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      “Frank, dude, you shouldn’t bring that in a bar.”

      “Same goes for bringing a baby in a bar.”

      Corey chuckled and rubbed his daughter, Amelie’s, back, winked, and headed to the other end of the bar to continue checking over the inventory list.

      He couldn’t help himself, giving Frank shit for bringing in his knitting materials. His wife was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s and she loved to knit. Frank decided he needed to learn so when she completely forgot who he was, he could share something with her that she loved. The need to knit. Frank came in every Tuesday during lunch, had a drink, did some knitting, and left. Corey could always count on him without fail in the routine.

      “He isn’t wrong.”

      Corey rolled his eyes at Tamara, swaying back and forth as Amelie’s eyes fluttered open and closed. She was fighting so hard to stay awake. He was okay if she fell asleep in his arms. He enjoyed holding her while she slept. She was so peaceful. He might’ve panicked the first week or two after she landed in his lap, but as time went on, things got easier. He now panicked when she wasn’t in his arms. He never knew he could love someone as much as he loved his daughter.

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      Tamara put a hand to her hip. “You can’t keep bringing her in every day. Pretty soon, she’s not going to fit in that handy strap you have around your chest.”

      It was called a baby carrier, and a damn expensive one, too. But hell, if he was going to do this fatherhood thing, he was going to do it right. His daughter would have everything she ever dreamed of. The best products, the best clothes, the best care in the world.

      Something he didn’t have.

      Oh, he knew his mother tried to make everything seem like they weren’t dirt poor, but it was impossible to hide. The clothes that didn’t always fit right. The shaggy hair because they couldn’t afford haircuts. The used school supplies that told every kid he didn’t get anything new for the upcoming year. He got teased so much that it hurt to remember growing up. So he didn’t think about it. He pushed it to the back of his mind, pretending it didn’t exist. That the hurt and pain didn’t exist.

      No way in hell that would happen to his daughter.

      Of course, he wasn’t going to point out the correct term to Tamara. She didn’t have kids, nor did she care. Since he started working in the bar again after three years of not speaking to his brother, she hadn’t been very welcoming. Like he had done something wrong. He was the one slighted by his family. But whatever. No point in hashing old news, especially with her. It wasn’t any of her damn business. She could choose to hate him all she wanted. It wasn’t like they were friendly three years ago when he had been around. She’d always had a problem with him since the moment they met and he wasn’t sure why. Didn’t care either. It wasn’t his problem if someone didn’t like him, not when he had never done anything to her to emit such hostility.

      When Corey didn’t respond, she cocked a brow. “And it is a bar. It’s weird bringing your daughter to work. Some customers don’t like it. One of these days, someone is going to complain to the wrong person.”

      “Thanks for your unwanted advice, Tamara. Now go do your job.”

      She huffed and walked away without arguing. Because, well, she couldn’t. He was the boss around here, whether she liked it or not.

      He, for one, liked it. He had missed the bar—his brother, Rick. Or Brick, as his friends like to call him these days. Corey hadn’t warmed to the nickname yet, and he didn’t foresee himself ever calling his brother that. Ever since he could remember, he’d called his brother Ricky. It gave them something in common. That ‘y’ sound at the end of their names. It made him feel like he was a part of the family, when most of his life, he had felt like an outsider. His dad’s name was Richard. Of course, Ricky was named after the old man. His mother’s name was Marge. He was stuck with a name that didn’t fit with them. Which made sense when he had been the unwanted child. At least, to his father. His mother tried to make up for it, giving him all the love she could, but his father never made it easy. His life had been difficult from the moment he was born.

      His asshole of a father had made sure of that.

      Amelia made a small whimper. He released the pent-up breath he had been holding and frowned, soothing her with small circles to her back, hoping to dispel the hurt he might’ve caused. Thinking thoughts of his father never brought anything good. Look what it had just done. He had squeezed his daughter harder than he intended.

      “Sorry, sweet pea. Daddy didn’t mean it.” He kissed the top of her head, smiling when her eyes fluttered close once again. “That’s right. Nappy time.”

      He continued to sway back and forth as he continued his task, marking the inventory up front and what he’d need to grab from the back. Once in the storage room, he’d have to mark what he’d need to order. Of course, in between all of that, he had to help customers as they walked in. Yeah, Tamara was working as well, but he liked chatting with people and giving them a warm welcome.

      The bar wasn’t only a place to drink; it was home. A home he hadn’t been a part of in the last three years.

      Three long, tortuous years.

      Also something he shouldn’t think about, especially while holding Amelie. Although he had made amends with Ricky, it didn’t magically make the hurt disappear. He had scars that would take a long time to heal. If they ever would.

      He shot a glance behind him when he heard the click-clack of heels. They always had a distinct sound. Being a lover of women, Corey had learned early on the best way into a woman’s—well, he wouldn’t say heart. But he knew how to please a woman. He knew the best flowers, the best chocolates. Hell, he even knew his shoes. It always impressed women when he knew the brand they were wearing. Anything to get in her pants, that was his motto.

      Used to be his motto. He was a single dad now, and his sole focus was his daughter. The only woman who mattered anymore.

      The woman heading his way was off-limits. That didn’t mean he wasn’t friendly, considering she was family.

      “Afternoon, Jezebelle. You look lovely today.”

      His brother’s wife smiled, then licked her bottom lip, telling him she was nervous about something. Her hair was pulled back into a beautiful chignon, her lips a light shade of pink, not even smudged from her quick lip-licking. She never wore lipstick, but she liked adding a small color of lipgloss. She didn’t need anything more. Her beauty was natural, and his brother was one damn lucky man. She wore her nice tan winter jacket, and based on the sound of the heels he heard, she was wearing the red pair. It was useful to retain information and use it to his advantage, especially when it came to women.

      Not that he had a thing for his brother’s wife. They lived above the bar, and she always walked through this way to leave for the theater. He had gotten to know her well—and the shoes she wore. Each pair had a distinct sound. It was usually easy to decipher what shoe she wore and the significance behind her choice. Red shoes today meant something important was happening. Her nervousness was a big clue, too.

      “Thank you, Corey.” She swiped a tender hand over the side of her head. Not quite touching but as if she were smoothing an unruly strand away. Not that there was a strand out of place.

      “What’s going on? You okay?”

      “Lunch with my mother.”

      “Ah, gotcha.”

      Things made a lot more sense. Corey had met the woman when Ricky and Jezebelle got together two months ago. She tried to break up their relationship. She tried to steal the bar right out of their hands. She acted like he was an imbecile and would fall for her tricks. Nobody messed with his big brother—except for him. Corey was not a fan of the woman. She was only out for one thing: herself. While she was slowly warming to Ricky, she still made Jezebelle feel like she wasn’t good enough to live her life the way she wanted. A person could pretend to change and then revert right back to the way they were.

      He’d done it too many times to count. Decided now was the time to quit drugs, made that hard choice, and then a few days later, he was getting high once again. It took substantial work to change. Sometimes, it could be done, and sometimes nothing but failure glared in the mirror.

      But he had changed. He stuck to it and had been clean for more than a year. He had no plans to regress into his old life ever again.

      “You don’t need to dress to impress. You’re gorgeous and wonderful the way you are.”

      Jezebelle let out a timid laugh. “You sound so much like Brick. I can’t help it. Seeing her always gives me anxiety, especially when it’s the two of us.”

      “I got this covered. Ricky can go with you.”

      “I wish. She requested I come alone.” Jezebelle rolled her eyes. Then she leaned closer and reached across the bar to rub Amelie’s back. “How’s my darling niece?”

      “Teething, I think. I can’t see anything popping up yet, but she had a rough night last night.”

      Corey would say he managed about three hours of sleep. Amelie kept waking up every hour or so crying as if the world were ending. No doubt she’d sleep the day away in his arms, especially rocking her back and forth as he was. It was the only thing that helped calm her last night—constant rocking. Every time he tried to lay her back down, she would wake up as if the devil himself had touched her shoulder.

      “Oh, poor baby.” Jezebelle made a pouty face as she touched Amelie one more time. “I guess it’s about time for that to happen. I can’t wait to see her cute little teeth popping up.”

      Not only had he been devouring every baby book on the planet so he did this fatherhood thing correctly, so had Ricky and Jezebelle. The moment Amelie walked into his life, not only had he stepped up to the challenge, his brother and sister-in-law had been by his side every step of the way. Support he desperately needed because at times he felt like he was drowning in the chaos of his so-called life.

      “Yeah, I guess it is. I have to swing by the pharmacy and buy some of that teething gel to help with the pain.”

      He hoped it helped because he didn’t want to go through another terrible night like he had last night. He was running on fumes right now.

      Jezebelle frowned. “Well, keep me updated. Hopefully, the gel works.”

      Hopefully? Why wouldn’t it? It had to be her teething. She was close to that age.

      Well, that he knew of. He didn’t know how old she was. Or when her birthday was.

      Or hell, even who her mother was.

      Two months ago she had landed in his bar with a simple note that her mother couldn’t handle raising her and that he’d do a much better job. So far, he’d say he wasn’t failing at it, but he also wasn’t excelling at it. He’d yet to bring her to the doctor for a checkup, which he knew he should be doing. But how could he without a birth certificate? Without knowing her exact age. Without knowing where she was born and if there were complications.

      He was so in over his head and he didn’t know how to climb out of the hole he’d fallen through. All he wanted to do was what was best for his daughter, and as much as he wanted to think he was doing right by her, he wasn’t.

      After putting their heads together, they guessed her to be about three months old, which put her at about five months old now. That’s when teething generally started, at least, according to the book he bought.

      “Will do. Good luck with your mother. You got this.”

      Jezebelle said good-bye and left. He went back to his task, worried Amelie’s behavior last night wasn’t just teething. He had taken her temperature. No fever. Besides being unable to sleep and crying, she was acting normal. Took her bottles like a champ. It had to be teething.

      He looked toward the door when the small bell above dinged a person had entered.

      He froze, his breath hitching in his throat. Because the woman walking through the door had the face of an angel. Long dark-brown hair, beautiful hazel eyes. Pink kissable lips.

      Okay, maybe not an angel, but a devil in disguise. Because those plump, pretty lips were begging to be kissed.

      It’d been a long time—too long—since he’d been with a woman. Even longer since a woman made him pause to take a longer look. He’d stopped looking when he got clean a year ago. Because drugs and sex had been his thing to calm the chaos running rampant inside. When he decided to knock the drugs off, he told himself the sex had to go, too. It’d been a hard, long year. As each day went by, the not looking, taking a second glance at women got harder and harder, but he resisted and didn’t falter.

      Until now.

      The scowl on her face said she wasn’t as infatuated by him as he was by her.

      “Welcome to The Corner Bar. What can I get ya?”

      Her eyes pinned to Amelie hanging on his chest.

      “Amelie, for starters.”

      His hand darted to the small of his daughter’s back, putting a light amount of pressure but not enough to wake her up.

      “I don’t know who the hell you are, but you’re not her mother.”

      Based on the roundabout age of his daughter, he knew he slept with Amelie’s mother during his drug days. Toward the end of it, but that didn’t mean it had been a tame time. He’d been high as a kite until he stopped cold turkey. Despite being high and under the influence, he’d never forget being with a woman.

      And not this gorgeous—irate—creature before him. He never forgot a face.

      Her eyes narrowed. She slapped her hand to the counter, pinning a piece of paper to it.

      “Please hand her over. Don’t make this hard for both of us.”

      This time he narrowed his eyes.

      No way in hell. He couldn’t have been that high to not remember sleeping with this woman. Names weren’t always good for him, but faces never failed him. He knew he wouldn’t forget having sex with her. Even now, annoyed with her demands, he wanted to reach across the bar and take one taste of her sweet, luscious lips. Maybe it would even spark a memory, confirming what she insisted was true.

      He grabbed for the paper, but she wouldn’t budge.

      “Let me see this.”

      “Hand her over first.”

      They stared at one another for the longest time, neither moving their hands from the document.

      “Well?”

      “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I hand my daughter over to you.”

      A muscle in her cheek twitched, yet she didn’t cave.

      They continued to stare at each other. Not moving. Not speaking. Not even blinking.

      “Hey, Corey, I need you,” Tamara hollered from the other end of the bar.

      He didn’t turn around. “You gotta wait.”

      “Make this easy on yourself. You only have one choice.” Her voice quivered.

      He wasn’t sure whether she was ready to cry or jump the counter and pry Amelie from his chest, but the emotions crawling everywhere said she was struggling to hold it together.

      “Just because you walk into my bar, claiming shit, doesn’t mean I’m going to take your word for it. Do I look like an idiot? I know the women I’ve slept with before, and you sure in the hell weren’t one of them. I don’t forget a pretty face.”

      She flinched. He regretted revealing that.

      He’d been with a lot of women in his life. Too many that it was embarrassing to even think about. But not once—nor would he ever—forget sleeping with a woman. Despite the evil glare she was still laser beaming his way, he knew he’d never forget a woman as beautiful as her. High cheekbones. Soft-looking skin. Those damn pink kissable lips that were still straight and rigid, the anger seething like she was ready to take a sharp bite out of him. He didn’t mind some kinky sex now and again. Yet, the vulnerability simmering in her depths. The slight watery look like she was holding back a dam of tears. So angry she wanted to cry?

      “The hazards of being high, I guess.” Then she lifted her hand from the paper with a haughty sneer.

      Ouch. Although he could argue that fact with her, he wouldn’t. He’d done some crazy shit on drugs, but erasing the memory of sleeping with a woman wasn’t one of them.

      He picked up the paper, one hand still strong against his sleeping daughter, and looked at the words spread across the sheet.

      Amelie’s birth certificate.

      Finally, in his hands.

      He wanted to jump with joy that his estimate of her age was pretty damn close. She was a little over five months old. Her birthday was August seventh. No reaction burst free when he saw his name written as the father. He wasn’t sure why that surprised him when he had already accepted Amelie as his daughter, but it did. He now had undeniable proof she was his daughter. And he wasn’t handing this piece of paper back over.

      Or giving Amelie away for any reason.

      Then his eyes glided to the mother’s name listed.

      Melanie Ramseth.

      Shit. Not a good time to be horrible with names. He didn’t recognize it.

      But he was damn good with faces and he was sticking with his original conclusion.

      He did not sleep with this woman.

      “Now hand her over.”
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      “Get out of my bar.”

      Ha! He was out of his mind if he thought she’d leave without Amelie. She came here for one reason only and that was to get Amelie. No matter what it took. No matter how much she was shaking in her brown leather boots that she needed to replace. They were her favorite pair and she’d wear them until she burned holes in the soles.

      “Not without Amelie.” She watched in horror as he folded the birth certificate and slid it into his back pocket. “Give that back to me. I didn’t say you could keep it.”

      She wasn’t even sure why she showed him it. It didn’t prove anything or help her case.

      He shrugged. “The way I see it, she’s my daughter, it’s my document.”

      “Give it back.”

      She needed it. It was her only lifeline to Amelie.

      “No.”

      She wanted to stomp her feet and scream at the top of her lungs. He was the most infuriating man she had ever come across, and that was saying something as she dealt with some of the most unscrupulous men before. Although, she couldn’t blame him. Amelie was his daughter. She wouldn’t hand her over either if some stranger walked in demanding she do so.

      “You claim you’re her mother, which I don’t believe for a second. But since you believe it, I’ll say you lost your rights to her the moment you left her on the floor of a bar and walked away. Amelie is my daughter. I got the proof in my pocket.” He smiled wide. “If you want to fight me so badly about it, take me to court.”

      Ugh. She couldn’t take him to court. The court would never side with her.

      But, of course, he didn’t need to know that. She could bluff with the best of them.

      “If you don’t hand her over, I will.”

      “I don’t think you will.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Her brothers always told her she had a terrible poker face. The one time she needed it to be successful, she was failing miserably at it.

      He started swaying back and forth when Amelie made a small cooing noise. It took more control than she cared to admit not to smile at how easily he went into soothing mode with her. She came here to get Amelie with the notion she was not in good hands with this man. A drug addict. A loser. A man with a record. Here he was, showing her different.

      He didn’t appear to be high. No glossy eyes, no disheveled look. Appeared alert and dressed well.

      But it didn’t matter. She would not let him get under her skin. This man wasn’t capable of raising Amelie—but she was. She would.

      “You’re right, I don’t know you. Because I’ve never met you before, which is why I won’t be handing my daughter over to a stranger.”

      “Hey, I need you,” the woman who had hollered from the other end of the bar said, suddenly in his face.

      “What is it?”

      By his curt tone, she didn’t think he was annoyed because the woman was interrupting them. There was some other animosity between the two. More than likely, he’d slept with her as he did with all the other female population. Disgusting.

      “You have a visitor in the back. Go deal with it.” She held out her hands. “I’ll take Amelie.”

      His other hand met up with the one holding Amelie’s back. “She stays with me.”

      The woman cocked a brow. “I don’t think it’s a friendly visit.”

      He frowned yet didn’t make a move to remove Amelie from the contraption and hand her over to the woman. It was something she really, really wanted him to do. She could sweet talk her way into this woman handing over Amelie to her.

      The bar door opened and a gust of cold air washed over her, making her shiver.

      “Yo, bro, hold Amelie for me.”

      Ugh. Of course, Corey’s brother had to be smoking hot like the man himself. It didn’t seem right for both men to be so good-looking. Dark hair, scruffy face, piercing eyes. A smoldering look that most men weren’t capable of dishing out. Both men could without even realizing they were doing it. So annoying.

      Plus, his brother couldn’t take Amelie. She had a better chance at getting her hands on her if the woman took Amelie.

      “I said I would hold her,” the woman snapped.

      “Ricky’s here so you don’t need to.”

      The woman huffed and walked away.

      Ricky?

      The man who walked around to the other side of the counter did not look like a Ricky. He had taken off his jacket, and she wanted to drool at the sight. Tattoos lined up and down his arms, with muscles that screamed to be felt up. Oh, she loved a man with definition. Chiseled jaw, full beard. Lips made for kissing.

      Quite a contrast with Corey. Sure, he had muscular arms and definition in his shoulders but not ones that said he’d crush a person with one touch, like his brother. Softer features in the face with a hint of stubble. Thicker hair that—if she liked the guy—would make her itch to run her fingers through it to see if it felt as soft as it looked.

      “You need to talk it out with Tamara.”

      “I haven’t done anything to her. Not my fault she hates my guts.”

      Corey unhooked Amelie from his chest, and Ricky transferred her to his without missing a beat.

      Ugh. Another sign that neither man was failing at raising a little girl. A baby.

      Corey pointed at her. “Whatever you do, don’t trust her. She ain’t who she says she is.”

      He walked away, and his brother pinned his eyes on her.

      “And who do you say you are?”

      “I’m here for Amelie.”

      Ricky tightened his hands on Amelie in the same way Corey had. “So you’re her mom. What the hell do you want?”

      “Amelie.”

      He gave a short laugh. “After abandoning her. Nope.”

      “I’m not leaving this bar without her.”

      “Look, lady, Corey said get lost. You don’t want Brick to say the same thing because then you’ll really be in trouble.” Then Tamara, if she heard correctly, snapped her attention at the man holding Amelie. Brick? Ricky? She had no clue what the guy’s name was. “Give her to me like I told Corey. He might need you.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Tamara rolled her eyes. “His past coming to bite him in his ass, what else? Brick, I told you he was bad news.”

      “As much as I love you like you’re family, watch what you say to me about my brother, Tamara.”

      Dang. Tamara was right. She didn’t want to tussle with Brick. The sharp bite in his tone said he wasn’t messing around. But would he physically hurt a woman? Because she could handle any verbal thing he threw her way. Hell, she could handle him physically, too. Her brothers taught her self-defense. She could knock a man to his feet with finesse—most of the time. She didn’t always win when she sparred with her brothers, but she’d say there was about a fifty-fifty chance she could take them. That was better than nothing.

      Noise from the back had them all directing their attention that way.

      “See. I knew it.” Tamara shook her head.

      Brick pulled a baseball bat from underneath the bar and looked at her. “Corey said to leave, you best leave. Amelie isn’t going anywhere with you. You should’ve thought about the consequences when you abandoned her.” Then he looked at Tamara. “Do your job. I’ll handle whatever that is.”

      “With Amelie?”

      Yeah, she had to agree. He couldn’t possibly be bringing the baby back there to whatever mess was going on. Knowing Corey, nothing good. The exact reason she was here was to take Amelie home. To a safe, loving environment.

      “Mind your business while I mind my bar.”

      Then he walked around the counter with one hand on Amelie’s back and a baseball bat in the other.

      Shit.

      This didn’t go the way she’d planned at all.

      Corey might’ve won this battle.

      But he wouldn’t win the war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “You better get your hands off my brother right now.”

      Corey didn’t move when he heard the wonderful sound of his brother’s voice. Not because he was afraid of what Ricky might do. But because he was pinned against the wall by a guy much, much larger than him. His hand was around his neck, making it quite difficult to breathe. Of course, he was trying like hell to act like he wasn’t affected by the hostility.

      “Get lost.”

      Corey didn’t flinch or react in any way when the guy increased the pressure on his neck. Though a muffled groan might’ve slipped out, making the guy smirk that he knew he was hurting him.

      “You have two seconds to let go of my brother before I swing this baseball bat.”

      Shit.

      The last thing they both needed was a fight in their bar. Getting arrested. Another mark against his record.

      Losing his daughter—potentially—if that so-called woman claiming to be her mother took him to court.

      “One. Tw—” Ricky counted, stopping when the guy released him and took a step back, turning toward Ricky.

      Corey’s eyes bulged when he saw Ricky holding Amelie. What the hell was he thinking bringing her back here?

      “You want to take on your brother’s shit? Fine. Jones wants his money by tonight. When I come back, you’ll need more than a baseball bat to make me leave.” Then the guy swiveled around and walked out the back door with two other unsavory men trailing him.

      “Seriously?” Corey shot out, throwing a hand toward Amelie. “Why would you bring her back here?”

      “You want to talk about ridiculous shit. What the hell was that about?” Ricky shot back.

      Corey blew out a breath. “I might owe him some money.”

      “You might?”

      “Okay, I do.”

      Ricky shook his head, letting out a disgusted sigh. “How much?”

      This sucked. First dealing with that woman, and now having to admit the mistakes he’d made when he had been high to his brother. He wasn’t proud of some of the things he had done. Hell, he didn’t even like to think about that shit.

      But it happened. Now he had to pay the price.

      “Five grand.”

      Ricky swore. “Do you have that much?”

      It kept getting better and better—his pride getting hit as if his brother were beating him with the bat hanging in his hand.

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Ricky shook his head. “Meaning you don’t have it. What about Amelie?”

      “What about her?” Corey motioned for Ricky to unhook her from his chest and hand her over. “Give her back.”

      Ricky made no move to do so. “That asshole is going to come back tonight, and I have a feeling he’s not going to leave as nicely as he did now. That shit” –Ricky shoved a hand toward the back exit— “has no place near her.”

      “I said I’ll figure it out. I would never do anything to hurt her.”

      She was the reason he kept going these days. The reason he resisted the temptation always gnawing in his gut. Yeah, his brother was supportive, too, but he’d shown he could easily slip out of his life without all the facts. He’d proved that by walking away three years ago. It was damn hard staying clean, and Amelie gave him a good reason why he needed to.

      “I’ll give you the money. What else might pop up from your past? Well, besides this and that woman.”

      “Is she gone?”

      Ricky shrugged. “She better be. Now answer my question.”

      “Look, I’m not proud of some of the shit I did when I was high, okay. It is what it is, but I’ll handle it. I don’t need your damn money.”

      Ricky moved closer and put a hand on his shoulder, his eyes trailing to his neck that no doubt was red and bruised from the guy holding him against the wall. Despite it aching with pain, he forced himself to pretend it didn’t even bother him. It hurt to swallow, but he’d never admit it.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Corey flinched. What? Why was his brother apologizing?

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you needed me the most. But I’m here now, so let me help. Do you have the money?”

      Corey sighed. Yeah, he was sorry as hell, too, that Ricky hadn’t been there for him. He had felt so alone and lost. When he had been high, those feelings didn’t matter. Nothing did.

      Some days he still felt so alone and lost. The struggle was real. Every. Single. Day.

      “I have maybe half.” That hurt to admit. That he couldn’t even fix his own problems.

      “Then I got the other half. Last thing Amelie needs is her dad with broken legs or something.”

      Shit, that was no lie. Especially if she had another terrible night. Only rocking her and walking as he swayed back and forth helped to soothe her.

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks. Can I have my daughter back now?”

      “No. You’re working. And as much as you hate hearing it from Tamara, she’s right. You can’t keep bringing Amelie to work.”

      Damn it. He hated how much Ricky was right. Of course, hearing it from him was better than hearing it from Tamara, who didn’t give two shits about him.

      “Until you can find some daycare or something, I’ll watch her in the mornings, and you can take her at night.”

      He didn’t deserve his brother. Helping him out in every way possible.

      “Fine. I’ll start looking.” Though he hated to. He didn’t want to hand his daughter over to people he didn’t know. How did he know if the daycare he picked was a good one? “But we should switch shifts soon. You’ve been working nights the past month. It’s my turn to do it.”

      “It’s all good. I’ll let you know when I want to switch for a bit. Don’t worry about that. Let’s talk about something else now. About this woman?” Ricky cocked a brow.

      “What about her? Besides the fact she gave me Amelie’s birth certificate.” He patted his back pocket. “I know her birthday now. She’s a summer baby.”

      Ricky smiled. “That’s great news.” Then it vanished. “But she’s going to be a problem. She didn’t strike me as the type to walk away without a fight.”

      “Well, if it’s a fight she wants, she’ll get one. Nobody is taking my daughter from me.”

      After exchanging a few more words about how the day would go, they parted ways. Ricky went upstairs to his place, while he headed back to finish the inventory. During his lunch break, he headed to the bank and withdrew as much money as he could. He swung by the pharmacy and picked up more diapers and some teething gel. The bar wasn’t too busy when he came back. He pulled up the information for pediatric doctors he had researched, picked the one he thought would be best, and hit dial for the first time. He might’ve never made an appointment, but that didn’t mean he didn’t do his research. He’d held his finger over the dial button many times, wanting, aching to make an appointment. Only he never did, feeling like a complete fool because he didn’t know everything about his daughter. Something simple like her birthday.

      Now that he had a birth certificate and more knowledge about his daughter, he could do the right thing. He made an appointment for her. In two days, he’d know whether her fussiness and crying was teething. If he was doing this fatherhood thing right. He just had to pray and hope the questions they asked—why did you wait so long to bring her in?—wouldn’t be too difficult to answer. Couldn’t be any more difficult than the other shit he dealt with in life. Like his grandmother thinking he stole from her. Cutting him out of her life. Dying before he could make amends with her—or her learning the truth it was his father, her son, who had stolen from her.

      Three lost years because of one stupid bastard.

      By the time five o’clock rolled around, he headed upstairs to Ricky’s apartment and relieved him of baby duty.

      For the first time since chaos had wreaked havoc on him this morning, he felt contentment when Amelie was back in his arms. He snuggled her close, kissing her soft forehead before looking at his brother.

      “Thanks. How was she?”

      “Happy as a clam. Slept most of it.” Ricky walked to the counter and picked up an envelope. “Jezebelle stopped at the bank for me. Dropped this off before heading to the theater. The other half you need. Give me what you got and I’ll take care of it.”

      “No, I’ll do it.” He had to. It was his problem. He needed to clean up his own mess.

      “With Amelie? No.”

      “Says the man who walked up to a big-ass dude with a baseball bat and my daughter in his arms.”

      “I had it covered.”

      “Well, so do I. I’m not waiting for that asshole to come back here. We don’t need that kind of shit here. I called Gabby to come watch Amelie while I take care of it.”

      “Fine. I’ll come with.”

      “I got this.”

      Ricky slammed the envelope onto the counter and then took two long strides closer to him. “I said I’ll come with. You’re not doing this shit alone anymore. Got it?”

      It was nice to know he didn’t have to do anything alone anymore.

      Corey sighed and nodded. “Got it.”

      But it didn’t mean it was easy to accept. He’d done everything by himself for way too long, he was used to it.
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        * * *

      

      For a Tuesday, the bar was hopping. She didn’t know why that surprised her, but it did. Maybe because it was such an obscure day. Nothing happened on Tuesdays. Although the sign hanging behind the bar that advertised ‘buy a beer, get a free taco’ might’ve been a clue why the place was so packed. People loved tacos on a Tuesday. She wouldn’t say no to one.

      Thankfully, the woman—Tamara—from earlier this morning wasn’t working behind the bar. She was even more grateful not to see Ricky, Corey’s brother, around either. Although, her heart deflated when she didn’t see Corey. He was the man she was after.

      Not that he made it easy on her. Getting Amelie was going to be a hard task. Harder than she anticipated.

      Druggie. Loser. It shouldn’t have been this difficult.

      She had time to think about how she approached everything this morning and came to the conclusion she approached it all wrong. She went at him like a bulldozer instead of a shovel. One little dig at a time would be much better. They could come to some sort of agreement.

      As long as it ended with her leaving with Amelie.

      She wandered around the bar, keeping an eye out for Corey, yet not seeing him. She should’ve stuck around longer this morning. Watched him from across the street and followed him. Then she’d have another point of entry on getting Amelie. Instead, she was stuck searching the bar, hoping for a glimpse of him.

      Of course, she’d do this every day until she got what she wanted. Righted so many wrongs.

      She grabbed a seat recently emptied by a party of four at a table in the corner by the door. It didn’t matter the table was jam-packed with empty beer bottles and scraped plates of what looked like remnants of taco fixings. They were starting to sound good. Maybe she should order a beer and get her free taco. She couldn’t sit here and stare at everyone without ordering something.

      “Welcome to The Corner Bar. Let me clear this for you. What would you like to start with?” the peppy brunette with a wide smile said as she cleared the table with an ease that said this wasn’t anything new for her.

      “Those tacos smell good. I guess one of those with a beer. Doesn’t matter what kind. Surprise me.”

      “I love that. We just got a new IPA you’ll love. It’s my favorite. I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded as the woman walked away, dodging customers like a pro with her hands full.

      Her beer was delivered less than two minutes later, and in another five minutes, her taco was sitting in front of her making her salivate.

      The first bite was heaven. The rest disappeared without hesitation. She might order more tacos without the beer. She wasn’t here to get piss-ass drunk anyway.

      She nursed her beer while she debated ordering more food and keeping an eye around the bar, still hoping Corey would return.

      Time passed, although she didn’t keep an eye on how fast it was going when two men started shouting and causing a ruckus near the bar. A
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