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      She loved him, but they could never be more than friends.

      Sophia Kidd and Abe Rochester had been best friends since they were children. With both of their pasts scarred, the only people they could rely on were each other. And so an unbreakable bond was formed, one that tied their lives together, but never in the way she wanted.

      Known as “Trouble” in town, Abe wasn’t the  guy a girl brought home to meet her parents. He indulged in all the bad things life offered.

      But she loved him.

      She was in love with him. And the heart wanted what the heart couldn’t have. And so she kept things strictly on the friend level.

      But when  a night of partying and tossing back drinks had the world blurring together, she found herself in Abe’s bed.

      What should have been an explosive morning after, both of them finally expressing their feelings for the other, turned out to be a nightmare.

      Abe had no recollection of the night they just shared.

      Humiliation was just the tip of the iceberg, and it didn’t matter how fast or far she ran; Sophia couldn’t escape fate.

      And what fate gave her was Abe’s baby.

      How could things work out when Abe didn't even remember sleeping with her?

      

      Reader note: This  was previously published under the same title. It has been re-edited and revised. It may contain subject matter sensitive to some readers.
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        Six years ago

      

      

      Sophia sat on the old, half-broken deck, her feet dangling off the sides, the cool water lapping at her toes. Sometimes, if she just closed her eyes, she could imagine herself in another world, one where everything was good and right. The only problem was she eventually had to open her eyes and come face-to-face with reality.

      “You’re thinking again, Kid.” Abe sat beside her, nudging his shoulder against hers. Even at sixteen, Abe was big with hard lines of muscles and long limbs. They had been through a lot together, and if not for him, she would have crumbled at the first opportunity.

      Sophia turned and looked at him, the setting sun causing a swatch of golden color to slash across his too-handsome face. Just looking at him caused Sophia’s heart to race. Dark hair swooped across his forehead, and his eyes, so blue they almost seemed unreal, stared back at her. He was trouble with a capital T.

      There wasn’t a girl in town who didn’t want Abe Rochester, and there wasn’t a girl he didn’t like to give that time to… well, except her. He didn’t look at her like he did the other girls: all half-lidded gazes, smooth words, and a smile that dropped panties left and right. No, Abe looked at her like a little sister, and for the first time in her life, she thought that really sucked.

      “Thinking is about all I can do anymore.” She smiled, not really knowing what she meant by that comment or if it even made any sense. Being around Abe seemed to cause the wires in her brain to malfunction all at once. It was like overnight she realized she cared for him as more than her best friend.

      His big hand covered hers, and she turned her gaze back toward the pond. The sun was just starting to set, and the light hit the water, casting tiny crystalline shards across the silky top.

      “One day, all of this isn’t going to matter, Sophie girl.” His hand tightened on hers, and she moved closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “The shitty things that happened to you, the asshats who think they can mess with you, everything, Soph.” She knew he was right. “I’m always going to look out for you, Kid, always.”

      Sophia didn’t doubt Abe’s words, but there was always doubt inside her, always the fear that her life would always be like this.

      “You think too hard, Soph.”

      She lifted her head and looked up at him. “Sometimes you can’t just erase what happened and look for a brighter future.”

      Pain danced behind his eyes, and he looked away. His jaw tightened. For several long moments, nothing was said, but the emotions were thick enough to suffocate her.

      “I know, but when life gives you an ugly hand, you have to lean on the people who love you and hope they will see you through.” He looked at her again and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Sophia, and that will never change. Even if I have to try with my last breath, I’m going to make things better for you.”

      She really hoped that was the truth, but sometimes the ugliness in people’s lives didn’t stay in the past.
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        Present day

      

      

      “Hey, baby. How ’bout you and me go back to your place for a little fun?”

      Sophia rolled her eyes as she poured three shots of Crown. The woman who spoke sidled up to Abe, her best friend for as long as she could remember. She wore a top that looked like it belonged on the beach and a jean skirt so short there was no doubt in Sophia’s mind that she’d get a clear shot of her pussy when she bent over.

      She slid one of the shots to Abe, and he smiled in thanks. The girl, who she thought was named Maxine or Maxi… something like that, rubbed her huge tits on Abe’s thick, tattooed arm.

      Abe was a gorgeous man, all six foot three inches of him, and so whenever he came to Tiny’s there were always women who checked him out. Sophia hated it. His muscles and tattoos tended to make guys leery of him, but there was always that one drunken asshole who thought he could take Abe. Obviously, they didn’t know his reputation.

      There were a few times he got a shiner, but if Sophia were being honest, he deserved them. When alcohol was in the mix, Abe thought he was invincible.

      Abe Rochester was considered the town bad boy. He may have been dubbed “Trouble,” but Sophia knew a different side of him, a side that wasn’t drunk every other day, getting into brawls, and fucking anything with a pussy. He was the boy she followed to the fishing hole when they were ten, the guy who held her when she was fifteen and crying because Frankie Gutten had called her ugly… and the same one who beat the shit out of Frankie for saying she was ugly.

      He was also her best friend and the one she had to all but carry home on several occasions because he was too drunk to find his way. How many times had she taken off his shirt and shoes and tucked his grown ass in bed? Too many too count, but she would continue to do it because she was a fool in love with her best friend.

      “How much do I owe ya, Kid?” Abe took his wallet out and pulled out a twenty before handing it over to Sophia. She hated when he called her Kid, a silly nickname he had given her when they were little. She supposed the nickname was inevitable since her name was Sophia Kidd, and she’d prefer Abe use it than some asshole trying to be witty. She was bound to have someone calling her that.

      She took the twenty and handed him his change. He shook his head and stood. Abe always gave her the change as a tip even if the bill had been two bucks and he gave her a twenty. She’d learned early on that it would do no good to argue with him, so she smiled and tucked the money in her back pocket. Maybe he thought it was her small fee for putting up with his shit over and over again. She smiled at her thoughts.

      The light hit Maxi’s—or whatever her name was—seriously bad dye job. The dark roots stood out on top of her head, and Sophia could see she was far older than she originally appeared.

      Lines crinkled around her eyes and mouth, but the woman attempted to cover it up with a thick layer of foundation. The end result made her look like some kind of wax mannequin. It was so not attractive. Disgust and jealously slammed into Sophia at the thought of him taking Maxi home, whether she knew that was the truth or not.

      “You good, Kid?” Abe looked over his shoulder at her, and she nodded. He always asked her this before he left the bar. Well, when he was sober enough to actually walk out.

      Tiny’s was only a few blocks from his house, a small cottage-style home his parents left him when they both died in a car accident years ago. On the nights he knew he wasn’t going to be getting drunk, he took his Harley out, a beautiful FXDC Dyna Super Glide he customized himself. Sophia wasn’t into motorcycles like that, but there was something darkly sexy about seeing Abe ride up on that machine, his white T-shirt and tattoos, worn denim jeans, and black boots making him appear as dangerous as he really was.

      He turned around and leaned over the counter to kiss Sophia on the cheek. He could be sweet when he wanted to. He stalked out, the tattoos covering his back visible through his shirt.

      “Girl, when are you going to tell him?”

      Sophia looked away and finished drying the glasses she just washed. Steph, the other bartender, wiped down the counter beside her. “I mean, it’s clear as day you got it bad for that boy, yet you don’t have the balls to tell him. Why?”

      Sophia turned and stared at the other woman. Steph was in her late thirties, and the world had not been good to her. Weathered and rough, she looked like the kind of woman who’d ride on the back of a Chopper, her ‘80s-style hair blowing behind her and her tits practically hanging out. Steph lost her husband, a big guy named Zachariah, a year ago. Sophia didn’t know the details, but she knew he had been in some kind of motorcycle club.

      There had been rumors floating around their small town about illegal shit happening with rival clubs and how Zachariah died as a result of that. For a long time, Steph had been in bad shape over it, and rightly so, but each day, she got better.

      Sighing loudly, Sophia didn’t know how to respond. Everyone knew how close she and Abe were. Hell, she lived in this shitty little town her whole life. With a mother who cared more about her next fix than her daughter and a father who left before she was born, Sophia learned the hard way how to get through life. Abe had been there through it all. Sophia didn’t want to think where she would be right now if Abe hadn’t been in her life.

      “Listen to me, honey.” Steph leaned in close, and the smell of stale cigarettes wafted over Sophia. Being so close to Steph showed her just how worn out the woman really was.

      Her gray eyes were hard and spoke of a thousand different lives. She knew her way around the world and pushed away anyone who was in her way. She didn’t give a shit if people got hurt. Sophia sometimes wished she could be like that, so hard and unworried about what others thought. She wasn’t made that way though.

      She cared what others thought of her and hated that she had to see girls fawning over Abe on a nightly basis. Sophia was a fool to think there was more to him than what was projected on the outside. He was rough and gritty, didn’t give two shits about what others thought, and lived his life to the fullest.

      There had been so many times throughout their lives when Abe had been her shoulder to cry on, her personal bodyguard, and the only person who showed her any kind of affection. All those nights staring up at the stars, holding her hand like he thought she would float away and never come back.

      Or those times she rested her head on his chest and they talked for hours about their fears and what they wanted out of life. It was all those things and more she thought of when the bad stuff reared up.

      The truth was, Sophia loved Abe with all her heart, was madly in love with him, yet she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. For years, she suffered with her feelings, knowing there was no way he felt the same for her. Abe only saw her as a little sister, the awkward and gangly teenager, despite the fact that they were both twenty-two.

      She didn’t bother denying her feelings to Steph. Hell, she admitted as much in the back room after closing when shots of Patrón were being passed around. But Steph was good people and would never sell her out to anyone.

      “It wouldn’t make a difference anyway. Even if he did have feelings for me, Abe isn’t the type of guy to settle down, and I am not the type of girl to share.” Sophia shook her head and put the last glass away. “Besides, it’s pretty damn clear there are no feelings for me where Abe is concerned. I’ve known him pretty much my whole life, and he’s never hinted at feeling anything for me besides brotherly love.”

      Steph didn’t say anything, just stared at her with eyes that knew far too much.

      She opened her mouth to say something, but a whole slew of customers swarmed the bar and started throwing out drink orders. This was the distraction Sophia needed.
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      It was going on nine in the morning, and despite that it was still early in Abe time, Sophia walked up his front steps and knocked on the door. Although Abe told her to just walk in, that knocking on his door was for people who weren’t her, she wanted to give him his privacy.

      Several long moments passed, and finally she heard shuffling on the other side of the door. It was pulled open, and a very tired, disheveled, and extremely good-looking Abe stood on the other side. He only wore a pair of boxer briefs. They were white and left nothing to the imagination.

      Although she had seen Abe naked plenty of times, either swimming at the lake or by accidentally walking in on him the morning after he’d bene drunk, she never could get over how everything was so… impressive.

      Dark brown hair, cut short but long enough that he could run his hands through it, stuck up slightly around his head. He was big and muscular, so very muscular. She supposed that was what happened when a man worked at a mechanics shop, lifting heavy engines and pushing metal around.

      His arms were covered in tattoos, so many that only bits and pieces of his tan flesh were visible through the ink. His chest had tattoos also, one on each pec and another that snaked around his side and disappeared to his back.

      She knew the back was just as impressive as the front, all hard lines of sinew and tendon that moved, with sharp lines and dark ink that covered the flesh. All in all, he looked sexy and dangerous, and every time she saw him, her panties became so wet they rubbed against her sensitive skin.

      “Kid?” His voice was deep and rough, the kind she imagined made all the girls roll over in the morning and spread their legs. He scrubbed a hand over his face and blinked a few times, his eyes opening wider despite the bright sun. She could get lost in those blue depths. They were light, so very blue and clear that they reminded her of still waters.

      “Damn, girl, do you ever sleep in?” He stepped aside, and she entered. He smelled like booze and pent-up aggression.

      “Why do you act surprised when I show up?” Abe wasn’t the type of guy to cuddle with his “women” after sex. She had seen them do the walk of shame as early as seven in the morning. That was, of course, when she used to come over earlier than nine. She had since learned that, if she didn’t want to see, she needed to start making later trips to his house.

      “I’m not surprised, sweetheart.” He sat at the kitchen table and rested his head in his hands. “You know I’m glad to see you, always.” He lifted his head and smiled at her. “Hangover and all.” He winked, and she felt her insides melt. Of course, she didn’t let it show on the outside.

      At first, she had been coming over to make sure he was all right and still alive. She would make him breakfast and get him back to the land of the living, and then it just kind of turned into their thing.

      “I take it Maxi’s gone?” She opened the fridge to get the ingredients for an omelet.

      “Who?”

      She glanced over her shoulder and cocked a brow at him.

      “Oh, you mean the rode hard put away chick at the bar who tried to get me to take her home and I said fuck no?”

      Sophia knew her face looked disgusted.

      “Do you have to be so damn crass?” She knew her voice sounded hard, but she couldn’t help it. Jealousy was an ugly bitch.

      “Sorry, Kid.”

      She was used to the way he was and a part of her felt really bad for the girls that were obviously a notch on his bedpost, but those girls knew how Abe Rochester was. Everyone in three neighboring towns knew exactly what a bad boy he was. Despite all that, they flocked to him like bees to flowers.

      She exhaled and put the ingredients on the counter before grabbing a knife and mixing bowl. He now rested his head on the table, and she knew he had to feel like shit, although he had been relatively fine when he left Tiny’s.

      “You drank more when you got home, didn’t you?” She started cutting up the peppers and tomatoes and tossed them in the bowl. He didn’t answer right away, but she heard him sigh. She cut up the ham and threw that in as well. The eggs were next and then a little splash of milk. She always added a little milk.

      He finally made an affirmative noise, and she shook her head. After pouring the eggs into the pan, she grabbed a spatula. When the omelet was done, she cut it in half, poured him a full glass of water, and grabbed two ibuprofens. She set the plate, glass, and two oblong brown pills in front of him and took her seat. He looked up at her, and even in his very hung-over state, he was the most handsome man she had ever seen.

      “Go on, stud, eat.” She tended to tease him about his promiscuous ways, but she did it to compensate for how she really felt. It was just easier that way. He made a face at the food and grabbed the water and pills first.

      “You’re way too good to me, Soph.” He popped the pills in his mouth and downed half the glass of water. He looked into her eyes and stared at her for several long moments. She started to get a little uncomfortable with the attention, but before she called him out on being a creepy douche, he dropped his head.

      “Yeah, I know.” She smirked and started eating her omelet. “I know you feel like shit, but you need some food in your stomach.”

      He glanced up at her and smiled before picking up his fork and eating. She wanted to ask him why he slept around so much, but deep down she knew Abe was fucked up. After his parents died, something changed inside him. He had been young and ended up living with his aunt and uncle until he turned eighteen and moved into his parents’ house. He had slept with girls in high school, but nothing like he did now.

      It was sad and tragic to watch, but the only thing she could do was be there for him. They finished their breakfast in silence, all the things Sophia wanted to say lodged in her throat.
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      Sophia left Abe right after breakfast, knowing he needed to sleep off the alcohol. Sometimes, they hung out until he had to go to work. She didn’t have to go to the bar that night, and they had a movie night planned, just her and Abe. After looking at the clock, she grabbed her purse and headed out of her duplex.

      Her neighbor, an older man named Theo, waved at her as he planted a row of daisies. He wore a lilac-colored hat and floral-printed gardening gloves.

      The trip from her duplex to Red’s Bike and Motor Shop was only a ten-minute drive. Their town, Northon, was on the small side and certainly not what one would consider serene. There were industrial buildings all around, and the land that was used for farming was set miles outside the city limits.

      That was where her mother’s old house was, the one Sophia had grown up in, and the one that was shattered and condemned.

      When Children’s Services found her alone and dirty, thanks to a call from one of the neighbors, they had taken her away from the only home she had ever known. Sure, her life had been broken, but that was all she had known. It hadn’t been too long after that when she met Abe, and the two of them became inseparable.

      Once she graduated high school, she went to work at Tiny’s and had been there for the past four years.

      She made decent money, especially with tips, but she certainly didn’t want to spend the rest of her life dishing out shots and margaritas. There was a community college in Asper, the next larger city over, and she had really thought about taking a few classes. Sophia didn’t have a lot of dreams in life, but doing something that took her out of this shitty town with bad memories was on the top of her list.

      She pulled into the parking lot of Red’s and cut the engine to her little Honda. The small building that served as the office sat to the left. Three huge garages were attached to that, the bay doors wide open, classic rock blasting all around. Motorcycles were lined up on the side along with trucks and a few cars. A truck was up on a lift in the center of the garage, and she could see Abe’s grease-covered, tattooed back underneath it. It was almost seven in the evening, and she knew he’d be getting off soon.

      Sophia shut the car off and climbed out. Credence Clearwater Revival blasted through the speakers, but all her focus was on Abe. He looked so good, so delicious covered in sweat and grease. Who would have thought the combination would be arousing? Bangs and clanks of tools being placed back in the toolbox drowned out some of the music.

      “Hey, Sophia.” She turned and smiled at Seth Red, the owner of the body shop. He was in his late thirties, very good-looking in a sort of rough and rugged biker way. His dark hair hung around his chin, and his goatee showed a few greys. The white shirt and jeans he wore were covered in grease stains and holes but looked good on him.

      “Hey, Seth.” He went to give her a one-armed hug, but she held her hands up in warning. “Oh no, you don’t! You are all greasy and sweaty, and I’ve got plans tonight.”

      His grin was all straight, white teeth, which was a stark contrast to the grime that covered his face. “I hope you plan on cleaning Abe up, because he smells worse than I do. And he’s uglier too.” She laughed and stared at Abe. He hoisted himself out from under the truck. The rag he used to clean his hands was already filthy.

      “Hey, Kid.” Abe walked up to her and kissed her on the forehead. He smelled like he’d been working under a car all day, but to her, it was hotter than hell. “Give me five to clean up then we’ll head out, yeah?”

      She nodded and watched him toss the dirty rag in a container on his way out one of the side doors. True to his word, he was back in five minutes wearing a clean shirt and pants and void of any of the grease that made him look deliciously dirty. When had her attraction to him gotten so fierce?

      She groaned internally when he swung his arm over her shoulder and ran his knuckles over her head, messing up her hair. His actions were that of an older brother giving shit to his kid sister. If that didn’t just suck some major balls.

      “Whatcha wanna do tonight?”

      She stopped in front of her car, which she purposely parked beside his Dyna. “Pizza, beer, and a movie?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll pick up the movie and pizza if you get the beer.” She smiled and nodded. “Meet ya back at my place.” For several long moments, she did nothing but watch as he grabbed his helmet off the back of his bike and put it on. He didn’t bother with the leather jacket she knew was stored in one of the saddlebags. It was a pretty warm night. In fact, it was so warm she was starting to sweat, but she knew it wasn’t just the humidity in the air that caused her to feel the heat.

      “Catch ya in a few, Kid.” He winked and started his Harley. The loud purr traveled straight through her body and right to all her good parts. Clenching her thighs together, Sophia watched him disappear down the dark street.
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      They had eaten nearly the whole pizza and were finishing their second beer each when Abe finally put on the movie he rented and sat beside her. With his arm slung around her shoulders, he pulled her close so she was curled against his hard body. Sophia could almost pretend they didn’t do this every week, that he felt the same for her as she did for him.

      The movie played, but Sophia couldn’t concentrate, not when there was still an underlying hint of motor oil mixed with cologne coming from him. His T-shirt was stretched over his chest, and the hem rode up slightly in his relaxed position.

      A strip of his tan, hard stomach was revealed, and she swallowed, doing her damnedest to control the direction her body was going. She wasn’t a teenager anymore, and there would never be anything between them, so she needed to get that through her brain. Thinking about being with him was a hell of a lot easier than actually trying to act upon those feelings.

      Even if she did manage to find a guy, Sophia knew she would constantly be comparing him to Abe. She had already done that with the few boyfriends she had in the past. “Hey, Sophia?” Hearing him say her full name had her heart doing a little patter behind her ribs, but the seriousness in his voice had her tilting her head and looking at him.

      To her surprise, he was already looking down at her, a very strange expression on his face. Neither of them said anything for several long moments, and she wondered what was going through his head.

      “Yeah?” Her voice was low and breathy, and she felt her cheeks heat. She sounded flippin’ ridiculous. Her heart pounded fast, and her pulse beat rapidly in her throat.

      “Do you ever think about your mom?”

      She blinked several times, because she didn’t know how to respond. His question caught her off guard. Pushing away from him, she noticed he kept his arm around her shoulders. Their faces were close, so close she could smell the sweetness of the beer he had been drinking. “My mom?”

      “Yeah.” His throat worked as he swallowed. “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand. It’s just…” He exhaled loudly and sat forward to rest his head in his hands.

      “What’s going on?”

      Abe was never like this, emotional and almost vulnerable. He turned his head and stared at her.

      “I’ve just been thinking about my parents lately. You know my mom’s birthday is coming up.” His voice got softer on the end, and her heart clenched. “Anyway, I was just wondering if you ever thought about your mom.”

      She stared at him and really thought about his question. The truth was she hadn’t thought about her mom in a long time. There were a lot of bad memories, and thinking about it just made her feel shitty. “I do, sometimes, but they are few and far between.” She looked down and started picking at her shirt.

      The movie continued to play, but neither paid it much attention.

      “I wonder if she’s still alive, if she’s still using. I think about the times she brought strange men into the house and made me stay in my room.” Sophia had been little then, but those memories were ingrained in her head. She would never forget. She could still smell the booze and smoke that always seemed to fill the house. She remembered how her mom had bloodshot eyes and looked like a skeleton.

      How Sophia even survived was beyond her. If it weren’t for the little girl who lived next door to her, she would have never eaten. She had gone over there all the time to eat dinner. The neighbors had to know what went on, but the authorities only came to her home once, and that was when they took her away.

      “I wonder if my mom ever thinks about me, if she ever wonders if I’m even still alive.” Damn the tears that spilled down her cheeks.

      “Ah shit, baby. I’m sorry I brought it up. Don’t cry, please.” The way he comforted her had her tears falling faster. He pulled her into his chest, and she buried her face in his shirt. He smelled so good, and all she could do was fist his shirt in her hands and let him give her strength.

      “You have nothing to feel sorry about, Abe. I always get like this when I think of her.”

      “Yeah, but if I hadn’t been so insensitive and brought it up, you wouldn’t be sad right now.” He kissed the top of her head and tightened his arms around her.

      She knew her tears made his shirt wet, and he could probably feel it, but all he did was hold her tighter and stroke her hair. His murmured words comforted her, and she was so very thankful she had him in her life.

      There were so many times they had been in this same situation, holding onto one another as their pasts reared their ugly heads. When his parents died, he was a mess. Abe used his anger to mask his hurt. Fighting, drinking, and sex with random people had started after all, and the pain she felt for him only intensified. He might have let her hold him while he raged on about the unfairness of it all, but in the end, he drowned his sorrows in everything that was negative.

      Even with his tormented past, Abe still managed to be there for her. It was hard for her to hate the way he was when he showed her there was still someone in the world who loved her. It might not be the kind of love she wanted, but it was still there for her to take.

      Time seemed to stand still as they stayed wrapped in each other’s embrace. She wished their scarred pasts weren’t hidden behind smiles and laughter.

      Maybe one day they both would be healed so they could actually move forward.
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        Several weeks later

      

      

      Since crying into Abe’s chest, Sophia hadn’t spoken about her mom, and he hadn’t said anything about his parents. She knew he still thought about their conversation, knew he always thought about it.

      Sophia wiped down the counter of the bar and cut her eyes to the far-left corner, the corner where Abe drank his sixth beer, a busty redhead a little too close to Abe for Sophia’s comfort. He looked three sheets to the wind already, but that was no surprise, since he had taken four shots of Jack before the sixth beer.

      She knew this wasn’t just another night of getting drunk and debauchery for him. It was his mother’s birthday and a seriously rough day all around for him. It always was. He had been aloof when she made him breakfast that morning, quiet unless she asked him something.

      The redhead’s hand disappeared beneath the table, and Sophia knew exactly what she was touching. It didn’t matter that Abe pushed her away and shook his head, stopping whatever she was trying to accomplish. Jealousy still spread through her. A look at the clock showed she had about half an hour to go before she was off work.

      “Honey, just go. I’ll cover for the last half hour.” Sophia looked over at Roxy, one of the newer bartenders. She was older, maybe in her forties, but had a smokin’ body and an awesome personality. “It looks like your boy is in need of a bed, some painkillers, and a big glass of water.”

      Letting out a sigh, Sophia gave her a grateful smile and went to close out her till. Abe had been drinking all day. Hell, he smelled like a brewery when she showed up at his house this morning. It was rough for him, and she wished she could make him feel better, but she knew how hard it was, knew he struggled to get through each day.

      Sophia started totaling up her tips, when she heard the sound of glass breaking. Abe stood toe-to-toe with some guy she had never seen before. The redhead pushed her way between them, a very stupid move on her part. She was trying to talk the other guy down, and Sophia realized he must be her boyfriend. This was so not what she or Abe needed tonight.

      “Well, fuck. I don’t need this shit tonight.” Hunter Bronson, owner of Tiny’s and her boss, came busting out of the back room, his face set hard. “Fucking Abe ‘Trouble’ Rochester.” He looked at Sophia and narrowed his eyes. He stalked toward her and stopped right in front of her. “Get your boy outta here, Soph, before he knocks that guy’s teeth in and I have to call the cops.”

      God, this day was going from bad to worse. “What about my till? I haven’t finished counting it down yet.” He waved it off and then pointed to Abe.

      “You’re good, Soph. Just take Abe home before it gets ugly. I don’t want him thrown in county, especially on a day like today.”

      It wasn’t a secret what today was, not when Abe’s parents’ death had been big news in their town. Melanie and Rosco Rochester had been prominent in Northon. They had their hands in community gatherings, bake sales, and auctions to raise money for the hungry and poor. They were good people, and everyone loved them.

      She thanked Hunter and grabbed her purse. Pushing through the crowd of people now huddled around Abe and the guy who was about to get his teeth busted in, Sophia stopped beside Abe. The redhead’s voice was loud and shrill as she tried to talk down the preppy schoolboy. He was way out of his element, especially wearing a cable knit vest over his blue oxford. Yeah, he was definitely a prep, probably from one of the colleges in the neighboring cities.

      “Hey!” Neither the redhead nor Oxford looked at her. “Hey!” That got their attention. “I suggest you leave. Like now. Abe has a pretty short fuse sober, but when he’s drunk, it’s nonexistent.” Oxford scowled and looked like he wanted to argue, but Abe started laughing and cracking his knuckles.

      “Don’t stop this, Kid. I’ve been itchin’ for a fight all fucking day. I’m just glad this pansy-ass motherfucker thinks he can take me.” His voice was hard, like steel, but under that, she could still hear the slur. There was no doubt he could still whip Oxford, but she wasn’t in the mood to deal with the aftermath. Abe might be lit, but he was more than ready to throw down with this stranger. Sophia rolled her eyes.

      “Abe, please, stop.” He looked over at her, and a small, warm smile touched his lips.

      “That’s right, bro. Listen to that bitch of yours.”

      Sophia closed her eyes and shook her head. Of course Oxford had to open his damn mouth. When she opened her eyes, she saw how tense Abe was. His jaw worked under his tan, square jaw, and he looked ready to explode.

      “First off, I’m not your bro.” Abe took a step forward. “Secondly, don’t you ever speak about my Sophia like that.” It only took a millisecond for Abe to swing his fist out and crack the loudmouth in the head. He stumbled back, and Abe took another step forward, following him. If she didn’t stop it now, it was going to get a lot uglier and a lot bloodier. Stepping right in front of Abe, Sophia placed her hands on his chest and lifted onto her toes.

      “Please, Abe.” It took a long minute for him to take his murderous stare off Oxford, and when he finally did, she exhaled in relief. “Let’s get out of here. He isn’t worth it, not by a long shot.” Abe’s chest was hard beneath her palms, and she could feel the steady beat of his heart. After what seemed like forever, his body relaxed slightly, and he nodded.

      He turned and grabbed the one full shot left, downed it, then grabbed his half-full beer and finished that as well. The crowd that gathered to watch the almost fight seemed disappointed there would be no bloodshed for their entertainment.

      Once outside, the cool air whipped by them, and she hoped it helped to sober him up. Sophia led a very wobbly Abe over to her car. “You walk here?”

      “Nah, got my bike on the side.” He sounded totally trashed and was only getting worse with each passing minute.

      “Well, obviously you aren’t going to be going home on it, so I’ll send a text to Hunter, and he’ll put it in the garage out back.” She helped him into her car and shut the door before jogging around to the other side and climbing in.

      After sending a quick text to Hunter about the bike, she started the car, pulled onto the street, and headed toward Abe’s home.
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      Getting Abe into the house had been a bitch, but he was now on his bed. His right leg and arm hung off the mattress. Sophia breathed out heavily, trying to catch her breath, because Abe was one big guy.

      His chest rose and fell evenly in his passed-out stupor. She got to work on his feet first, taking off his big black boots and then getting his socks off.

      For a moment, she stared at his feet. That had never been a particularly attractive part on the body for her, but looking at Abe’s had her insides doing funny things.

      Keep it together, girl.

      Sophia had done this too many times to count, so when she took off his belt and then unzipped his jeans, she didn’t think much of it. At least she tried not to. His pants were now unbuttoned and unzipped, but she didn’t attempt to remove them. That would take quite a bit of strength and energy on her part, and she was still breathing heavily from getting him in the house.

      Her traitorous fingers started to shake when she went to work on the buttons of his shirt. With each one that popped free to reveal the hard, inked skin of his torso, she had to work on looking at him simply as a friend. It was so hard, though, so very hard. Her love for him was so strong, so fierce, that tears threatened to make an appearance.

      Pursing her lips, she breathed out and freed the last button. After pushing the material open, she kept her eyes averted as she worked his arms free of the sleeves and tossed the shirt aside. In all honesty, she could have just left him fully dressed, but she told herself any good friend would do this. Yeah, right. This had nothing to do with being a good friend and everything to do with wanting to see more of the man she loved.

      In his sleep, he looked relaxed, like he didn’t have a care in the world. The lines of worry were smoothed, and he looked like the young boy she followed around like a puppy. Her eyes moved back to his chest, and she followed the dark lines of ink.

      Bringing the tip of her index finger over his right pec, Sophia traced the swirling pattern of ink around his nipple and down the hard ridges of his six-pack. She trailed her finger up the opposite side and rested her palm over his heart, letting the strong, steady beat calm her own racing heart.

      She closed her eyes and felt her breathing finally slow, but when she opened them and looked at Abe’s face, her breath hitched. He watched her intently, his gaze clear.

      “What are you doing, Sophia?” His voice was soft.

      She went to move her hand away, but his reflexes were fast, even sloshed off his ass. He gripped her wrist in a strong yet gentle hold. “Abe.” She had no idea how to respond, didn’t know how to explain why she was touching him. It might have seemed innocent enough, but by the look in his eyes and her pounding pulse, it was anything but.

      He pushed himself up until he was resting his upper body on his elbow, causing his muscles to tense. Sophia couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She stared into his eyes and felt something shift in the air. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the heat that suddenly seemed to fill the room, but Sophia felt herself leaning forward.

      Abe let go of her wrist and cupped the side of her face at the same time he leaned in. When their mouths were just inches apart, she closed her eyes and moved that last inch that separated them. Everything inside her yearned for this, but there was that nagging voice that told her what a horrible mistake this was.

      That first touch of her lips against his was like pouring gasoline on a fire. Sparks shot from her mouth, all the way through her body, and settled in her clit. It was intense and potent, and they hadn’t even moved yet. Abe took the lead, moving his lips on hers, slow and easy. He pushed himself up farther, cupped the other side of her face, tilting her head at the same time, and finally deepened the kiss.

      His tongue slipped into her mouth, stroking the very tip of hers. He moaned when she reciprocated. The taste of him was tangy from the whiskey and sweet from the beer. His hands moved from her face to grip her shoulders, pulling her roughly to him so their chests pressed against each other.

      “Straddle me, baby.” Abe’s voice was gruff with need. Sophia pulled away, because she knew this wasn’t a good idea. He no longer seemed drunk, but did he really know what the hell they were doing?

      “Abe—”

      “Straddle me, baby.” His tone brooked no argument. He moved so his back rested against the headboard. Swallowing the very thick lump in her throat, she found her eyes traveling down his chest and stopping on the very large bulge pressed against his jeans. Even in the darkened room, she could see how it strained against his fly, demanding to be free. The junction between her thighs became wet, and she felt her nipples bead.

      “Come on, baby, I want to feel you on top of me.” Before she could stop this from going any further, Abe’s hands were on her waist, and he was hauling her on top of him. His mouth slanted on hers and he took her with a searing force. The groan that spilled from him was loud, and she greedily swallowed it. With her legs spread wide over his, her pussy was in direct contact with his raging hard-on.

      A gush of arousal left her, and she felt her panties dampen further. Sophia shifted and gasped as the movement caused Abe’s erection to rub against her clit. His zipper caused a flash of discomfort to meld with the pleasure.

      “Fuck, baby.” He dragged his lips across her jaw and licked and nipped at her. Her head fell back, and her breath left her. She gripped his wide shoulders and curved her nails into him. A hiss escaped his mouth, but his erection grew impossibly harder beneath her.

      “This is a very bad idea, Abe.” Even she could hear that she didn’t mean she wanted him to stop.

      “No, baby, I think this is the best idea we’ve had in a long time.” He continued kissing her jaw and made his way down her neck. The light feel of him sucking at her pulse point had her shifting atop him again. He groaned, and his hands landed on her ass to squeeze the mounds before spreading them slightly.

      He started moving her back and forth on his jean-clad erection, creating a delicious rocking motion that sent hard jolts of pleasure straight to the center of her body.

      “That is it, sweets.” He panted against her neck, and the fact that he was having just as hard a time as she was turned her on even more. “That is so it.” His hips started lifting slightly, causing his erection to press impossibly harder against her cunt. “I can feel you, can feel how hot and wet you are.” His mouth was back on hers, his kisses so hard and demanding that she couldn’t keep up, but that was okay. That was really, really okay.

      “Do you know how long I’ve wanted you, Sophia?” The only sound that left her was a muffled moan against his mouth. “I’ve wanted you for so long. So fucking long.” He rocked her atop him harder and faster, creating a friction that had her trying to catch her breath. Her clit swelled from his ministrations, and she knew her orgasm was only a few moments away. “I’ve dreamed about what your sweet little pussy would feel like on my cock, what your tits would feel like in my mouth.”

      Yes, oh God, yes.

      “For years, Soph, fucking years I’ve wanted you.” His tongue speared in her mouth, and he touched every part of her. “Take your shirt off.” She didn’t hesitate when he stopped momentarily so she could remove the offending material. Tossing the shirt aside, she saw Abe’s gaze rake over her chest. “The bra, Sophia, take off the fucking bra.” There was no anger in his voice, just deep-seated need.

      Reaching behind her, she unsnapped her bra, and before she slipped the straps down her shoulders, Abe removed one of his hands from her ass and placed it in the center of her chest. She looked into his eyes and saw him staring at her face. They didn’t speak for several long seconds, and she wondered if he was having second thoughts.

      If she were smart, she would put a stop to this, tell him this would ruin their relationship. The logical part of her brain snapped to attention, and she opened her mouth to say just that, but Abe’s finger on her lips stopped her.

      “Don’t say the words, please.” He all but pleaded with his words and eyes. “I want this, baby, and I know you want this too.” The last part was almost phrased as a question. After a second, he removed his finger and slid first one then the other strap of her bra off. He held her stare even though her breasts were bare, but then he slowly let his eyes fall to her chest. Her nipples beaded under his sight, and chills popped up along her flesh.

      “You’re beautiful, Sophia. So fucking beautiful.” Before she could comprehend his words, his mouth latched onto her right nipple, and he sucked furiously. She speared her hands into his hair, grabbing chunks of the soft locks and holding his head to her chest. “I knew you’d be like this, knew you’d taste like this.” His words were muffled against her breast. The suckling of his mouth, sweep of his tongue, and stinging nip of his teeth were almost her undoing.

      Was she so desperate for his touch that she would continue with this, let the pleasure cloud her judgment and possibly ruin everything between them?

      His hips jacked up at the same time his teeth pulled at her nipple. The pleasure/pain combination was her undoing and she climaxed, hard. She heard a low, mewling noise and realized it came from her.

      Abe grunted, and he sucked harder on her, alternating between her breasts and prolonging her orgasm. Before the pleasure dissipated, he gripped her waist and flipped her on her back.

      “I’m not nearly done, baby.” His words were deep and low and poised right over her still-pulsating clit. She held her breath, waiting for that first touch of his mouth to her pussy. With quick, expert fingers, Abe removed her clothing until she was completely bare to him. A wave of embarrassment slammed into her.

      The fact that she was nude in front of her best friend, the man she had known for the better part of her life, messed with her head a little. But all of that uncertainty left her at the carnal look on his face as he let his eyes travel up and down her body, taking in every single inch of her.

      With her head back and eyes closed, Sophia felt his thumbs slide along her labia before spreading them wide. He blew a warm stream of air across the inner lips he exposed, and she arched her back. Electricity slammed into her, and despite the fact that she had just come hard for him, she felt herself winding tighter and tighter, that coil inside her tightening with pleasure.

      His tongue ran slow circles around her opening, but he wouldn’t dip inside her, wouldn’t give her that small reprieve. He teased her, tantalized her, and brought her to the precipice of orgasm with his tongue and fingers until she shamelessly begged for more.

      Then he gave it to her, spearing his fingers into her, stretching her at the same time he sucked on her clit. Her orgasm slammed into her, and she felt everything else fade into nonexistence.

      “Look at me.” The command was clear, and Sophia felt herself coming back from the hazy fog of desire. She lifted her head and saw Abe watching her. “The way you look when you come…” His exhale was long and deep, and he closed his eyes momentarily. “Gorgeous.” He opened his eyes. “You’re stunning in the throes of pleasure.” The light from the moon came through the window and allowed enough of a silvery glow for her to see what he was doing. “I’m not done yet.” It was a deliciously dark promise.

      His thumbs were on each side of her pussy lips, holding the folds open obscenely wide. She could see her clit poking out from the hood, could tell how swollen it was. Abe flattened his tongue while still watching her and dragged the thick, pink muscle from her pussy hole to her clit. The sensation was incredible, but seeing him do it as well had a fervent plea leaving her.

      When her head would have fallen back from the overwhelming sensations, he whispered against her flesh, “Don’t look away. I want you to watch what I’m doing to you. I want you to watch yourself come all over my face.”

      Oh. God. The orgasm she just had was intense, but she felt herself climbing toward another one only minutes later. The air left her lungs when he started running his tongue up and down her cleft. His lips suctioned around the tiny bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, and she teetered on the edge. When he slowly inserted one finger into her pussy, she couldn’t stop her climax if her life depended on it.

      “Yeah, baby, that’s it. Give it all to me. Only to me.” Her head fell back, and her eyes slid shut. The waves of pleasure took her breath away, and she gripped the sheet beneath her, pulling, tugging at the fabric as she rode the wave of ecstasy. When she finally came back down, it was to the feel of Abe’s hips nestled between her legs.

      He started grinding his cock against her pussy, sending little sparks throughout her. His love bites along her collarbones and the sensation of his stubble along the now sensitive skin were intoxicatingly arousing.

      “Tell me you want more.” His mouth was by her ear, and his deep voice had her thirsty for him. Would this encounter bring them together even more or tear them apart? Sophia desperately wanted to have the answer, but she was in a blissful coma of pleasure and couldn’t find the brainpower to contemplate it. He looked down at her, waiting for her to say yes. And that was exactly what she did.

      “I want this, Abe.” He took her mouth in a bruising kiss, and their hands fumbled with the rest of his clothing. When he was just as naked as she was and his hips were back between the cradle of her thighs, she gasped at the first feel of his hot, smooth, hard cock pressed against her pussy.

      “You’re so wet for me.” He started a slow rocking motion against her, causing his length to slip between her folds. The tip of his cock bumped up against her clit, and his balls gently slapped against her bottom. “You feel how good that is? You feel how good we are together?” He picked up his motion, and she felt herself climbing closer to yet another orgasm. It was like her body was insatiable for Abe.

      “Oh God.” Her head thrashed from side-to-side, and she closed her eyes and let the exquisite pleasure wash through her. Lifting her head, Sophia looked down and saw the thick, long length of his cock slide between her folds. The tip of him bumped her clit with every upstroke. The sight of her lips around his shaft, framing it as he fucked her without penetration, had her pussy weeping for him.

      Abe started to move faster against her. He placed his head in the crook of her neck and kissed the underside of her jaw. He worked his hips like a piston, up and down, faster and harder. The slickness from her wetness caused his motions to be easy and smooth, erotic and sensual. Then she felt the warm, powerful jets of his semen coat her pussy.

      His groan of completion was deep and long, and she wrapped her arms around him and held him close as his body gently shook from his orgasm. Even after he came, she could still feel his semi-hard cock nestled between her folds. He lifted his head and kissed her gently, and she felt him harden almost instantly.

      “Abe.” Sophia said his name on a sigh. She tried to reason with herself that he couldn’t be that drunk if he could get hard so quickly again.

      “You feel what you do to me?” He pressed into her harder. “Do you feel how hard I get for you, even after just coming?” He ran his tongue up her neck and kissed the side of her mouth. “You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve jerked off to you, Sophia.” The words were darkly erotic, and shock filtered through her.

      He had jerked off to her? Numerous times?

      He reached over to his bedside table and opened the drawer. After a moment, he cursed, and then he rested his head in the crook of her neck again. He didn’t move for several long moments.

      “Abe? Everything okay?” Had he changed his mind?

      His words were muffled against her flesh, and she asked again. He lifted his head and said, “No condoms, baby.”

      Condoms? How bad was it that she hadn’t even thought about using protection? She wanted to ask him if he used condoms every time, but the thought left a bitter taste in her mouth and would only conjure up unpleasant images of him with other women.

      “Baby, I always use protection. Always.” He ran his hand up her neck and cupped her cheek. “I just didn’t go out and grab any more today.” His unspoken words about why he hadn’t found the time to go out, that he was too fucked-up in the mind over the death of his parents and his mother’s birthday, had her heart clenching tightly.

      Lifting her hand to his cheek, she rose up and kissed him on the lips. The only thing she wanted was to be with him, to ease his suffering and help her forget about everything aside from the two of them in that moment. So, maybe it was foolish, maybe it was disastrous, but Sophia didn’t care.

      “I want you, Abe. I trust you.”
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      Abe’s stare bore holes into her, and then he exhaled loudly. “Sophia.” His mouth lowered to hers at the same time he reached between their bodies and aligned the tip of his shaft with the opening of her body. This was it. This was the moment where lines would be crossed.

      The moment where she would no longer just be friends with Abe. Things would forever be changed between them.

      When he started to push into her, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist, causing him to sink farther into her. He was a big man all around, and his dick was no different. She felt the stretch and burn of him working his way inside her. There was pain, but the pleasure soothed the sting. The way his jaw worked under his flesh was both arousing and masculine.

      The strain, which showed in his expression, caused beads of sweat to break out along his brow, dampening the tips of his hair. One of his hands was braced by her head, his arm straight and tensed. His other hand cupped her cheek, and his eyes stayed on her. It was like everything around them disappeared, like there was nothing else that mattered in the world. His eyes were half-lidded and his mouth slightly parted.

      He stopped about a fourth of the way, eyes sliding closed and breathing heavily.

      “You’re so tight and wet.” He gritted his teeth and retreated. When just the tip was at her entrance, he waited for a prolonged moment then slammed into her hard. A cry of pain left her, and his groan mingled with it. When he bottomed out inside her, he stilled. She could feel his heart beating a rapid rhythm, or maybe that was hers.

      “Jesus, Sophia.” He looked worried as he stared down at her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice had dropped, and a soft look crossed his face. “Why didn’t you tell me, baby?”

      How in the hell was she supposed to tell him that at twenty-two she was still a virgin? That deep down inside, she had always been saving herself for the man she loved? Him.

      “I-It never came up.” He sank his upper body on top of hers, and she sighed when his hardness met her softness.

      “You’re so perfect.” Moving his hips back and forth, he stroked her from the inside. Her eyes closed, and her back arched. Picking up speed, Abe fucked her hard, fucked her like his life depended on it. This wasn’t about making love. This was about getting their emotions out physically. At least it was for her.

      The image in her mind of her first time had always been soft and sweet, gentle and coaxing. But with Abe, feeling him move inside her like he couldn’t get deep enough was just as perfect. Both of his arms were now beside her head, and when she looked to the side, she could see the muscles flexing in his forearms.

      He started whispering dirty words, filthy things that had her growing hotter, had her pussy clenching around his cock as he plunged in and out of her. She should have known sex with Abe would not be the romanticized notions of a blushing virgin. Abe was everything she shouldn’t want and everything she desperately needed. He was rough and raw around the edges, said exactly what he meant, and didn’t mince his words.

      He drank a lot, got into fights, and was covered in tattoos, but he was the man she loved, and she would make sure things between them changed for the better. She wanted a life with him, wanted to be the only woman for him.

      “That’s it, baby, take all of me.” He thrust into her, hitting her cervix and causing the ecstasy and agony to merge into one. “Yeah, baby.” He reached between them and ran his finger over her clit. She came again, her pussy clenching around his cock, and sent fresh waves of cream spilling from her.

      Abe pumped inside her for the third time and found his own orgasm. For several long minutes, he did nothing but breathe heavily against her chest, but all too soon, he rolled off her and onto his back. Sophia did nothing but stare at the ceiling, letting the experience wash through her. A smile crossed her face, and she closed her eyes. There was a delicious ache between her thighs and the warm trickle of his cum and her wetness slipping out of her.

      The feeling should have been disgusting, but it wasn’t.

      After going to the restroom and cleaning herself up, she brought a washcloth back to bed for Abe. His face was turned to the side, his right arm and leg hanging off the bed. His breathing was even and heavy with sleep. He looked how he did when she thought he was passed out. There was a small twinge of hurt and disappointment that settled within her at the fact that he had fallen right to sleep.

      Climbing in bed she pulled the covers over them and closed her eyes. Her dreams wouldn’t be just dreams anymore, but reality.

      She just prayed to God that in the morning things weren’t royally fucked up.
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      Fuck.

      The room was spinning when Abe peeled his eyes open. The sun was to his back, and he was thankful for small fucking miracles. At least it wasn’t blinding the shit out of him and further increasing the sledgehammer that was doing construction right behind his damn eyes.

      Closing said eyes again, he breathed through the wave of nausea that assaulted him. When his stomach settled, he pushed himself up on the bed and covered his head with his hands. He didn’t just feel like shit. He felt like a big pile of fucking steaming shit. It was then that he felt the chill in the air and pulled his head out of his hands to look down at his lower half.

      He was naked. Buck-fucking-naked. He tried to recall what in the hell happened last night and how he got in his bed, but the last memory that surfaced was him almost beating the shit out of some punk at the bar.

      How in the hell did I get home?

      He spotted his clothes strewn all over the damn place and picked up his underwear to slide them on. The bathroom seemed fucking miles away, but he stumbled forward. After taking a piss, washing his face, and brushing the stale taste out of his mouth, he had every intention of falling face-first back in bed, but the sound of cupboards banging in his kitchen had him looking at the clock.

      Seven in the fucking morning. Why in the hell did Kid have to come so damn early?

      He didn’t bother putting anything else on, just headed out of his room and into the kitchen. The smell of eggs and bacon had his stomach cramping, but he tamped that shit down. Damn, he drank way too much yesterday, but then again, he always drank too much, especially when he was reliving memories that hurt. If Abe did anything, it sure as fuck wasn’t half-assed.

      He rounded the corner and saw Kid standing in front of the stove. Her clothes looked rumpled as hell, and her long black hair, which she normally wore down, was piled high atop her head in a messy knot. When she turned around and started piling eggs and bacon on the two plates at the island, he was struck by how beautiful she was. Little wisps of black hair came undone from her knot and fell around her face.

      He stood in the doorway, just watching her, reveling in the idea she still thought she was alone and he could take all the time he wanted just watching her. How many fucking years had he sat and watched her whilst she was unaware? A whole lot. Yeah. It was creepy as fuck, but when a man had a girl like Sophia Kidd by his side, and she had that kind of beauty, it was hard not to get sucked into it.

      Their relationship had started out as friends, but as the years progressed, he started noticing her as a hell of a lot more than just the girl who tagged along with him to the lake. She was his best friend and he loved her, but the love he felt for her was far stronger than what was appropriate.

      There could never be anything between them, not if he hoped to keep her in his life, and he definitely wanted to keep her in his life for as long as she’d have him. He was fucked up, something he could honestly admit, and a girl like Sophia was far too good for the likes of him.

      Abe could never give her what she deserved. Hell, he couldn’t even promise himself that he wouldn’t drink. The alcohol was becoming a problem, as was the fighting. Getting sloshed to help ease his pain and anger helped at first, but it was requiring more and more liquor to get peace from the nightmares that haunted him about his parents’ deaths.

      How many nights had he woken in a cold sweat because he heard his mother scream for help, heard his father calling out for him? Too many to fucking count. The only person he could depend on was the beautiful woman in front of him who put up with his shit day after day.

      His aunt and uncle, the ones who had taken him in when he lost his parents, hadn’t really wanted him there. They had enough on their plate, and then they were forced to take in a kid who wasn’t theirs, one who had a penchant for getting into trouble. That was how he got his ridiculous nickname, Trouble. Kid had been the only one who had stuck by him, had been the only one who gave two shits about his life.

      She lifted her head, and her startled green eyes held his. Her cheeks turned pink, and then she quickly looked back down. Something was up with her. His head started pounding again, and he groaned and shuffled to the table. Plopping his ass on the seat, he let his head fall into his arms and closed his eyes.

      Damn, she took care of him, real good care of him. There had been too many times he had been in this exact position, hung-over at the kitchen table with her making him breakfast.

      She set a plate in front of him, and he lifted his head and mumbled his thanks. She hadn’t said anything, which he found odd. Usually, she was all about talking, all about reminding him how he shouldn’t drink so much. Damn, had he brought someone home last night? Fuck, he couldn’t even remember.

      When he looked at her, he noticed she kept her eyes downcast as she ate. “Everything all right, Kid?” The sound of his own voice had those fucking construction workers drilling behind his eyes working overtime.

      He heard her swallow, and then she lifted those gorgeous eyes to him. Fuck, he wished he could give her everything she deserved.

      She’d had a pretty fucked-up childhood, what with a cracked-out mom who didn’t care about her. Thankfully she had gotten out of that situation early enough. Of course, it hadn’t been soon enough for him. They had met shortly after that, and as they said, the rest was history.

      Sophia Isabella Kidd was his rock, whether she knew it or not. He knew without her he would have gone down a bigger slope than the current one. He might drink and fight, his past with women not very admirable, but dammit, without Sophia, he probably would have been in prison right now, or worse, dead.

      “F-Fine.” She went back to eating and, although he wanted to push her to talk to him, he let it go for right now.

      Putting down the food was harder than shit, but not because it tasted bad—Kid could cook—but because when the bacon and eggs hit his stomach, it felt like a lead weight settling in for the winter.

      “Man, I feel like shit ran over. What the hell happened last night?” Her head snapped up, and her eyes grew wide. “Was I that drunk?” Her lips parted like she was about to say something, but she snapped them closed again. “I didn’t kick anyone’s ass, did I?” He did a quick physical inventory, and it came back that he had no injuries that would suggest he got into a fight. Then it dawned on him. “Shit, Kid, you didn’t walk in on me fucking some chick, did you?” A vivid image of tight, full breasts tipped with dusky nipples slammed into his brain. Despite him feeling like crap, his dick got hard, and that just made him feel like an even bigger prick.

      By the stunned look on her face, Abe surmised she probably had caught him with someone. It wasn’t like she cared who he fucked. Well, she never acted like it. But the disgusted expression that crossed her face on more than one occasion when she found him and the girl he screwed that night naked, either in his room, kitchen, or living room, had always ingrained itself in his mind.

      Yeah, he was a shitty guy and an even shittier friend for putting her through that. Of course his intention had never been to let her see his gritty inner life. Where she was all good and sweet, he was futile and despicable.

      “I’m sorry, Kid. I hate that I’m such a crap friend to you.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. “I’m gonna do right by you, sweets, I promise. You shouldn’t have to put up with my shit.”

      Truth be told, if Sophia said she wanted him, that she felt a sliver of the emotions he felt for her, ones that had nothing to do with being friends, he would change in a heartbeat. Yeah, maybe if he changed on his own, she would see him as a man worthy of her love.

      He saw tears swimming in her eyes, and he frowned. “What’s wrong?” The hand holding hers tightened, but she drew it away and stood. Her head was shaking, but she didn’t say anything. Abe started to panic. “Sophia, what the hell is wrong? Did someone hurt you?” Rage built inside him. Had some prick messed with her last night at the bar? He tried to recall everything that happened, but the last thing he remembered was downing a shot and finishing his beer. After that, everything was black. “Sophia.” He stood and rounded the table, ignoring his pounding head and cramping stomach. Abe gripped her shoulders and turned her around.

      She refused to look at him, and his anger and panic grew. “Kid, did someone hurt you? I’ll fucking kill them. Just tell me who it is, sweetheart.” His voice rose, and he feared he was scaring her. That wasn’t his intent, but adrenaline rushed through his veins, and his muscles tightened. She reached to grab her purse off the counter.

      Before she headed out, she stopped and looked back at him, tears still swimming in her eyes.

      “It’s nothing, Abe. I’m just having a moment. I’ll call you later.” She headed out the door, and a moment later, he heard her car start as she pulled out of the driveway.

      What in the fuck had that been about?
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        Weeks later

      

      

      “Two Buds, one shot of Jose, and a ruby slipper.”

      Sophia filled the order that Tiny’s newest waitress, Bec, rattled off. It had been two weeks since she slept with Abe, fourteen freaking days since she had given him her virginity, and he had walked in the next morning without remembering a damn thing.

      To say she had been hurt and humiliated would be the understatement of the year. She had known he was drunk, blitzed out of his mind, but when he looked at her that night, touched and kissed her, she would have sworn he had been looking at her. It was apparent she had just been the willing, convenient body in his bed for the night.

      Setting the drinks on Bec’s tray, Sophia looked over to where Abe sat with a bunch of the guys from Red’s. There were also a few blondes loitering around the men, their scantily clad bodies on full, tempting display. They had just gotten off work, and motor oil still stained their shirts. Just looking at him had longing spearing into her.

      He said he would do right by her, whatever the hell that meant, and she had noticed a change in him. He didn’t drink as much, and when he did come to Tiny’s, it was more of a social call than to get drunk. The majority of those times were to see her home safely. A lot of her free time was spent with him, ordering takeout, watching movies, and falling asleep in his arms.

      Yet here she was, unable to admit what they had done for fear that everything would change between them for the worse. For the time being, Sophia could pretend their relationship was the same, untainted by the scars of their past. How many horror stories had she heard about friends sleeping together and ruining their relationship? No, she could not risk that. Abe meant far too much to her.

      She played with the idea that maybe he would take her into his arms and kiss her senseless when she told him. They would live happily ever after, of course. Several times, she opened her mouth to confess it all, but fear stopped her. What if he thought she was lying? Since he didn’t remember, he might not believe her.

      The doubt that would most certainly fill him would come as a devastating blow to her heart and their relationship. Watching him laugh with his coworkers melted her heart. Deep down, he was a good guy, her good guy. Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen him with any girls since their time together.

      For the hundredth time, she thought, How could he so easily forget something that means so much to me? Letting her thoughts take control would only make her feel even more awful. Sophia needed to tell him, but she could never find the right time to do that, and she still didn’t know how she would broach the subject.

      Drunk, Sophia. He was drunk, and you knew that when you let it go as far as it did.

      She exhaled, and as if he sensed her stare, Abe looked at her. He wore a white-and-red baseball cap with the OSU logo on it. He had obviously been the only one to change after work. His dark T-shirt was clean and stretched tight over his chest. His whole demeanor was relaxed as he held her eyes and brought his beer to his lips.

      How could he make taking a drink of beer look so damn sexy? His smile was slow and all for her. Even though he wasn’t physically near her, her pulse raced, and her palms started to sweat. All she could think about was that night two weeks ago, how he had brought her to orgasm over and over again. He had touched her more than just sexually.

      The image of his hands skimming across her body, touching areas where no man had ever touched before, had opened her eyes to paradise. She still dreamed of that night, still touched herself in her cold, dark room, picturing that it was Abe’s hands getting her off instead of her own.

      “Hey, shuga.” She turned her attention to the two guys who had just sat at the bar. They looked rough, like they’d just gone mudding and didn’t care how filthy they were. They had to be in their thirties, but might look younger if they cleaned the shit off their faces.

      Sophia smiled and set a napkin in front of each of them. “What would you guys like?”

      “You with nothin’ on, honey.”

      Sophia forced herself not to roll her eyes. She had heard so many lame pickup lines throughout the years that this one didn’t even hit the top five. When she didn’t respond, just cocked one of her brows, they both sobered and mumbled their choice of beer. She set the two longnecks in front of them and went to the other end of the bar to help a group of girls who were part of a bachelorette party.

      “Soph.” When she handed the last girl her frilly drink, complete with an umbrella, she turned to look at Hunter. His hands were in the front pockets of his jeans, and his black T-shirt with the Tiny’s logo in the upper left-hand side stretched across his flat, hard chest.

      The corner of his mouth was tilted in a smile. He was good-looking, very good-looking honestly. His blond hair was a little shaggy, brushing the tops of his ears, but not overgrown like he needed a haircut. His eyes, though, his eyes were a whole other story. They were so dark they looked like onyx.

      They seemed to penetrate the very recesses of her soul. He was big and tall, not as muscular as Abe, but toned like a swimmer would be. Dammit, why did she have to compare him and every other guy to Abe?

      “What’s up, Hunter?”

      He looked at his watch. “You get off in an hour, right?”

      Well, shit, she had a feeling she was going to be asked to stay over. Not that she didn’t need the money, but she had a date with a bottle of cheap wine, Johnny Depp, and a pint of ice cream.

      When Abe asked if she wanted to hang out tonight, she declined. He wasn’t stupid and would know she was avoiding him, but he was just smart enough not to pry. Oh, he tried to get her to talk about what her deal was two weeks ago, was actually still trying to get her to talk, but she kept brushing it off with an excuse about being on her period and moody.

      Of course those had been all lies. Keeping her distance seemed like the right thing to do with her emotions still rampant.

      “Yeah.” She dried her hands off on an already damp rag.

      “Can I speak with you in the back?”

      Shit. Had she done something wrong? Hunter never wanted to talk to the help unless something was wrong. Thinking back, she tried to recall if her till had been correct the times she closed. Abe hadn’t gotten in a fight since that drunken night, so it wasn’t that Hunter meant to tell her Abe had to cut the shit.

      “Yeah, sure.” She told the other bartender she’d be right back and followed Hunter to his office. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Abe watching her over the rim of his bottle. All she could see were his eyes beneath the bill of his cap, but they were smoldering.

      Furrowing her brow, she turned back around and went into Hunter’s office. He shut the door behind her and gestured to her to have a seat.

      Well shit, could her life get any more complicated?
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      Abe watched Sophia disappear with Hunter. God, she was so damn beautiful. It was more than just physical though. She was just as gorgeous on the inside as she was on the outside. Since that strange morning two weeks ago, he hadn’t felt right.

      There was something different with her, but every time he asked her, she changed the subject and got antsy.

      He told himself if she had been hurt, he would know right off the bat and that their relationship would warrant her to tell him. He told her he would start being a better person, and he was making true on that. All he wanted to do was spend all his free time with her, but recently she seemed to pull away from him, emotionally and physically.

      Thoughts of him holding her, her small frame curled into his body, like she knew that was where she was meant to be, undid him every time. A part of Abe hoped she would realize there was so much more to them than just being friends.

      He took another long pull from his beer and turned back to the men at his table. Red was watching him with a knowing look. At least his boss didn’t feel the need to call him out on his clear infatuation with Sophia.

      Abe wasn’t good for her anyway, not with the life he led. Since his parents’ deaths, he jumped from one woman to another. Maybe he was trying to fill a void. Maybe things would have gone down a different road if he had just come clean and confessed how he really felt for her. No one on the planet could give him what he needed like Sophia could.

      Her gentle nature had soothed him on some of his worst nights, but there were also parts of him he had never told her about. She didn’t know about his nightmares that were hindered when he drank himself unconscious. He surely must look like some kind of alcoholic to her. Hell, to everyone.

      Truth was, he hadn’t gotten drunk since the night of his mom’s birthday, after that morning fourteen days ago. He told her he was going to do right by her, and dammit, he was trying.

      Everything he did was a start. If she didn’t want that kind of relationship with him, then he would take whatever she would give. Having a life without Kid in it was not something he wanted to face. He supposed that was why he hadn’t admitted his feelings to her yet.

      That rejection he might face from revealing such things also hung in the air like a black cloud. He would take each day one at a time, and then, when he felt the time was right, he would lay it all out for her. He would bare his fucking soul to her and pray like hell she didn’t walk away.

      He looked away from Red and stared at Hunter’s closed office door. What in the hell was going on in there? Oh, he had seen the way Hunter looked at her when Sophia wasn’t looking. There was clear interest on her boss’s face, a fact that had him on edge. Abe had seen it for the last four years, but the guy never made a move on her.

      It was clear Abe’s silent threats and death glares hadn’t penetrated Hunter’s thick fucking skull. It wasn’t lost on him that running off potential boyfriends for Sophia was a really shitty thing. Why should he be able to be with someone, yet she wasn’t? Telling himself that Sophia never showed any interest in her boss and therefore Abe was just looking out for her was a lame excuse. He didn’t want her with anyone, because she was his. He had come to that conclusion, gripped it with the claws of his soul, and held on tight.

      Something inside him snapped and molded into a picture-perfect image of what he could have… Sophia. Maybe all the years of coping with his pain had gotten old, or maybe it had been waking up that morning and really seeing her in his kitchen, tending to him, that he knew it was now time for a change.

      Whatever it was wrapped around his mind and refused to let go. Just the image of her messy hair falling around her face, of her expressive green eyes, pulled at his heart and had his stomach clenching. It had taken him far too long to come to the realization that he was in love with Sophia and wanted her to know it finally.

      Of course, all his musing could be for nothing, but he would never know unless he tried. The first step in the right direction was straightening out his shit.

      She might not know it, but Sophia Kidd was his, and he would prove that to her until he drew his last breath.
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      Hunter’s office wasn’t what one would call an average bar office. It looked more like a small apartment tastefully decorated with hints of masculinity. The walls were a deep tan and green with dark-brown leather furniture tastefully positioned, and an old, worn-in, thick wooden desk taking up a good portion of the room.

      There was a door off to the side she knew led into a small bedroom. He took his business seriously, even if that meant spending the night to get everything done.

      When Sophia was seated in the chair in front of his desk, they stared at each other. The air around Hunter seemed different, charged almost.

      “How are you doing, Soph?” He leaned back in his seat and placed his hands behind his head. His shirt stretched over his wide chest, and she looked away, feeling embarrassed for looking at him with anything other them professionalism.

      “Good.” She cleared her throat. “I’ve been pretty good.” Shifting in her seat, she suddenly felt so strange alone with Hunter. She turned her attention back to him and saw he watched her intently.

      “That’s good, Soph.” He leaned forward to rest his forearms on the desk. “I was wondering if maybe you’d like to go out with me sometime.”

      For a solid minute, all she could do was stare at him and blink. He probably thought she was a crackpot, just staring at him, her mouth opening and closing with nothing coming out.

      “Soph?” Amusement laced his voice. “Would you like to go out with me sometime?” He smiled.

      “Uh… I…” Her first instinct was to say no, because it almost felt like a betrayal to Abe, but the logical side of her said the opposite. Why should she wait for a man who didn’t even see her as more than a friend?

      Why pine for someone who brought a different woman home nearly every night of the week? He hadn’t in the last two weeks, but still, that was a moot point. And why in the hell would she let herself love someone who didn’t even remember taking her virginity? She loved Abe, always would, but she needed to realize her dream world would never be a reality.

      Abe would never love her like she loved him, and the sooner she moved on, the sooner she could actually start her life.

      So, pushing her bleeding heart aside, she blurted out, “Yeah, that sounds great.”

      He looked momentarily surprised, like he expected her to decline, but recovered and his grin widened.

      “Great. Well, how ’bout I give you a call later to set something up?”

      She nodded and returned his smile. She could see herself falling for Hunter. He was smart, handsome, and kind. He didn’t drink excessively, sleep with random women, or pick fights with total strangers.

      When she finally left his office, she was in a sort of daze. She sought out Abe, saw he was no longer sitting where he had been, and also took note a blonde was missing. She didn’t let that bother her, not anymore. Tonight was the start of her new life, a life where she didn’t wish there could be more with Abe Rochester.
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      Abe heard his phone ringing, but he was so fucking tired. The sheets were tangled around him, and he reached out, his hand slapping against his bedside table, trying blindly to grab at the annoyance. The phone stopped ringing, and he relaxed again only to be woken up by the damn thing going off once more.

      Peeling his eyes open, he reached for it. His head hurt but it had nothing to do with alcohol. He had spent half the night staring at old reruns on television, because every time he fell asleep, the nightmares consumed him. When he did finally fall asleep, the sun had just started rising over the horizon. A glance at the clock showed it was going on eight in the morning.

      Rolling over, he grabbed his phone, saw it was Kid, and slid his finger across the screen to answer it. “Hey.” His voice sounded like he swallowed a bucketful of sand. Despite feeling like absolute shit, just hearing her sweet and soft drawl had all that washing away.

      He scrubbed his hand over his mouth and sat up. Clothes were strewn across his floor, and he reached down and grabbed a pair of boxer briefs from the pile. After pulling them on, he headed into the bathroom.

      “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      He chuckled and stood. “You know you did, but it’s all good, Kid.” He smiled and knew she heard it by the sound of her smile in her own.

      “Yeah, well, you always were a night owl.” There was a long pause, and he wondered what she was thinking.

      “So you’ll be here in about an hour?”

      She exhaled loudly, and he gripped the edge of the counter. A sick kind of feeling welled up inside him at the sound.

      “Kid? What’s up?”

      “Well, I’m not going to be able to come by today… or tomorrow.” There was another, longer pause.

      “Okay.” That really wasn’t horrible. He knew her life didn’t revolve around him, but the way she sounded when she said it told him there was more. “You workin’ or something?”

      “No.”

      Okay. “Well, what about later today? I don’t work. We can grab lunch or something.” At her silence, he went on. “I’d like to see you, Kid. I’d like to talk to you about some things.” Obviously, this hadn’t been his plan, but he knew if he didn’t get his ass in gear, he was going to lose her.

      “I can’t, Abe.”

      Her short answers didn’t make him feel the least bit better. “What the hell is going on, Sophia? You’re being very vague with your answers, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to avoid me.” This was totally out of character for her. In fact, she had been acting pretty fucking weird the past couple weeks. She exhaled roughly, and he gritted his teeth.

      “Listen, don’t think I’m blowing you off, ’cause I’m not, but I have…” Her lengthy pause had his heart thundering in his chest. He lifted his hand and started rubbing the center of his chest, as if the motion would ease the ache. “I have a date, and I’m meeting him in a little while.” She said it on a breath, and he couldn’t form any solid words for several seconds.

      The world closed in on him until he had tunnel vision. Why was he surprised? She was a beautiful girl, and any guy who didn’t realize that and want to jump at the opportunity was a fucking moron. Any man would be damn lucky to have her, and he just might have blown his chance to be that man.

      “A date? Like with a guy?” She didn’t respond right away, and he looked down at the screen to make sure she was still there. “Kid?” Obviously, he said something wrong.

      “Why did you say that?” She was quiet, but he also heard how pissed she was.

      Fuck. This was so not the way this day was supposed to go. “Say what?” Of course he knew what she was referring to, because after he said it, he knew he fucked up. Still, he played dumb. Maybe she would take pity on him and give him a break for putting his foot in his mouth.

      “Do you think that I can’t get someone to take me on a date, Abe?”

      He ran his hand through his hair and breathed out. “Calm down, Sophia. I’m not saying anything like that. I’m just asking.” Because I’m a jealous asshole who doesn’t deserve you but still wants a chance.

      “Yes, I have a date with an actual guy, believe it or not.”

      “Where is all this hostility coming from?”

      There was rustling in the background, and then she said, “Listen, it really isn’t a big deal, and I’m sorry for being short with you. I just wanted to let you know I won’t be there, but I’ll try to free up some time so we can get together later, okay?”

      He wanted to press her, wanted to beg her like some sappy fool to ditch whoever the hell she was going on a date with and spend that time with him, but of course he kept his mouth shut. He sucked up his pride and muttered, “Okay, Kid. I’ll talk to you later.”

      They disconnected, and he sat there staring at his reflection. The jealousy he felt consumed him, but it was completely misplaced. Because of all the shit he had done in his life, he had no right. He hung his head and breathed out. After cleaning up, he headed back into his room and got dressed. He thought about letting her live her life, just staying the hell out of it, but then he shoved those fucking thoughts in the furthest recess of his mind.

      What the hell, dude? How many times have you fucked a girl, knowing Kid was going to stop by in the morning? She may not want you like you want her, but if you really look back on all the fucked-up shit you did, you would see what a prick you’ve been.

      Damn. He couldn’t be upset with her. Did he actually expect her to never have a guy? He hadn’t confessed how he felt. An image of long, smooth legs spread in front of him flashed through his mind and he closed his eyes. For the past couple of weeks he had been having these odd images of a mystery girl. How sad was it that he started fantasizing that the woman in his mind was actually Sophia giving herself to him?

      It was getting to the point that when he closed his eyes, she was all he saw. He imagined the pussy that flashed in his mind and the scent of sweetened fruit that filled his senses was actually Sophia. Yeah, he was a dirty bastard for thinking such things about her.

      He adjusted his dick, because picturing Kid that way got him hard as steel. Once outside, he headed to his bike. Red’s was his destination, and although the shop wasn’t open for business yet, he knew Seth would be there working on a bike or car.

      Red was always there. He still needed to talk to Kid, but obviously that would have to wait. He didn’t want her mad at him, and right now she was.

      Sophia needed a little space, and he’d give it to her, because he needed Sophia more than he needed to breathe.
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      Sophia pushed the door open to the small café where she was supposed to meet Hunter. He wanted to pick her up, all gentlemanly, but she declined.

      When she called Abe this morning, she lied slightly. She did have a date, but she could have easily gone to his house and made him breakfast. She was glad she decided against going over there though. A little time apart would clear her head.

      Her love for Abe was strong, but she needed to sever these feelings if she had any hope of moving on with her life. They were dangerous and would only lead to heartache. He might have changed for the better, but how long would that last? Her heart couldn’t handle going to his house and seeing the naked females, smelling the sex in the room.

      She had done it for years, and she just couldn’t do it anymore, wouldn’t do it anymore. Of course, she still wanted Abe in her life, but the way she attached herself to him wasn’t healthy.

      Hunter sat at one of the bistro-style tables to her right. There was a chill from the air conditioner, and she shivered slightly. He spotted her and smiled broadly while he stood. A smile curved her lips, and she made her way over to him.

      Because he was sweet, he held her chair out and pushed it in when she was seated. The fact that he brushed his fingers along her shoulder wasn’t lost on her, but she liked it. It was a nice, gentle touch that maybe could grow to more when she was ready.

      “I hope I didn’t come off pushy or anxious when I called you last night.” He sat in the seat across from her and smiled again.

      When she’d gotten off work last night, she was surprised to get a call as soon as she stepped through the door. Despite the late hour, she felt like a silly schoolgirl when she saw it was Hunter.

      “No, I didn’t think you came off pushy at all. In fact, I was excited you called.”

      “Yeah?” His grin was positively blinding, and she felt her own smile widen as well. Hunter made her feel comfortable. She had always felt that way around him, but now that she looked at him as more than just her boss, that comfort bloomed inside her.

      The waitress came by and eyed Hunter with clear attraction, but Sophia didn’t let that bother her. For one thing, he was very good-looking, and any woman could see that. They ordered their meals, and after the waitress left, Sophia couldn’t help but laugh softly.

      “What?” There was laughter in his voice.

      “Nothing.” At his raised brow, she caved. “I just think it’s funny that the poor girl was flustered. You really made an impression on her.” It was cute that the young girl had to ask him twice what he wanted. His chuckle was rich and deep, and she let herself admit she liked it, a lot.

      For the next two hours, they ate and talked about anything and everything. She found out he purchased the bar when he was twenty-nine, just ten years prior. Yes, he was seventeen years older than she was, but she didn’t feel like she was so much younger.

      He had started out with nothing, but the bar had prospered. It wasn’t the only drinking establishment in Northon, but it was the cleanest and most popular by far.

      “So, I guess ‘no fraternizing with the employees’ doesn’t apply here?” She was only teasing and was thankful he grinned at her comment.

      “Well, I’ll be honest, I have never asked one of my employees out. Ever. I do take that policy to heart, but I won’t lie. I’ve always seen you, Sophia.” His voice had dropped an octave on the last part, and she felt a tingly sensation travel through her body. The way he said it seemed to mean so much more. “I’m willing to break the rules for you.”

      The fact that someone was willing to break anything for her sent a giddy, girly feeling through her. It was stupid, but whatever. She always thought of herself as just another girl, a plain Jane, but the knowledge that someone noticed her, even if it wasn’t Abe, made her feel really good, like she was worth something.

      “So if you’ve noticed me, why wait until now to ask me on a date?” Was she so desperate for praise that she’d fish for more from Hunter?

      He glanced down and for a moment he looked a little uncomfortable. “To be honest, I always thought there was something going on with you and Abe. I mean, the two of you are inseparable. I’ve seen you carry his drunken ass out of the bar too many times, and it’s hard not to wonder what happens after that.”

      Sophia averted her gaze and started messing with the hem of her shirt. She really didn’t want to talk about Abe, especially after their conversation that morning, but if she was going to move on, then she would have to get used to it.

      “Yeah, well, he has been my friend for a long time.” Hunter nodded and brought his iced tea to his lips to take a drink.

      He didn’t prod her for answers, just let her explain at her own pace.

      “For a long time there wasn’t anyone else but Abe in my life. He helped me get through a lot growing up.” She shifted in her seat, a lot of emotions swarming through her. “He’s my best friend.”

      She lifted her gaze and stared at Hunter.

      “But that’s all we are, just friends. You see how he is, know how many women he picks up in your bar. There are absolutely no feelings for me when it comes to him, aside from friendship.” Hunter didn’t say anything for a long while, and she wondered if he caught the way she didn’t admit that she didn’t have feelings for him. If he did catch it, he was kind enough not to call her out on it. “That doesn’t freak you out, does it?”

      His smile was soft, not like the blinding one he graced her with earlier. “No, it doesn’t freak me out, but you’d have to be blind not to see the attraction Abe has for you.” His words stopped her heart.

      “What are you talking about?” Her voice was unsteady, and she wondered if Hunter heard it.

      The way he watched her was a little unnerving. It was like he could see everything about her. “When you’re not looking, he stares at you, Sophia. It’s the look a man has for a woman he longs for.”

      She was shaking her head before he even finished. “No, you have it wrong.”

      “Do I?” There was a challenge in his voice.

      Her spine straightened. “Does a man sleep around when he longs for another woman?”

      Hunter’s whole posture was relaxed, like their conversation wasn’t affecting him the way it affected her. She supposed it didn’t, though.

      “Sometimes, a man doesn’t know the prize he has, even when it is right in front of him.”

      Sophia didn’t respond to that, didn’t know how to. “It doesn’t matter in the end, Hunter. I need to start my life. I can’t wait for something that may or may not happen. Abe has a lot of problems he needs to work out, and all I’ve been doing is going through the motions and essentially being his enabler.”

      Hunter cocked his eyebrow at that, but she chose to ignore it and continued.

      “I sit back and watch him drink himself into a stupor. I carry him home and have to put him to bed. I can’t count the number of times I’ve walked into his house and seen naked women strewn all over the damn place. I’ve never said anything, never told him how much he’s hurting himself. Maybe if I did, things would be different, but I think it might be too late for that now.”

      Why she even told him any of this was beyond her, but it felt good to finally tell someone. She took a deep breath.

      “Look at me, Sophia.” She lifted her head. Hunter was leaning forward, his hands outstretched and reaching for hers. She placed her hands in his and waited for him to speak. “I think you’ve been a really good friend to him. I have no doubt that he’s noticed that as well, but he is too blinded by his own grief and selfishness to see it. You’re beautiful and smart, funny and caring. You’ve looked out for him for years. I’ve seen it. Hell, everyone has seen it. I care about you, Soph, a lot, but I don’t want to start something if you aren’t sure about how you feel regarding Abe.” He gave her hands a gentle squeeze.

      The dark depths of his eyes pierced the shell she erected around herself, and she felt a little bit of herself slip away. She wanted to try this with Hunter, wanted to see where it led. Too many of her years had been wasted on longing for something that might never happen.

      She would still be there for Abe, still help him out, and hoped he did the same for her. Sophia just wouldn’t let her life be consumed by Abe Rochester any longer.

      Returning the pressure on his hands, she said, “I’d like to move forward. I’d like to give us a try, Hunter.” He graced her with one of his blinding smiles, and she felt her heart melt just a little bit.

      “That’s good, Soph. That is so good.”
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      “Motherfucker.” Abe threw the wrench he had been using across the garage and rubbed his bruised thumb.

      “Hey, man, you know there is a law against abusing tools, don’t ya?” Red’s laughter was evident in his voice, but Abe wasn’t in the mood for this shit. He scowled at the older man and picked up the screwdriver. He had been working on the engine for the last four fucking hours, and he hadn’t gotten anything accomplished.

      He came straight to the shop to work through what he was feeling after Kid’s call. All he could think about was where she was right now and who the fuck she was with on her date. He checked his phone about fifty fucking times, hoping that maybe she called or texted, but all he saw was a blank screen.

      There had been plenty of times he thought of calling her, ruining her fucking date so all she could think about was him, but he wasn’t that big of a bastard. When he really reflected back on his time with her, really thought about all the fucked-up things he’d done, he knew he was the biggest bastard of all.

      “You wanna talk, man?” Red got down on his haunches beside Abe, but his focus was on the motor Abe was working on. Abe was no one’s fool. He knew Red was trying to help him out, trying to be the person he was able to unload his shit on, all the while looking unconcerned. He was a good man, a really good friend, but Abe just didn’t think he could handle dishing out all his feelings.

      “Nah.”

      Red nodded once and stood. “Well, I’m here if you want to talk about your girl.”

      Abe looked up at him, unsurprised Red had known what bothered him.

      “You know, I used to have a friend, a girl who took care of me and didn’t ask any questions. She was gorgeous and kindhearted, but I didn’t see what was right in front of me until it was too late.” Red looked out the bay doors, as if he was lost in thought, and despite his better judgment, Abe found himself asking the question that plagued his mind.

      “What happened to her?” He knew Seth Red wasn’t married, and as far as he knew, he didn’t have a girlfriend either. For a long while, Red didn’t move, didn’t say a damn thing, but then he turned to Abe with an almost lost look on his face.

      “Not sure. Last I heard, she married some guy and moved to Montana. She is no doubt a mama by now and has that little house and white picket fence she was always talkin’ ’bout.”

      Abe didn’t ask any other questions, because the hard look in Red’s eyes told him it probably wasn’t safe, but Red surprised him yet again by continuing.

      “What I do know is if I could change it all, I would, in a fuckin’ heartbeat. I would take her in my arms, tell her that I loved her from the moment I first set eyes on her, and kiss her senseless. I would do everything in my power to be with her, to make her stay beside me. I wouldn’t let anyone take her away; that’s for damn sure. I’ll tell you one more thing, boy, and then I’ll let you get back to takin’ your aggression out on my tools.” He grinned, and Abe heard the teasing note in his voice. “When you got something good, you don’t let it slip between your fingers, because once it does, that’s it.” He snapped his fingers to emphasize his point. He gave one more nod and headed back into his office.

      Abe sat there for a good long while, contemplating what Red said. It sounded good, but was Red the kind of prick Abe was? Is that why he lost the girl he loved?

      He turned his attention back to the motor and tried to get his mind off Kid, which was impossible.
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      It was seven in the morning, way too damn early for Abe to be conscious, but he was trying to make a point. Since speaking with Sophia and hearing Red’s story yesterday, all he had been able to think about was how to show Kid he wasn’t a douchebag anymore. He didn’t want to go through life wondering “what if.”

      He wanted her in his life, wanted to be by her side and not let her down. He had spent far too many years trying to cover up his past with random women and bottomless bottles of liquor. It was definitely time for a change.

      He knocked on her front door, even though he had a key. Kid was the type of woman who deserved respect. It took her only a few minutes to answer, and when she did, the surprise on her face was evident. It made him feel like shit. She shouldn’t be surprised to see him on her doorstep.

      “Abe? Hey.” She wore a tiny white tank top that showed her nipples right through the thin material and a pair of boy shorts. She actually wore that shit to answer the door, so any douche could see her? Well, fuck him.

      Her dark hair was mussed from sleep and fell around her face. She was sexy as fuck, especially with the little reading glasses she wore. His damn dick started to harden. Gritting his teeth, he forced a smile and held up the box of doughnuts and the drink tray with two cups of coffee in it.

      “Hey, Kid. I know you said you couldn’t come over today for breakfast, so I thought I’d bring it to you.” She stared at him for a moment and then glanced at her watch.

      “It’s like seven in the morning. I didn’t even know you could get up this early.”

      He chuckled but didn’t tell her that he had hardly slept last night. All he could think about was how her date had gone and if she planned on going on another one. “Can I come in?”

      “Oh yeah. Sorry.” A pretty pink hue touched her cheeks, and he bent down and kissed her temple as he passed through the door.

      “I…”

      He set the stuff on her table and looked over at her. “Can you maybe put some clothes on?” He didn’t stop his eyes from traveling up and down her body. For a moment, she just stared at him, like she had no clue what he was talking about, but then realization set in, and her face got red.

      “Gawd!” She disappeared immediately, and when she was back in the kitchen, he sent up a silent thanks she opted for a pair of sweats and a tee.

      Abe cleared his throat and forced a smile.

      For several moments, she stood there, tugging at the hem of her shirt. Over the years, he had grown to realize she did that when her nerves were rattled.

      “Everything good?”

      “I’m actually meeting… someone for a late breakfast. That’s why I couldn’t come over this morning.”

      His hands curled, but he pushed his jealousy away. It wouldn’t score him any points to act like a caveman. “I didn’t mean to intrude or anything. I can go if you want me to.” Please don’t tell me to go. Please don’t tell me to go.

      “No. I mean, you’re already here and went to the trouble of bringing me doughnuts.” She smiled and walked toward him. The sweet scent of pears and berries surrounded her. He inhaled deeply, knowing that scent anywhere.

      “You’re wearing my fucking favorite,” he all but growled. It was a scent that drove him mad.

      She was close to him, so close that her bare arm brushed against his hand. Her cheeks turned slightly pink from his comment, and Abe wanted to believe he rattled her in a good way.

      “Yeah.” Her voice was low, and when she turned to look up at him, his heart jumped into his throat. “It’s my favorite, and you got it for me.”

      His heart worked double time from her words. He had gotten her the perfume for her birthday last year. The scent had reminded him of her, and when she wore it… fuck, it did things to him.

      Inappropriate thoughts slammed into him, images of her spread out on the table as he pulled her sweats down her thighs and feasted on her. There was no doubt she tasted just as sweet as she smelled. He held out a chocolate-glazed doughnut to her, needing to be doing something with his hands so he didn’t grab her and pull her toward him.

      She sighed in bliss, and he imagined her making that sound during sex. His fucking cock grew harder, the damn thing.

      “You always know a girl’s sweet spot.” Her face flushed again, and she glanced away. “Sorry. That came out wrong.” He could tell she was nervous, and a part of him was happy but also confused. Her nervousness might possibly mean she felt something for him.

      They sat at the table and each polished off two doughnuts and their coffee. There were so many things he wanted to say to her. In fact, that was why he had come here, to tell her. He looked down at the table and traced the grain of the wood with his eyes.

      “Are you okay, Abe?”

      Looking up at her, he opened his mouth to tell her everything that was in his heart, but her phone started ringing. She gave him a sympathetic look and held up her finger for him to hold on.

      “Hey, Hunter.”

      Abe’s jaw cracked at the sound of her happy greeting. The fact that she was grinning and sounded so damn euphoric to hear from her boss confirmed that Hunter was the guy she had gone out with yesterday.

      Had he already lost her without ever getting the chance to tell her how he felt?

      Abe didn’t miss how she glanced over at him more than once. He lifted his hand in a wave and pointed to the front door. No way did he want to hang around and listen to her conversation. The look she gave him had his steps faltering, but no, he needed to get the hell out of there. He shut the door behind him and shoved his hands in the front pockets of his worn jeans.

      Head low and thoughts all over the place, he walked quickly to his bike. He mounted it, and because he was a glutton for pain, he cast his eyes to her kitchen window. There she was, standing right on the other side of that glass, watching him.

      A strange look crossed her face, but he didn’t let himself think too much about it. She lifted her hand in a small wave, and he nodded in acknowledgement before he cranked the engine and rode away.
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      Sophia watched Abe ride off. Seeing him on her doorstep at the ass-crack of dawn almost sent her into cardiac arrest. She couldn’t remember a time when he had made the effort like he did that morning. It might have only been doughnuts and coffee, but the point was he was making a change.

      It was getting hard to keep up the wall she erected around her heart. Seeing the change in him did things to her but also had her wondering why he was suddenly making a complete change with his life.

      When he mentioned how good she smelled, her whole body threatened to melt into a warm, gooey puddle right on the floor. She always wore a perfume that smelled like pears and berries, not just because Abe bought it for her, but because it reminded her of him and the things he did to make her happy, whether he realized it or not.

      When Hunter called, she had been genuinely happy to hear from him. Their date had been great. He was easy to talk to, and she felt comfortable around him. The thing was, he didn’t make her chest hurt in the good way like Abe did. It was hard to let her heart go in another direction, especially concerning another man, but it was something she had to make herself do. Letting herself think like this was bad.

      Sophia needed to let it go, needed to let Abe go. He was going to ruin every guy for her, because all she could do was compare them to him.

      Breathing out, she turned away from the window and went into her room to get dressed. She was meeting with Hunter in a few hours and planned on having a good time. At least, she hoped she could, because now all she could think about was Abe, but then again, how was that different from her norm?
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        One week later

      

      

      

      Abe nursed his beer and watched Sophia laugh and smile with Hunter fucking Bronson. Seven whole damn days had gone by with only a few texts and phone calls between him and Kid. Ever since he brought her breakfast and then left after she got the call from Hunter, they really hadn’t seen each other.

      It was hard as hell on him. He felt like he was missing a piece of his life. It didn’t matter how many times he made the effort to see her. She was either not home or on her way out to see that fuckwad.

      Yeah, he was sour over all of it.

      There hadn’t even been a good time for him to talk to her and tell her what he wanted to say a week ago. He refused to pour his heart out to her at Tiny’s. When he told her he loved her, it would be just the two of them.

      Tipping back his bottle, he felt his dick start to harden. Sophia wore a jean skirt, one that wasn’t obscenely short but that showed her long, tan thighs. God, what he wouldn’t give to feel those thighs wrapped around his waist.

      An image sliced through his mind, another one of his mystery girl. Her legs had been wrapped around his hips as he pushed inside her and pulled out. He imagined Sophia’s face on his mystery girl’s body and had to shift in his seat to ease his raging erection.

      The sound of Kid laughing had his cock jerking in his jeans. She always had a beautiful laugh, soft and sweet and the kind of sound that made a man fall to his knees and do whatever she asked. As if she sensed his brutal stare, she turned around and looked at him. Their gazes held for several long moments, and then something Hunter said had her smiling and turning back to him.

      Sophia placed her hand on his arm and leaned into him. Damn, all he could think about was whether she was letting Hunter fuck her, which had all kinds of rage coursing through him. They were awfully friendly for only dating a week, but then again, she had known him for years.

      Abe gripped the beer bottle so hard he wouldn’t have been surprised if it shattered in his hand.

      Hunter reached up and put a piece of her hair that had fallen from her ponytail behind her ear. He disappeared back into his office, and Abe straightened when he saw Kid walking toward him. She held a glass of beer, and she smiled at him.

      When she stopped at the edge of the table and set the beer in front of him, he caught a whiff of the perfume she wore, the perfume he bought for her. A surge of possessiveness slammed into him, and he had to force himself to stay in his seat and not make a claim to her in Tiny’s like some kind of maniac.

      “Hi.” Her tone was light and friendly. “Thought you could use another beer.”

      “Thanks, Kid.” He was glad as hell they were talking, but he didn’t know what to say. One week seemed like so much longer than seven days. She looked down at her shoes and took a deep breath. His fingers itched to drag her to him, but he held back. He wanted to take her somewhere nice, where it was just them and he could open his heart to her.

      “Listen, about last week.” She lifted her gaze, and he was struck speechless at how beautiful she was, at how green her eyes were, like cut emeralds. “I want to apologize for putting you on the back burner. I haven’t come by for breakfast, and I feel really bad.” She looked over her shoulder. “It’s just… I’ve been hanging out with Hunter.” The way she said it, almost like she was in fucking dreamland, had him gritting his teeth in frustration. “I also wanted to apologize to you about the morning you came by with breakfast. I felt really shitty answering that call while we were visiting.”

      Well, shit. She was saying sorry, and now he was the one who felt like crap.

      “No worries, Soph.”

      She gave him a small smile.  “Enjoy your beer. I’ll see ya later.” Her voice was low and distant, and when she turned away, he found himself calling out to her.

      “Kid?”

      Looking over her shoulder, she waited for him to continue. What was he supposed to say, though? He had called her, because he didn’t want her to go, but now that she stopped and was looking at him, he was speechless.

      When he didn’t say anything, she lifted her hand in a wave and turned back around to slip behind the bar. Abe let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and turned to look at the beer in front of him. He picked up his draft and drank the smooth, golden liquid.

      He cut his eyes back to Sophia, saw Hunter back behind the bar again, smiling and resting his hand on her lower back, and he snapped. He slammed his mug down on the table. Glass shattered and drew the attention of all the patrons nearby.

      He threw some bills on the table, stalked toward the front door, and pushed it open without a backward glance.
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        A couple weeks ago

      

      

      Sophia blinked over and over again as she stared at the little stick that showed two pink lines. No, this is sooo not happening. She threw it away and grabbed another one, this one made by a different manufacturer. This was her third test, and they all said the same thing.

      Pregnant.

      She was in denial, pure and simple, but she was scared as shit most of all. Ever since the day Abe seemed to disregard her when she approached him at the bar, she had seen less and less of him.

      The phone calls or texts they shared had been short and to the point. She hadn’t gone over and made him breakfast, and there was a part of her that felt like she was going through withdrawal from not seeing him. Any time she did reach out to him, tried to get together for lunch or just to talk, he seemed aloof and distant, acted too busy to have anything to do with her. It pissed her off, but most of all, it hurt her.

      What had she ever done to make him treat her like this? True, she had started keeping her distance first, but she never acted so nonchalant when they spoke or saw each other.

      Her heart had completely broken in two, and she’d not only lost her best friend but her other half. For years, years, they had been Sophia and Abe, Abe and Sophia. Now they were just two separate people, and it felt wrong.

      She set the new test on the counter after she peed on it and tapped her foot nervously. How stupid could she have been? Hadn’t she attended health class in sixth grade to learn how babies were made? Didn’t she understand that when people had unprotected sex, this could happen? She let her head fall into her hands and felt tears prick behind her eyes.

      Sophia had been seeing Hunter for the past three weeks, but they hadn’t done anything more than kiss. The one and only time she had given herself to a man was five weeks ago. That man had been Abe, the same man who no longer wanted anything to do with her.

      Several minutes passed, far more than the allotted time for the test to work its magic. She picked it up without looking at it and closed her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and looked at the test.

      PREGNANT.

      The lone word on the digital screen had her pulse pounding in her ears. They could be wrong, right? Oh, who was she kidding? She was so screwed. How in the hell was she going to explain this to Abe? If things were different between them, this would have been a joyous time.

      She loved Abe, but their fallout and the way it transpired made this the worst possible situation. Of course, she didn’t want to keep this from him, but how did one go about telling a man he’d knocked her up when he didn’t even remember sleeping with her?

      God, this was so freaking bad. She threw the test in the wastebasket and stood on shaky legs. The mirror showed a girl she didn’t even recognize. Her eyes traveled down to her belly, and she gripped the edge of her shirt, slowly raising it up.

      She was only a few days late, but her boobs had been so swollen and sensitive, far worse than when her period was going to start. There had also been a little voice inside her that poked her, telling her that maybe, just maybe, there was something more going on than just her period starting.

      She told that little voice to shut the fuck up, but in the end, she had driven herself to the convenience store one town over and bought several tests. There was no way she was going to get them at the local Walgreens and run the risk of someone she knew seeing her buy them and spreading the news like wildfire.

      She stared at her flat belly, and the very idea that there was a tiny life growing inside her, a little piece of Abe, was almost too much to handle. Dropping her shirt, she braced her hands on the counter and hung her head. How in the hell was she going to get through this?

      Things were going good with Hunter, very well actually, but once he found out she was carrying another man’s child, he would want nothing to do with her, and she didn’t blame him. Besides, she knew she couldn’t be in a relationship when she carried Abe’s baby. Sophia wanted to be with Abe in the worst possible way.

      There was no other option for her. She didn’t believe in abortion for herself and could never carry a child for nine months just to give it up to strangers. No, she would keep the baby and get through it. She would be a good mother and take care and love her child better than her own mom had.

      Eventually, she would tell Abe, because there was no way she could keep something like this from him. Sophia just hoped he believed her, hoped he didn’t push her away even more.

      Oh God. There was so much to do, and she didn’t even know where to start.
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      Abe gripped his cock tighter. He pumped his palm up and down as his thoughts were consumed with Sophia. With each passing hour, each passing day, he felt like Sophia was slipping further away from him.

      She was still with Hunter, still walking the streets with him, their fingers entwined as if they wanted to prove to everyone how happy they were. He was a damn procrastinator. He brought the bottle of tequila to his lips and took a long, hearty pull. He set the bottle down and threw his arm over the back of the couch.

      He hadn’t gotten drunk in weeks, trying to be a better person and show the woman he loved that he wasn’t as bad as everyone thought he was. His life was all sorts of fucked up, and he wanted desperately to be good, but what the hell was the point when Sophia had finally found the happiness she deserved?

      In the darkness, he could almost imagine he wasn’t alone, jacking off. Almost. Closing his eyes again, he pictured Sophia with him, touching him. It was her hand that moved up and down his dick. He was a sick fuck to stoop to this, but it was all he had, and so he would take it.

      Resting his head on the back of the couch, he closed his eyes, and the images that had been haunting him for over a fucking month played through his head. His mystery girl was gorgeous, despite the fact that he couldn’t see her face. Then again, he was imagining Sophia’s stunning face on the lush, curvaceous body. Her pussy was tight, hot, and wet and had gripped his cock to the point he couldn’t breathe.

      Her hands slid over his chest, pulling him closer as she whispered how much she wanted him. He jerked himself off so many times at night with just those pictures in his head. Those releases had been far sweeter than the ones when he fucked some random female.

      He thought about Sophia, thought about how much he fucking missed her. Five weeks had gone by, and he had barely seen or talked to her. The times he did weren’t nearly long enough for his liking.

      Every time he saw her with Hunter, the hot spear of anger and jealousy consumed him. For years, he had been cool with Hunter, but now that he had taken his girl, Abe felt nothing but hatred. Totally misplaced, he knew, but still an emotion he was unable to shake.

      He picked up the bottle again and swallowed some of the liquid. He was pretty toasted as it was, but at the moment, he didn’t give a shit. Since shit had fallen through with Soph, he stayed away from Tiny’s when she was there. It was just too hard seeing her, even if she didn’t have Hunter’s arms wrapped around her. He had no idea how their friendship had gone to shit so quickly.

      Abe pumped his hand over his cock faster, and it felt good, but it was just empty pleasure. He was close to coming and gripped his erection with an iron fist. Grunting as he ran his palm over the crown of his cock, he smeared the pre-cum that leaked out of the slit and worked himself quicker, bringing his orgasm to the surface faster.

      A low groan left him as his balls drew up tight right before his cum spewed out and covered his hand. He didn’t bother getting up right away to clean himself up.

      This was not the direction he wanted to go, not when he had been trying so damn hard to be a better person, but everything that meant anything in his life had slipped through his fingers. This was not how he wanted things to end, and so he was going to fucking do something about it.

      Abe was going to make Sophia see that Hunter was not the man for her.

      He was.
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        One week later

      

      

      “Thank you for dinner, Hunter.” Sophia waited seven whole days to finally tell Hunter she was pregnant. She should have done it sooner, and there was no excuse for not, but her fear of Hunter’s reaction kept her quiet.

      She liked him, but he wasn’t Abe. It didn’t matter that she was pregnant with Abe’s baby, because she knew in her heart things with Hunter could have never progressed. The time away from Abe only made her want him that much more, but her need to try to face a reality she didn’t want had made her stubborn. Not anymore though.

      Hunter would know, and then she would tell Abe everything.

      Hunter walked her to her door and took both her hands in his. “It was my pleasure, Soph.” His smile was so genuine that she hated having to say anything, but prolonging it would only make things harder.

      Hunter was a good guy, and he didn’t deserve being cornered and blindsided because of the trouble she got herself in and her feelings for another man.

      “I’d like to do it again. Maybe Saturday?”

      She didn’t say anything, just looked at his handsome face, wishing things could be different. Hunter was the kind of man she could see herself falling for one day, one day a long time from now, maybe. Abe was still too big a part of her life for her to think of a future without him, no matter how hard she tried.

      “Hunter…” God, how in the hell did someone break it off with another person? She had never been in this situation, not even with the few boyfriends she had. Those had all been a mutual spilt without any kind of animosity involved. She had a feeling that wouldn’t be the case in this situation. He let go of her hands and took a step back.

      When she lifted her eyes to his, she saw something shift in his expression. He shoved his hands in his front pockets, a defensive move she presumed, and he waited for her to continue.

      “I think maybe…” She took a deep breath. “You’re a great guy, and I enjoyed my time with you, but this isn’t going to work. Things can’t go any further.” He didn’t say anything for so long she started to twist her hands together, feeling slightly uncomfortable.

      “Why? I thought things were going good, Sophia.”

      “They were. They are.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” He sounded so earnest, like she was breaking his heart after only four weeks of dating.

      “I…” Lord, this was so hard. Taking a deep, calming breath, she just spit it out. “I’m pregnant... and in love with someone else.”

      The mask was once again on his face, and she wished she could wash it away.

      She hurriedly continued so he wouldn’t get the wrong idea. “I just found out about the pregnancy a week ago.” Awkwardness claimed her in that moment. “The one and only time I had sex, I ended up…” She swept a hand down her body, because she didn’t really want to say the rest. She was afraid to look at him, afraid to see the anger and disgust that would surely be on his face. His words surprised her though. Sophia wanted to be honest, and so she was.

      “Are you okay? I assume the father is the man you’re in love with? Does he know?”

      Lifting her head, she felt tears start to form in her eyes and thought of Abe. “I’m okay, I guess.” She took a deep breath. “No, the father doesn’t know, and yes, he is the one I’m in love with.” He nodded but didn’t make a move or say anything. For some reason, she felt the need to elaborate, to tell him the truth, yet not tell him that it was Abe she slept with.

      “He was my first, and we only slept together once. He was drunk and the next morning didn’t remember what we had done.”

      The look he gave her was one of sympathy, and she felt like the biggest bitch in the world. She was pregnant with another man’s baby, loved someone else, and was breaking up with him, yet here he was feeling bad for her.

      “I know I have to tell him, but how in the hell do you tell someone you are pregnant with their baby when they don’t even remember sleeping with you?” The tears she thought would stay back flowed freely now. Hunter wrapped her in his arms, and she buried her head in his chest. After the shit she just dropped in his lap, he was still kind enough to hold and comfort her. He deserved so much better than what she could ever give him.

      “It’s okay, Soph. Everything will be okay.” He pushed her back and looked down at her. His thumbs brushed away the stray tears that made tracks down her cheeks. “Whoever this guy is…” The way he said it made her believe he knew she was talking about Abe. His smile was soft and small. “One look in your eyes and he’ll know you’re telling the truth.” He kissed her on the cheek, and she closed her eyes and savored it. Would she ever have a man who treated her so gently?

      He gave her one last squeeze and turned to leave, only stopping once he got to his Jeep to look at her. “Get some rest, Soph. Everything always looks better in the morning.” With that, he got in and drove off. She stood there a moment just staring at the place where his car had been.

      When she did finally go inside, she let the tears fall without the embarrassment of someone seeing her.
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      Abe sat on his bike for several long minutes after he watched Hunter leave. He had shown up about half an hour ago, needing to talk to Kid. This shit with them had gone on too long, and since he seemed to be the one prolonging it, he was going to be the one to end it.

      He hadn’t tried hard enough to tell her what she meant to him. Abe thought about her every fucking minute of every fucking day. He would sit her down and just tell her, and if she didn’t feel the same way, then that was fine, because at least he wouldn’t be holding how he felt inside any longer.

      When he saw Sophia start to cry, the urge to climb off his bike and beat Hunter’s ass was strong. There was so much pent-up anger inside that needed to come out, but he was turning over a new fucking leaf, so he stopped himself.

      He had to explain that he was being a selfish bastard, that even though he didn’t deserve her, if she just gave him a chance, he would spend the rest of his life proving to her that he was worthy.

      After climbing off his bike, he made his way to her front door and raised his hand to knock. For a few seconds, his hand was suspended in the air. Before he could bring it down, the door swung open, and the object of his affection stood in front of him.

      “Hi.” That lone word was breathy and filled with longing. At least that’s what he liked to think. There were drying tracks of wetness on her cheeks from her earlier tears, and without thinking, he reached out and brushed her skin. Her breath caught, and it made his heart race.

      “Can I come in?”

      She nodded and stepped aside. The kitchen light was on, but that was all, and the shadows seemed to wrap around the corners like a dark cloak. He heard the door shut behind him and turned around to see her leaning against it, her arms wrapped around her middle almost protectively.

      “How are you doing, Kid?” Her hair was up, and tumbles of dark curls cascaded around her face. She was so damn beautiful.

      “G-Good, Abe. You?” The way she said it almost led him to believe that she wasn’t good at all. He nodded, because he didn’t trust his voice at the moment. Just being here with her, actually seeing her, had everything inside him shifting. She tilted her chin and pushed off the door. “I was about to make some tea. Want some?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He followed her into the kitchen where he saw the kettle on the stove. She grabbed two cups out of the cupboard and set them on the table.

      “You want flavored or just green?”

      “Green’s good.” He held her gaze and smiled, thankful that she reciprocated. He sat at the table and watched her grab the tea bags out of the cupboard and the kettle off the stove. Once the tea was set and steeping, she sat in the chair in front of him and rested her chin on her hands.

      He said the first thing that crossed his mind. “I’ve missed you.” The fact that she shifted in her seat and didn’t respond right away didn’t sit well with him. Abe grabbed his tea and brought it to his mouth. Didn’t matter that it was hot as hell and burnt off his taste buds, he needed the distraction. He watched her over the rim of his mug and saw her cheeks become pink.

      “I missed you too, Abe.”

      The tea scalded his tongue again, and he set the mug aside and cleared his throat.

      “Sophia?” Eyes on him, she didn’t answer. “I don’t like where we are right now. I want my best friend back.” Dropping his head, he ran a hand through his hair. “I love you, Soph.” When he brought his eyes back to hers, he prayed she could hear the sincerity in his words. “I’m an asshole, Kid. I am selfish and have a tendency to fuck up… a lot. I did a lot of shit back in the day, most of it not too long ago. I don’t want to be that man anymore. I don’t want to lose the best thing that has ever happened to me… you.”

      She had yet to speak, but her face showed a torrent of emotions. He heard her swallow but pushed on before she could say anything.

      “Despite all this, you have always stuck by my side, loving me and giving me strength when no one else would. I’ve done a lot of things that have warranted you to turn your back on me, but I’ve come here tonight to tell you that if you’ll give me another chance, I want to be the man you turn to as more than just a friend. I’m so in love with you, Sophia.”

      God, telling her that he was in love with her, that he wanted her to choose him and not Hunter, was far harder than he thought it would be, especially since she had yet to say anything. He played this exact conversation over and over again in his head, but doing it in the flesh was like a fucking nightmare.

      The silence that stretched between them was suffocating, but he gave her time, because he knew she needed it. He watched as she picked up her mug and took a slow sip. The smell of chamomile permeated his senses, and the slender column of her throat worked as she swallowed. When the bottom of the cup met the table again, she kept her hands around it.

      “Sophia.” She lifted her eyes to him. He could do this. “Sophia, I—”

      “I’m pregnant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When those two words left her mouth, everything around Sophia seemed to still. Abe blinked several times and slowly leaned back in his chair. He had poured his heart to her, said the exact thing she longed to hear, and now everything shifted because of her revelation.

      If she couldn’t see his chest rise and fall, she would have thought he stopped breathing. “Abe? Please, say something.” She couldn’t stand his silence. His eyes dropped to her belly, and she covered it with her hands even though the table blocked his view. “Say something, Abe.”

      For several long, tense moments, he did nothing but stare at her. When he did exhale, she thought they could finally discuss this. His hands slammed down on the table so hard she jumped and cried out.

      He stood so fast his chair skidded back and hit the wall.

      “Christ, Sophia. What the fuck do you want me to say?” He started pacing the length of the kitchen like a caged animal. He looked feral and intense. All she wanted to do was tell him the baby was his, but he seemed far too worked up. It didn’t matter what she said right now. Abe wouldn’t listen to reason.

      “I—”

      He stopped and placed his palms on the table, leaning forward so his face was close to hers. “It’s Hunter’s, isn’t it?” He sounded so… pained. She didn’t have time to answer, couldn’t have even formed words, if she were being honest.

      “What?” Finally, she said that one word. Her voice was small, the shock of how this conversation was transpiring too much to even comprehend. She certainly hadn’t thought about telling him this way, and not tonight, but when she had seen him through the kitchen window, striding up to her door, she knew it had to be a sign.

      Sophia had been afraid to say anything until now, trying to wrap her head around how she’d even get the words out, replaying this moment in her mind like a broken record. She hadn’t even told Abe the biggest part yet.

      That he was the father.

      He clearly read her silence wrong as he kicked his seat and it skidded across the floor. Sophia stood and put some distance between them. He looked bigger, his muscles more pronounced, his anger and pain clear. The shirt he wore stretched across his wide shoulders, emphasizing his raw power. He turned his back to her and dropped his head in his hands. His shoulders shook slightly, and when he turned back around, she was stunned to see tears in his eyes.

      “Sophia.” The way he said her name was a broken gasp from his lips. He sat in one of the empty seats and let his head fall in his hands again. “Fuck, Soph,” he whispered hoarsely. She sat down beside him and with tentative movements reached across the table and gripped his forearm.

      His head lifted, and he looked at her. The pain she saw in his face rocked her to her core.

      “Abe—”

      “I always thought it would be me.”

      His words didn’t make any sense, and she tightened her hold on him. “You always thought what would be you?”

      He laughed humorless. Abe looked out the kitchen window and stayed like that for several long moments. When he finally turned back to her, there was a deep and fierce need in his eyes, one that confused her. “I thought the baby you would someday carry would be mine.”

      The world stopped. Time stood still. The earth swallowed her whole.

      Her throat closed, and she held in her tears. Before she knew what she was doing, she had her arms wrapped around his body as she held him, as the tears of happiness claimed her. She brought her lips to his ear and whispered, “It is yours, Abe.” His body went rigid a second before he jerked back, his eyebrows pulled low, the shock on his face clear.

      Sophia knew there would be disbelief, but she had hoped for happiness. Of course, that’s not what she got.

      “That night,” she whispered, “that night we were together—” Her words were cut off when he moved away from her so suddenly the air was sucked from her lungs.

      His breathing was hard and fast, and when he turned his gaze on her, she covered her throat with her hand. She’d never see Abe look at her like that before.

      “I just sat here and told you everything, opened my fucking soul to you.” God, he sounded like he hurt so damn badly. “You’re the girl I love, the one I can’t see a future without, but then you tell me this?” A strangled sound left him. “You’re telling me I was with the girl I’m in love with and what, I don’t even remember sleeping with you?” He placed his hand over his heart, and another deep, pained sound left him. “I tell you I wish you’d carry my babies someday, and you go and tell me something like that?” His head dropped back into his hands, and he murmured, “Tell me, Sophia, how could I ever forget being with you… making love to you?” When he lifted his head, tears freely ran down his cheeks.

      She’d never seen this side of Abe before. He’d always been so strong and masculine, so alpha.

      Her mouth was dry. “I’m sorry, Abe.” It was the best she could come up with at the moment.  “I should have told you everything the next morning.”

      He started walking toward the front door, and she went after him, unwilling to let it end this way. “Please, Abe, please just listen to what I have to say. Try to remember what we did, what we shared. Please.” He gripped the handle but didn’t open the door right away, and so she pressed forward. “I know this is a shock. I know it’s hard to remember. But think, feel… know me, Abe. I’d never make this up, never lie.” She held back her tears. “My whole life, I’ve looked to you to be my rock. Our lives haven’t been the best, but we have always been there for each other.” She dropped her voice and whispered, “I’ve never lied to you. Never would. Now, please, if you’ve ever believed anything I’ve said, trust me in this. The baby I carry is yours.” He didn’t move, just continued to hold the door handle with his head downcast.

      “I don’t know how to process any of this, Sophia. I want to be there for you, for your baby….”

      Your baby.

      God, that fucking hurt. He still didn’t believe her.

      “The pain I feel right now is sucking the very life out of me. Please,” he said as he looked over his shoulder at her, “let me get my head straight.” He threw open the door, and she grabbed his arm, needing to stop him.

      “I love you, Abe. For God’s sake, it happened one night when you were dru—” Before she could finish, he moved his arm out of her grasp. She was frozen in place while she stared after Abe as he walked toward his bike. Sophia watched him climb on his bike and leave. The pain radiated from her chest, and she rubbed hard, fast circles over her heart.

      Although his reaction cut her deep, she couldn’t blame him. This was a shock. It had been when she first found out about the baby, hell, after they’d been together.

      God, what a freaking mess.

      Did he actually think she was lying? Did he think the baby was Hunter’s and she was just trying to place it on him? How could he even think that about her?

      She closed the door and leaned back against it. How she wished the world would just swallow her up right now. She knew this was going to be hard for Abe to accept. Hell, it would have been hard for anyone to accept.

      He needed time to come to grips with this. She wouldn’t give up on him now that she knew he was in love with her. Maybe there was hope for them.

      Right now, though, she was alone in more ways than one.
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      Sweat poured from Abe’s body, and he pumped his legs harder. He had been running for over two hours now, and he had no intention of stopping. Ever since leaving Sophia’s house a week ago, he had been all kinds of fucked up.

      He completely stopped drinking. He was cleansing his body of all impurities, trying to clear his head in the process. He felt like a piece of shit for shutting Sophia out, but everything she told him kept replaying in his mind over and over again.

      How in the fuck could he not remember sleeping with the woman he was in love with?

      He trusted Kid with his life, but fuck, this was so fucking insane it was hard to grasp his mind around it.

      Running harder and faster, he circled the lake for the twentieth time. A woman with one of those running strollers crossed paths with him, and he couldn’t help but glance down at the baby inside. Although he couldn’t see the child because of the sunscreen, he could hear a tiny cry as she passed him.

      It was a lot to take in, and all he wanted to do at the moment was run until he couldn’t run anymore.
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        Several weeks later

      

      

      Sophia sat in the waiting room and twisted her hands together. There were a few other people also waiting, two women with their boyfriends or husbands by their sides, one girl who couldn’t be more than sixteen, and another who was around her age and alone as well.

      The women who had their male counterparts with them were very pregnant. Their round bellies protruded under their tops, and Sophia placed her hand on her own stomach. While hers was still flat, she imagined herself with a big, round belly. Even after she had time to comprehend it all, it was still so surreal.

      She grabbed a magazine, one that had a smiling pregnant woman on it. The cover said something about being fit and pregnant.

      After the incident with Abe, she tried to call him a few times, but it was clear he wasn’t ready. She didn’t know how long it would take him to get through it all, but at least she had finally been honest with him. She might not have been able to tell him about their drunken night of sex, but Sophia would continue to try, no matter how long it took him to listen. Giving Abe space was the hardest thing she had ever done.

      “Ms. Kidd?”

      Sophia looked up. An older woman wearing SpongeBob scrubs smiled at her and gestured her to come forward. After putting the magazine down, she grabbed her purse and followed the nurse to the back. First, she was weighed and instructed to put on the required paper gown, and then Sophia could do nothing but wait for the doctor to come in.

      Sitting in the cold exam room, all she could think about was what Abe was doing and how she wished he was experiencing this with her. In the three weeks since he left her house and refused to talk to her, Sophia quit her job at the bar and found one as a secretary for a dental clinic in the next town over.

      The drive was only about twenty minutes, and there were a lot of perks that she hadn’t been offered working at Tiny’s. She now had health insurance, made more money, and was able to sit down, which would be a godsend when she was big and fat.

      There was a knock on the door, and then the doctor pushed it open and smiled at her. This was her second appointment, the first one being the initial visit where they confirmed she was indeed pregnant. This appointment was a little more special though.

      Today, she would get an ultrasound and actually get to see her baby—the bean-shaped creature that was growing inside her anyway.

      “How are you, Sophia?” Dr. Smith sat down beside her and started typing on the mini-sized computer she carried around. She swiveled around on the small black rolling chair with a wide grin on her face. “You ready to see your baby and hear the heartbeat?”

      “Absolutely.” Sophia couldn’t help the excitement in her voice despite the fact that she wished Abe was there to share it with her.

      “Go ahead and lie back, and put your feet in the stirrups.”

      Once Sophia was positioned and the doctor had the cold, lubed-up instrument where it needed to be, she turned her head and watched the small screen. At first, all she saw was black and gray, but then there it was, the tiny flickering on the monitor.

      The doctor tapped on some buttons, and then the whooshing and thumping sound of her baby’s heartbeat filled the room. Tears welled in her eyes. She propped her head up with her arm and watched the screen.

      “Now, I’m just measuring the baby, making sure the due date is accurate.” More clicking and tapping from the doctor on the machine. “Here are the little arms and legs.” She pointed out the areas. “This is the face, and right in the center is the heart.” Sophia focused on that small flicker and didn’t bother wiping away her steadily flowing tears.

      Her baby didn’t look much like a baby at all. She could make out the arms and legs, but she couldn’t see hands, feet, toes, or fingers. None of that mattered though, because it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. At that moment, everything she had gone through, all the pain and heartache, didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the child growing inside her.

      “Well, looks like you are right on schedule. You’re still set to deliver in May.”

      The doctor printed off a few pictures for her and left her to dress. For several long moments, all she did was stare at those five little photos. She dressed quickly and headed outside. It was already October, and the chill in the air was enough to take her breath away.

      She couldn’t help but look down at the pictures again. Her grin widened at the sight of her little bean of a baby. Tucking the pictures in her pocket, Sophia hustled to her car. She might be going to an empty house, but after today, she didn’t feel so lonely. Before she stepped off the curb, she glanced up, and everything around her stilled.

      Abe exited the small bookstore on the corner of the street. His attention was on the bag he carried, but as if there was an invisible string that pulled him to her, he lifted his eyes and locked them on her. For a heartbeat, all she could do was stare at him. He looked good, although there was a distinct emptiness she caught a glimpse of before he hid it. She missed him horribly.

      His eyes went to the building she had just exited, and she could see the realization on his face right before a look of pain covered his features. She was too much of a wimp to talk to him in person, and with things so tense between them, so unsure and absolutely batshit crazy, she just left.

      She hurried to her car, cranked the engine, and as she pulled away, she looked in her rearview mirror and saw him standing in the same spot right before he took a step toward her. But it was too late. She was already going.
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      Abe sat at the picnic table in the courtyard of Red’s. His half-eaten sandwich lay in front of him, but his appetite was gone. All he could think about was early that morning, when he saw Sophia leaving her doctor’s office.

      A pain in his chest and stomach the likes of which he had never felt whipped through him. She had looked so beautiful. She wasn’t showing yet, but he knew in the next couple months she would.

      It had been too many weeks since they’d spoken in her kitchen, and there was no one to blame but himself. He couldn’t count the times he picked up his phone, on the verge of calling her and saying how sorry he was. In the end, he tossed his cell on the counter every time. He was a fucking weak coward, a motherfucker for putting her through this, for turning his back on her when he should have been there for her from the beginning.

      But how could he apologize to her? How could he make amends for treating her the way he did?

      He grabbed the bag that held his purchase for the day. Looking at the contents, he knew he couldn’t stay away from Sophia. She was just too important to him.

      A lot had changed in the past few weeks. She no longer worked at Tiny’s. He found that out when he had gone there after their fight. He’d done some investigating and found out she now worked at some dentist’s office outside of town. He was glad she wasn’t at the bar anymore. He’d never liked her being there.

      He would have spoken to her today, but he’d been frozen, and by the time he found his nerve, she was gone.

      He’d done a lot of thinking. As much as he tried to wrack his brain to remember sleeping with her, the alcohol he immersed himself in before he changed his life had wiped a memory from him he wished he could hold onto forever.

      His jealousy over Hunter had been rising, as well. He wanted violence, to take out his anger and frustration on someone, and who better than Hunter? He was ready to confront Hunter to see what the fuck was going on. Maybe he could shed some light on why Sophia up and quit the bar. Fuck, he had a lot of questions.

      Abe wrapped up at Red’s and headed to the bar, knowing Hunter would be there at this hour. The bar wouldn’t be open to customers, and if he had to bust in the fucking door to talk to the man, so be it.

      Twenty minutes later and Abe was pounding on the front door of Hunter’s establishment. There was a minute of silence, but then he heard the door unlock before it swung open. Hunter stood on the other side, his eyes squinted as the sun poured into the darkened interior of the bar.

      “Abe?” The surprise in Hunter’s voice to see Abe here at this hour was obvious.

      Anger washed through him fast and strong, and all he felt was the white-hot rage adding fuel to the fire. All Abe could think about was if Hunter touched Sophia, if he touched what was his.

      Abe threw his fist out and felt immense satisfaction when he connected with Hunter’s jaw, the other man letting go of the edge of the door to stumble back. The violence had overcome Abe like a derailed train.

      “What the fuck, Abe?” Hunter took a step back, his hand rubbing his jaw. He turned his head and spit out a mouthful of blood right there on his bar floor. Then again, it wasn’t like that floor hadn’t seen its fair share of nasty fucking shit over the years. “Are you fucking crazy?” He eyed Abe then muttered, “Never mind. Don’t answer that, but you can tell me why you took a shot at me.”

      Abe took a minute to get himself under control. He didn’t want to start an all-out brawl with Hunter, but the rage was taking over. Grinding his teeth right before he spoke, he finally said, “If you think real good and hard, I’m sure the reason will come to you.”

      For a solid minute, Hunter rubbed his jaw and stared at Abe, and then he said, “This have anything to do with Sophia and the fact that she’s pregnant?”

      Hunter acted so nonchalant about it, and it further pissed Abe off. He growled low in his throat, and Hunter’s eyes widened slightly. At least the fucker knew to be afraid. The longer he stared at Hunter, the more pissed off he got. He took a step forward, and he had to give the man credit for not retreating like a pussy. He took another step toward Hunter until they were toe-to-toe. Before Abe could land another solid hit, Hunter held his hands up and took a step back.

      “What the fuck, Abe?” His brows knitted. Abe was taking this shit out on Hunter, whether he deserved it or not. “She said she was going to tell you.” Hunter rubbed his jaw again. “Man, if anyone should be beating your ass, it’s me kicking your teeth in. How the fuck you gonna leave Sophia high and dry while she’s pregnant with your kid?”

      He wanted to beat Hunter’s ass for the sole purpose he’d been around Sophia, touched her, maybe kissed her, hell, gone further. Before Abe could say anything, how yeah, he’d talked to Sophia about this, but everything was so fucking muddled, Hunter was speaking again.

      “The night she broke it off with me, she told me she was pregnant, told me the whole story. She never told me who the guy was, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out it was you.” Hunter narrowed his eyes at Abe. “I knew how she felt about you, could see it written all over her face every time she looked at you. Hell, the way you look at her when you think no one is watching tells me you’ve been too much of a fucking pussy to tell her you’re in love with her.”

      Yeah, did that and look how it ended… with me being a motherfucker to her.

      “I’m just surprised your dumbass never saw it. She said she had only slept with one guy and only once. Said he was drunk and didn’t remember being with her the next morning.”

      Hunter standing in front of him faded away as Abe closed his eyes, and the memory of standing in the kitchen with her played through his mind. Something cleared, his thoughts pushing forward before retreating. He went backward in his mind, from when he stood in the kitchen with Sophia making him breakfast, the memory of how weird she acted, to waking up in bed… to smelling her everywhere, that sweet scent that drove him mad. The hurt look on her face before she left had been because he hadn’t remembered being with her.

      He thought harder, had been doing this so many times since talking to her that he’d come up against a brick wall. It was as if the more he tried to remember, the further away it got from him.

      But now, with Hunter throwing it back in his face, it was like it was a catalyst to his memories opening up like a floodgate.

      Oh God. What in the hell have I done?

      Images of his mystery woman flashed through his head. He closed his eyes and stumbled back, feeling the wall stop his retreat. And then he let his body sink to the floor, the wall the only thing keeping him upright.

      She had asked him to trust her, and he had pushed her away.

      Long, tan legs, smooth skin, tight breasts topped with dusky nipples, and a pussy that tasted sweeter than anything he’d ever had flashed through his mind. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he remembered asking her when he realized she’d just given him her virginity. How could he have forgotten that? All the memories of that night slammed into his head over and over again, painful and real, that floodgate drowning him now. He grew dizzy, sick from it all.

      His mystery woman wasn’t a mystery at all. He could see her face in his mind, her glorious naked body beneath his as he thrust in and out of her. He’d slept with his best friend, been with the only woman he ever loved, and he didn’t even remember doing it until right now.

      Christ.

      What had he done? Everything Abe had said to her. Pushing her away, keeping distance between them. He was a selfish motherfucker, and here she’d been dealing with all this on her own.

      “I gotta go.” He stood, Hunter mumbling something. He had to go to her, to make amends. He had to make this right, and he just prayed to whoever was listening that she forgave him.
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      Sophia had just put away the last bag of groceries when there was a knock on her front door. She looked through the peephole and held her breath when she saw Abe standing on the other side. A part of her prayed he wouldn’t come try to talk to her after they saw each other earlier that day, but there was another part that hoped he would.

      For a moment, she contemplated not answering, pretending she wasn’t home, but then she heard Abe’s voice through the door. It was clear he was ready to talk, and now she found herself paralyzed with fear over the concept.

      “I know you’re home, Kid.”

      She looked out the peephole once more and saw his head drop and his hand run through his hair. God, she loved when he did that. Grabbing the courage deep down inside her, she opened the door and stood face-to-face with Abe. Up close, she could see bags under his eyes and scruff covering his jaw. Even rough-looking, he took her breath away.

      “Hey, Kid.” His voice was soft. “Can I come in?”

      The stillness between them was awkward, but after a prolonged moment, she finally stepped aside and let him in. When the door was closed, they stood in the foyer for several awkward seconds before she finally made her legs move.

      Going into the living room, she sat on the couch and waited for him to follow. Sophia didn’t have to wait long. He held a plastic bag in his hand and sat in the chair across from her.

      “So…” He got comfortable, or he tried to appear that way. Even she could see how tense he was. He kept watching her, his eyes almost burning holes through her. “You look good, Kid, really good.”

      “Yeah, well….” She really didn’t know what to say. She had never felt like this with Abe, so uncomfortable and awkward.

      “You’re feeling okay, though? Not sick or anything? I mean, I’ve heard that pregnancy can cause morning sickness and all that.”

      Despite everything, Sophia couldn’t help but smile. Hearing him talk about morning sickness sounded ridiculous.

      “I have my days.” She shifted in her seat. For a long time, he didn’t do or say anything. He stared at her, and then he reached inside his bag and pulled out a book, handing it to her. The hesitation in her was minimal, and when she took the book and looked at the cover, she felt confusion wash through her.

      “Why do you have a What to Expect When You’re Expecting book?” Her heart started pounding hard in her chest as he stood and sat beside her.

      “I bought the book this morning.” He didn’t give her a chance to respond. “It took me all this time to realize that I was being a selfish bastard, to finally remember the truth.” He stared into her eyes, this pleading expression on his face. “I should have never doubted you. Never. You’re the only person who means anything to me, Sophia. I love you so damn much, and I let you down.”

      Her heart stuttered.

      “I took that time to get cleaned up. I don’t drink anymore, and I don’t get into fights—well, aside from hitting Hunter—but I’m doing better, Sophia. I’m doing better, because I want to be better for you, for our baby.”

      Her heart stuttered again and again, and she placed her hand over her chest at hearing his words. A long moment of silence passed, and she could tell he had more on his mind. She didn’t speak though, just let Abe tell her on his own.

      “I never told you this, but when I didn’t get drunk every night, I had these nightmares, ones where I could hear my parents screaming for help. The alcohol made those dreams stay buried.” His eyes penetrated hers, as if he could explain every little detail through his gaze. “It’s not an excuse, I know that, but I wanted you to know why I did some of the things I did, that drinking didn’t make me a good guy, Sophia.”

      Sophia held her hands together tightly. Abe had never told her this part of him, but she had known his parents’ deaths still haunted him. She knew he had compensated with the booze and fighting.

      “I let my disbelief, anger, frustration, and all the other emotions moving through me cloud my judgement and love for you.”

      Hearing him confess all this was almost too much, but she needed to hear it.

      “I wanted to be there for you, even if it didn’t seem that way. It took me too damn long to realize I had pushed away the only person who means anything to me.”

      She wanted to wrap her arms around him, but she stayed right where she was.

      “I’m taking that first step. I don’t know if you will let me back in your life after being a total fuck-up, but I have to try.” He looked down and then brought tortured eyes back to her. “I know you don’t work at Tiny’s anymore, know you are trying to move on with your life. I’ve been a shitty friend to you, Kid. I said hurtful things and pushed you away. I can’t live without you in my life.” He moved closer to her and took her hands in his. “I love you, Sophia, but it is so much more than that. I’m in love with you, have been for as long as I can remember. I want to be there for you and the baby.”

      “Abe—”

      He continued on as if she hadn’t even spoken. “I remember it all, Sophia,” he whispered. “You, me, and that night. I remember it all, baby. I took your virginity, got you pregnant, and then pushed you away, not facing the truth that you’ve always been mine, were meant to be mine, and that I’m yours. I’m so, so sorry.” He brought their joined hands to his mouth and kissed them.

      Pulling her hand away, she stood and started pacing. Tears spilled down her cheeks as his words penetrated her. She opened her mouth, but instead of telling him anything, he spoke again.

      “Just tell me, Sophia.”

      “Tell you what?” Her voice sounded strained.

      A beat of silence passed, and then he whispered, “Tell me that you’re in love with me too. Tell me that you can forgive me.”

      Everything around her crumbled.

      As she stared at him, her stomach clenched, and she turned and rushed to the bathroom. Slamming the seat up, Sophia hunched over it and threw up. Abe stood behind her and lifted her hair away from her face as she emptied her stomach. When she was finished, she took a deep, fortifying breath.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, concern clear in his voice.

      She chuckled despite the fact that this was the least humorous situation. “Perfect,” she whispered sarcastically.

      “I’m sorry, Kid. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Sophia pushed away from the toilet. Abe handed her a wet washrag, and she wiped off her mouth. She glanced up at him and couldn’t help but smile. It was always so automatic when she looked at Abe. He smiled and slid down beside her. They sat there in silence, their backs to the bathroom wall, both of them staring straight ahead.

      Exhaling loudly, she rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t be mad at you when you genuinely didn’t remember, Abe. I miss you in my life.” She opened her eyes and turned to look at him. For long seconds, they stared at each other, and then she finally whispered, “I’m in love with you too.”

      He lifted her hand and placed it over his heart, the expression on his face as if she’d just taken the air from his lungs. “This beats for you.” He closed his eyes, and she could have sworn he was savoring the moment. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you too, Kid. I love you. So fucking much.” When he opened his eyes, he lowered them to her mouth, and she knew what was about to happen. He was going to kiss her.

      She covered her lips with her palms and shook her head. “I just threw up.” He chuckled, and they both stood, Abe wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her in close.

      After a quick brush of her teeth and a gargle of mouthwash, they made their way back into the living room. She picked up the book he brought and smirked. “Were you really going to read this?”

      His back straightened. “Damn right.” All of the sudden, he got extremely serious. “Come here, Sophia.”

      She licked her lips and went over to him. He curled his hands around her hips and brought her close to his body. She tilted her head back and looked up at him.

      “Please say you forgive me. Please say you’ll give us a chance.” Before she could answer, he dropped to his knees, pulling a gasp of surprise from her. He pushed up her shirt slightly, exposing her belly, and rested his forehead against her skin. “I’ll do whatever it takes, Soph. I just want you and this baby. I need you both in my life.”

      Her heart was thundering, and tears were building in her eyes. Touching his head with her hands, she let her fingers tunnel into his hair. She felt him kiss her belly, and her happiness rose tenfold. That was when the tears spilled forth. Her knees buckled, but Abe caught her.

      Abe always caught her.

      The world could have swallowed her whole right now, and Sophia would have died happy.

      “Please, baby. Please.” Abe sounded pained, and Sophia wanted to take that away.

      “I love you. I want to make this work. I want our baby to have both of us in its life. I want you in my life,” she told him.

      He stood, cupped her face, and brought his mouth down to hers.

      The kiss was soft and not at all sexual. They might have kissed before, but she realized that didn’t count. This was their first kiss, and oh, what a first kiss it was.

      She broke the kiss, clearly to his disappointment as he made a gruff sound, but she just smiled and reached for the pictures she had in her bag on the table. She handed them to Abe and watched as his eyes widened and his mouth parted. The tips of his fingers ran over the images of their baby, a little jellybean-looking thing.

      “Oh God, Kid. I’m so sorry I ever doubted you.” He brought his own teary eyes up to hers and smiled. “This is our baby.” She nodded, and he pulled her close, kissing her deeper this time. “I love you. For as long as I breathe, I’ll love you.”

      “I love you too, Abe.” She didn’t know what the future held, but she knew as long as she had Abe, everything would be okay. There would be ups and downs, no doubt, but they had gotten through a hell of a lot worse.

      They deepened the kiss, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. She so didn’t want to be doing this in her living room. She broke away from him and stood. He followed her, and as soon as they made it into the hall, he had her pressed against the wall, his mouth right back on hers.

      Sophia could taste the saltiness of their tears combining with the heat of their kiss. It was almost frantic in nature, but then, as if he realized it was spiraling out of control, he slowed. Their tongues slid together, pressed, and moved to an erotic beat.

      Her panties were wet, and her clit throbbed. It felt so good, and knowing Abe wasn’t drunk and was right there with her this time made the sensations so much more intense.

      He broke the kiss and started dragging his lips up and down her throat, murmuring along the way. “I’ve been dreaming about this moment for years, Kid.” He started sucking at the base of her throat, and she let her head fall back against the wall, hearing it thump without caring about the pain.

      She smiled. “You told me that during our first time together.” Just knowing he had wanted her for as long as she wanted him was a heady feeling.

      “When I was drunk?” he added, and she nodded. “Well then you know it’s true.”

      She pulled him closer. “Please, Abe.”

      “What, baby? Tell me what you want.” He pressed his erection into her belly, and she moaned low in her throat.

      God, she wanted this so bad.

      “I want you inside me.”
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      Hearing her say she wanted him inside her body was like an electrical shock to his cock. He jerked in his pants with the eagerness of a teenage boy. Even though he now remembered what they shared, it seemed so far away. Abe wanted her desperately, but he also knew he wouldn’t last long, not when it was Sophia’s sweet pussy wrapped around his cock.

      “Abe, I can’t wait. It’s been too long.” Her breathy words and warm breath brushed along his temple, and he groaned against her flesh. He slipped his hand down her side and curled his fingers under the hem of her shirt. Her skin was so damn soft as he dragged his fingers under the fabric until he reached the edge of her bra.

      He could feel the lace, so feminine, and had to force himself to slow down, to savor this moment. It appeared Sophia had other plans though. Her hands speared into his hair and pushed his head down and toward her chest.

      “Touch me, Abe, everywhere.” He looked up at her, saw her eyes closed and her lips parted, and something inside him snapped. He latched his mouth onto her breast, right over the fabric of her shirt, and sucked. She tightened her grip in his hair, causing a sting of pain, but he loved every minute of it.

      He felt her nipple tighten under his ministrations and renewed his effort until she was thrashing her head from side to side. He loved seeing her like this, all unrestrained and needy. It was a side of Sophia he had never witnessed, but he promised himself he would make sure to see more of it.

      “Baby, I don’t want to take you up against a wall. You deserve a bed.” He said this around her breast. He slid his hands down and gripped her ass, loving how the mounds fit perfectly in his hands.

      “I don’t want to wait, Abe.” He looked up at her just as she opened her eyes, the green orbs seeming to glow. “I’ve waited long enough for this, and besides,” she said as she grinned and pulled his head to her for a long, deep kiss, “I think this is kind of hot.” She dragged her tongue along his bottom lip, and he shuddered.

      “You’re going to be the death of me, Kid.”

      She chuckled against his mouth, and then he was tearing off her shirt. The sight of her lacy little white bra had him almost coming right there in his pants. The material that covered her left breast was wet from his mouth, and he could easily see the hard outline of her nipple through it.

      Removing his hands from her ass, he dragged the tips of his fingers up her side, feeling her skin pebble and her body tremble. With deft fingers, he unhooked the front clasp of her bra and watched in stunned awe as the creamy globes of her breasts spilled free. His mouth went dry at the sight. Images of those dusky nipples painting the tips of her breasts filled his mind. He dipped his head and sucked her flesh into his mouth.

      Eyes closed and the flavor of her flesh filling his mouth, Abe groaned. Skin so smooth it felt like silk against his tongue, and tasting like ripe peaches, Abe knew he would never get enough.

      Her hands were out of his hair and were frantically going for the button of his jeans. He wanted to go slow, take his time, savor each and every minute with her, but she was just as heated as he was. Lord help him, but she wanted him now. He took a step back, and her nipple came free from his mouth with a little popping noise.

      He moved closer again, slanting his mouth against hers until she whimpered and pleaded against his mouth. Their hands went between their bodies, and clothing was removed until it was just the feel of her naked body against his. The soft swell of her breasts pressed against his chest. Gripping her thigh, he lifted it up to his waist.

      She kept it there when he grabbed the other one. He lifted her easily, and she tightened her thighs around his hips. Her pussy was so fucking wet and hot.

      “Baby, I hope you’re just as worked up as me, because I’m not gonna fucking last long.” She shifted, and her pussy rubbed along his length. They both groaned.

      “God, Abe, please quit tormenting me.” She shifted again, and he cursed.

      “I don’t have a condom, baby, but I’m clean. I got tested months ago, right before my mother’s birthday, and haven’t slept with anyone since.”

      “I trust you, Abe.” She started kissing the side of his jaw, and he groaned. Reaching between their bodies, he aligned his cock with the opening of her body and pushed in the tip. Her arms and legs tightened around him, and he placed his hand on the wall beside her head. His other hand gripped her ass as he sank fully into her. She was so fucking tight, wet and hot, and so damn perfect.

      Resting his head in the crook of her neck, he started pulling out and pushing into her sweet body. The little sounds that came from her throat drove him higher to paradise. “God, baby,” he panted against her skin. “You feel incredible.” He sank into her again, and again, and again, her snug pussy clenching around his shaft like an iron fucking fist.

      “Ohhh.” Sophia was strung tight. He slipped his hand between their bodies and stroked her clit. She moaned long and loud as her orgasm claimed her. Her cunt milked his cock, and he started pounding into her. Dragging his dick in and out of her tight little body, he could taste the sweet release that was soon to claim him.

      But when her mouth went to his neck and her teeth sank into the flesh, he followed her in the rush of completion, grunting in ecstasy.

      They stayed in that position for several long moments. She panted against him, her pussy clenching with tiny aftershocks of her pleasure around his softening shaft.

      “I could stay like this forever, just buried inside you.”

      She sighed, and he wrapped his arms around her and pulled away from the wall. Abe strode to her room and laid her on the bed, going down with her. Pulling the sheets over their nude bodies, his heart swelled when she curled right into him and fell asleep.

      She loved him, and he was going to prove to her for the rest of his life that he was worthy of that love.
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        Five months later

      

      

      “I’m fat, Abe.”

      He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her growing belly, laying his hands over their child. It took a second, but then he felt the tiny kicks against his palm and smiled. “You’re beautiful.”

      “The baby always kicks when you put your hands on my belly. It’s like Peanut knows when you’re near.”

      Abe turned her around and cupped her cheeks in his hands. He stared into her eyes before dipping down and dragging his lips across hers. They started calling the baby Peanut, because he had talked Kid into not finding out what the sex was. He knew she didn’t like surprises, but she had done it for him.

      “I love you, Sophia.” He dropped another kiss to her lips and then sank to his knees. Gripping her shirt, he dragged it up until her swelling stomach came into view. He pressed his lips to her belly button. Sophia’s hands sifted through his hair, and he lifted his eyes to hers. She was smiling down at him, and he couldn’t help but return the gesture.

      It had been five months since they reconciled, and things were going great. He’d moved up in Red’s and was now a lead mechanic, which meant more pay, so he could better provide for Sophia and their baby. He tried to get Kid to quit her job, explaining that he made more than enough to support her. Since they moved in together—she moved into his home with him—they didn’t have the extra expenses of rent and such, but she was a stubborn woman and demanded she keep her independence.

      He didn’t argue with her over that, not much, but when little Peanut was born, he wanted that to change. She might not like being told what to do, but he knew once their baby was in her arms, she would want to stay home. At least, he hoped.

      He also wanted her to go to college, since he knew that had always been one of her dreams. His subtle hints about it hadn’t gone unnoticed by her, especially when he brought home pamphlets from a community college.

      “Are you excited about today?”

      He gave one last kiss to her belly, placed her shirt back over it, and stood. Taking her in his arms, he rested his cheek on the top of her head. “Yeah.” He leaned back and looked down at her. “I can’t wait to haul in heavy baby furniture and spend hours putting it together,” he teased. She lightly smacked him on the chest and pushed away. Right before she got too far away, he snagged her hand and brought her back. “Have I told you that I love you today?”

      “Yeah, like five times, but you know what?” She rose on her toes and brushed her nose against his. “I never get tired of hearing it.”

      It was just the two of them, but in a few short months, it would be three, and Abe didn’t want to stop there. He wanted everything with Sophia. He wanted to give her that little white picket fence surrounding their home, two-point-five kids, and a little collie. She deserved a perfect life, and he was going to give it to her.
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        The delivery

      

      

      “Just breathe, baby.”

      Abe was by her side, and although he was being supportive and loving, she wanted to pop him in the balls. The pain was excruciating, so much that she couldn’t breathe.

      “Okay, sweets, here comes another contraction.”

      Sophia gritted her teeth, and after a very long minute, she breathed out. Narrowing her eyes and glaring at Abe, she said, “Please don’t tell me when I’m having another contraction. I know when the hell I’m having a contraction, okay?”

      He smiled sheepishly and apologized right before another wave of pain hit. When it was over, she sagged against the bed.

      “Okay, Sophia, on the next contraction, I want you to push.” The doctor situated herself between Sophia’s splayed thighs.

      “This is it, baby.” Abe leaned down and kissed her forehead. Grabbing her hand, he gave her a little squeeze. “It won’t be long now, and we’ll get to meet little Noah or Abigail.”

      It had been a very long nine months, especially when she couldn’t plan for a boy or girl, but she was so ready to hold her little one. A contraction came, and the doctor told her to push. Supportive comments filtered around her, and she breathed out and rested her head on the pillow when the agony passed.

      Abe lifted her hand and kissed the ring on her left hand. They were engaged with a wedding date set in December. A white wedding was something Sophia had always wanted, and Abe was giving it to her. They could have gotten married last December, but who wanted to try to squeeze into a gown with a pregnant belly? Not her. Besides, she had her entire life to become Mrs. Rochester. Yeah, that had a very nice ring to it.

      “A couple more pushes and your baby will be here.”

      She pushed on another contraction. “Kid, I can see the head.” Abe sounded awed, and Sophia opened her eyes and looked at him. “The baby has a head full of dark hair, Sophia.” There was a smile in his voice, which had her smiling too.

      “Okay, one more, Sophia. On the next contraction, you’re going to push your baby out.”

      Abe kissed her on the lips, and on the next one, she pushed with everything she had. The pain was indescribable, but then immense relief spread through her, and she heard the most beautiful sound in the word. Her baby crying.

      “It’s a boy—a big boy at that.”

      “You hear that, Kid? Little Noah is finally here. Our baby is finally here.” He kissed her hard on the mouth, and then there was a flurry of movement. She watched the little screaming bundle get carted away to the warmer. Several nurses swarmed around him, checking his vitals and rubbing him vigorously. Abe hovered around them, his phone poised high as he snapped picture after picture.

      Once all the activity settled down, her heart was full of love as Abe carried their little boy over to her. Tears were in his eyes as he looked down at her. He handed the little bundle wrapped in blue to her, and she ran her finger over his brow. He looked like Abe, and weighing in at over nine pounds meant he was going to be big like his daddy too.

      Noah tried to open his eyes and then yawned big. Both of them laughed out loud. Sophia let her fingers run through the dark tuft of hair covering his head.

      “That’s our boy, sweetheart. He’s beautiful.”

      She lifted her eyes to the man she loved. “Yeah, he sure is.”

      Abe sat on the edge of the bed, and together they watched their little man fall asleep. Who knew two scarred pasts could create such a perfect, beautiful little future?
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