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        "We come to love not by finding the perfect person, but by learning to see an imperfect person perfectly."

      

        

      
        Angelina Jolie

      

        

      
        "In vain I have struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed. You must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you."
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dirks sighs as he drags me away from the bar. “Jesus Christ, V. Get over it already,” he tells me.

      I gasp. “What did you say?” I ask, eyes rounding at his bluntness.

      “You heard me,” he returns grimly, meeting my gaze. “We both know what this is about and it’s gotta stop. The divorce was finalized two months ago, and before that, the separation was, officially, six months before Reese filed but let’s be honest—technically, it was more like ten months. In other words, it’s been a year and a half since Reese has been out of the picture, babe. So. It’s been a while… Get. Over it.”

      Like I don’t know the timeline of my own divorce! And what the hell!

      My jaw drops and it takes me a few very long seconds to process all those words before I have a proper response. “I can’t believe you just said that to me!”

      Dirks’s body envelops around mine, his front flush against my back and his mouth goes to my left ear. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll say it again when you’re sober so it really sinks in.”

      I huff. He grabs my hips and nudges me rudely forward across the floor. The movement makes me a little wobbly on my heels and my head starts to pound. Yeah, I feel the alcohol working its magic now.

      “I am sober,” I grumble, latching on to the last thing he’d said, and definitely not the other things he’d said.

      “What did you say?” Dirks asks, sounding puzzled.

      “I am sober!” I repeat but I think it came out more like, Iahsobber.

      “What?” When I look over at him, briefly, he’s shaking his head. “You’re not making any sense, V.”

      Hmm, yeah, maybe what I said weren’t words but I know what I meant!

      Why can’t he understand my drunk speak?

      Wait, remember: you’re not drunk, Vida!

      “What are you trying to say now?” Dirks asks, moving us out of his bar.

      I sulk. “Nothing…”

      But then I moan as the last drink Ty made me hits hard. What were we even talking about, I ask myself, slightly disoriented and my brain mush. I look back and spot Ty, watching on with an amused expression on his face. Oooh, Ty. I give a quick wave to him but Dirks’s big body cuts into my view and a low guttural sound emits from his chest.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I snap when he pushes me a little more forcefully towards the front door.

      “You, at the moment,” Dirks mutters.

      That’s when I notice people staring at us. My ears burn as I realize I’m making a scene. Oh god, I’m one of those people. I go quietly after that. And as I see the night sky and the twinkling stars, I accept my reality: my brother’s best friend, Dirks Eagon, is really throwing me out of his bar.

      In front of a crowd inside and now outside as well. Where a bunch of bikers are hanging out on the front porch of Way Easy. They’re drinking, smoking and talking. Were talking, that is. Now? They’re all drinking, smoking and watching with shit-eating grins.

      I cannot believe this is happening!

      “I can walk on my own. Lemme go,” I demand, twisting away and thinking I can get free. He swears in surprise. I gasp because I actually get out of his hold. And end up losing my balance before his hands grip my waist, keeping me from face-planting into the dirt parking lot. He turns me around adeptly so that I face him but now I feel woozy and he’s a little fuzzy.

      “You’re drunk, Vida,” he snarls, right in my face. “And I can’t allow you to have one more drop of anything but water.”

      “Am not! And I can drink if I want to!” I shout, pushing at him. Rather, I try to. He’s pretty built. At six-three, he’s nearly seven inches taller than me. In my heels I’m three inches taller, but he’s still tall and built when I’m not so steady on my tippy-toes.

      He grabs my left arm again in a firm hold and drags me to a taxi that’s pulling up. “Time to go home and sober up, sweetheart.”

      I dig in my heels. And feel one of those damn spikes break. I stumble and give a yelp.

      Dirks stops, glancing over at me with a  scowl. “What now?” he growls.

      “Hold on, will ya?” I demand. I brace a hand against his flat stomach and look down at my shoe. Fuck. Amy’s favorite pair. I groan. She’s gonna kill me.

      “I don’t have the patience for this,” Dirks says, annoyed and not hiding it.

      “You ass,” I complain, showing him the damage he’s inflicted on this poor beautiful shoe. “See this?”

      “Don’t really give a shit, V,” he retorts, the taxi stopping a few feet in front of us.

      “Why are you such a pain?” I whine.

      “It’s my gift to you,” he returns. “And while you’re pissing me off right now, can’t deny that I do miss this side to you.”

      I frown, glaring at him but there’s two of him and that’s a lot of Dirks to handle right now. “What side?”

      “When you were a fighter. Sassy,” he says. “Not such a fucking mouse. Aimed to be the perfect wife. Spic ’n span house. Defer to the man. Six course meal on the table for the hubby and a martini waiting for him after a long day at work every day. Fuck, you probably even rubbed his feet after dinner.”

      I make a face at him. “That’s not true,” I deny. But it’s kinda true—but not the feet rubbing after dinner part. Ew.

      Dirks opens the back passenger door of the taxi and shoves me inside. I give another unladylike yelp as I slide, almost sideways, inside. Then I wince as a wave of nausea hits me. To my shock, Dirks gets in after me. “KC—”

      “I know,” KC drones, giving a dismissing wave. “Home.” He shakes his head and we head out.

      The fact that I feel a little embarrassed means I didn’t drink enough. Dirks didn’t let me, the jerk. Honestly, I don’t make a fool out of myself like this often. Usually, I’m in the confines of my home but I like dressing up and flirting with one of the cute bartenders once in a while. They’re sort of in that safe zone of ‘nothing’s gonna happen’. I don’t even care if they think I’m pretty or not, the pretense is enough. I just don’t want to be alone.

      I slump in my seat behind KC, glum. I’m too annoyed to realize that this is getting a little routine for him now. I was going downtown but then Dirks was somehow always there, like a shadow. Then he got mad that I was going to other bars in Boulder City instead of his bar. And here I was, all the way out on the outskirts of town, only to get kicked out!

      I glare at him but he’s paying me no mind at all. He’s currently on his phone. Probably texting his flavor of the month. I shove myself up. My hair has fallen out of its bun and it falls around my shoulders in a mess. The passing scenery of the desert landscape, even at night, makes me disoriented and feeling a little queasy as the car moves. It’s also making me drowsy. Dirks is looking out now, phone held loosely in his right hand.

      In dark wash jeans and a fitted navy blue t-shirt, he almost blends in with the shadows. But I still see him clearly, despite my beer goggles. I decide that his big body is a close enough pillow so I sidle up, making him jerk against me in surprise.

      “What the fuck, V?” he grumbles but the tension in his body evaporates as he raises his arm up and around me.

      “Shut up,” I mutter, resting my head against his chest, his heart beating loud and fast in my ear. “So…sleepy.”

      He gives a snort. “I would be, too; what with the amount of alcohol you drank in two hours and considering your size.”

      He’s scolding me. He always does. But he holds me tighter into him. I sigh, a hand on his chest and I tuck in closer, as close as I can get. He’s throwing off heat like a campfire and I feel myself dozing. In a quick few, I’m just…out.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up in my underwear of black strapless bra, black lace thong, and matching garters.

      Garters?

      What the hell had I worn last night? No sooner am I asking myself that I turn my eyes off to the right and see a heap near my closet door. A black number. Very slinky if my clogged brain recalls. One of my few flirty, semi-slutty dresses.

      At least they all color coordinate.

      I’m on my back, legs tangled with the satin sheets and the comforter a heap next to me. My head is pounding. I rub my forehead to relieve some of the pressure there but it’s not working. It’s making it worse. I have vague flashes of last night. Really vague and then nothing.

      I lick my lips, which are dry, and there is this sickening taste at the back of my throat. My tongue feels fuzzy and numb. I push my hair off my face and smell… I sniff, then almost gag. Whatever I smell, it isn’t pleasant. On the bedside table nearest to the door, there is a glass of water and a bottle of aspirin.

      Dirks. He’s an ass but he can be a considerate ass. I almost smile but then remember I’m still annoyed with him. Horribly groggy, I shove the covers off and flop onto my front. I take a few seconds before pushing myself up on all fours and crawl desperately over to take two aspirins and chug all the water. I set the glass back down and I feel a little better. Balancing on my knees, I look over my right shoulder and am immediately blinded by the bright sunlight streaming through my window. I squint, blink a couple times—

      And scream.

      That gets Dirks almost tumbling off the rocking chair I keep by my window and that he had apparently scooted toward the other side of the bed. In one fluid movement, he’s up on his feet, the multi-colored crocheted blanket his mom made for me last Christmas tossed off him.

      At the same time Dirks is rubbing his eyes and squinting at me tiredly, I scramble off. But because the sheets are still tangled around my legs, I barley land feet-first on the hardwood floor. I wince at the sharp shooting pains that start from the bottom of my feet and slither upwards.

      “Shit shit shit,” I hiss, half-flopping forward onto the bed.

      “Why you screaming your head off for?” he asks, voice still rough with sleep.

      I lift my head up, about to come back with a snappy retort when I blink, and blink some more. That’s when I notice that Dirks is shirtless and pantless…and just in his boxers.

      Tight. Black. Boxer. Briefs.

      We match.

      And I can see his morning erection like a hello I don’t need to see, especially from Dirks. But I’m staring and I swallow, mesmerized. I haven’t seen one of those in a…very…long…time.

      “Honey, eyes up here,” he says, his voice unreadable.

      Face blazing hot, I keep my eyes on his rugged face. His medium brown hair is mused to hell and his five o’clock shadow has become double that. He rubs his muscled chest, the light dusting of hair barely ruffled. Bleary-eyed, he looks around and rolls his neck.

      “What are you doing in my house?” I ask, my voice raw and scratchy. Next, I realize I’m in my skimpy underwear and so is he but…hell, he’d undressed me. Had he? Or had I undressed myself? Shit, in front of Dirks? Whatever!

      “You threw up all over me, V,” he says, sourly. “Then I held your head up and hair back while you threw up in your bathroom.” He puts his hands on his hips. “Kinda wore me out and it was late. Besides, not the first time I’ve stayed over to make sure you’re conscious the next morning.”

      I flush, safely maintaining my gaze on his face and nowhere else. Couldn’t the man wake up ugly and frightening, just this once? I knew I looked a fright. “You take my dress off, too?” I ask, pushing myself up to stand. I cross my arms under my breasts, ready to battle.

      His eyes zero in on my chest. “Yeah, and I kinda enjoyed that part, actually,” he tosses back, amused as he does a very slow-mo up and down of my body. “But you gotta gain some weight back. You’ve gotten too thin.”

      Getting divorced can make one lose their appetite, that’s for sure. I roll my eyes at his quip but he’s on the move. He strides to my bathroom and I stare at his tight ass then at his full back tattoo. I’ve yet to really take a longer look and never likely will.

      “And you’re welcome,” he throws over his left shoulder.

      The door slams after him.

      I stare at the door for a full ten seconds before I hear the shower. Seriously? No way… I race forward, knocking. “Oh my god. Are you taking a shower?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Yeah,” he says, “so unless you want to join me and wash my back, or any other part of my body, go away.”

      My jaw drops at his response. I’m already turning the knob and throw it open. “Hey, use your own damn—”

      I stop talking because I’ve lost all coherent ability to talk. Or think as my visual cortex is being obliterated into goo. He’s naked. Buck. Naked. Just as I’ve imagined it. But better. And he’s palming his erection in his right hand. His expression is, at first, utter surprise, then no expression at all. “You mind?” he asks, his voice cool and unaffected. So causal.

      “I… Uh…um,” I mumble, licking my lips. I don’t even blink. I couldn’t even if I tried. He’s stroking himself leisurely. The steam from the shower is making my skin feverish. That’s what I tell myself as I’m feeling real turned on, hot and bothered and, well, I gulp, no longer groggy as I take in his entire delicious body. Then he turns, facing me, letting go of his shaft and walks toward me. I’m frozen in place, just taking in his amazing cock as it bobs about with his gait and trying not to drool.

      He shuts the door softly in my face. Wearing only a smirk.

      Dazed, the image of him something I’ll never forget, I stumble away. The back of my legs hit the edge of the bed and I fall into it, still feeling a little blitzed. The last time I saw Dirks in his birthday suit was right before I went off to college. On purpose, on a mission. He didn’t know. When I’d given Amy my description of that event, her eyes had rolled into the back of her head and she’d nearly passed out. He was pretty damn fine way back when. At present? A bona fide alpha male. I’ll be having me some vivid sex dreams tonight—featuring Dirks.

      Which is weird. Really…weird.

      I force the last minute aside and think about last night. It’s all still a blur. Inwardly, I groan, and reluctantly admit I had been very drunk—but only after Dirks had said I was. Funny how you don’t feel drunk until someone points it out to you and you’re on that edge of crashing or fighting through the liquor haze. All those drinks Ty had made me had hit just as the taxi had started down my street. I honestly have no idea what happened or what I did. A lot of embarrassing things, no doubt, and once again, berating myself for my behavior when I know the end results are the same every time.

      Luckily, with Dirks sleeping in the chair and me waking up alone, he and I didn’t do anything that we’d both regret. But some of those flashes start to become a little less hazy. I kind of remember him rubbing my back as I heaved up all that alcohol, and how he carried me to bed.

      And…

      And how I tried to get him into bed with me. I’d said stuff to him too. I stare up at the ceiling, my face getting hot. Of course, he easily resisted me and ignored my stupid words. I grew up with him, trailing after him and my brother like a puppy dog. I mean, he’s practically like a brother to me. Okay, okay, not really, but it’s the safest category to put someone like Dirks in; otherwise, I’m going to start fantasizing even more about how he uses that big cock of his. Lots of women have had that glorious experience. I’ll only get to imagine it.

      On the tamer, pathetic side, I realize we’ve done this little jig of Dirks keeping me from doing real damage to myself on more than one occasion since Reese moved back to Vegas. Why does Dirks keep trying to save me? Then again, it was better than Theo—and I didn’t want my brother to see how much of a mess I am. I suppose Dirks had thought that before me, which is why he was here cleaning up after me instead of Theo. I rub my eyes. I need to stop doing this, I tell myself.

      My cell phone, from somewhere, rings and it’s so muffled I’m not sure it’s in my bedroom. And it’s not. A thorough investigation reveals that it’s in my bathroom.

      I groan. Why me?

      I knock on my own goddamned door. “Dirks? I need my phone,” I say through it.

      “Don’t care,” he says, his voice barely discernible.

      I try the knob. Locked. Good thing. The urge to join him is a bit intoxicating. Jesus God, am I still drunk?

      “You’d better not mess anything up!” I shout. I’d just cleaned it top to bottom a day ago.

      But I get no answer. I kick the door then wince again. I give it and Dirks the finger and hobble to my dresser drawer by the door. It’s neatly arranged by garment type then style and color so I find exactly what I want without any hassle. One thing’s for sure, Dirks is hassle enough on a good day.

      As I get out of my old underwear minus garters and into fresh garments, I can’t believe I have to wait to use my own bathroom. I have a half bath off the living room under the stairwell but I don’t keep any of my stuff in there.

      I pull on a pair of yoga pants, a sports bra and a racerback tank. I’m not going to the gym, at least not this morning, but since I’ve got no life now and nothing to do, getting sweaty and taking my frustrations out on the treadmill might make me feel good.

      I make the bed, tucking in the merlot-colored sheets military style and smooth out the white comforter then arranging the pillows just right. Just how I’ve always done it. I fold the blanket Dirks had been using in a square and put it on the seat of the rocking chair then slide it back where I always have it, angled to face out the window into my driveway and the street. After picking up my dress and other sundries, I toss it all in the wicker hamper in my walk-in closet. Lastly, I grab Dirks’s jeans from the floor, a rumpled pile near the foot of the bed and, I soon realize, hiding Amy’s disfigured shoes. I toe them under the bed and resolutely ignore that ping of guilt. For now, anyways. As I start to fold his pants, his iPhone drops from his back pocket and onto my fluffy, cream-colored accent rug with a soft thud.

      I scoop it up and smile. The wallpaper for his lock screen is of me and his daughter, Vienna, from last summer—before my life fell apart. She’s in my lap and I’m hugging her to me. We’re both grinning at the camera as Dirks takes our picture. We’re in Wilbur Square Park and I can’t remember why. We spend so much time together that it could have been a ‘just because’ day. Last I recall, it was also his cover photo on his FB page.

      When it buzzes in my hand, I nearly drop it again; and, despite myself, I read the text that pops up on the lock screen. It’s from Yves, one of Dirks’s younger brothers: You tell her you love her yet? And wanna marry her and knock her up with your seed?

      I stare at it, surprised. I shouldn’t be since Dirks has no problem when it comes to women. He and Leah have been divorced for almost two years but I’ve never seen any indications that he’s seeing someone seriously. Certainly not love, marriage and more babies.

      I mean, not that I pay that much attention, especially this past year and dealing with my own divorce, the fallout from which I’m still trying to figure out. I put the phone back in its spot and finish folding his jeans in thirds, leaving them on my bed before making my way out of my room.

      But I pause at the threshold, and look back at my bathroom door. I don’t hear the shower going, just the fan. So when I see the knob turn, I skedaddle out of there fast, nearly tripping over my own feet as I race down the stairs to the first floor.

      I’ve embarrassed myself enough for one night and plan to have a less stressful morning. Besides, no way do I want Dirks to think I lingered around to see more of him. God knows, I won’t get those images out of my head any time soon. And Dirks probably won’t let me forget it either.

      Whatever!
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      I braid my long hair down my back, still thinking about this woman Dirks is in love with. The last girl he’d been seeing, Cecily, was sweet but a little shy. Not really his type—in looks, yes—but not personality. He liked them bold, he liked them unbroken. Still, I’d liked her better than some I’d accidentally met. They seemed happy enough together, not that I saw them together often and usually by happenstance. But, good for him if he’s thinking about getting re-married and having more kids. At least someone still believes in that kind of thing. I’m not sure I do anymore, which makes my chest go tight because I don’t want to be jaded and bitter from my divorce but it’s hard not to some days.

      Once I round the bottom landing, I push thoughts of Dirks’s love life out of my head, especially when I should be thinking about my own. However, the idea of dating makes me sick to my stomach.

      I use the half bath for the basics but make it quick. When I’m done, I walk through the living then dining rooms and into my kitchen, the kind that would have made Bobby Flay weep.

      Reese and I had spent years planning and choosing the appliances. All high end, lined up along the left. To the right, the front wall curves to allow for a breakfast nook. The shades are closed but most days, I have them open to let in the sun. Directly ahead of me is the side door that leads to a detached two-door garage. I’m so used to seeing Reese’s red Jeep through the upper glass window of the side door that I have to remind myself that my driveway will forever be empty and to stop looking for his car. His presence is wholly removed—for the most part, but not the essential parts. Including me.

      I distract myself by analyzing my stuffed fridge and needing some fatty, junky food to get me going. I’m an excellent cook. Reese was even better and I’d learned a lot from him, honing skills I’d developed as a teen into something more refined as an adult. That’s the only lasting gift that I got out of the marriage.

      Without me, my ex-husband is doing phenomenally well. Since his move to Vegas, he’s the toast of the town with his popular and hip restaurant on the Strip.

      Freshly depressed, and still very much hungover, I get to making myself breakfast. But first, I down a full bottle of water, pretending I do not have a massive headache and want to hurl all the water I’ve just taken in. Then I get to it, determined.

      Ingredients in my arms, I shut the fridge with my elbow and stare right into the calendar pinned to the front. I set the stuff on the counter, then look over the whole month. We’re at the back end of June. Next Monday is the Fourth of July. My calendar is so empty these days. Ever since my divorce was finalized two months ago, my social life, I’ve realized, was based entirely on my husband’s. I did everything with him and didn’t hang out with anyone else other than my brother and Amy, my BFF since kindergarten. And then there was Dirks, and only because he wouldn’t leave me alone. Reese, however, had always been the outgoing and social one.

      I’d made this calendar with pictures of me and Reese for every month. I stare at the us that used to be: Reese and Vida Nilsson. No more. Disgusted, I rip the calendar off and toss it in the trash bin by the door. For the first time ever, I’m thinking about changing back to Hetrick, my maiden name.

      Twenty minutes later and humming to Katy Perry on the radio, I’ve got one pan heating up while the other has bacon. The oven dings that it’s ready for me to put stuff in it. Two fast knocks sound at the side door as I’m egging all the bread for toasted French toast.

      “Come in!” I shout, knowing who it is.

      But my older brother, Theo, is already inside by then, using the spare key I’d given him. I look over to my right, turning the heat down on the gas burners, and smile. Since he’s in his Dickies overalls, sleeves tied around the waist and wearing a black tee, I know where he’s headed off this early Sunday morning.

      I shake my head at his wild appearance. The sides and back of his hair are faded short, but the top is so long that he could braid it into a faux hawk or even put it in a bun, like now. His beard is getting a little rough and needs some trimming but he’s still a heartbreaker. Add the tattoo sleeves, which are intricate and colorful, most are leery on sight; but in reality, he’s a teddy bear. Unlike Dirks, who is a bear. A grizzly.

      Theo sniffs, looks around and grins. “Breakfast is served?” he asks, hopeful. He closes the door softly behind him and walks in. I almost order him to take off his shoes but stop myself. What’s the point these days? I’m the only one who notices now. No husband with all his peculiar ticks to be mindful of.

      With our similar features of dark brown hair, lightly tanned skin and brown eyes, we could pass for twins though I’m several inches shorter. He’s also four years older than me but I’ve never felt that age difference at all. Ever since we were young, we’ve always stuck together. He always let me tag along and never shunned me. He’s been the best brother ever and when our mom left our family when I was about four, and Theo eight, he’d been the rock I’d leaned on as our dad struggled to deal with her absence and take care of two growing kids.

      I point to the cupboards with one hand while I place lightly pan-fried and egged bread on sheet pans and shove them in the oven to get a little crispy. “Be useful and set the table,” I suggest, not suggesting a damn thing.

      He gives me a wink, plants a kiss at the crown of my head and does as I bid.

      “Dirks texted me last night,” Theo says, a bit carefully as he grabs three glasses from the cabinet on the other side of the oven. “He stay over again last night?”

      Stay over? I go still, the sound of bacon sizzling and popping the only answer at the moment. Again…

      I meet my brother’s gaze as he gets the plates down—three of them—and my face heats up as hot as the frying pan when I realize how that might appear.

      I pay closer attention to the oven timer and talk to it instead of Theo, which is probably best. “Dirks and I didn’t, uh, y’know…he just stayed over to make sure I was okay…”

      God, I hate how that comes off; but, Theo actually laughs, moving to the table with everything in hand. “Yeah, I know,” he says, chuckling. “Dirks sees you like a sister, sis. And even if he didn’t, you’re not at all his type. He’s all about T&A, leggy and blond.”

      This is so true. The women he’s been dating since his divorce all look like models. And ‘dating’ is a loose term when it comes to my brother and Dirks.

      On cue, in struts the man in question: jeans hugging his hips, still shirtless, barefoot and his hair wet. He has tattoos on his chest that snake over his shoulders and down his back and the sides of his torso. They’re intricate, mostly geometric lines that morph into abstract images on his back. It’s actually a beautiful tattoo.

      I refuse to think about our earlier bathroom episode. I will not, I will not, I will not. But when our gazes crash, his lips twitch. I blush, and quickly look away.

      “Where the hell’s your shirt, Dirks?” I ask, a bit…sassy.

      “You threw up on it so I had to wash it. I just put it in the dryer,” he shoots back, offhand. He brushes past me. “Should be all dry by the time breakfast is over.”

      Theo just shakes his head. They do their manly, bro-seph crap and settle at the table as I get the mountain of crisp bacon on a platter, and another heaping mountain of brioche French toast with truffle oil and a delicate shred of gruyere cheese and powered sugar.

      “Oh my god,” Theo groans, digging in. “I love you, sis.”

      I smile, pleased, pouring everyone a coffee and OJ then take my own seat. Dirks sits to my right, his back to the window. He leans away, staring at the spread with no expression. My brother, the pig, is across from me and acts like he’s hit the jackpot in the breakfast lotto. Before I plate up, I inhale another water bottle then chase it down with espresso coffee from my French press. I’m going to need a million more before I feel remotely human.

      Dirks isn’t as enthusiastic as Theo, which makes me bristle. He’s the only one that’s never impressed with my cooking but it hadn’t always been that way. Growing up, he, Theo and Amy had been my guinea pigs. Especially Dirks, who had eaten anything I made, even when I knew it was horrible. Now? Not anymore and I’m a hundred times better. He only picks at the bacon and doesn’t touch the French toast. Doesn’t even attempt a small taste just to see if he’d like it or not. Instead, he opts for some steel-cut oatmeal, uncooked, in milk and some brown sugar and honey.

      He’s also on his phone, which reminds me of my phone. I’m about to get up to go fetch it when Dirks grabs my right wrist and jerks me back into my seat with an ‘oomph’.

      “Rude much?” I grit out, glaring at him.

      “It wasn’t your ex wanting to crawl back to you, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Dirks says, eyes still on his phone.

      I gasp. So rude!

      “Jesus, Dirks,” Theo snaps, fork clattering on his plate. “A little finesse wouldn’t kill ya, buddy.”

      But Theo doesn’t dispute what Dirks says. In fact, my brother’d had very little to say on my divorce. While he and Reese had never been buddy-buddy, they’d gotten along well enough. Kind of. A lot better than Dirks and Reese, those two could not stand each other.

      “I wasn’t thinking that,” I huff. But I was, a little bit. Our divorce hadn’t been bitter. It’d been depressing. I hadn’t wanted it. He did. I was still kind of pining after him and how we used to be.

      We tried, Vida…I just can’t do this anymore…

      It’s just not working for me, or you, you have to see that…

      You’ll realize I’m doing this for the both of us…

      Blah, blah, blah. All these strings of words that had no meaning to me. It’d make me mad, but then I’d think about the good times, and I’d miss that, miss him. We used to be so close, talk all the time, had the same point of view, always on the same page—when did that just get drop-kicked out the door? I don’t understand how your other half decides one day that they don’t want you or what you have together anymore, that the life you’ve built and the promises you’ve made to each other…never really mattered.

      “You still have his crap in this house and he moved back to Vegas over a year ago, V,” Dirks replies, a hand still on my wrist and crushing.

      Ugh. Why does he keep saying that?! I glower at him. “Didn’t know you were counting,” I say, snarky but I wince at how harsh and ugly his words are, and not from the slight pain he’s inflicting. But Reese took everything that was his, so I’m not sure what Dirks means.

      “It was Amy,” he says, as though I’d never even spoken. “Asking about her precious fucking shoes.”

      Yeah. I deflate and shake Dirks off. I load up my plate and mope. Amy was supposed to go with me last night. She’s a RN at Boulder City Hospital but got roped into another graveyard shift.

      “You really need to stop with this late night partying and getting drunk every other night bit, sis,” Theo observes, almost absentmindedly as he inhales his food.

      I grit my teeth. “It’s not every other night,” I point out, defensive but I feel a little attacked right now.

      “You drunk dial me a lot,” Dirks points out, almost absentmindedly.

      Theo and I both look at him briefly.

      “I just worry,” Theo concludes, his fork loose in his hand. “I don’t want you to get like Dad, is all…”

      I say nothing because my brother’s mild delivery is a stark reminder of our dad’s coping mechanism to when our mom left. He’d handled it terribly. Drinking every night, just losing himself. He didn’t abuse us or anything like that but he just…forgot all about us. Theo took care of me, and the Eagons, too. Without them, both me and Theo would have drowned. And my brother’s right but I feel like my life ended when Reese left me. How do I get over that huge hurdle?

      My appetite is gone and I just poke at my food. My gloom-doom thoughts have cleared up my hangover real quick and I wish I were drunk again.

      Theo and Dirks talk about work. They’re co-owners of a tattoo parlor, an auto repair and body shop and the bar, Way Easy. Theo’d also taken over the family business of the towing company five years ago when Dad retired.

      They’d started their auto repair and body shop back in high school, capitalizing on Dirks’s talent for graphic arts and Theo’s interests in tinkering with cars and bikes. By the time Theo had graduated, he was getting a lot of work and his name was growing. It’s why he’d decided to focus on growing his business instead of going to college. And he’d never looked back.
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