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      “Curtis?” Gran called from the hallway. “You up, baby?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I called from bed.

      “That means out of bed, mister!”

      I laughed as I rolled out of bed. “I’m up, Gran, I swear.”

      “Uh-huh,” she mumbled. I could hear her feet shuffling away from my door. “Get dressed, breakfast is almost ready.” It seemed to be an afterthought when she called out, “Happy birthday.”

      There were pros and cons to living with Gran. Home cooked meals were definitely on the pro list. It was a rare occasion for Gran and Aunt Bernice to not be in the kitchen.

      “How long is this laziness gonna last?” She fired the question off as soon as I sat at the table.

      “Laziness? Gran, I’m building you a new shed. How is that lazy?” I’ve been home from work for two days. Two! And she already has a frame built. Today though, nothing was getting done. I wasn’t going to tell Gran that though.

      “You ain’t buildin’ nuttin’ stayin’ in bed all day,” she grumbled.

      I tried to hold in my laughter. “It’s six-thirty in the morning. On my birthday! Plus, we have an appointment at eight.”

      “I don’t need to go to no doctor.” Gran was going to the damn doctor’s appointment if I had to drag her there.

      “Remember when I was a kid and I told you I didn’t need to see a doctor just because I couldn’t hear?” She glared at me with her hands on her hips. “I would be wearing hearing aids if I hadn’t listened to you. And that time I had internal bleeding last year when I fell off the ladder?”

      “Well, I didn’t fall. And I’m not taking no medication that causes hearing loss.”

      “Yeah, and to make sure, we’ll be going to that appointment.” She was about to argue but I wanted to end this one quickly. “Gran, what would I do without you?”

      “It’s not like I’m dyin’.” She turned and walked away.

      “I hope you’re going to get dressed!” I called after her.

      Twenty minutes later, as I finished washing my breakfast plate, Gran shuffled into the kitchen fully clothed. “Let’s get this stupid thing over with. I want coffee.”

      “Well, young lady,” I started with a chuckle. I grabbed the towel off the counter to dry my hands as I turned to look at Gran. “We don’t need to leave for at least thirty minutes. And you know you aren’t allowed to have coffee anymore.” She rolled her eyes at me. Just one of the many reasons Gran is my favorite person.

      “I can! I’m not gonna let no stinkin’ doctor tell me what to do.”

      “But I am,” I told her. “Your health matters, old lady.” Her eyes narrowed and my grin widened. I loved riling her up. I’ve lived with Gran most of my life. My mom was in and out, doing her own thing but Gran was my constant. She was my rock. It scares me every day to think about not having her around.

      “Where I’m from, you live until you die.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s what happens to all of us,” I told her.

      “No,” she asserted. “You are just alive. I live.” I didn’t get it. Gran’s hands shot to her hips, yet again, and she looked at me like I was dumb. In this conversation, I kind of was. “Are you dating?” she asked. Nope. “When’s the last time you went out with your friends?” Three months ago. “When I was your age, I was out at the bar with my friends.”

      “Stop! I don’t want to hear it.” I covered my ears like a kid. Gran was never my age! She’s always been that side of fifty.

      “Boy, how do you think I had kids? I was out having fun until your granddaddy showed up. Took him long enough.” She shuffled to the table and pulled out a chair. “We used to sell...”

      I cut her off, “Nope. Don’t want to hear it. I’m not listening.”

      “Cigarettes, child.” Thank God! She shook her head. “We gave that other stuff away for free.” Gah! She fell back in her chair, laughing way too hard.

      “Gran, I have a business to run. I have pregnant friends that need cupcakes.” That would be Sasha, Mac’s lady.

      “You need your own pregnant lady. Make me a grandma already. I ain’t gettin' no younger.”

      “I kind of already made you a grandma,” I told her with narrowed eyes. “Mine.”

      “That don’t count no more. I need babies.”

      “I’ve barely turned twenty-seven, Gran. I can call Hollywood. He has two. Rooster’s wife is due soon. Sasha is right after her. Plenty of babies.”

      “Yeah, but I’m turning a day closer to dead.” She stood and hurried away.

      I’ve never thought about a timeline to having a family. I started working for Uncle Greg while I was in high school and by the time I was twenty-three, with the help of a loan and silent partnership with Hunter, I was able to buy his business and I’ve focused on making it thrive. Three years ago, I had to move back in with Gran because she had a stroke and needed a little more assistance. She’s bounced back but I’ve never sat down long enough to care about dating a woman when I knew I had to care for her and my company.

      Do I need to settle down? Most of my friends have but Hunter and I were having fun. Up until my business picked up three months ago, Hunter and I spent most nights flirting with beautiful women at bars and occasionally leaving with one (or three) of them. None of them seemed ready to settle down either. Half of them, we hadn’t even exchanged phone numbers.

      But now I was closer to thirty than not. Maybe it is time to look for a serious relationship. I pulled out my cell phone and searched through the app store for dating apps. I doubt I'll find the right girl at the bar. If she’s there, she’s probably in the same place I am; too busy having fun. Am I really ready to do this? My finger hovered over the download button. I couldn’t bring myself to press it.

      “Traffic is slow,” Gran called from the front room. “Let’s go.” Saved by the bell. I locked my phone and slid it in my pocket. Maybe I’d revisit it some other time.

      Most likely not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner with my family was uncomfortable. My cousins and I took very different paths in life and that’s just one of the many reasons they don’t like me. But like the good grandchild I am, I sat through all their smart-ass comments and bit my tongue. If only Gran weren’t here; I’d put them in their place. Out of respect for Gran and Aunt Bernice, they’d never know how I truly feel about these three.

      Besides, they’d leave soon and then I’d announce to Gran that I have plans with my friends. Hunter was throwing me a party. He rented out half of Sue’s bar for the evening. This way, according to him, if we see some new hot chicks, we can invite them to the party. While the environment was perfect, the crowd was stale. It was bound to be the same chicks. But it is summer, we might get some beautiful tourists.

      “So, Mr. Goody-Two-Shoes,” Leo said with a smirk. His tone irked my nerves, but I gritted my teeth. He’s the oldest of Bernice’s boys; two years older than me. “When’s the last time you talked to your mom?” He was trying to rattle me, but I was about to knock him down a peg.

      “We went to dinner last night.” The upturn of his lips leveled out into a straight line. “She’s doing well, if you were wondering.” Growing up, my cousins loved to tease me that they had two parents in the house, and I had none. My mom wasn’t the maternal type. She left me with Gran one day and didn’t return for a week. After that, Gran refused to let me go. And I'm better for it. Uncle Greg was a great role model, it’s just too bad his own boys didn’t see it.

      “Good for you,” Aunt Bernice said, dishing a second helping of jambalaya. I would rather she just packed some food to go so I could leave. “She’s been ignoring my calls.” She ignores mine too. What I didn’t add was that my mom wanted money. I wasn’t going to give her any, but I agreed to the dinner, hoping she’d remember that my birthday was near. She didn’t.

      “Curtis is gonna make me a granny,” Gran announced. I nearly spat my beer out. Not only is she already our grandmother but Leo and Paul both have kids.

      “Really?” Aunt Bernice asked with raised brows. No, not really! Gran needs to stop spreading rumors. “Congratulations.”

      “No,” I told her. “Not that I know of, at least.” I lifted a brow toward Gran. “Did someone tell you something that they haven’t told me?” Gran shrugged. “How about I consider having kids after thirty?”

      “I’ll be dead.”

      “Why?” Calvin asked. “Are you sick?”

      “Yeah, sick of waiting,” Gran told him.

      “You can watch my badass kids if you need a fix,” Leo told her with a hopeful laugh.

      “Your kids need some discipline. An ass whooping.” Gran rarely minced words.

      “You leave my grandbabies alone,” Aunt Bernice told her mother. “Their mamas get mad when we try. But they behave at our house.” Our house, because her sons still live with her. If Uncle Greg were still around, he’d have kicked them all out by now.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Gran mumbled.

      “It doesn’t matter, she won’t want any kids around unless they’re her baby boy’s kids.” Leo was letting his jealousy show.

      “Hey, now!” Gran started.

      “It’s the truth,” his brother agreed. “You always say Curtis this,” he whined, “and Curtis that.”

      I pulled my phone out to check who was messaging me. Hunter. Of course!

      
        
          
            
              
        Hunter

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude, the party is starting without you.

      

      

      

      

      

      He was sitting with two very beautiful women. Oh, how I would prefer their company instead of the company I'm in.

      “It’s true, Gran. He was able to do whatever he wanted growing up. And then he got Dad’s business. Curtis could never do anything wrong.” One of them was yelling...whining...whatever, he sounded like a fucking crybaby. I stopped paying attention to who was saying what because they all felt the same way. Leo could be saying it for all three of them. Or maybe Paul. Calvin. It didn’t matter because I was done. If what they wanted was Gran’s attention, they were sure to get it tonight.

      I pushed back from the table and stood up. “Aunt Bernice, thank you for a delicious meal.” I kissed her on her temple while she sat. Then I stepped over to Gran and did the same. “Gran, I’m going to shower.” I turned to my three asshole cousins and as I took backward steps toward the hallway I said, “I earn what I get. Could be as simple as being available to take Gran to her doctor’s appointment or wash the dishes after a meal. She doesn’t give me anything.”

      “She probably lets you stay here rent free,” Paul barked.

      “She probably would, but I bought the house from her a year ago. Just like I bought your dad’s business which none of you fucks were interested in until you heard I was doing it. If you don’t mind, I'm going to enjoy the rest of my birthday with other people who earn their keep.”

      “Curtis!” Gran called. It was that no-nonsense tone that I heard plenty of times when I was younger. It wasn’t going to work tonight though. It’s my birthday and I'd like to enjoy as much of it as I can.

      “I’m sorry, Gran,” I called back from the hallway. “I mean no disrespect to you or Aunt Bernice, but I'm done.” I didn’t turn around. I locked myself in the bedroom and went to shower. A long, hot shower to help ease the tension in my shoulders.

      Fuck my cousins for thinking anything has been handed to me. I’ve never expected anything from anyone. I worked harder to have what little I have. Like they always tease me about, I didn’t have my parents growing up. My father was killed in a random crossfire incident before I was even born. My mother only cares about herself. My grandmother was ruthless when it came to behaving and my uncle nearly broke my back when I was a teenager. I’d say I’ve had nothing handed to me. Fuck them and the high fucking horses they rode in on.

      When the water turned cold, I finally stepped out of the shower and dressed. It’s summertime, so I opted for a pair of aqua colored shorts and a white tee. Hunter was bound to give me shit for my outfit; he’s a jeans and tee guy only, but it’s my birthday so I don’t give a damn!

      Feeling confident, I climbed into my 1969 Mustang Mach 1 and started the engine. I let the purr of the engine ease what was left of the tension. At the end of this trip, I was going to have a beer and be with friends that accept me and my circumstances. There might even be a pretty lady or two to flirt with. Not to make a baby with. Gran will just have to wait.

      “Hey there, birthday boy!” Sue greeted me as soon as I entered the bar. “You would think it was ladies drink free with the amount of women he has in here.” I grinned. Leave it to Hunter to invite every woman he knows is single. Sue hugged me and sent me on my way. As I stepped deeper into the bar, I saw that Sue wasn’t exaggerating.

      “Happy birthday.” A beautiful brunette sidled up to me in a tight-fitting top and even tighter jeans. She pressed her large chest into mine and kissed me. A simple but sensual kiss. “Save me a dance.” And just like that she turned and walked away.

      “You’ll have to come over after the party so I can give you a gift.” Those words came from Kelly. She was a fun time. If I took her up on her promise, my birthday would definitely end on a high note.

      “Let’s get a beer.” Mac’s arm fell over my shoulders, and he slurred in my ear.

      “Sasha must’ve stayed home.” His goofy grin spread wide. “She’s gonna regret it.”

      “I’m gonna regret it. She’s gonna enjoy it.”

      “I’ll have to ask her for a video.” We walked to the bar; his arm still slung over my shoulders.

      “What’d Gran cook for you?”

      “Jambalaya and an extra helping of bullshit.” He started to ask what happened, but I cut him off, “Tomorrow.” He got it, clamping his mouth shut.

      “I see Hunter spared no female in the city,” Mac joked. “Guess you can forget about the bullshit. Hey Uncle Chet, can I get a beer for the guest of honor.”

      “Just because I let you date my girl, doesn’t mean I like you,” Chet told him. That was a lie. Chet and Sue adore him, especially since Sasha is pregnant. He takes great care of her, and they take great care of him.

      “Where’s Hunter?” I asked, glancing around the bar. I didn’t see him anywhere. Rooster, Hawk and Taz were at a booth. Hollywood was throwing darts with Chloe. There were plenty of women around.

      “He was talking to Morgan.” Chet handed me a beer and Mac continued, “They were in the corner.”

      I turned in the direction Mac pointed. Suddenly I wish I had shown up sooner. Just so I could have spotted her first. Hunter had his arm around her shoulders, holding her close as he whispered in her ear. She smiled and my heart skipped a beat. The woman…Morgan, was an absolute island goddess.

      Too bad he’d already called dibs.
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      “You have to come tonight!” Hunter was relentless in his mission to get me to a bar. “It's his birthday!”

      “I’d like to point out that I’ve never even met the guy!” I laughed, thankful to still be sitting in my car. I’d met Hunter after I started doing Chloe’s hair and he was easily one of my best friends. Unfortunately, he seemed to feel the same and thought that meant I needed to be pulled to every social function he attended lately. And there were many, many social functions. Hunter still hasn’t totally grasped the fact that the reason I didn’t go to every one was because I hated having to clear it with my overprotective family members. “Can’t I just miss this one?”

      “Definitely not.” He shook his head. “I need my little sister to meet my other best friend and what better place to meet my friend than at a bar?” There were flaws in his logic for sure, but I doubt he would see it that way. I’d met almost everyone except Gunner. It was initially a brief meeting with the others; I had done Chloe’s hair at Hollywood's condo before they started dating. It was after the incident, so introductions weren’t a priority. “Plus, you need to get out of the house and act your age.”

      “If I go to the bar, does that mean you’ll come to the community beach cleanup?” I knew the answer. He wanted me to party, but I was more interested in being outdoors or helping others.

      “If I do the beach cleanup,” he looked disgusted even as he said it, “you have to come to the bar tonight and go to the next car meet.”

      “Why do you get two events to my one?” It really didn’t seem fair.

      “Because my event doesn’t involve us picking up garbage.” He rolled his eyes as if it were obvious. I was just trying to get him to see the benefit of helping others. “Seriously, Morgan. You need to get out of the house.”

      “You make it sound like I’m a hermit.” I shook my head with a laugh. “What’s wrong with just going to lunch or to a park or something? It doesn’t always need to have alcohol.” Hunter looked like I had stabbed him. “Don’t look like that. You’d be surprised how wonderful things can be without the bar life.”

      “This is why we’d never work, Morgan.” Hunter looked serious. “You have your priorities confused.” I wanted to point out that he barely knew what my priorities were, but I was distracted by Taz practically carrying Mason out of the gym. I rushed out of the car, ready to help carry my little brother, but Taz just shook his head.

      “He’s fine, Morgan. However, he’d be better if he remembered to keep his damn guard up.” Taz said the last part a little louder, causing Mason to wince.

      “Hey Momo,” Mason smiled at me, looking a little steadier on his feet when he got closer. Obviously, Taz was just being cautious. “Hunter still trying to drag you out past your bedtime? I wouldn’t try, Hunter. Even if you get Momo to go out, Mom and Dad won’t say it’s okay.” I narrowed my eyes at him, my sympathy for his injuries dissolving in a matter of seconds.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I glared at his smirk. We both knew what he meant. Mom and Dad were insane when it came to trying to keep me safe. Mostly Dad. And Max. Sometimes it felt like my big brother forgot that I was an adult. Being the only girl had some major disadvantages. Regardless, I was an adult, and I would not be baited by my little brother.

      Again.

      “Just means that even if you want to go out, Mom and Dad won’t let you.” He nodded. “I get not wanting to ask; might just be too much for their princess to be out in a big bad bar.” Rationally, I knew that he was setting me up. He had done this before; Mason agreed with Hunter that I needed more of a social life for my age.

      “I think you’re aiming to get your butt kicked.” I tried to keep my expression serious. “Considering you probably have a concussion, I’m sure I could take you right now.” Even with a concussion I knew that I couldn’t. He knew it too. Regardless of him being younger than me by three years, most people assumed I was the youngest; Mason’s fighting years gave him a slightly hardened edge that made him seem older.

      “I’m just saying that it's probably not even your scene, Momo.” Mason leaned against the car, oozing confidence despite his injuries. “I don’t think you’d even know what to do in the bar.” I narrowed my eyes at his implication.

      “You’re saying that I’m dull?” I crossed my arms, glaring at him. “I’ll have you know that I am very capable of going to the bar, or a party, or wherever the heck I want to go! I don’t need yours, or our parents, or anyone else’s permission when I want to go and do something with friends!”

      “So that means you’re going to the bar tonight?” Hunter interjected from the side. During my small rant at my brother, I had forgotten that he was even there. I whirled to face him.

      “You’re damn right!” I was practically yelling but I didn’t care. Who did Mason think he was, implying that I couldn’t go to the bar if I wanted to, or that I needed permission? I didn’t go to the bar because it was too crowded, and it wasn’t like I knew a whole lot of people going…

      Hunter and Mason were both grinning at me. Taz was shaking his head, a sympathetic smile on his face. I had even told myself that I wasn’t going to let him do this again. Mason pushed himself away from the car and slung his arm over my shoulder.

      “Don’t be mad, Momo.” He smirked down at my glare. “I’m doing this to help you. You need to get away from our folks and Max more often.” Easier said than done. I didn’t point out that there were times that Mason was just as bad as our older brother when it came to the overprotectiveness; he would deny it either way.

      “I’ve got your back, Morgan.” Hunter was practically bouncing in his spot. “You’re going to have the best time, I swear it. If it helps, Chloe will be there.” That did help a little bit. This way I wouldn’t have to third wheel with Hunter and whatever girl he tries to choose for the night. I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m driving myself there.” My statement was almost immediately met with grimaces from the three of them. I knew this was going to happen. “What?”

      “If you tell Mom and Dad that you’re driving yourself, you know they’re going to pitch a fit.” Mason was trying to keep the sympathetic look off his face, but I could still hear it in his voice. Our parents meant well, but they refused to acknowledge how smothering they could be. It was understandable after the accident. “They’ll force Max to go with you.”

      I might as well stay home if Max was going. Three years older than I was and an impressive military career under his belt, they would volunteer for him to go with me before I got the chance to say I wanted to go by myself. Worse, Max would jump at the chance.

      “If Hunter shows up to drive me anywhere, Max will just follow.” I hated the fact that Mason didn’t disagree with me. We knew how he was; my big brother meant well, but he was far more overbearing than our parents. Especially when it came to me.

      “Why don’t you have Aubrey pick you up?” Mason suggested as he started making his way to the passenger side of my car. “She could use some time out of the office anyway.” I shook my head. There was no way Aubrey would go to a social function with so little time to get ready. I love my best friend, but she had no problem telling me no. I envied that ability. Hunter’s ears perked up at the mention of my friend.

      “She hot?” He grinned at my half-hearted attempt to smack his arm. “You’ve mentioned her before, I’m intrigued.” Mason laughed.

      “She’s pretty, man, but that girl is not for you.” He shook his head as he leaned out the window. “Aubrey would chew you up and spit you out before you know what hit you.” I glared at Mason, wanting to stick up for my friend but the sad fact was, he wasn’t wrong.

      “Regardless, I know she won’t come tonight.” She lived too far for spontaneous plans.

      “I’ll bet I can get Chloe to pick you up.” Hunter wasn’t looking at us. He was already furiously texting away on his phone. “Your folks like her.” I mean, who didn’t like Chloe? She was the absolute best!

      “What time are we going?” I was resigned to my fate. The only thing to do now was make the best of it.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t like the idea of you out late with a bunch of people we don’t know.” Mom barely glanced at me as she stirred the pot of soup. I struggled not to groan. I was an adult! I paid rent! I shouldn’t have to ask permission to go out. “What if Max…”

      “Don’t say it, Mom.” I crossed my arms. “I don’t need my big brother baby-sitting me when I’m just hanging out with some friends! It's bad enough that Dad encourages it.” Not that he needed encouragement to poke his nose in my business, but it didn’t help when he got permission.

      “I can take her,” Grandma chimed in. I don’t know where she had been when I got home, but I was beyond excited she was here. “Where are we going, little dove?”

      “With what license and vehicle will you be using; I’d like to know.” Mom had turned her critical eye on her eighty-five-year-old mother, but I could see the affection from behind it. Grandma waved her hand as if to swat away my mom’s objection.

      “I don’t need to worry about that. I want to help my dove fly free.” Her eyes had a mischievous twinkle. “Maybe she can introduce me to some young hunks. Helps keep my spirits alive.” Mom rolled her eyes, but I could hear gagging from the hallway.

      “Gross.” Max walked into the kitchen. “I definitely walked in on conversation I didn’t need to be a part of.” He kissed Grandma and Mom on the cheek before ruffling my hair. I smacked his hand away; I hated it when he did that.

      “Max are you…” Mom started but stopped at my groan. “We worry, Momo. It's what family does.” Low blow, Mom. She didn’t need to preach the responsibility of family to me. She looked at my stubborn expression and sighed. “Just don’t be out too late, yeah?” I smiled at her, momentarily forgetting that I was going out somewhere I really didn’t want to go to in the first place.

      “What’s going on?” Max looked at me suspiciously.

      “I’m not one of your subordinates. That look doesn’t work on me.” I smirked at his eye roll. Max wasn’t all bad; if he stopped treating me like a kid, things would be a lot better.

      “Your sister is going out with some friends tonight,” Mom explained. “I was going to see if you wanted to accompany her.”

      “I can take you…” he started but I held my hand up to stop him.

      “Absolutely not. Not that it should matter, but I already have a ride. Chloe and her husband are going to pick me up and bring me home.” I had no idea if they were my ride home or if her husband was even going, but it was a good way to remind them that Chloe was a married woman. A married woman wasn’t going to let their daughter do crazy things.

      “I do like Chloe.” Mom smiled over her shoulder at me. “Just remember what I said.” I nodded and ducked out of the kitchen as quickly as possible. I needed time to get ready. I pulled my phone from my back pocket and confirmed with Hunter that Chloe would be the one picking me up before grabbing my stuff for the shower.

      It was bad enough that I was the only girl in the family; the accident only made them worse when it came to trying to run my life. I had thought that getting a full-time job after college and paying rent would allow me some freedom, but that had been a wrong assumption on my part. I wasn’t sure if it was the accident or the fact that I had a vagina that made them act like I was helpless, but it was pretty annoying.

      I avoided the mirror as I undressed. I hated the reminder of why my family was so cautious with me. I took a deep breath before looking. It had been a while since I studied the damage. There wasn’t much change to the scarring on the right half of my body. The burn scars ran from mid-thigh to just below my ribcage. It was hard to see my back, but I knew it was just as bad there.

      The house fire had been caused by faulty wiring. My parents and Mason had gone out one day while I was in high school; Max had been on tour at the time and thankfully wasn’t there for the chaos. I had the misfortune of having my bedroom on the second floor. The flames had spread too quickly, our house going up like a tinderbox. My door wouldn’t open, and I had to throw myself against it repeatedly to get it to budge. I didn’t feel the burns until later.

      A neighbor saw the flames and called the fire department, but the damage had been done.

      Hearing my brother and dad yelling as I was wheeled to the ambulance still stays with me. That and the terrified screams from Mom were the stuff my nightmares were made of. When they came home, the firefighters had just gone in to find me. Mason had to be physically restrained to keep from running in. I was in intensive care for almost two months.

      I shuddered, trying to put the images out of my head. I usually went months without thinking about it- made easier by the fact that I avoided visual reminders of that day. Pushing aside thoughts threatening to ruin the rest of my night, I grabbed my phone for a quick pick me up. I didn’t need to wait long for her to answer the phone.

      “What’s up?” Aubrey asked, and even without seeing her face, I knew she was at the office. There was a steady clicking of keys as I waited to say what I needed to. Her voice had that stern, librarian tone that let me know she was busy.

      “I’m going out tonight. I…looked at the scars before getting ready.” This wasn’t the first time I had done this. Aubrey knew I had cancelled plans in the past for this exact reason. The clicking in the background stopped and I could almost see her pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “Why, Morgan? We talked about this.” At length. Multiple times. Unfortunately, it was something that I couldn’t help sometimes.

      “I’m a glutton for pain?” Humor was my best defense mechanism. That, and a perky attitude.

      “The scars don’t make you any less of a woman, Morgan.” She still hadn’t resumed typing. I had her undivided attention. “If anything, they make you more of a badass.” Hard to agree since Aubrey was the only person outside of medical professionals and my immediate family to have ever seen them.

      “I shouldn’t go out tonight.” I wanted her to agree with me. “It's at a bar and I barely know anyone.”

      “Are you going out with the guy who has a new conquest every night?” She paused. “Archer, or something?” I laughed.

      “His name is Hunter. And we’re not going out in that way.” I felt my nose scrunching at the thought. Hunter wasn’t a bad looking guy, but probably wasn’t looking to go out with a dating reject like me.

      “Keep it that way.” Her voice was back to being stern, except now it also had a big sister quality. “I don’t need your first boyfriend being a man whore. You deserve better than that.”

      “I wouldn’t say he was a man whore.” Not out loud anyway.

      “I know you wouldn’t. You don’t think badly about anyone. Hell, you probably tell people I’m the nicest person around.” I could hear her snorting.

      “You are one of the best people I know.” I agreed, because it was true. She sighed.

      “Only you would think that.” There was a pause for clicking before it stopped. “What’re you wearing?”

      “No idea. It’s a gathering for a group of friends. Sounds casual. It’s at Funky’s Bar near the old side of town. Do you know it?” I heard more clicking, but I had a feeling it was less to do with work and more to do with googling my location. Even my friends were becoming overprotective.

      “Looks solid enough. Go with jeans but dress it up with something other than a T-shirt. And for all our sakes, something that doesn’t look like you spilled bleach on it.” So, none of my work clothes. Got it. After a few more minutes of idle chit chat, we hung up. I felt a little more confident than before, but I took extra care to not look in the full-length mirror again without my robe secured.

      I wanted to ignore the determined knocking on my door. My brothers wouldn’t come in unless I invited them, but the knocking wasn’t going to stop until I responded. I was tempted to see how long it would go on before one of them got frustrated and started yelling for Mom, but since I was trying to make a clean escape when Chloe got here that wasn’t the best idea.

      “You pounded?” I asked, opening the door wide. I wasn’t sure if I was expecting Max or Mason, but I definitely wasn’t prepared to see both of them standing outside. I raised an eyebrow, waiting to see who would speak first.

      “Where are you going tonight?” Max asked, sounding less overprotective and more curious. I shot a quick glance at Mason; obviously Max hadn’t been able to wheedle anything out of him this time. He knew if he ratted me out, I would throw him under the bus in a second. You didn’t get to push me out of my comfort zone then snitch on me the minute I was prepared to follow through.

      “Out with some friends.” I smiled sweetly at my brothers, trying my best not to cave under the inquisitive stare. I was too old to be bullied by them. “I promise I’ll be safe.” Max looked like he was warring with himself. While Dad encouraged their overprotective nature, Mom tried to caution them against it.

      “Is this a date?” he blurted. I would have laughed if he didn’t sound so concerned. “Is that why you don’t want me taking you?”

      “No, it's not a date.”

      “Would you even tell us if it was a date?” Mason finally chimed in. So, this wasn’t about where I was going. It was who I was going with. What a little shit! He knew that I was already going with Hunter! He was advocating for me to go in front of everyone!

      “Seriously? You get that I’m twenty-six, right? Would it be that bad if I were dating someone?” I shook my head and patted Max’s arm. “I promise. It’s not a date. I’m just going out with some friends and coming back home.” I really wondered what they were planning on doing if I ever did date someone. Not that I planned on doing that anytime soon, but I might one day.

      I’d have to get past the whole hideous scarring thing, which I didn’t think was going to happen any time soon. Who was going to want to date someone when there wasn’t going to be a chance to see them naked? I was getting ahead of myself, but this wasn’t the first time I’d had these thoughts. I had a hard time seeing the scars; I couldn’t imagine voluntarily showing it to someone else.

      I couldn’t tell them that though. They had issues with me potentially going on a first date with a guy; I don’t think I needed to put images into their head, so I just shrugged.

      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
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      “Happy birthday!” Chloe practically jumped on me. I welcomed her friendly embrace. Hollywood stood back a little, a genuine grin on his face. As long as she was happy, so was he. “Do you see all the pretty ladies we picked to invite? Now you have no excuse to not have a date for my wedding.” That comment made my eyes roll.

      If Chloe knew Gran wanted me to hurry and have babies, my party would have been speed dating or something. I will have to remember to keep them apart. She’s been on a mission to help all of us find a woman, although I’m not too sure she’s actually helped any of the guys yet.

      “Let’s just have fun tonight, huh?” Mac laughed like I’d told the best joke ever.

      “Good luck with that one,” he told me. “She’s relentless.” He tapped his beer bottle to mine and directed me toward our friends. A chorus of ‘happy birthday’s’ rang out. I thanked everyone. “Now, time for some fun!” Mac set his beer down and rubbed his hands together. The hair on my arms stood up. Fun for who? Mac’s idea of fun wasn’t the same as mine.

      “I get to pick first!” Chloe cheered beside me. I looked down at the tiny sprite of a woman, wondering what the hell was going on. She put her head on a swivel, searching the bar for something.

      “Run while you can,” Taz joked. Or was it a warning? I was too curious to run.

      “Cheyenne!” Chloe jumped up and down, pointing toward the door. “Dance with Cheyenne!” I followed her finger in the direction she pointed to find two women leaning against the backside of the booth near the front of the bar. One was blonde and the other a redhead. Neither were my type; not that hair color matters, I’m not Hunter. I just didn’t feel an initial attraction with either of them, but I’d play along. It is my birthday!

      “Which one is Cheyenne?” I asked.

      “The blonde.” She held my forearm as she bounced up and down.

      “Don’t let them drag you into their childish antics,” Hollywood suggested, pulling Chloe back to him. “Woman, let him breathe.”

      “I’ll send the next victim over in a few minutes,” Mac assured me. “After two dances, we take a shot!”

      “Can we take a shot first?” I asked before downing my beer.

      “Yes! All drinks are on Hunter’s dime, so let’s get a round,” Hawk said, pushing out of the booth. “I’ll be back. Chloe? Shot?” She giggled and nodded. I’ve been so busy at work that I haven’t been around for the few times I’ve heard Chloe has been able to get drunk. This might be entertaining.

      “I love when Chloe drinks,” Mac said, earning him a glare from Hollywood.

      When we met, she was an abused woman and Hollywood was nursing her back to health. Before we could get to see her as a truly free and un-abused survivor, he’d already knocked her up! Now, her New Year's babies are six months old and she’s free to do whatever she wants. I heard she got drunk a couple weeks ago and told Hunter off; I wish I was there to see it. That’s probably why Hollywood glared; he was the one that had to take her home. I wondered if she told him off too.

      “Brittany and Maxi sent you a gift,” Rooster told me. He slid a small gray box across the table. A yellow bow sat on top of it. “Maxi picked it.”

      “Open it!” Chloe clapped beside me. I shook my head; she was so excited. Maybe that’s just the new free Chloe; I’d have to get used to it, but I loved it. The excitement oozed from her to me as I pulled the lid off the small box. A watch sat inside. A beautiful silver band, expensive looking. Upon closer inspection, I noticed the hands on the watch were wrenches. I was in love! Without hesitation, I pulled the watch out and slipped it on my wrist. It wasn’t too heavy, but it was definitely weighted enough to know it was there when I wear it. Maybe on a date...

      “It’s gorgeous. Thank them for me?” He nodded. Rooster is like a big brother to me. He’s my best friend’s brother and I’ve been a part of his life for over twenty years; well, enough to know this gift was as much from him as it was his wife and kid.

      “I love it.” Chloe grabbed my wrist to check out my new watch. “That’s so cute with the tools.”

      “Let the man go,” Hollywood told her, grabbing her wrist and pulling her hand away from me. I just chuckled. She leaned into him and giggled.

      “Shots!” Hawk called out as he placed a tray of tiny glasses on the table. “Here’s to the baby of the group. The one with the most common sense.” He shot a pointed look at Mac. I’ve heard that many times over the years; I just chalk it up to how Gran raised me.

      “No offense taken,” Mac said, holding up his shot. “Cheers.” He tossed the liquid down his throat. I followed suit, feeling it burn as it flowed through me. “Go dance!”

      For the next two hours I danced and drank and danced some more. All the while, I watched as Hunter’s lady danced with him, laughing most of the time. Would they ever pick her to be the one I dance with? Would Hunter be jealous if I danced with her? It’s not like him to spend his entire night with one chick at the bar his usual one-night-stand works at. She must be special.

      “Shots!” Mac called out
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