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        Canned Tuna and Crackers

        Bull

      

      

      We all take turns picking up groceries for Gertie and dropping them by as an excuse to check in on her. The guys have made her our honorary grandma. She’s a tell-it-like-it-is, ballbuster kind of grandma, and that’s what I like best about her.

      Gertie socked it to me from the get-go. She read into my soul that first night we met. She totally hit the target when she talked about my past and the broken pieces I left behind before meeting Falcon and the others.

      Since then, I’ve visited her regularly, and she’s never brought up my past again, yet she always knows when I’m not quite myself. By the time we’re done talking, I always feel better. Gertie seems to bring out the best in all of us, even Falcon, who is one cool customer.

      I grab the bags out of the back of the truck and head for the elevator. Even before the elevator doors open, I hear a frustrated voice, and when they open completely, Gertie’s neighbor is yanking at her door and jiggling her key in the lock.

      “No. No. No,” she grunts, then slams her hand against her door. “Not today. Please, not today,” she mutters, and rattles the door once again. All I see is her sandy-blonde hair tossing around her shoulders, hiding her face, but I don’t need to see her face to know she’s beautiful. Her voice is soft and whispery, even when angry.

      I shouldn’t be smiling like this at her dilemma, but she’s so freaking adorable, I can’t help myself. As I move past the pretty blonde, she pulls on the knob once more, losing her balance and falling backward and into me. I drop the bags in order to catch her, but we both land on the hallway floor with the bags broken open and the contents spread across the floor.

      “Oh my God! I’m so sorry.” She whips her head around to look at me. Fuck me, I’m wrecked. She looks like a dainty porcelain doll, with her big wide blue eyes, apple cheeks, and perfect bow lips. She scrambles to get up and lands right back on her ass. I want to laugh, but she’s close to tears, and the last thing I want to see is her releasing the waterworks.

      I move the stuff around her out of the way and say, “Coast is clear, babe. You go first.” With our luck, both of us getting to our feet at the same time might knock our heads together and she’d get a concussion. She rises to her feet and begins gathering the cans that have rolled away.

      She turns to me and says, “My door is stuck. The superintendent isn’t around. I swear I’m not normally this clumsy.” Then she bites her lower lip and confesses, “That’s not true. I’m very klutzy. I trip over my own feet all the time, but I am very sorry.”

      This woman has me grinning from ear to ear. I don’t remember the last time I’ve done that. There she is, holding cans of tuna, a box of crackers, and whatever else she has stuffed in her arms, and all I want to do is push her up against the wall and kiss her.

      Gertie’s door opens, and she comes to stand in the doorway. She takes in the scene and grins like the Cheshire cat.

      “Well, looky here, Bull, I have a pretty new neighbor,” Gertie says.

      “I can’t get into my apartment. I’m sorry for the noise,” the woman says, still clutching the groceries to her chest.

      “What’s your name, lovie?” Gertie asks.

      “Maya. Maya Randell.”

      “Well, sweet Maya. We can’t leave you stranded out here. Come on in, and my friend Bull here will get that door open,” Gertie gives me a wink, “Won’t you, sweetie? We always help a damsel in distress. He takes good care of me,” she finishes, turning back to Maya.

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      “Ridiculous,” Gertie responds. ”You can help me put those groceries away while Bull does his thing.”

      Maya walks tentatively toward Gertie, glancing back at me over her shoulder, then disappears into Gertie’s apartment.

      I gather the groceries from the ground and take them into Gertie’s apartment, where Gertie and Maya separate what belongs to whom. Gertie keeps a small tool kit in her closet that I grab as I go back to see if I can get Maya’s door open.

      It only takes a few minutes, but I manage to get her door open. The key is warped, and she’s going to keep having the same problem until she has a new one made. I take it upon myself to head down to the hardware store a block away to get it done. Not twenty minutes later, I’m back at Gertie’s and Maya is pouring her tea. The two women are chatting like they’ve been friends for years.

      “Yo, I’m back,” I announce. I walk over to where the two are sitting on a small sofa and hold out my closed hand. Maya looks at it and slowly holds out her own, palm upward. I set the key in her hand. I swear I feel a surge of electricity run through me, and I’m not the only one who feels it. Maya’s eyes grow wide as she stares at me. “Had to have a new key made. The one you had was bent.”

      It takes her a second to find her voice. “Th-thank you. How—how much do I owe you?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You went to so much trouble. Please let me⁠—”

      “Consider it a moving-in gift,” I reply before she can finish her sentence.

      She gives me a small smile and thanks me again. She turns back to Gertie. “I should go put away my own groceries. Thanks for taking pity on me,” she says.

      “Darling girl, come back anytime,” Gertie tells her. “Bull, be a love and help Maya carry her groceries. A gentleman should always help a lady.” I see the expression on Gertie’s face. She couldn’t be more obvious; she’s playing matchmaker and pushing us together.

      I’ll play, especially since I can’t stop thinking about what Maya’s lips taste like and how good her body would feel pressed up against mine. “You bet, ma’am,” I tease Gertie, then pick up two torn bags, holding them from the bottom to make sure we don’t lose any more groceries.

      Maya’s hand trembles as she opens her door. She reaches out to take the bags I’m holding, but I brush past her and walk straight through to her kitchenette, where I set them down.

      I stand before her, looking into her baby-blue eyes. I can’t help myself. I reach out to trace her cheek with the back of my hand. I hear her intake of breath, but she doesn’t break our connection.

      “See you soon, babe. Enjoy your canned tuna and crackers,” I tease, then leave before I find another excuse to linger. Maya is skittish and shy, not normally the kind of woman I go for, but there’s something about her that makes me want to know more.
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      Gertie is a pistol, and when I go back and check on her one final time before leaving for home, she grills me like a drill sergeant.

      “Isn’t she a sweetie? You need a girl like that, Bull. Someone who will put you first. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to come home to find a pretty girl like that waiting for you? And when we chatted, I found out she has two older brothers who both work their dad’s land, married with children of their own. Their pa, that’s what she calls him, passed away several years ago of a sudden heart attack. Her ma lives close to her boys and helps by watching the kids.” I try to get a word in, to no avail. Gertie keeps right on talking. “Can you imagine a little thing like that leaving her family to spread her wings? She’s a teacher, you know. She interviewed with the high school and is starting next week for the school year. Maya’s nervous as a cat on hot coals about it. I think some of those boys are going to tower over her. She can’t be more than five feet two.”

      I cut in. “Gertie, I get it. You like her.”

      “I do, and you do too,” she insists.

      “I don’t even know her.”

      “Then you have no reason not to like her, so therefore, you like her,” she decides. I can’t argue with her reasoning because it’s totally Gertie’s way, and I love this lady to pieces. She’s the mother and grandmother I never had wrapped into one. The woman fought cancer and beat it. She lost her husband and carried on, cherishing him by telling us stories about him as often as she can. She’s adored by her kids, who want her to move closer, although she refuses because this is her home, and she likes her independence.

      “Right. I like her,” I concede. Gertie’s not wrong. Maya’s a sweet, little woman. Too sweet for my overbearing, gruff personality. I know all too well what I am. I don’t take shit, and I speak my mind. I had to learn how if I wanted to survive in my family.

      My parents gave me two brothers and a sister. One of my brothers has been in and out of jail since he was sixteen. It started with juvie, then he worked his way up. I think his last charges included grand theft auto and trafficking cocaine. He’s hit the big time and is paying the price, because my brother follows orders from someone much smarter than he is. The low man on the totem pole for a mob boss is sitting pretty in his five-bedroom house in the suburbs, and my brother is sitting in a cell. I wish I could feel sorry for him, but I can’t. He brought it on himself. Anyone who peddles drugs to kids deserves to do time.

      The oldest, my brother Kevin, was smart and left home at eighteen. He learned a trade and disappeared into the night. He wanted to get away from our dysfunctional family, so he joined a biker club and left. He apprenticed as a mechanic. Last I heard, he’s doing good for himself. We’re not in touch on a regular basis, but every so often, I get a call, usually on my birthday, or I call him on his.

      My sister, Pam, is the younger version of my mother, and I hate my mother. Pam’s loud, brash, and slutty. I used to make excuses for her, saying she didn’t have good role models, and this is what she fell into. That’s true to a certain extent. But when you’re given opportunity after opportunity for a better life, away from latching yourself onto the next available meal ticket, to make something of yourself and refuse, then I cut my ties. I tried to get her back into school, only to find out she took the tuition money for two years and blew it on clothes, shoes, and her other bad habits.

      Mom and Dad lost me the day they went behind my back and sold my car to pay off their debt. I could have reported them for theft, but I didn’t have the heart to go through with it. It was also the same day I joined the military. I never looked back and never went home again.

      I’m loud because no one ever heard me if I wasn’t loud, and to this day, I carry that with me. I don’t mean to be. I just am. I used to apologize for it, and Falcon is the one who explained that true friends don’t care about that shit as long as what I’m saying isn’t hurtful. I’d rather cut off my right arm than hurt any of my Storm family because, blood or not, we’re a family.

      Gertie sees more in me than I would like at times. She sees the scared kid who showed up for basic training and had to work twice as hard because he believed he was worthless. I was a skinny, awkward kid who felt invisible. Reality set in, and on a battlefield, if you’re not prepared, you’ll die. I made it my mission to bulk up physically, emotionally, and mentally. I’m six feet and two hundred and twenty pounds of muscle. I work hard at keeping fit because if I don’t, with the missions we take on, it could be a matter of life and death.

      As for being opinionated, I’m entitled to speak my mind, but I usually do so only when asked. If it doesn’t involve me, then do whatever you want. But with Falcon and the guys, I say what I think, not because I want to be a pain in the ass, but because I love those men, and if I think they’re making a mistake, I’ve got to let them know.

      I spoke up when Phoenix and Kailyn got together. I couldn’t imagine those two falling in love. Kailyn was married to another one of our military brothers who never made it home. In the end, I saw that I was wrong and told them so, but at the time, they let me have my say, and we talked it out. You never know where you’re going to find those glimpses of happiness. Phoenix and Kailyn have been through rough patches in their lives, and they deserve to be happy. In the end, isn’t that what we want for our family?

      I kiss Gertie on the cheek. “Rebel’s coming by next week. He says he needs time with his special girl,” I tell her.

      “He’s a terrible flirt, and I love him for it,” she says with a laugh. “Maybe you should come with him. I like the company of handsome young men.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I respond. I like coming to see Gertie, but I also like my time alone. Work has been back-to-back projects, and I haven’t had a lot of downtime lately.

      “Perhaps I’ll invite Kailyn and Phoenix over to meet Maya. She can meet Rebel at the same time,” she says. I get this twinge in my gut. I don’t like the idea of Rebel cozying up to Maya. Rebel’s a great guy, but if he makes a move on Maya, I’ll lose my shit on him.

      “What are you playing at, Gertie?” I ask, raising a brow.

      “Nothing, sweetie. She’s new in town and doesn’t know a soul. I want my new neighbor to feel at home and to get to know people. She doesn’t have her big brothers to protect her, and I think it would be good for her to have friends. Don’t you?” Gertie’s husband must have been putty in this woman’s hands. She’s a master manipulator, but she’s so good at it that I don’t mind.

      “Hey, you wanna have a party to welcome Maya, then have at it. I’ll be here if you want me,” I reply. “Got to go, but I’m sure I’ll get the deets from Kailyn.”

      I make sure Gertie locks up before I leave. I walk past Maya’s apartment, sinking my hand into my pocket and fisting the bent key in my fingers. I should just have tossed it. Why didn’t I?

      The light is still on in her apartment. I can see the glow streaming from under the door. I could use the key to wangle an invitation to see her again. I clasp the key tighter.

      What the hell am I thinking? Maya’s too good for a guy like me.
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      I should be glad that the kind woman next door took pity on me. As it was, I was on the verge of tears. My hot water isn’t working, and the superintendent can’t get to it until later today, which means a cold shower to start my day and keeping my fingers crossed that the man shows up to fix the problem. I almost didn’t make it to the grocery store when my car had a flat. I’m lucky my dad made me learn how to change my own tire. I got there five minutes before the store closed.

      Just when I thought I could relax for the night in front of the television with a bowl of soup and crackers, the door jammed. How embarrassing to literally fall on my ass and take down a giant at the same time. I expected him to start shouting the house down.

      His voice was a sexy rumble, and despite my clumsiness, he was nice to me, even when I caused him to drop all his groceries, along with my own. Gertie called him Bull. I can see how he got his nickname. He has muscles from head to toe. His shoulders are so big and wide, I had to move around Bull to see Gertie in the hallway. Bull had very short, light brown hair and hazel eyes. And when he looked at me, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him.

      I had to get out of there before I made a bigger fool of myself. As wonderful as Gertie seems, I needed to bury myself in my apartment and hope they forgot all about me. Although, it was really nice that Bull not only opened my door, but went to have a new key made for me. When he carried my groceries over to my place, I couldn’t even find the words to thank him. Then he touched my cheek, and I wanted to lean into him so he’d keep his hand there. I was proud of my self-restraint. And then he was gone.

      This morning, it all seems like it was a bad dream. The sun is pouring through the window over my tiny sofa, where I’m huddled in the corner with a soft blanket wrapped around me, coffee mug in hand, letting the early morning unfold slowly.

      I have one more week before I have to get up early and make it work. Ma was really upset about me taking this job and moving away. I’m not a thrill seeker or looking for something “special.” I want to learn to live alone and be independent. My family is fabulous, and I love them all, but I’m either their little sister, Donna’s daughter, the reliable babysitter, or all of the above.

      Growing up in a small town is a wonderful thing, but it doesn’t give you space to explore, or at least that’s how I felt. I’ve always lived at home. When I tried to move into a place of my own back home, my family all played the guilt card. That’s when I knew that if I wanted to be by myself, I needed to leave. Then, as if it were meant to be, this job became available, and I threw my hat into the ring.

      For this one job, there were two hundred and thirty-two applicants. I didn’t think I stood a chance, but I gave it a go anyway. When I met with the principal for the interview, we hit it off immediately, and even though I still thought I didn’t stand a chance, I relished the experience of a real interview away from the town where I grew up. If I got the job, it would be because I was the most qualified, not because everyone knew who I was.

      Landing the position as the English and history teacher at Belmore is huge for me. It was a big boost to my confidence for all of ten seconds. Then it sank in that I now have to prove myself to be the best teacher they’ve ever had. I’ve been planning lessons for weeks and have the entire course outlined for the year based on the curriculum. I’ve worked tirelessly to prepare for the start of the school year, and I’m ready. Or as ready as I can be! This week is all about taking it easy and venturing out to see the great little shops I’ve driven by, but haven’t had the time to check out.

      My nice, quiet lull is interrupted by a knock on the door. I’m hoping it’s the guy coming to fix my water issue. I haven’t had the courage to step into a cold shower, not without my coffee. That’s a two-cup-of-coffee requirement. I open to find Gertie standing there with cookies in hand and a really pretty woman by her side. I wonder right away if she’s Gertie’s daughter, though they look nothing alike.

      “Hi, Gertie.” I give her a smile, then acknowledge the woman with her. “Hello.”

      “Well, my lovely, I brought a friend. This is Kailyn. We’re all on the same floor, and we girls gotta stick together,” Gertie says with a chuckle.

      “We’re intruding, Gertie,” Kailyn chastises the older woman, then looks at me. “I’m sorry. It’s still early, but Gertie was on a mission to come see you this morning.”

      “Oh, no. Please come in.” I open the door wider to let them in. “I was having a lazy day while I wait to have the hot water fixed.”

      “What’s wrong with it?” Gertie asks with a frown.

      “I don’t have any,” I reply with a giggle. “I called yesterday, and they promised to come today, but who knows when that will be?” I shrug. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee. Can I get you both some?”

      “They’ll go great with the cookies,” Kailyn says. “Let me give you a hand.”

      “You do that,” Gertie says, and moves to my phone. “I have to make a call.” I know that ninety-nine percent of the population doesn’t have a landline anymore, and I was right on board with that until my mother had a fit. She went on and on about what happens if I forget to charge my phone, or if I lose it or drop it. How on earth would she be able to check if I was still alive? I acquiesced immediately, mainly because I wasn’t going to win the argument anyhow, and it gave her peace of mind.

      I pull out two more mugs from the cupboard and lay out the cream and sugar, while Kailyn pours the coffee. Then I hear Gertie’s sweetness turn sour toward whomever she’s speaking with.

      “That’s unacceptable. You have an obligation to your tenants. Goodness knows we pay enough for rent, and having to wait for something as basic as hot water is ridiculous,” she says angrily. She pauses to hear what’s being said. “Now, Jordan, I know your mother and father, and they would be appalled to know that a brand-new tenant is in their building without the amenities she requires. And I do understand that we all have to be patient, but this isn’t a burnt-out bulb in the hallway. This should be a priority.”

      There’s another pause, and her frown turns into a smile like a cat getting her cream. “That’s my boy,” she exclaims. “Thank you for putting an old woman’s heart at rest. I’ll stay with Maya until he’s done. Half an hour is perfect. And I’ll make sure to send along a dozen of those squares you love so much. Now, you be sure to come by for a visit soon, and bring that sweet little girl of yours so I can get a snuggle or two. Bye-bye, now.” She looks up at Kailyn and me. “Problem solved.”

      “Uh, thank you, Gertie. I hope he wasn’t too upset. I hope Jodan wasn’t too upset,” I say. I never expected Gertie to pull rank. Not that I’m not grateful, but I don’t like to cause a fuss, especially since I just got here.

      “Nonsense! Yesterday, it was your door problem, and now the water. That’s unacceptable. I’ve lived here a long time and I love this building, and normally, Jordan would be right on it. Unfortunately, his father has quite a few doctor’s appointments, and Jordan hired a young man who needs a little push once in a while,” she says. “Jordan will set things right.”

      “Well, coffee is ready.” Kailyn sets down the mug in front of Gertie.

      “Bring those cookies over as well,” Gertie says. I jump to do it, then take a seat in my chair while Gertie and Kailyn settle on the sofa. “We’ll keep you company for a spell.”

      I give her a warm smile. “I’d like that.”

      “Gertie tells me you’re out here all alone,” Kailyn says.

      “Yeah. My mother almost had a fit, but I really needed to find my own way. She’s already put her foot down that I have to make it home for Christmas.”

      “My parents are the same.” Kailyn giggles. “But Mason’s mom wants us to visit with her. Since we don’t want to hurt either of them, we’re hosting.”

      “Mason’s her fiancé, lovie,” Gertie adds. “You’ll meet him soon, I’m sure. He’s also one of Bull’s best friends, you know.”

      It’s ridiculous, but at the mention of Bull’s name, I get butterflies in my belly. I feel like Gertie and Kailyn are waiting for me to say something. “He was very kind to help me out last night. I’m not sure what I would have done if he hadn’t come to my rescue. I have to repay him for getting me a new key next time I see him.”

      Both women burst out laughing. Gertie sputters, “That’s priceless.” Still chuckling, she glances at Kailyn. “Isn’t she precious?”

      Wondering what I said that was so funny, I look at Kailyn and shrug.

      “You’ll soon find out that the Storm men are
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