy, I’ll help you brush your teeth.” 

After we finished, Carly took him into my spare bedroom and wrangled him into pajamas. Then I came in, stretched out beside him, and read the book he’d brought along. By the time I finished, he was fast asleep, probably worn out from all the fun we’d had at the bowling alley. Setting his book on the nightstand, I went out to the living room to find Carly curled up on my sofa looking at her phone. 

“He’s out?” she asked, setting the phone aside. 

“Of course, he is. Dove, I’ve got mad skills with kids. I used to babysit my cousins a lot.” 

“Well, it shows. You’re great with him.” 

Chewing on her compliment, I went to the fridge and grabbed us each a beer before sitting beside her. “He makes it easy by being such a fun kid, but you know who else I’m good with?” 

“Who?”

“You.” 

She took a sip of her beer, eyeballing me. “That’s a pretty cheesy line there, Mr. Marshall.” 

“Ouch, so formal.” My body caved inward, like she’d socked me in the chest. “It’s like that now, huh?” 

She continued to stare at me for a few minutes before shaking her head. 

“What?” I asked.

“I’m still processing everything your parents said about you. Did you really prank a tampon company?” 

“Yes, and it was the best thing ever. I’d get these customer service reps who were used to normal every day questions—nobody had prepared them for me—and I’d use this high-pitched nasally girl voice and would be like...” changing my voice, I continued, “Hi, my name is Betty Nickers and I’m so scared, I don’t know what to do. The string on my tampon broke and it’s stuck inside me. I keep trying to pull it out, but it’s pushing it deeper inside, and I… I like it. It feels good. I’m not… I’m not masturbating, am I?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, God, you didn’t.”

“Oh, I assure you, I did. Then I’d moan and tell them it just touched my g-spot.” 

She laughed. “Scandalous. Those poor customer service reps.” 

“Oh, don’t feel bad for them. That’s probably the most excitement they got all day. How boring would working at a tampon call center be? Well, I brightened their motherfuckin’ days, because by the time I hung up, they were laughing their asses off. Except for the rare humorless hardass who yelled at me and asked to speak to my parents. Fuckin’ killjoys.”

“Ohmigod, I’m so terrified of Trent’s teen years. I’m already gonna have the bill for the car door of that asshole in the grocery store parking lot. I can’t handle two-hundred-dollar prank call phone bills as well.” 

“Do you have the asshole’s number?” I asked. 

“Yeah, it’s on my copy of the police report. Why?” 

“Text it to me when you get home tomorrow and I’ll call him and see if we can’t set him up in our shop.”

She eyed me. “That’s sweet, and I appreciate the offer, but this is my mess. I need to pay for it.” 

“Says who?” I asked. 

She studied me for a minute before shrugging. “I have no idea, but I’m sure there’s some legalistic type loser out there making sure people pay for their own mistakes. Karma will probably bite me in the ass if I don’t handle it.” 

“It was an accident, not a mistake.” I took a long drink, then set my beer on the coffee table and scooted up against her. “I want you to let me handle this. Leave this son-of-a-bitch to me. You shouldn’t have to deal with some irrational asshat cussing you out over an accident.” 

“Drew…”

God, my name dripping from her lips was so fucking sexy. Her gaze kept sweeping over my body, making me so damn hard I could barely contain myself. I’d gotten her in my space, but now I wanted her in my bed. “This is what I do. I got this. And don’t worry, I can bite you on the ass if it makes you feel better.”

Smiling, she shook her head. “Always angling.” 

“Yep, well, I can’t help myself around you. Don’t worry about this guy, and don’t worry about Trent, either. He’s got a good mom. He’s gonna grow up to be just fine.” I tucked a long, dark curl behind her ear before drawing my thumb across her bottom lip. “You’re both gonna be fine.” 

There was gratitude and hunger in her eyes. “What makes you so sure?” 

“You’re smart and cautious. And you have people like me who want to help you. You’re damn hard on yourself, and I don’t know all the shit you’ve been through, but I respect the hell out of the way you’re handling it.” 

“Thank you.” She looked away. 

I hooked my finger under her chin and turned her head back around to face me. “I had fun tonight, and I like having you guys here. A lot.” 

Her gaze darted down to my lips, and I knew what she wanted. I wanted it too. Slowly leaning forward, my lips landed on hers. She opened up immediately, giving me access to her mouth. My tongue swept past her lips, tasting, savoring her unique sweet flavor. We’d only kissed a few times, but I felt like I’d know the feel of her soft lips anywhere. Before Carly, kisses had been strictly physical, a prelude to sex, but when our lips locked, it was so beyond physical it made every other kiss seem shallow and fake. 

It wasn’t about sex; it was a fucking connection. A conversation. She wasn’t beside me, she was the goddamn air in my lungs. 

Carly pulled away. “Wasp,” she breathed. 

“What, sweetheart?” My hand eased up her thigh. “What do you need?” 

“We can’t do this. If it doesn’t work out…” she looked toward the door to the bedroom where Trent was sleeping. 

“But what if it does? We’re so fuckin’ awesome together. So comfortable. You can’t tell me you don’t feel the same.” 

She didn’t deny it. “You’d be willing to do the family thing? Are you sure you’re that kind of guy? That you’d even want this?” 

“I never thought I wanted it, but with you and Trent… This shit just works. I should be freaking out that you’re in my house right now, wondering how to get you into my bed and out the door again before you start getting ideas about us. But instead, I want you here, whether or not we have sex, and I don’t know what the fuck to do with that.” 

She took a deep breath. “Before we go any further, there’s something I need to warn you about. You could be in danger, just being with me.” 

I had just bared my goddamn soul to her and it sounded like she was trying to brush me off. “What the fuck does that mean?” I asked. 

Her gaze dropped. “I need to tell you what happened to Robbie and Becca, but it’s gonna sound crazy. Hell, it is crazy. I keep wondering if it’s all in my head… if I’m mistaken or got it all wrong. But they’re dead and that’s real, and I…” When she looked up at me, her eyes were blazing with emotion. “I care about you and don’t want you messed up in this.” 

“You’re not crazy, but you aren’t making a whole hell of a lot of sense. Why don’t you start from the beginning and maybe I can help you sort it out?” 

She sipped her beer before taking another deep breath. “I told you about my pothead foster parents and how they pretty much let me do what I wanted.” 

I nodded. 

“Well, once they started messing with meth, everything changed between us. They were tweaking, not sleeping, paranoid, it was difficult to be around them. So, I lived out of my backpack and slept on whichever sofa was available. It wasn’t a big deal because I worked after school, then I’d go to the library and do my homework before crashing at Robbie’s or Becca’s. For the most part, their parents were cool with it, but sometimes they got sick of me coming around so much, so I had to find somewhere else to stay.” 

The desire to smack around her foster parents made me open and close my fists a couple of times, but Carly didn’t seem to notice. She picked at her beer label and continued. 

“There was this kid, Nate, who was a few years older than me and had his own place. He was the sheriff’s son, and everyone in town knew not to piss him off because his temper was off the charts. He wouldn’t fight or anything, but bad shit would happen to anyone who did him wrong, you know?” 

I shook my head. “What do you mean, ‘bad shit’?” 

“Uh… one time this guy, Noah, got the job Nate was trying for, and the next day all four of Noah’s tires were slashed. When he was still in school, Nate asked this girl Jenny to homecoming, and she turned him down. The week after the dance, her parents received a package in the mail with pictures of Jenny and her date going at it in his car.” 

“Whoa.” 

“Yeah. It was never stuff people could pin on him, because nobody ever caught him, but the whole town knows Nate’s not stable. One of the science teachers tried to talk to his dad about it once, but ended up with a yard full of boric acid for his trouble. Apparently, Nate had been paying close enough attention in class to know what could kill the teacher’s yard.” 

“Unstable? Nate sounds like a goddamn maniac,” I said. 

“Yeah, if he did all of it. But the same people accusing him of this stuff, had made my life hell with their whispers and lies, so I didn’t believe them. Nate, on the other hand, has never been anything but nice to me. I’ve known him since we were in daycare together. For some reason, when everyone else was teasing me, he took me under his wing. He was protective and nice, and he didn’t allow people to talk shit about me. Nate was the first person who ever actually stood up for me, and when I needed a place to stay, he let me crash on his couch. He never tried to make a move on me, never made me feel uncomfortable.” 

I couldn’t see where her story was going, but had a feeling things were about to get really fucked up. “I think I’m gonna need another beer. You want one?” 

She chugged the last of her drink, then handed me her empty bottle with most of the label peeled off. “Please.” 

“Keep talking, I’m listening,” I said, walking the short distance to the kitchen. 

“My sofa-surfing days ended after Robbie and I got drunk one night and fooled around. About a month later, I found out I was pregnant. I couldn’t wrap my mind around getting an abortion, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to drop the baby off at a fire station. Robbie and I were halfway through our senior year and both working part-time, so we pooled our money and got a little place together. We tried to be a couple, but it didn’t work out, so we lived as roommates. Robbie wasn’t really dad material, but he helped with the bills. We graduated and got better jobs, moved into a bigger house. After I turned twenty-one, I started bartending and making decent tips. Our life wasn’t normal, but it worked. Then, about five months ago, Nate cornered me at the bar and asked me out.” 

I’d opened both beers and returned to sit beside her again, handing her a bottle. “What did you do?” 

“I was so shocked I panicked and lied. Told him Robbie and I had gotten back together. He seemed fine with it at the time, but a few days later, he cornered me again and he was pissed. He said he’d seen Robbie and Becca making out in Robbie’s truck. After years of flirting, my two best friends had finally gotten together and I was happy for them. I should have come clean and told Nate the truth, but I didn’t. I just told him I knew about them and it was okay. Like it was part of our relationship.”

“He didn’t let it go, did he?” 

“Three days later the cops found Robbie in his truck, just outside the city limits. They said he’d used his rifle to kill himself.”

“Jesus,” I swore. 

“It doesn’t make sense. Robbie’s parents had beat him down his whole life, and he’d always struggled with depression, but since he’d been seeing Becca, he’d been better. Happier than I’d ever seen him. They were good together. Besides, he had a pistol hidden under his seat. Why would he use his rifle? It seems so much harder. He’d have to reach up the barrel to pull the trigger. He’d have to have it propped against something. I asked to see his body, to see how the bullet had been angled, but the sheriff told me the damage of the short-range thirty-ot-six shot was too gruesome, and that his dad had already ID’d him.” 

I could tell she’d thought about this a lot. “You’re right, it is weird that he used a rifle when he had a pistol available.” 

“Most people didn’t know about the pistol, but the rifle was always hanging in his back window. The cops wouldn’t let me see his truck, either. Said it was evidence. Then they cleaned it out and gave it to Robbie’s parents who hated me for ruining his life by getting pregnant. So, I don’t even know if the pistol was still in there.” 

She wasn’t playing when she said she had no family. Even Trent’s dad’s family had abandoned them. 

“Then, Becca died.” Carly’s eyes watered. She blinked and took another drink. 

“What happened to her?” 

“Robbie’s death messed her up. She blamed herself for not making him happy enough, for not seeing that his depression was flaring again. I suspected Nate and tried to talk to her about it, but she wouldn’t listen. She was too hurt and angry. She pushed me away and started screwin’ with meth. One night, she was stoned out of her mind and lit a bunch of candles before climbing into her bathtub and passing out.”

“Meth doesn’t make you pass out,” I said. 

“Exactly. I could always tell when my pothead foster parents were using meth because the house was clean. Nobody passes out on meth.”

“But the authorities said she died in the fire?”

“Yep. By the time the firemen arrived, there was nothing they could do.” 

My mind couldn’t even process the shit she’d been through. It was amazing she was still going, still putting one foot in front of the other, and not locked away in some psych ward. “You think it was Nate?” 

“I know it sounds crazy, but yes. He’d always been protective of me, but you should have seen how pissed he was at the idea of Robbie cheating on me. He was scary, Wasp. After Becca’s funeral, Nate said something about her getting what she deserved, and I just knew… I know he did it.” A tear slid down Carly’s cheek, but she angrily brushed it away. “Robbie and Becca didn’t do anything wrong and I couldn’t even defend them, because I feared what would happen if Nate found out I’d lied to him. Their bodies weren’t even cold yet when he asked me out on another date. Like I could just forget about my two best friends’ deaths and have a good time. I told him I wasn’t ready… that I needed to grieve, then I went home, packed all the clothes and toys I could fit in my car, emptied my bank account, and got the hell out of there.” 

“Smart.” 

“Or crazy. What if Nate’s not responsible for their deaths? What if Robbie did commit suicide? What if Becca did light all those candles and was too stoned to save herself from burning? Then I uprooted Trent and took him away from everyone and everything he’s ever known. And now, he can’t even put pumpkins on his father’s grave.” More tears spilled from her eyes. 

“Pumpkins on his grave?” 

She waved me off. “Something he saw on a cartoon. That’s why I called you on Father’s Day. He wanted to see his dad’s grave and I couldn’t handle it.” 

I snaked my arm around her and pulled her onto my lap. She curled into my chest and started sobbing. Patting her back, I assured her, “You’re protecting your kid. That’s never wrong. This Nate asshole could very well be responsible for their deaths. You did the right thing by getting out of there. 

“If he’s responsible, then so am I,” she whispered. 

“How the fuck do you figure?” I asked, pulling back so I could see her face.

She raised her chin and stared me down. “Because I should have told Nate from the beginning that I wasn’t interested in him, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I didn’t want him to hurt me. If he killed Robbie and Becca because I allowed him to think Robbie was cheating on me with my best friend, that’s on me.” 

“If he killed them, he’s a goddamn murderer and a psychopath. You can’t possibly believe you’re responsible for some nutjob’s actions. Sorry, dove, but you are not that powerful.” 

She stared at me, her expression angry. 

I wiped the tears from beneath her eyes. “You need to stop beating yourself up over this. I don’t care if you’re safe, Carly. I don’t care if this maniac shows up on my doorstep. Shit, I wish he would. You and me, we’ve got something here, and you’re not living in fear of this asshole.” 

 

[image:  ]

Carly

 

WASP HELD ME while I cried. 

I couldn’t remember the last time someone did that. It was probably Becca, after I’d found out I was pregnant with Trent. I’d felt so afraid and alone, and I didn’t know what to do or how I could be a mom when I’d never even had one. I didn’t know it, but even then Becca was in love with Robbie. She kept her feelings bottled and helped me face the reality of being a homeless, pregnant high school student. 

And because of me, Becca was dead. 

Regardless of Wasp’s assurances, I couldn’t help but feel responsible for their deaths. 

“You haven’t heard from Nate since you left your hometown, have you?” Wasp asked, brushing my hair back from my face. 

I was a mess of tears and didn’t want him to see me, so I leaned forward to let it curtain my face once again. “No. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going and haven’t contacted anyone back home since leaving. I’ve been careful. I even told Flint and Mike, my boss at the coffee shop, that I had a psycho ex who worked in the sheriff’s department, so they wouldn’t pull a background check. It felt like a bit much, because I don’t think Nate would drive all this way to mess with me, but I don’t know.”

“How far? Where are you from?” 

I hesitated, but I’d already told Wasp enough that he could find out if he really wanted to. I’d chosen to trust him, which meant divulging all my secrets. “Silver City, Idaho.” 

“That’s a bit of a drive, but you might have a problem now. That asshole from the parking lot filed a police report.” 

“Yep.” And I’d been stressing about it ever since, wondering if Nate would show up on my doorstep. I kept checking his social media every day, and so far, he seemed to still be in Idaho. 

“I’m gonna put one of the prospects on you. He’ll hang back and you won’t know he’s there, but I want you to have protection in case this guy shows up and tries something.”

“One of the prospects for what?” I asked. 

“For the Dead Presidents. Someone who wants to join the club. We make them a prospect first to see if they’re member material. They’re always looking for shit to do, trying to find ways to prove themselves. Since they’re all trained ex-servicemen, bodyguard duty is perfect.” 

“You want to give me a bodyguard?” I asked. 

“It’ll be more like a loan, dove.” He smirked. “You can’t keep him.” 

“A bodyguard seems like a bit much. I’m not exactly a high priority, Wasp. I’m the kid whose own mom didn’t want her, remember?”

“Stop that.” He squeezed me to him. “You use the fact that you were abandoned like a shield to keep everyone away, but it has no power against me, because I want you, and nothing in your past can change that. All the shit you’ve told me has just proved that you’re a strong, independent, really rad chick that I really want to get to know better. You’re not pushing me away, so you might as well stop trying.” 

I was still processing that he wanted me and that he’d used the word ‘rad’ when Wasp’s lips brushed against mine. He was soft and gentle, almost worshiping my lips as if they were sacred. He didn’t take, he asked, his tongue sweeping the seam of my mouth. I knew I should shut him down, should end this before it went too far, but he wanted me, and I wanted him. The past few weeks had been amazing, and I loved the way he made me forget all the messed-up shit in my past and actually enjoy the present. 

Wasp made me laugh. 

Butterflies danced in my stomach as I opened my mouth, inviting him in. His tongue darted past my teeth to tangle with mine. Heat pooled between my legs as his hands rubbed my back before dipping to land on my ass. He stood, cradling me in his arms. Without breaking the kiss, he carried me into his bedroom. Closing the door behind us, he set me down and released my mouth. 

“If you don’t want this, tell me now. The spare bedroom is still an option.” 

His voice was even deeper than usual, huskier, it made all my parts tingle with anticipation. Throwing my arms around his neck, I replied, “Trent kicks in his sleep.” 

Wasp’s hungry gaze made me feel faint as he stripped off my blouse and tossed it aside before his lips found mine again. We kissed, and he undid my shorts and tugged them down. Feeling like I had some catching up to do, I yanked his T-shit over his head and dropped it on the floor before attacking his jeans. 

Chuckling, Wasp helped me undress him. Before I knew it, we were both naked, staring at each other in openmouthed wonder. His body was so damn fine, I didn’t know where to look first: his chiseled chest and arms, the sacred V that led down to his giant bobbing cock, or the giant bobbing cock itself. But no matter how hot his body was, what really did me in, were his eyes. His heated gaze set my body on fire, making me feel special, wanted, desired. 

I loved the way Wasp looked at me. 

But then I remembered the stretch marks on my stomach and dropped my hands and wrapped them around myself. 

“Don’t cover up,” he said, gently lowering my hands. “Your body’s perfect.” 

I wanted to argue, but he didn’t give me the chance. His lips were back on mine and he was shuffling us toward the bed. My heart leapt into my throat as my nerves kicked in, reminding me how awkward my few sexual encounters had been. Wasp was clearly some sort of expert and my inexperience would be glaringly obvious. 

“Don’t tense up,” he said, massaging my back. “Relax. Enjoy this. I’m gonna make you feel really good.” 

He lowered me to the bed, lying me on my back, and kissed my neck and collarbone before drifting down to suck a nipple into his hot mouth. I gasped at the contact, arching my back to get closer. The vibration of his laughter only heightened the experience. He switched nipples, softly running his hands down my sides before grabbing my hips. 

His magical lips left a trail of heat that zigzagged down my stomach. Wetness pooled between my legs, drenching me in desire for more of him. His lips kept traveling south and as soon as they hit my pelvic bone, I panicked. 

“Stop,” I said, sitting up. 

Wasp pushed himself up and looked at me, his eyes dark with lust. “I was just getting to the good part. What’s wrong, sweetheart?” 

“I… I want you inside of me.” 

He looked disappointed. “Can’t I taste you first?” 

My cheeks felt like they were on fire. “Rain check?” I asked. 

His gaze swept over my labia and he licked his lips. “You don’t want me to go down on you?” 

I did, but I didn’t. Certain it would feel amazing, I was too self-conscious to let him try. “Not this time. Come up here.” 

Wasp eyed me, but he eventually relented, climbing back up my body until we were once again face to face. “You don’t have to be nervous or shy around me. Your body is fine as fuck. You should let me explore it.” 

“Maybe next time.”

“Holdin’ you to that.” His lips once again landed on mine. His tongue tempted and teased, making all sorts of naughty promises about what he could do elsewhere. Stealing the breath from my lungs, he robbed me of all inhibitions until desperation for friction had me raising my hips to grind against his hard cock. 

“You want me?” he asked. 

“Yes.” I trailed kissed down his jaw to his chin, once again bucking my hips into him. “Please.” 

He grabbed a condom from the top of his night stand and slid it over his cock. I watched, fascinated by the size and the way his dick lurched every time he stroked it. Positioning himself at my entrance he pushed himself up on his arms and looked down, watching as his cock eased inside me. The pressure drew a gasp from my throat. 

“You okay?” 

I nodded. “It’s been a while.” 

“I can tell. You’re so fuckin’ tight, I can barely get in.” He pulled out a little before sliding deeper in. “Tell me if it hurts.” 

It did hurt, but it felt so good I didn’t want him to stop. “More.” 

He went deeper still. He wasn’t even in all the way and he filled me so completely, I was riding the border of pleasure and pain, unable to feel where I ended, and he began. Deeper, he pushed. Closing my eyes, I focused on the desire as I ran my fingers down the hard ridges of his back. Pain ebbed away, leaving behind nothing but pleasure. He felt so good, so welcome, I wanted to wrap my arms and legs around him and keep him there. 

“So fuckin’ tight,” Wasp breathed, lowering himself so his chest was against mine. “Your pussy keeps clenching me like that, and I’m gonna come.” Holding still, buried deep inside me, he took a deep breath and waited. 

I could feel him pulsing. The heady, slightly metallic scent of him flooded my senses, making me crazy. Needing more, I wiggled. 

His eyes widened. “Shit. This doesn’t usually happen, dove, but your pussy… It’s taking all my control not to fuck you, but I know the second I start moving, I’m gonna come. So, I need you to hold still. Just give me another minute to adjust.” 

Wiggling would make him lose control? Determined to test that theory out, I squeezed him inside of me and shifted my hips. 

Wasp hissed. 

Sweat dampened his forehead. He was trying so hard to keep it together. I gave him another little squeeze.

“Carly, you’ve gotta stop. You feel too damn good.” 

I’d never felt so powerful in my life. Buzzed from the beers and drunk off the idea that I could bring Wasp to his knees, I giggled. 

His steel grey eyes locked on me. “Ah, you think this is funny, do you?”

I clamped my mouth shut and tried to shake my head no, but a throaty laugh slipped out. 

“You do think it’s funny. Payback’s a bitch, you know. Keep that up and I’ll torture you with my cock until you’re begging me to let you come.” 

I squeezed him again. “Not if I make you come first.” More laughter. I couldn’t control myself. It was a competition now. 

“Fuck! It’s been months, and I’m not used to going without. Your pussy is so tight and hot it’s driving me out of my goddamn mind.” 

Giving him another squeeze, I said, “So, come.”

“Nope. Not until you do.” 

He dropped his head and took another deep breath. When his gaze met mine, his eyes looked darker, his expression, hungrier. He kissed my neck before sucking a nipple into his mouth. Teeth grazed my skin, heightening my sensitivity. He rolled my other nipple between his fingers, massaging, squeezing, sending more heat between my legs. 

“Your body is so responsive,” he said. “I can feel every reaction and it’s all just making me harder.” 

Finally, he began to move, slowly pumping in and out of me. I wanted more. I needed him to go harder and deeper. Bucking my hips against his, I tried to force him to speed up. 

He chuckled. “What’s wrong? You want something?” 

“Yes. Fuck me,” I panted. 

He grabbed my right ass cheek, tilting it toward him, and picked up the pace, pumping in and out of me as I was helpless to do anything but lie there with half my ass in the air. He kept at it until I was moaning, and my body was trembling. 

“Come for me, Carly,” he said with a grunt. “I want to see you unravel.” 

I spread my legs wider, welcoming his assault, taking him even deeper. The spot he kept hitting had sparked my release, and it was only a matter of time before it caught fire and engulfed me. 

Again and again, he battered my pussy, the friction burning me from within. 

“Oh, God!”

“Yes,” he grunted. “That’s it. Come for me.” 

As he pounded into me, my core raged. I cried out, but Wasp’s mouth landed on mine, capturing the sound. His cock pulsed, and he grunted as he came, collapsing on top of me as we both fought to catch our breath. 

“Fuck,” he said against my skin. 

“Is that good or bad?” I asked. 

He chuckled. “Your pussy is like a drug. It’s like crack, one hit, and I’m addicted. I gotta go clean up and grab more condoms because I’m gonna need to hit that again.” He pulled out of me and headed toward the bathroom. 

I stared after his firm, fine ass, wondering if he was being serious. Were pussies really different? Did one feel better than another? I had no idea, but I loved the idea of him being addicted to mine. I could go for more mind-blowing orgasms like that. 

Wasp returned and collapsed on the bed beside me. He hadn’t brought in condoms with him, so he must have been joking. I had no idea what to do, so I rolled out of bed. Immediately feeling light headed, I leaned against the bed and waited for the rush of blood to pass.  

“You okay?” he asked. 

“My ears are ringing,” I replied. “Is that normal?”

He smirked. “With me, it is.” 

Shaking my head, I bent to retrieve my shirt. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“Getting dressed. I should probably go sleep in the other room.” 

He bolted upright, his expression unreadable. “Why?” 

“I don’t know. This is your bedroom and Trent could wake up in the middle of the night.” 

Wasp rolled out of bed and circled around, all his naked glory blocking the path to the door. “Stay. Please?” 

His hands landed on my shoulders, and I was powerless to resist his touch. I leaned into it, and he settled me back in bed and stretched out beside me, one leg over mine as if he was holding me in place and making sure I didn’t leave. The calloused fingers of a mechanic gently swept over my arm, giving me goosebumps. 

“I meant what I said, I want more of you.” 

I wanted more of him, too, so I nodded. 

“Why wouldn’t you let me taste you?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I’m just not into that.” 

He snorted. “Then you haven’t had it done right.” 

Actually, I hadn’t had it done at all. 

Wasp must have heard my silent confession, because he propped himself up on one elbow and met my gaze. “Has anyone ever licked your pussy?” 

The way he said it was so hot, it made me almost want his tongue on me. “No.” 

“Then how do you know you don’t like it?”

Wasp’s bedroom window was open, and a comfortable breeze barely kept the summer heat at bay. My skin was hot and flush after what we’d just done, but I suddenly felt the need to cover up. I grabbed the sheet and pulled it over myself, wishing I could slink away and not have this conversation. 

“It’s stupid.” And it would make me sound even more inexperienced than the question about my ears ringing. “Not even worth talking about.”

“Tell me,” he said, dipping a hand in the sheet so he could tug it down to reveal my breasts. “Your tits are amazing. Don’t hide them from me.” He bent and flicked his tongue over one nipple. “Now talk.” 

I could tell he wasn’t going to let up until I told him. “Promise not to laugh.”

“I never laugh about oral. I’m not a complete monster.” 

Right. Of course not. “My freshman year of high school, this senior, Luke, was dating a junior, Ally. Luke told his buddies that he went down on her after one of the games and she tasted like Cool Ranch Doritos.” 

He stared at me, barely blinking, before throwing his head back and roaring with laughter. 

I socked him right in the middle of his perfect abs. “You are a monster! You promised you wouldn’t laugh.” 

Capturing my wrists in his big strong hands, he only laughed harder. 

I glared at him. “I don’t think you understand how mortifying this was, or how promises work.” 

“You didn’t warn me it would be this outrageous. You won’t let me go down on you because you’re afraid you’ll taste like chips. I can’t help it, that shit’s fuckin’ funny.” 

“No, it was awful. You know how small-town schools are; that rumor spread like wildfire. The flavor of Ally’s vajayjay practically made the news. Some of the guys even taped chip bags all over her locker. Ally was a total bitch, but I felt bad for her. I mean, her coochie will forever be associated with chips.” 

“Stop,” Wasp was holding his side, still laughing. “You’re only making it funnier.” 

Now that I said the story out loud, it did sound pretty ridiculous. I’d let high school drama that wasn’t even about me taint my view of oral sex. “It was traumatizing,” I defended. Laughter bubbled up inside me, so I had to close my mouth, trying to keep it bottled. 

“You’re trying not to laugh, but it’s funny as shit,” Wasp said. “Cool Ranch Doritos. God, Carly, I’ve gotta tell the guys about this.” 

“Don’t you dare!” I said, appalled. 

He attacked me with his fingers, tickling my sides until I was shrieking and lurching away from him. “Stop! Stop! We’re gonna wake up Trent!” 

Wasp’s lips landed back on mine, silencing my protests. His fingers softened, then started caressing my skin. Sighing, I relaxed and let him have his way with me. And this time, when his kisses drifted down my stomach, I didn’t stop him.
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Wasp

 

CARLY WAS ONE of the most unintentionally amusing people I’d ever met. She was so damn complicated I couldn’t wait to see what she showed me next. Every story, every fear, every complication made me want to know more about her. She had layers of pain on top of layers of tragedy, and every time she laughed, one of those layers peeled away. Every musical note felt like a personal victory. 

I’d finally found something besides fixing bikes that I was good at: making Carly laugh. 

Drifting down her body, I felt her tense up beneath me, so I slowed down and peppered more kisses across her stomach. She was so self-conscious about her stretch marks, but I saw them as more signs of her strength. I kissed every last one before hovering above her thighs. She tensed again. 

“Dove.” I grinned up at her. “You’re not gonna taste like Cool Ranch Doritos. And if you do, they’re my favorite, so it’s fine.” 

She cracked a smile and shook her head at me. “I never should have told you that story.” 

“Yes, you should have, because now I can get you over it. Trust me, oral is something you want to experience. You’ve been missing out.”

She chewed on her lip. With cheeks a sensuous shade of freshly-fucked-pink, hair a mess of dark curls, and body writhing beneath me, she was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. My lips landed on her right thigh, and I kissed my way up to the swollen lips of her pussy. She sucked in a breath, and I grazed over her slit before kissing the other thigh. With my thumb, I began massaging her clit as I licked and nibbled the delicate skin between her legs. 

“Drew,” she breathed, sounding so hot and bothered my cock instantly hardened. 

“What do you want?” I asked, blowing on her slit. She was so damn wet my breath against all her inviting dampness had to feel amazing. 

She moaned. “More.” 

I licked her folds. She moaned again, and I decided that was my new favorite sound, loving it even more than her laughter. Dipping my tongue into her folds again, I circled her clit. 

“Oh, God.” 

Flattening my tongue, I licked through her tempting folds before attacking her clit again. She raised her ass off the bed, silently asking me for more, but I wasn’t even close to finished playing. I sucked on her clit and circled my thumbs around her entrance, occasionally dipping into her wetness. 

“More,” she said again. 

Spreading her legs even wider, I licked my way down to her pussy before plunging inside. She gasped, her body stiffening. I don’t know what she was so embarrassed about, because Carly was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted. Rolling her flavor around on my tongue, I climbed back up her body and kissed her. She hesitantly opened her mouth to me, and I licked her tongue, giving her a taste, before pulling back so I could see her reaction. 

“You taste fuckin’ amazing,” I said before lowering my face to her pussy to get more. 

I feasted until I felt her walls tightened around my tongue. Then I dunked two fingers inside and curved them to hit her g-spot. She squirmed and bucked, taking my fingers deeper as I sucked on her clit, flicking it with my tongue. 

Eyes half-lidded, she threw her head back, fisting the sheets as she continued to thrash. “Fuck! God! Holy Christ! Motherfuckin’ shit!”

I dug in, licking and sucking harder. Her climax was so intense, I almost came from watching her. That question about her ears ringing made me wonder if she’d ever had an orgasm before. Regardless, I planned to give her plenty more to make up for it. I hadn’t been lying about how amazing her pussy felt, and I couldn’t wait to get back inside her. 

Sprawled across the bed with her eyes closed, still breathing heavily, Carly looked like she’d been ridden hard and put away wet. 

“How you doin’ there,” I asked with a chuckle as I climbed up her body. 

“I think you killed me,” she mumbled. 

“Dead people don’t talk.” 

She opened one eye, peeking at me. “You put me in a coma, then.” 

I trailed my hand up the inside of her thigh. “Nope. People in comas don’t talk either.” 

“That felt amazing, Wasp. Thank you.” 

I’d made a lot of girls come in my life, but none of them had thanked me. “My pleasure, sweetheart.”

“Pleasure?” she asked. “Really? How is that pleasurable for you when you got nothing out of it?”

I grabbed her hand and put it on my stiff dick. “Trust me, I enjoyed it. There’s nothing sexier than watching you lose control like that. Your language got a little colorful there at the end.”

She blushed. “Yeah, sorry about that.”

I leaned over her. “Never apologize for enjoying yourself. Not with me.” 

Her gaze drifted down to my cock. “Looks like you have a problem there. What are you planning to do with that thing?” 

“Why? Do you have something in mind?” 

She licked her lips. “Can I… Uh… Try to…”

“If you wanna suck me off, you never have to ask. I’d love to see those lips wrapped around my cock.” 

Lying on my back, I watched her expression change as she worked through some sort of internal battle. 

“Have you never done this before?” I asked. 

“I was a little busy surviving, so there were several things about the high school experience I missed out on. Then Trent came along and… Short answer: no.”

That meant Trent’s dad was the only man she’d ever been with, and their relationship had been short and limited. More like two kids fumbling in the dark than adults seeking pleasure. “You’ve got a lot of catching up to do, dove. I’d be happy to show you the ropes.” 

“How very kind of you,” she deadpanned. 

I wrapped my fingers around my cock and gave it a few hard tugs. “Trust me, you’ll enjoy it.” 

She hesitated a second or two longer before rolling over onto me. Settling on her knees between my legs, she pushed away my hand and gently wrapped her fingers around my dick. 

“You don’t have to be gentle.” I bucked my hips, bouncing my cock in her hand. “He likes it a little rough.” 

She tightened her grip and tugged, pulling a groan from my throat. Smiling, she swiped her tongue across the tip. My cock jerked in response. Surprise lit up Carly’s face. Sometimes she was so goddamn innocent it almost did me in. Flattening her tongue against my balls, she licked all the way to the tip like it was a giant lollipop. My cock jerked again. Her eyes smiled as she looked up at me. 

“Enjoying yourself?” I asked. 

“I think it likes me,” she replied.

I snickered. “You have no idea.” 

Every inch of my body liked her, craved her. I wanted to pervert that sweet innocence, to show her all the ways we could bring each other pleasure. As she went back to her exploration of my dick, I reveled in her ministrations. She licked me a few more times before sliding her lips over the head. Watching myself disappear inside her mouth was so damn hot, I moaned. Smiling around my cock, her gaze met mine, and her big brown eyes watched me as her lips slid down my shaft. 

She wanted to please me. 

Watching me for my reactions, she continued to experiment with her tongue and lips. Hollowing out her cheeks, she slid down my shaft until my head was hitting the back of her throat and she was gagging on my size. It was all hot as fuck, and I laced my fingers behind my head, content to lie back and watch her enjoy herself. My cock hit the back of her throat again and I hissed out a curse. Picking up on my pleasure, she did it again, adding one hand to the base and using the other to cup my balls. 

The sensation was too much. Those big brown eyes kept watching me, questioning. 

“That feels so damn good. You keep it up, and I’m gonna come.”

She squeezed her hand tighter around my base and took me further down her throat. Eyes watering, she sped up. 

Releasing my hands so I could grab the back of her head, I kept her right where I wanted her as I fucked her mouth, bucking my hips until my balls were clenching with impending release. 

“I’m gonna come,” I warned her. 

She sucked harder, silently begging for my release. I gave it to her. She kept her lips sealed around my cock as cum filled her mouth. Swallowing every drop, she licked me clean before pulling away and meeting my gaze again. “Was that okay?” she asked. 

“Carly, I can’t even tell you how beyond okay that was. You’re a fuckin’ natural. You took me so goddamn deep my cock had a full-on play date with your tonsils.” I patted the bed next to me. “Come here.” 

She crawled up to lie beside me. Maybe an inch separated us, and it was too much space. Pulling her against me, I kissed her before tucking her under my arm. I was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. My mind kept replaying the events of today. Bowling, dinner, hanging out on the couch, talking, fucking, Carly in my bed. It all felt so perfectly natural I was dreading spending tomorrow without her and Trent. For the first time ever, I could see the value in a long-term relationship, because I wanted more nights of this. 

I wanted all my nights to be like this. 

Carly’s breath evened out and her body relaxed against me. The room was cooling down, so I pulled the blankets up over us. Her body was so damn perfect, it felt like a crime to cover it up, but I didn’t want her to get cold. I wanted to make sure she was comfortable, to protect her. 

Her past kept fucking with my mind. I still couldn’t believe all the shit she’d been through, and I was worried about this Nate psychopath she’d told me about coming for her. Grabbing my cell phone from the night stand, I texted a recruit by the name of Bull to see if he could keep an eye on Carly and Trent. 

Moments later my phone vibrated with an incoming call from Link, so I slipped out from under Carly and sneaked out of my bedroom and into the hall to answer.

“Hey Prez, how they hangin’?” I asked. 

“I should ask you the same. What’s this about some girl you want Bull to keep an eye on? Who the fuck are you, and what have you done with my brother?” 

I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah. You say that like you didn’t just get married. Has Emily given you joint custody of your balls yet? Or do you still only see them on the weekends.” 

He roared with laughter. “My balls are right where they need to be. Emily’s pregnant.”

“Wow. That was fast. Congratulations, brother.” 

“What, no jokes about it being your kid? It’s like I don’t even know you right now.”

I had to smile. “Yeah. Sorry to disappoint, but I’ve got a lot of shit on my mind.”  

“I hear ya. Emily just took another high-profile case, and I’m worried about her safety. I’ve been trying to get her to quit or lay low or something, but my damn woman is as stubborn as the day is long.”

Snickering, I replied, “You don’t say?” 

“I do say, smartass. She’ll come around, eventually. But for now, Bull’s with her whenever I can’t be.”

“I get it, Prez. Thanks for the call.” 

“You should try Stocks. Everyone thinks he’s breakable because of that fuckin’ bullet wound, but he’s bored out of his mind and chompin’ at the bit to do something.” 

“All right. I’ll give him a call.” 

“This girl you’re seeing, is she Flint’s girl? Carly? The one you’ve been trying to get with for months?” 

“Yep.” 

“Finally gave you the time of day, huh?” 

“It would appear so since she’s currently sleeping in my bed.” I probably shouldn’t have kissed and told, but Link’s opinion mattered, and I wanted him to know what was up. Carly and I were making a go at this, so I needed his blessing. 

“You at the club?” he asked. 

“Nope.” 

“You took her and the kid to your house, huh?” He knew I wouldn’t lie, so he was fishing for information. 

“Sure did.” 

“Guess that explains why I haven’t seen you around much. Heard her kid goes to school at Helping Hands.” 

 My brothers gossiped worse than teenage girls. “Yep.” 

“Okay then. Well, don’t forget that the Fourth is in a couple weeks.”

Since so many of my brothers had a level of PTSD that made it impossible to enjoy fireworks, we usually went camping up in the woods during Independence Day. Ironic, but those who fight for our country’s freedom often can’t join in the celebration. 

“Like always, families are allowed, Wasp. Have you fucked around and gotten yourself a family?” 

Leave it to Link to plow head-on into the hard questions. I glanced at both bedroom doors, wondering why the idea didn’t scare the shit out of me. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more right it seemed. “I don’t know, brother, but it’s lookin’ that way.” 

“Never thought I’d see the day. She must be one hell of a woman.” 

“She is, Link. But she could be in trouble.” 

“Well, call Stocks and get her security sorted. You know we take care of our own, and if she’s with you, she’s family. Maybe bring her and the kid up on the Fourth so we can get to know them.” 

And just like that, he’d accepted Carly and Trent. I knew the rest of my brothers would as well… after they harassed me, of course. “Thanks, brother,” I said. 

“Of course. I can’t wait to see how this plays out.” Laughing, he hung up. 

I called Stocks and set up Carly’s security before slipping back into bed with her.
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Carly

 

AFTER AN INCREDIBLE night of orgasms in Wasp’s bed, I could barely walk the next morning. Muscles I didn’t even know I had were stiff, sore, and aching as I limped to the bathroom. 

Wasp chuckled at my back, clearly proud of himself. “Sorry, sweetheart.” 

He sure as hell didn’t sound sorry. “Right.” I pushed open the door. 

“I could always come in there and give you a shower massage.” 

And there was no doubt in my mind where that would lead. He’d already given me a bed massage this morning and I didn’t think my body could take many more of his ministrations. “You stay away from me or we’re both gonna be late for work. And I’ll probably end up in the hospital.”

Laughing, he sat up and reached for his jeans. “Can’t tell me it wouldn’t be worth it.” 

Oh, it would be worth it. I had no idea sex could be so amazing. The things that man could do with his tongue… “Not today, Satan.” 

He only laughed harder. “Fine. I’ll wake Trent up and get some breakfast in him.”

My heart stuttered, as it always did when Wasp took care of my kid. The man was just too good to be true. “Thank you.” 

“Yeah, no problem.” He lumbered out of the bedroom, looking a little stiff and sore himself, and I hurried into the bathroom to rush through a quick shower.

“I didn’t have any nightmares,” Trent announced when I joined him at the little bar separating Wasp’s kitchen from his living room. He was happily munching on a slice of crispy bacon, with a plate of eggs on the bar in front of him. 

Wasp had made breakfast. Could the man get any better? 

“Of course, you didn’t.” Wasp mussed up Trent’s hair. “Nothing can get you here, T-man. Not even bad dreams. You’ll always be safe with me, kid.” He looked up at me, his gaze so intense I felt the last of my walls crumble. “You both will.” 

My heart was squeezing so hard I couldn’t form a response, so I nabbed a slice of bacon and took a bite to keep my mouth busy. 

Wasp went in with me to drop Trent off at school, and I swear the receptionist’s mouth practically fell off her face. 

“Morning Heather,” I said, signing my kid in. 

Her jaw snapped shut. “Uh… Carly. Hi.” 

Heather was a total bitch who always accepted my payments like they were foodstamps. I swear, she got off on calling me for every little thing Trent did wrong. Seeing her so flustered made my morning so I laced my fingers in Wasp’s, and together we walked Trent to his classroom. 

As we rounded the corner, Wasp gave a low chuckle. “You gonna start markin’ your territory, dove?” 

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Do I need to?” 

The hungry look he gave me said a whole lot more than the slight shake of his head. “It might be kinda hot, though.” 

Wasp opened Trent’s door for me and we went through. Trent, who was normally so eager to play with his friends I had to hold him back to give him a goodbye kiss, hung back, clinging to Wasp’s leg. 

Wasp kneeled and wrapped an arm around my kid. “You okay, buddy?” he asked. 

“I want to stay with you,” Trent replied. 

“I want that too, T-man, but I gotta get to work. So does your mom. I had fun hanging out with you last night though, and I promise we’ll do it again real soon, okay?” 

“When?” 

Wasp looked to me. “Well, your mom has to work tonight, and I have something going on Wednesday night, but how about we plan to get together this weekend?” 

“What will we do?” 

This could take forever if I didn’t step in. “Trent, Wasp and I gotta go or we’re gonna be late. Tell him goodbye and go play with your friends.” 

“I’ll make plans for this weekend and call you and let you know,” Wasp replied. “And I want you to promise you’ll call me if you need me.” 

“But I don’t have a phone,” Trent replied. 

“That’s okay. You can use any phone to call me. Even your mom’s. Here, let me give you my number.” Wasp approached the teacher (who’d been watching the entire exchange) and got a post-it and a pen. He scrawled down his digits and handed the post-it to Trent. “Can you read this?” 

Trent recited the numbers. 

“Good.” Wasp mussed up his hair. “You really are a smart kid. I want you to keep saying them until you memorize them… until you can say them without looking at the paper. Think you can do that by this weekend?” 

Trent nodded. 

“Now you have a way to reach me if you’re ever in trouble.” He gave Trent a hug. “You go have a good day, okay? Your mom doesn’t need any calls about you misbehaving.” 

Trent nodded again, and then gave me a quick hug, dodging my kisses, before he ran off. 

As we walked out of the classroom, I once again laced my fingers in Wasp’s. “You know he’s gonna want to call you all the time now, right?” 

Wasp shrugged. “I don’t mind talking to him.” 

He didn’t get it. Trent would bug the hell out of me, but I couldn’t even be mad because the gesture was so sweet. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 

“Trust me, I do. All the phone calls in the world are worth it if he knows he can call me if you guys are ever in trouble.” 

*	*	*

Thursday morning, I was frantically searching through my purse while Trent ate breakfast. Frustrated, I dumped the contents onto the counter and sifted through it. Still no Chapstick.  

Jessica strolled in and grabbed a banana, gesturing at the pile I was sweeping back into my purse. “You lose something?” 

“Yes, and my lips are peeling.” 

The knowing look Jessica gave me made me want to defend myself, but she was right. I had been making out with Wasp. As much as possible. Unfortunately, our visits had been restricted to the Copper Penny breakroom for the past two days, but the weekend was coming, and I was looking forward to getting some uninterrupted time with Wasp. 

Trent had to sleep sometime, and when he did, I wanted my lips to be soft and ready for Wasp’s attack. 

“Trent, have you seen my Chapstick?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he said around a mouthful of granola. 

Barely resisting the urge to rip out my hair, I asked, “Where?” 

“You put it in my backpack.” 

I had? Why did I have no memory of this? Since Wasp had some sort of club meeting and I didn’t have to work last night, I’d taken Trent to the YMCA after picking him up from school. We’d gone swimming, and now that he mentioned it, I did vaguely remember swiping it across his lips before we hit the locker room. But why would I stick it in his backpack? I had to be losing my ever-loving mind. No doubt daydreaming about all the things I wanted Wasp to do to me this weekend. The man had taken over my mind and body and I’d need an exorcism just so I could think straight and not tingle every time he was near.  

Irritated at myself for wasting so much time searching before asking Trent, I scooped up his backpack and marched into the living room to sit on the couch as I searched through pockets. 

“I have to get to work,” Jessica said, heading for the door. “You guys have a good day.” 

“Thanks. You too.” I waved her off and continued my search. The Chapstick wasn’t in any of the pockets so I opened the main compartment and started yanking everything out. Clothes, papers, projects were all piled beside me as I dug. “Found it,” I shouted, holding the small tube in the air victoriously. 

“Good job, Mom,” Trent said, taking another bite. 

His praise made me feel ridiculously immature for freaking out about it in the first place, but I needed Wasp’s lips on mine, and nobody wanted to make out with sandpaper. Slathering my lips, I glanced at the clock on the wall. I had ten minutes to get my life together and get out the door or I’d be late. “You almost done, Trent? It’s time to brush your teeth.” 

In answer, he put his bowl to his mouth and slurped down leftover milk. 

I started shoving stuff back into his backpack, making a mental note to clean it out when we got home. A crisp, folded paper stuck out from the pile, catching my eye. I unfolded it to find individual letters and words cut out of a magazine or newspaper and glued on. Intrigued, I read the message. 

Why did you leave? There’s nowhere you can hide that I can’t find you.

My blood turned to ice. 

I read the message again.

Nate.

No. He couldn’t be here. Not when everything was going so well. Our lives were finally getting on track. Fingers fumbling, I picked up my cell phone and logged in to Becca’s social media account, clicking on Nate’s page. It had been three days since he’d been tagged in anything. 

Three days. 

The drive from Silver City was ten hours. 

The flight was an hour. 

I couldn’t breathe. 

I read the note again, willing it to change. Willing it to not encompass me in this bone-chilling dread. Why would Nate follow me all the way to Seattle? We’d been friends. He’d protected me. Why was he destroying my life? 

A strangled gasp escaped from my tight throat. 

I had to be wrong. Swallowing back my panic, I tried to keep my voice level as I held up the paper. “Um. Trent. Where did you get this?”

His brow furrowed as he took in my expression before looking at the paper. “Oh. Sorry, Mom, I forgot to give that to you.” 

He knew about it. Another wave of panic swept over me. “That’s okay. But where did you get it?” 

“The man at the Y.” 

Shit. 

My mind spun as I thought back to every face I’d seen at the Y. Had Nate been there? Surely, I would have recognized him. He couldn’t have talked to Trent without me seeing him. Then again, I didn’t even remember putting my Chapstick in Trent’s bag. The security I’d felt with Wasp had made me sloppy. 

Still, I needed more details. 

“What man at the Y?” I asked.

“The one that gave me the paper.” 

Not helpful. “When did he give you the paper?” 

“After we swam. I’m ready to brush my teeth.” He plopped his bowl down on the table and spun around, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I was mentally climbing the walls. 

“Where was I when he gave you the paper?” 

“In the bathroom.” 

“What did he look like?” 

Trent’s expression turned thoughtful. “He was big. Brown hair.”

Fuck. He could be describing half of Seattle, but deep in my bones, I knew it was Nate. Call it a mother’s intuition or maybe just this fucked up note that nobody sane would give to a kid, but Nate was here. I’d bet money on it. “Did he say anything?” 

“Just ‘Give this to your mom,’ then he handed me the paper. I put it in my bag, so I wouldn’t lose it. I didn’t mean to forget.” 

“That’s okay, buddy.”

“Mom, we’re gonna be late if we don’t brush teeth.” 

I couldn’t think about teeth brushing. I could barely even breathe. We needed to get out of there. Nate had approached my kid in a public place, giving him something to scare the crap out of me. He wanted me to know he was coming. That we couldn’t get away. 

I stared at the note, picking it apart, looking for some sort of clue as to what his next move was. How had he found us at the Y? He must have followed us. From the apartment. More ice filled my veins. 

He knows where we live. 

Seattle hadn’t been far enough from Silver City. I should have gone the other direction, not stopping until we hit the east coast. My car wouldn’t have made it, but I should have tried. I should have— 

“Mom,” Trent said, his voice full of concern. “Can I call Wasp?” 

My heart pounded in my ears, my head, my fingertips, making it impossible to think. Thu-thump. Thu-thump. Thu-thump. Faster and faster it beat. Anxiety choked me, making each breath a struggle. Trent was picking up on my fear. Eyebrows raised, hands folded in his lap, he watched me. Forcing down a couple of deep breaths, I did my best to give him a reassuring smile. “Not right now, buddy. Everything’s fine. We’re just gonna have a little change of plans. You’re not going to school today.” 

Or any day. 

We needed to get out of there. 

Go somewhere safer. 

I needed to pack. 

There’s nowhere you can hide that I can’t find you.

The message stared at me, eating away at my sanity. I wanted to curl up in a ball and cry, but I couldn’t. Trent was staring at me. 

We’re in danger. 

I have to get us somewhere safe. 

Picking up my phone, I opened a browser and checked flight deals. The further away, the better. One airline was running a one-ninety-nine special for flights to Florida. For less than five hundred dollars (with taxes, fees, and baggage) I could get us to the opposite end of the country. 

Too bad I didn’t have five hundred dollars. 

But, I knew someone who did.

Would Wasp loan me the money? 

Or would he insist we stay here so he could protect us? 

God, if Nate got to Wasp…

My insides felt like they were shattering. 

“But it’s Thursday,” Trent said, sitting beside me on the couch. “I always go to school on Thursday.” 

Fuck school. I wanted to scream from the top of my lungs. Trent’s school no longer mattered if I couldn’t keep him safe. Nothing did. 

“Not today,” I said, standing. “I’m going to put in a movie, and I need you to stay in here while I get some stuff done. What do you want to watch?” 

The worried creases across his forehead told me he knew something was up. “Spiderman?” he asked.  

Naturally. But I didn’t even care. He could say all the Penis Parkers he wanted to as long as he gave me time to get us packed. Putting the disk in, I turned on the television and settled him in to watch it before hurrying into our bedroom. As soon as I was out of earshot, I called Wasp. The line rang and rang until voicemail finally picked up. Growling in frustration, I tossed my phone on the bed and started piling Trent’s clothes into a suitcase. 

Next, I started on mine. I was sitting on the top of my stuffed bag, trying to force the zipper closed when someone banged on the apartment door. 

“Mom!” Trent shouted. “Someone’s here.” 

My heart leaped into my throat as I sprinted into the living room. There were little green Army men everywhere. Trent had set them up as some sort of barrier to protect us. I hurriedly stepped over some and around others until I stood between the door and my kid. 

But then I had no idea what to do. 

Why the fuck don’t we have a peephole? 

Anyone could be in that hallway, and there was no way I was opening the door to find out who it was. 

Another knock. “Carly? Let me in.” 

Nate. It had to be. He’d found us. He’d given my kid a message. And now, he was here. Backing away from the banging, I reached for Trent who was watching me like I’d grown another head. 

“Wasp?” Trent asked.

I shushed him. 

“Yeah, buddy, it’s me. Is your mom in there?” 

It sounded like Wasp, but it wasn’t him. It was Nate. He was trying to trick us into letting him in. Shaking my head, I held a trembling finger to my lips to silence Trent. I had to get us out of the apartment before Nate found his way in. Hurrying to the window I searched for something that could help us. There had to be a fire escape somewhere. 

My vision swam. 

Everything was so blurry I couldn’t focus. 

“Mom, Wasp’s knocking,” Trent said, his expression torn as he looked from me to the door. “Why won’t you let him in?” 

Trent was terrified. I was terrified. I didn’t know what to do. “It’s not him. It’s—”

“Dove.” 

The nickname stopped me in my tracks and stuck my tongue to the roof of my mouth. Wondering if I’d misheard, I held my breath and waited. 

“Carly, dove, please.” 

Nobody would call me that, but Wasp. Nobody else under the age of eighty would even think it. Fear ebbed away, clearing my vision and calming my racing heart. The door came back into focus. My lungs cleared, making it possible to breathe again. 

He called me dove.  

“Wasp?” I asked hesitantly. 

“Oh, thank God,” he said in a rush of breath. “Let me in. I’m guessing you already know, but that problem you were worried about… We need to talk.”

So relieved tears stung my eyes, I vaulted to the door, grabbed the handle and cracked it open to confirm. Dressed in jeans, a T-shirt and his biker vest, Wasp stood in the hallway, his chest rising and falling like he’d just sprinted up the stairs. Our gazes met, and relief flooded his eyes. “Hey.” His eyes softened. “You okay?” 

He was really here. A strangled sob escaped from my throat as I nodded and closed the door long enough to unlatch the chain before ripping it open. I fell into his arms as hot tears raced down my cheeks. He picked me up as if I weighed nothing at all and stepped into the apartment. I barely registered that there was another biker with him. The second biker closed and locked the door. 

“Hey T-man, you okay, buddy?” Wasp asked. 

“I wanted to call you,” Trent said, bounding off the couch and wrapping himself around Wasp’s legs. “Mom wouldn’t let me.” 

“That’s okay. I’m here now. Everything’s gonna be okay.” Wasp was looking around the apartment, seeing the Army men, taking in our fear, getting the full picture of our level of crazy. I wanted to hop down and hide it from him, but I didn’t have the strength. He thought he wanted us? Now he knew what he was getting into. 

“T-man, this is my brother, Stocks. He’s been keeping an eye on you two for me.

“Are you a soldier, too?” Trent asked. 

Stocks nodded. “I was.” He nodded at the television. “You know, Spiderman’s my favorite superhero.” 

“Me, too,” Trent said. 

“Why don’t you two watch the movie while I go talk to Carly for a few minutes?” Wasp asked. 

“You won’t leave, will you?” Trent asked, fear once again widening his eyes. 

“No buddy. Not without you guys. If I go, you and your mom are coming with me.” 

“Promise?” 

“A man keeps his word, Trent. You know that.” 

The next thing I knew, Wasp was carrying me down the hall to my room. He stopped in the doorway and looked around. “You’re packing?” he asked, his tone clipped. 

“Trent and I need to leave. Nate’s here. He gave Trent a note. At the Y. I was in the bathroom.” 

“What note?” 

“It’s on the coffee table.”

Hurt clouded Wasp’s eyes. “You were just gonna leave?” 

I snorted. “I don’t have a car. Or money. I was going to ask to borrow plane fare. I tried to call you.” 

“Sweetheart…” 

He didn’t get it. He was going to tell me to stay. “Drew, he took Robbie. He took Becca. And I can’t…” I choked up. Swallowing back tears, I said, “You’re amazing and wonderful, and everything I never knew I needed. The way you look at me… The way you take care of my kid… I love you.” Another sob ripped out of my throat. “I can’t let him take you.” 

Warm lips landed on mine. Wasp squeezed me closer as he kissed away my tears and set me down. When he pulled away, his big rough hands framed my face, holding me still while his gaze captured mine. “I love you, too, and you’re not doing this shit alone. I might be just a mechanic who never saw combat, but I would fight like a goddamn Tasmanian Devil for you and Trent. I’m with you in this. Hell, my brothers are even with you. That’s how I got here so fast. Stocks was watching your building and recognized the asshole from that picture you sent me. I’ve got your back, dove. From here on out, when you’re in trouble, I need you to run to me, not away. You feel me?”

Unable to speak, I nodded. 

Wasp loved me. 

He was going to fight for me. 

He had my back.

We were going to be okay. 
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Wasp

 

“WHAT’S THE PLAN?” Stocks asked as soon as Carly and I emerged from the bedroom. He was sitting on the sofa watching Trent drive a toy race car over a stack of books on the coffee table. 

“Havoc’s on his way.”

“Havoc’s coming?” Trent asked, bouncing up and down. 

Despite Havoc being a hardass and making them listen, all the kids at Helping Hands seemed to love and respect him. Seriously, it bordered on the line of hero worship, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why. 

I was the fun one. 

“Yeah, buddy. He’s gonna take you for a ride in his tow truck.” 

Trent grinned. “Yay! Are we going to your house?” 

“Nope. Somewhere better. A fire station full of ex-servicemen who will keep you and your mom safe.”

I’d called Link to give him a rundown of the situation and let him know we were on the way. The club wasn’t always the best environment for a child, so he was going to make sure everyone knew we were coming and that there’d be nothing going on in the common area that could traumatize a kid. 

By the time Havoc arrived, Trent was so excited he could barely sit still. All his previous fear seemed to have disappeared now that we were onsite, and his mom had calmed down. 

“Havoc!” Trent shouted, the minute the big ole’ hardass walked through the door. “I get to ride in the tow truck with you.” 

“Hey big guy, you sure do.” They tapped fists, and then Havoc picked him up. “Let’s get to it. Where’s your seat?” 

We loaded Carly and Trent’s bags and buckled Trent into Havoc’s truck and then Carly and I climbed on my bike and Stocks swung his leg over his, all of us watching for Nate. Still no sign of him, so we took off. Two bikes and a tow truck made quite the motorcade, driving the few blocks to the club’s headquarters with cargo so precious I could barely wrap my mind around what they meant to me. 

Carly had been packing to leave. 

The idea of her and Trent going anywhere without me made me want to freak the fuck out. I could have lost her, and even the idea of that made me want to punch something. No, someone. This asshole was fucking with her, and I wanted to rip him apart for it. When she’d finally opened her door and let me in, her fear had been so goddamn palpable, I could practically touch it. 

The motherfucker was going to pay for that.  

Link met us at the front door. He knew Carly from the bar, so I introduced him to Trent. 

“You’re a soldier, too?” Trent asked, eyeing Link’s tatted up arms. 

“I was. Come on, bud, I’ll show you around.” 

“Thanks for helping us out, Link,” Carly said. “I… I really appreciate you opening your club up to us.” 

Link flashed her a smile and squeezed her shoulder. “That’s what we’re here for. We take care of our own.” 

“Your own?” she asked. “I’m no soldier.” 

“I don’t know about that. I think you’ve seen more than your fair share of battles, and I’m glad you’re letting us help you with this one.” 

Brow furrowed, she looked at me, no doubt wondering what all I’d told him. 

I shrugged. “He’s the president. He makes it his business to know everything about everyone in the club.” 

“I’m not in the club.” 

I draped my arm over her shoulders and pulled her against me. “Yeah, but you’re with me.”

“Do you have fire trucks?” Trent asked, sliding his hand into Link’s as we headed inside.

“Nope. But we do have lots of motorcycles. Would you like to see them?” 

Link gave Carly and Trent the grand tour, and then I took them up to my room. 

“Wow, you have two houses?” Trent asked, plopping down on my bed. 

My room at the club wasn’t much. Just a bed, dresser, and television. Link was the only one with a private bathroom. The rest of us shared locker room style bathrooms on each floor. “Kinda. This is more of a bedroom where I sleep when I stay at the club. You and your mom are gonna stay here for now, though.” 

“But I want to stay with you,” Trent said. 

“Trust me, I’m not going anywhere. You and your mom are my top priority.”

The depth of gratitude in Carly’s eyes made me want to build a goddamn fortress to stick them in. Nobody was ever going to hurt them again, and I didn’t care what I had to do to make sure of that. 

My phone dinged with an incoming text. Tap was on lunch and headed to the station. He was taking the rest of the day off work to help us. Once again, I was struck by the generosity of my brothers. The way they circled the wagons when someone needed help made me damn proud to count myself as one of the Dead Presidents. 

This, right here, was why I wore the patch. 

I set Trent up with cartoons and surrounded him with his toys before pulling Carly aside. 

“Do you have Nate’s phone number?” I asked. 

She nodded, pulling out her phone. Scrolling through her contacts, she stopped when she found it and handed the phone to me. “I got a new phone and number when we got here, but kept all my contacts just in case. Unless he changed it, this should be right.” 

I copied the number to my own phone. “Good. We’re gonna track it and see if we can’t find this asshole.”

Concern flooded her eyes. “Be careful.” 

I would never grow tired of the way she looked at me. I wasn’t a black sheep or a fuck-up in her eyes. Carly looked at me like I was her white knight, making me want to don the fucking armor and get on top of the horse. I planted a kiss on her lips. 

“I’m always careful. I’ll bring you and Trent up lunch. Call me if you need me.” 

As I turned to leave, Carly’s phone rang in her hand. Startled, she almost dropped it, before she recovered. Staring at the screen, she said, “It’s Jess.” Putting the phone to her ear, she said, “Hey Jess, how’s work? Oh, yeah, I was gonna message you. I didn’t expect you to come home for lunch. Sorry, that must have looked bad. We’re totally fine, though. Wasp came and picked us up and we’re gonna stay with him for a few days.” 

Alarms were going off in my head. If this Nate asshole was half the psychopath Carly believed him to be, I wouldn’t put it past him to use Jessica to get to her. “She’s not safe there,” I said, interrupting their conversation. “Tell her to get out. No, tell her to lock the doors. I’m sending someone to her.” 

Carly’s eyes widened as she picked up on what I was saying. “Yeah, Jess. I hate to cut you off, but I need you to lock the door. Stay in the apartment. There’s a guy chasing me and Wasp is afraid you’re in danger.” 

As she spoke, I sent out a mass text, asking anyone in the area to get to Carly’s apartment ASAP. My phone dinged with a response. “Spade’s not far,” I said. “He’s on his way there. I’m gonna round up some guys downstairs and join him. I’m sure it’s fine, but we wanna make sure your friend’s safe.” 

Carly covered the phone, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me to her for a quick kiss. “I love you. Be careful.” 

“I love you, too.” I hurried over to my wall safe and opened it, angling my body to block Trent’s view in case he looked over while I pulled out my Sig Sauer P938 and holster. I checked the magazine before snapping the holster onto my belt, sliding the pistol home, and hiding it with my cut. 

Carly watched me, but she didn’t say anything about it. 

“I told you, sweetheart, I’m always careful,” I said, planting one last kiss on her forehead before heading out the door. 

*	*	*

When Havoc, Stocks, and I reached Carly’s apartment, the door was hanging from the hinges and Spade was in the hallway leaning against the wall. 

“What the fuck happened?” I asked.

“Heard a crash as I got out of the elevator. Came around the corner to find this. Heard two voices, one male, one female. She said something about a gun.” 

“How long have they been in there?” Havoc asked. 

“Two, three minutes.” 

“You call the cops?” I asked.

The African-American and the Hispanic-American both looked at me like I’d lost my mind. 

Right. I considered calling the cops but couldn’t decide whether or not I wanted them involved. Nate’s uncle was a sheriff, and even though he wasn’t local, he probably knew people and had connections. Nate wasn’t getting away with shit this time. 

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I dug it out and Carly’s name popped up, so I answered. 

“Wasp. He has her. Jess just called me, crying. Nate said he’ll let her go if I come to him.” 

“Not fuckin’ happenin’. We’re here, dove. We’ll take care of it. Did she say which room they’re in?” 

“No. Oh, God. If he hurts her…” 

“I need you to trust me. We’re gonna get your girl out of this, I promise. I gotta go.” 

She thanked me on a shaky breath before hanging up.

Nate was scaring her again, and I was about to lose my shit. 

Havoc peered into the apartment, and then returned to the hallway, pressing his back against the wall. “All I can see is the kitchen, living room, and part of a hallway. What’s the layout?” 

I detailed it for him, noting that they could be in either bedroom. 

“Do we let him know we’re here?” Spade asked. 

“Can’t hurt,” Havoc replied. “Might be less likely to do something stupid if he knows there’s witnesses.”

“Jessica?” I shouted, pulling my pistol from its holster as I crept into the apartment. “You here?” 

I heard a strangled cry. 

“Shut the fuck up,” Nate whispered, his voice low and threatening. 

Havoc was on my heels. He pointed to the bedroom on the left. Jessica’s room. Spade followed us as we moved in. 

“The cops are on their way, Nate. You can still let Jessica go and get out of here before they arrive. Nobody has to get hurt or arrested.” 

I was lying through my teeth, because there was no way in hell I was letting this motherfucker get out of here unscathed. He’d harassed Carly for the last goddamn time. There’d be no cops. The gun in my hand was legal, I had a concealed carry permit, he’d fucked up and broken into the apartment, and now he was threatening Jessica’s life. 

All I needed was a clean shot to end this shit.  

“Nate? Jessica?” 

Nobody answered, so I kept creeping forward with my brothers at my back. If this went south, I knew Havoc would finish the job. As ex-Special Forces, he didn’t need a gun to end a man’s life. No matter what happened to me, Carly would never have to look over her shoulder again. 

I reached for the doorknob. 

“Jess? You okay? Nate? Let’s talk and figure a way out of this.” 

“Fuck off,” he growled. “Get Carly here, then we’ll talk.” 

Not going to happen. “She’s on her way, man, but I need you to be cool until she gets here. You know she’s gonna freak out if you hurt her friend. You don’t want piss off Carly now, do you?” 

“Carly doesn’t know the fuckin’ meaning of friendship. She said we were friends, but she lied. Then she left. Friends don’t do that shit.” 

Good. He was talking. I needed to get him comfortable enough with me that he didn’t blow my head off the second I opened the door. “Dude, friends don’t ask each other out, either. You stepped over the line and scared her. She didn’t want to hurt you, but her ex had just died. She wasn’t ready for a relationship. You should have waited, man. Hell, I bet if you would have contacted her and asked her out again when you got here instead of giving her kid a creepy-ass note, she would have gone out with you.” 

“You think so?” 

Fuck no. “Yeah. Totally.” 

“Then why did she change her number? Why didn’t she tell me where she was going?” 

“I told you, she was scared. Dude, I don’t wanna have this conversation with the door between us. Can I come in, so we can talk man-to-man and you can see that I’m bein’ real with you?” 

Silence. I was banking on the fact that somewhere inside of that psychotic brain of his, he still wanted to be understood and accepted. Carly said the entire town knew he was off. She’d probably been the closest thing he’d ever had to a friend. He wanted people to like him, and I could make anyone feel liked. Link had given me my nickname, because most wasps are social insects that could rally the troops and get them to do the necessary. People liked me. I clowned and made them feel at ease. I could read them and know which strings to pull to get them to work with me.  

“You can come in,” Nate said finally. “But don’t try anything stupid.” 

Turning my body sideways to hide the gun in my right hand, I opened the door with my left and peered around it, giving him my most harmless smile. With messy hair, dark circles surrounding his crazed eyes, and about three-days of stubble covering his face, Nate looked fucking deranged. He and a wide-eyed Jessica stood in the middle of the room, watching me.  

“Hey Jess, Nate, you guys okay in here? You need any water or anything?” 

Nate’s brow furrowed. He was trying to figure me out, even as his scowl softened. “We’re good.” 

“Okay.” Seeing that I’d have to get him away from her to take my shot, I slipped my pistol back in the holster, letting my cut hide it, before easing my hands into the air and slowly stepping forward. “Thanks for talking with me, bud. I appreciate it.” 

“Yeah. Sure.” 

“You look tired, man. You haven’t been sleeping, have you?” 

His scowl deepened. “We’re not friends. Stop that.” 

“Right. I haven’t even introduced myself. Sorry about that. I’m Wasp. You know, Carly has told me a lot about you. She said you looked out for her when you guys were kids. That you wouldn’t let anyone pick on her. You let her sleep on your couch, you fed her, you sound like a real stand-up guy. She doesn’t understand why you’d want to hurt her now.” 

Pain registered across his features. “I don’t want to hurt her. I want to be with her. She needs to see that I love her. That I just want to take care of her again.” 

“But Jess is Carly’s friend, and if you hurt Jess, it’ll hurt Carly. You need to let Jessica go and talk to Carly. Tell her how you feel. She thinks you want to hurt her, man. You gotta set her straight. You can’t do that with a gun pointed at her friend.”

His expression torn, he battled with my words, no doubt sensing the truth somewhere in that twisted brain of his. “Where is Carly?” 

“I told you, she’s on the way. She’ll be here any minute, and I’m rootin’ for you two to get together, but I think if she sees that gun… that’ll be a deal breaker. Why don’t we let Jessica get out of here and back to work, and you and me can wait for Carly together? I’ll put in a good word for you, let her know that this was all a big misunderstanding, you know? Then she can go home with you. She misses Idaho. Talks about it all the time.” 

“You really think she’d go back with me?” the dumb motherfucker asked. “That things could be like they used to be before that cheating bastard knocked her up?” 

“Yeah, man. For sure. I mean, you love her so much you drove all the way here to tell her. Chicks dig that romantic shit. She’ll eat it right up.” 

He hesitated, but his grip on Jessica loosened. She started easing away, closer to me. 

“Put down the gun, Nate. Let me help you.” 

His pistol started to lower. 

Jessica was almost to me. 

Nate’s gun hand reached his hip before his expression changed. A light came on, and anger flashed in his eyes. “Wait,” he said, raising his gun again.  

I drew my P938 as he raised his gun. 

Nate blinked once before I sent two slugs through his chest. 

Jessica screamed.

The impact of the bullets made Nate stagger backwards. His face registered surprise, then pain as his pistol hit the carpeted floor. He crumpled, still staring at me in shock as he fell. 

I marched forward until I stood over him, making sure he didn’t rally and reach for his gun. “That’s right, motherfucker, we are not friends,” I said. “You hurt Carly. You took away two people she loved, and you scared the shit out of her. I promise you, she will never know that kind of fear again. Trent will never have another nightmare, because this ends today.”

He tried to say something, but he couldn’t. 

I made myself watch as the life drained from his eyes. I wasn’t a killer; I was a mechanic. Even in the service, I’d never taken a single shot at anyone. But as I stood over the life I’d just ended, I had no regrets. 

Carly and Trent were safe now. 
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Carly

 

Two weeks later

 

WASP AND HIS brothers had bought more fireworks than I’d ever seen in my life. As I stared at the assortment of sparklers, poppers, candles, mortars, and more explosive shit than I knew existed, I couldn’t stop the smile that engulfed my face. I felt it all the way down to my toes. Not only were we blowing stuff up, but we were blowing stuff up with family. It was like all my childhood dreams rolled up into one incredible Independence Day. 

“The boys always go overboard,” Elaine said, stopping beside me to evaluate the pile. “But, I don’t care. They can buy the whole store if it makes the kids happy. I’m just glad you, Trent, and Andrew decided to join us.” 

I was, too. We were supposed to spend the holiday camping with the Dead Presidents, which also would have been amazing, but at the last second Wasp realized that Trent had never set off fireworks and completely changed the plans. The next thing I knew, Wasp and I had taken time off work and the three of us were on a plane headed for Minnesota. 

The past few weeks had been stressful as hell. After the shooting, Wasp had been thoroughly questioned by the Seattle police department. Based on Jessica’s testimony, and the door he’d busted through to get to her, they decided Wasp acted in defense of Jessica and no charges were pressed. 

But there was still a body to contend with. 

Since there was no way we were ever staying at that apartment again, Jessica had temporarily moved into the fire station until she found a place, and Trent and I had crashed Wasp’s place. I kept insisting that our move was also temporary, but Wasp made it clear he had other plans. And, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like living with him. The move had been quick and easy, and Wasp was letting me use his Jeep to get Trent to school and myself to work. The commute was kind of shitty, though, and I hated working nights when Wasp and Trent were home. Wasp wanted me to quit my job at the bar and just work the coffee shop, but we were still discussing it.

As for the douchebag from the grocery store parking lot, Wasp and a few of his big intimidating soldier friends paid the guy a visit and let him know they’d be fixing his car. The way Wasp tells it, the guy just handed over his keys and they returned it once the nick was removed. I didn’t really believe that story, but since things were handled and he hadn’t filed a lawsuit against me, I wasn’t complaining. 

“I still can’t believe you guys are here,” Elaine said, pulling me back into the present. 

I could barely believe it myself. It was such a whirlwind, we hadn’t even warned them we were coming. Instead, we’d rented a truck and surprised Wasp’s family. I’d been nervous about just showing up, but all four of Wasp’s brothers and their wives and kids were so welcoming and genuinely happy to see us I felt stupid for worrying. I’d expected whispers and judgmental looks, but there’d been hugs and tears and more love than I’d ever felt in my life. 

“Mom!” Trent shouted, running through the front door. 

“Don’t run in the house,” I snapped as the screen closed behind him. 

“But do you want a hamburger or a hot dog?” he asked, huffing and puffing as he slid to a stop. 

“I want a hug,” I replied. I’d barely seen him since we’d arrived two days ago. 

He gave me an exasperated sigh before opening his arms. Picking him up, I squeezed him close and breathed him in, glad to see him so happy and carefree. My little man needed this vacation as much as I did. “You smell like bar-b-que,” I said. 

“Me and Nolan are helping Grandpa and Wasp.” 

Nolan was Wasp’s brother Grant’s son. He and Trent were only months apart in age and had been inseparable since we’d arrived. Before the guys had put them to work, they’d been out in the field chasing little gray birds, laughing so loudly they had all the adults cracking up and videoing their shenanigans. 

“Well, maybe I should just eat you,” I said, making gobbling noises at his neck. 

Trent laughed, squirming until I set him down. “Hamburger or hot dog?” he asked again, all business. 

“Hamburger.” 

“Grandma?” Trent asked. 

Elaine was teary-eyed. “Hamburger. Thanks Trent.” 

He went scurrying off with our orders. 

“Are you okay?” I asked Elaine as soon as Trent was out of earshot. 

“Yes, of course. I couldn’t be happier, dear.”

I reached for her hand, squeezing it. “Family’s important. I get it.” 

“Of course, you do.” She squeezed my hand back. “He’s lucky to have found you, Carly. We all are.” 

My heart swelled. “Thank you, but I’m the lucky one.” 

“Mom, Grandma, your burgers are ready!” Trent shouted through the screen, breaking up our moment. 

Elaine snickered. “We better get out there before those boys try to bring our plates to us.” 

Yep. That would be a mess. 

The entire family ate in the backyard on four long wooden picnic tables with attached benches. We barely fit, and Stephen said something about ordering another one before Thanksgiving. Everyone chatted amicably, and the kids rushed through their meal, so they could hit the swimming pool. 

“Doesn’t swimming after they eat cause cramps?” I asked. 

“That’s not really a thing,” Noni, Garret’s wife, told me. She was eight months pregnant with their third child and looked miserable, fanning herself in the heat. “Swimming does wear them out, though, and we need that.” 

“Amen,” Lacy, Tom’s wife, said, holding up her wine glass. “Ever since Stella started walking, I live for naptime. Noni, did I tell you she ate my fern?” 

“Really?” Noni asked. 

“Yep. It’s missing several branches. I called poison control.” To me, she added, “I have them on speed dial. Not even kidding. They said she should be fine, but to watch her. She had a stomach ache that night, but that was it. I swear, that kid puts everything in her mouth. You’d think I never fed her.”

“Dylan shoved a Lego up his nose when he was two,” Karin, Duane’s wife, said. “I have no idea what makes a kid look at a Lego and think it should be shoved up their nose. I thought we were going to have to take him to the emergency room, but Duane grabbed a pair of tweezers and got it out. The next week he shoved a gummy bear up there.” 

Everyone roared with laughter as more horror stories were shared about the kids. Much to my dismay, Wasp piped in and told everyone about Penis Parker. Much like their parents, all his siblings loved that story and broke into equally embarrassing tales of Wasp’s younger days. I’d never fit in better with a group of people in my life. 

Everything was perfect. 

We swam with the kids, and then put Trent down for a nap. Getting rid of my swimsuit, I pulled on a cute little stars and stripes sundress, perfect for the occasion, and met Wasp outside. His eyes drank me in, the way they always did, making my stomach do a little flip. 

“You look nice. I hate that I wasn’t in there to help you change,” he grumbled. 

Since his parents were Catholic, and we weren’t married, they’d put us up in different rooms, something he’d been lamenting about ever since. In full vacation mode, he was still wearing his swim trunks and slides, his long hair wavy from the pool. 

“You look tasty,” I said, licking my lips. 

It had been two days without sex, and I was kind of going out of my mind. Judging by the heated, frustrated look Wasp gave me, he was, too. He grabbed my hand and tugged me away from the group. 

“Where are we going?” I asked once we were alone. 

“To Gramps’s house. I want to show you some things.” 

His grandfather’s estate was one of the reasons we’d come back. We’d rented a truck because Wasp was planning on hitching a trailer to it and pulling back the motorcycle that was currently residing in his grandfather’s shop. But Wasp hadn’t been inside the house or the shop since his grandfather had died, and this was the first time since we’d arrived that he’d even mentioned it. Knowing this might be hard on him because of the close relationship he’d had with the man he lovingly called ‘Gramps,’ I followed him next door. 

Wasp unlocked the door and let us in. It was a cute little cottage, decorated exactly as you would expect the home of an older couple to be decorated, floral couches, comfy-looking recliner in front of the television, god-awful wallpaper. The place smelled a little musty and unused, but not bad.

“I expected dust and cobwebs,” I said.  

“Mom comes over sometimes and cleans,” Wasp explained. “She wants me to move home and live here.” 

“Is that what you want?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “It wouldn’t be so bad living close to family. Trent would have cousins to play with, and you’d have my sisters-in-law to talk about kids with.” 

He hadn’t answered the question. “But what about you?” 

“I could probably find an auto shop around here that’s hiring. I could tinker in Gramps’s shop. It wouldn’t be a bad life.” 

“But it wouldn’t be a great one, either.”

He stared at me. “Don’t you like being around my family?” 

“So much, yes!” I replied. “They are fantastic. They’re everything I ever wanted in a family. But they’re not your life, Drew. What you’re doing in Seattle… that’s important. You’re passionate about it, and it makes you feel fulfilled. People talk at the bar, and I hear the stories of how you guys have helped them. How they had nothing before they patched in. You’re doing something great, and although I’m amazed and honored that you would give that up for me and Trent, I would never want you to. I love you, because that guy who puts his friend into a treatment center and checks on him every day… that’s who you are. I wouldn’t take that away from you.”

His brow furrowed. “But all my family’s here. Don’t you want to be close to them?” 

“Yes. On holidays. They’re great and everything, but honestly, they’re a little overwhelming. I mean, there’s like a hundred of them.” 

He barked out a laugh. “I love you so much.” He pulled me against him and his lips landed on mine. He kissed me breathless before pulling away and taking my hand once again. “Come on, let’s go out back.” 

He led me through the house to the backyard, where I was surprised to find birdbaths full of the same little gray and white birds Trent and Nolan had been chasing around. 

“They’re mourning doves,” Wasp said, pulling me to a halt beside him. “They were my grandma’s favorite. She died when I was pretty young, so I don’t remember much about her, but Gramps used to call her his dove.” He paused for a second, letting that sink in. “I asked him why one time, and he said doves are resilient. He showed me one with gnarly feet, toes all missing from frostbite and shit. He said everyone associates them with death and loss, but they’re fighters. They represent hope and peace. My grandma fought cancer through most of her adult life, but she never complained, she laughed all the damn time, and when she died, she was at peace. He said she was his resilient little mourning dove. Just like you’re mine.” 

Touched, I felt tears flood my eyes, but I was powerless to stop them. It was such a beautiful story. Every time I thought Wasp couldn’t make me feel more important, he somehow managed to prove me wrong. I loved him so much it hurt. 

“That’s not supposed to make you cry,” he said, capturing my face in his hands so he could swipe at my tears with his thumbs. “It’s a sweet, wonderful, true story that’s supposed to help me get laid.”

It was such a Wasp thing to say, that laughter bubbled up out of my chest. 

“What?” he asked, sounding offended. “That’s totally a fuck-worthy story. You should let me do butt stuff after that.” 

“Ohmigod. It was sweet and wonderful, but you’re ruining it!” 

“Oh really?” He gave me a giant grin. “I love the sound of your laughter. Almost as much as I love the sounds you make when you’re coming.” 

Heat pooled between my legs at the scalding look he gave me. A knowing smile stretched across his face as he grabbed me around the waist and threw me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, laughing and trying to wiggle free. 

He smacked me on the ass. “Hold still. I’m taking you somewhere I can cash in on my sweet and amazingness.” Carrying me into a large shop, he set me down on the table and went right up my skirt to grip my panties. 

“Where are we? What are you doing?” I asked, trying to smack his hands away. 

“We are in Gramps’s shop, and I’m getting rid of this offensive piece of cloth, so I can ravage you properly.” He tugged my panties down and stuck them in his pocket. “Now… where were we? Oh, right. You were just about to let me squeeze into that sweet, tight pussy.” 

“We can’t have sex in your grandpa’s shop,” I objected. 

“Technically it’s my shop, so yes, we can.” 

He pulled down his swim trunks, baring his deliciously large and hard cock. My body missed it. Just seeing it again was making me all hot and tingly. 

“What if someone finds us.” 

“You worry too much, dove.” 

The pet name resonated within me, making his story even more powerful. I was his resilient little mourning dove. My breath hitched at the thought and he stilled. Our gazes locked, and I saw all his real emotion, all the stuff he buried behind humor, peeking out at me. He was so beautiful, so perfect. I wanted nothing more than to stare into his eyes forever.  

“Marry me?” he asked. 

Certain I must have misheard him, I asked, “What?” 

“Marry me,” he repeated. “Please.” He stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out my panties. “Shit. Wrong one.” He tried the other and removed a small box. “I know it’s soon, and we don’t have to get married right away, but I want my ring on your finger. You and Trent are already living with me, and it’s working. It’s amazing. I want to know that you’re as committed to this as I am and that we’re in it for the long haul. Marry me?” 

He snapped open the box and held it between us. The ring was beautiful. Old fashioned, a pearl ringed in diamonds. 

“It was my grandmother’s. Gramps left it to me. I can’t think of a better way to honor them than to slip it on your finger.”

Hot tears slid down my cheeks as I thought about how crazy he was to ask me. How crazy I was to consider telling him yes. 

“Don’t leave me hangin’, sweetheart.” 

“You’re really proposing with your dick out?” I asked. 

“I’m hoping it sweetens the deal.” 

I had to marry him because there was no way I could live without this man in my life. He was my passion, my laughter. Swallowing past all my fears and uncertainties and letting that truth resonate within me, I nodded. “Yes.” 

“Fuckin’ thank God,” he said on a breath. 

I laughed. 

“Oh, you think that’s funny, do you?” He took the ring out of the box and slid it onto my finger. 

“Yes, yes I do.” 

Capturing my mouth with his, he bunched my skirt around my thighs, grabbed my ass, and pulled me to him, until I was teetering on the edge of the table. His hard, blunt head circled my entrance, drawing heat and moisture to my core as he deepened the kiss. My nipples pebbled against the silk of my bra. One of his hands snaked up to pinch and play with my breasts while his kiss stole away the last of my inhibitions. 

Who cared if we were about to have sex in his shop? I loved him so much, I would spread my legs for him anywhere. 

Pushing my thighs apart, he drove into me. I moaned at the sudden pressure against the walls of my pussy. 

“God, Drew,” I breathed. How had we gone two days without this? 

He pulled out before plunging in deeper, filling me up. I leaned back, supporting myself on my hands to give him better access. He drove in deeper still. 

“Your pussy feels like home,” he said, settling in to a nice, solid pace. “I just can’t get enough of it. And seeing you with my family… I’m gonna fuckin’ marry you.” 

“You better. No take backs.” 

He chuckled, dropping his roaming hands to my ass so he could hold me where he wanted.

“And we’re not moving to Minnesota.” 

“That was just a test. I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me if you would have been willing to move.”

“What?” I asked. 

Chuckling, he nibbled on my neck and picked up the pace, making it impossible for either of us to speak. Guttural, primal sounds filled the shop as he pounded me harder and faster until we were both crying out with release. 

Wasp held me against him, both of us panting as we came down. He kissed my forehead, my nose, my cheeks, and finally my lips. “Thank you,” he whispered. 

“For what?” I asked, gazing up at him. 

“For accepting me as I am. For not trying to change me. Not wanting to move to Minnesota and tie me down.” 

“I love you,” I whispered against his neck. “And I never said I’d be opposed to tying you down. That sounds hot.” 

He chuckled, giving me a little squeeze. “I love you too, dove, and I’m game anytime you are. Hell, I was a Boy Scout, remember? I’ll even teach you some knots.”

Determined to take him up on his offer, I made him let me down so I could go find some rope.

 

Coming in October!
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Back cover blurb:

 

One last time. 

 

That’s the promise Naomi Lincoln and Houston “Eagle” Archer break every time the whiskey flows and their clothes are ripped off in a carnal, passionate ravaging that neither can resist. Since Naomi’s protective older brother is the president of Eagle’s motorcycle club, the two have kept their no-strings-attached rendezvous secret while Naomi focuses on her hard-earned military career. 

 

Until a positive pregnancy test changes everything. 

 

Now Naomi and Eagle will have to face Link’s wrath and see if their unrelenting attraction holds a possibility for more than mind-blowing sex.

Thank you so much for reading Trapping Wasp. I hope you’ve enjoyed the journey. Please take a moment to write a review. They only require twenty words and help me tremendously. I appreciate your support! 

 

Visit my website and sign up to be included on news about future releases: 

http://harleystoneauthor.com/

 

 

Come stalk me!

 

Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/HarleyStoneAuthor/

Twitter - https://twitter.com/HarleyStoneAuth

 

Also from Harley Stone:

 

Link’d Up: #1 in the Dead Presidents MC
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Landing Eagle: #4 in the Dead Presidents MC (coming soon)

Dom’s Ascension: Mariani Crime Family Book 1

Making Angel: Mariani Crime Family Book 2

Breaking Bones: Mariani Crime Family Book 3 

Dial A for Addison: S.A.F.E. Detective Agency #1

Throw Dylan from the Train: S.A.F.E. Detective Agency #2
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Harley Stone is a lover of animals, books, dark chocolate, and red wine. She's always up for a good adventure (real or fictional), and when she's not building imaginary worlds, she's dipping her toes into reality in southwest Washington with her husband and their boys. 
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