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Chapter One
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Christina

It’s been three weeks since my screw up. Three weeks. According to the directions on the box, plenty time enough to know if I’m pregnant. 

Don’t be a wimp, Christina. Just do it!

I’m sitting on the toilet, staring at this damn stick, too petrified to piss on it. What the hell is wrong with me? And how is it that a tiny piece of plastic is causing so much turmoil in my life?

Because if it’s positive, my new career is over, or at least it’s put on hold. There’s that whole issue of me being just twenty-two when I have my first child. Sure, I know other girls younger than me have had kids, but I’m not them. I’m not ready. I’m just not ready. 

Then there’s this other part of me, this twisted, crazy part of me that thinks about how adorable my little brothers are, and how Andrés and I would have a cute baby, too. My brothers are only three and four-years-old. My child could actually play with them in a few years. Or get into trouble with them, as my brothers are inclined to find trouble wherever they go. 

Oh, gawd, how would I be able to cope if he or she turned out like my brothers, or like Andrés tells me he used to be as a kid? 

And even though I hate myself for chickening out, I slide that little strip back into the box and hide it at the bottom of my cosmetics bag. I’m better off not knowing—for now at least. 

Because if it’s positive, I’ll have to tell Andrés.  Three weeks ago, on the night Andrés and I had unprotected sex (unprotected because I was stupid enough to forget my pill box at my mom’s house in San Antonio) he’d shown me the most beautiful engagement ring.  Then he’d put the damn ring away and said something about how he didn’t deserve to ask me to marry him yet. 

I know what’s going to happen if we find out I’m pregnant.  He’s going to take out that ring again. And that’s not what I want. When Andrés proposes, I want it to be because he’s ready to ask me, not because he feels pressured by the baby news. And if I am pregnant, I don’t want Andrés  to think that swayed my decision, either. Baby or no baby, I already know what I’m going to say if and when he pops the question.  

Even though we’ve only been together seven months, we’re starting to finish each other’s sentences.  Whether it’s eating Mexican food, enjoying the outdoors, going to art museums, or just curling up with a movie, Andrés and I are perfect together. And then there’s the way he makes my heart hammer in my chest whenever he comes home from work and wraps me in his arms. When I place my hand over his heart, lean up and kiss him on the lips, I just want to melt into him. He completes me, and I couldn’t imagine a future without him. Of course I’d say yes. Yes! Yes! Yes! Now if he’d just ask me. 

I could forget old-fashioned conventions and ask him. Why does it always have to be the guy who proposes? But if I do turn out to be preggers, I don’t want Andrés thinking that was why I wanted to get married. No, best to wait it out in agony, wondering if Andrés still has that ring, and if so, why doesn’t he just ask me already? 

I finish my business and pull up my pants. Then I grab my cosmetics bag off the floor and hide it at the bottom of the cabinet, not that Andrés will be going through my lipsticks, anyway. 

I stare at my face in the mirror as I’m washing my hands. I look terrible. My normally bright green eyes have a dull haze to them, and they appear to be sunk in their sockets. My skin has this deathly pale pallor, except for my nose. I used to think it was on the smallish side, but now it has swelled up like a balloon about to burst, and it’s as bright as a ripened strawberry. 

The doctor said I have a case of sinusitis, so she put me on antibiotics. So far, the infection doesn’t seem to be clearing, and I’ve been reduced to a booger blowing zombie all month. 

Now that I’m on antibiotics, and my birth control pills aren’t as effective (actually, they’re not effective at all since I decided to quit taking them until I find out if I’m pregnant), Andrés has to wear a condom.  He hates it. I hate it, too, but I’m not taking any more chances. Hopefully, it isn’t already too late. 

* * *
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Andrés

I shouldn’t have shown Christina the damn ring. If I thought the weight of those unspoken words, “Will you marry me?” felt heavy before, it is nothing compared to the pressure I am feeling now, like the noose around my neck has been cinched and strung up, and the hangman is about ready to kick that stool out from under my feet. 

I stir the spaghetti sauce and lick some of the red juice off the spoon. Needs sugar. Christina likes her sauce more sweet than tart, and I want tonight’s dinner to be perfect, in case I get the nerve to ask her to marry me. 

The thing is, I want to give Christina that ring, but the timing never feels right. First off, there’s the fact that I acted like a total ass three weeks ago, and I don’t feel like I’ve done much of anything to prove to her how much I love her. I’ve taken her to San Antonio twice to see her family. I bought her new seat covers for her car. I cleaned up the spill from the can of soda she left open in the fridge. Those things hardly count. 

I open the sugar container and pour in a few tablespoons. Then I add more chopped cilantro. I always end up using a whole bushel, so I don’t know why I add a little at a time. I survived two tours in Afghanistan, and I’m fucking afraid of spice. 

I take a swig of beer and stir the sauce. I’ve been too much on edge lately. Things were tense around here last week after Christina took her finals. We didn’t think she’d pass psychology, but she squeaked by with a C minus. 

Last weekend her family came up and we held a surprise graduation ceremony at my tio’s house.  I could have asked her to marry me then, in front of our family and friends. But, seriously, what guy does that? What if she said she wasn’t ready? Everyone would have thought I was a total dick, and my cousins wouldn’t have let me live it down. 

I could wait until after Christmas. Or I could wait until next Christmas. She should be ready after a year. Maybe by then I would have done enough to deserve her. 

But I don’t know if I can stand the noose around my neck that long. And then there’s that way I catch Christina looking at me. Every morning when we kiss each other goodbye, she’s got this wistfulness in her eyes and in her voice. I keep telling myself it’s her sinus infection, but I don’t know. There’s something off about her, especially when she talks about her baby brothers. Why do I get the feeling she’s longing to have a baby of her own? 

Just last month she was saying she didn’t want to ever have kids.  She asked me a totally unexpected question last night when she was sitting across from me at dinner. She wanted to know if my teeth were naturally straight or if I’d had braces. When I told her I’d never needed braces, her eyes lit up. She dropped her hand  to her stomach, resting it there for a moment before she picked up her fork and flashed a bright smile. 

What was that about?

Is she subtly trying to tell me she’s ready for kids? Now?

She’s been wearing those earrings I got her a few months ago almost every day now, too. The earrings look a lot like the engagement ring I had made for her, with one diamond in the center, surrounded by a circle of emeralds. 

Why does she wear those earrings every day when she hardly wore them before? Actually, she never wears jewelry to her temp job airbrushing cars. At least, until now.  What is she trying to tell me? 

Does Christina want me to propose? If she does, why doesn’t she come out and say it? Is she ready to have kids? How in the fuck am I supposed to know? I wish women came with instruction manuals. My life would be so much easier.  

Now I’m debating what I should do. Do I suffer in silence and put it off until next year? Do I ask her soon, like maybe this week, knowing if she refuses, it might ruin our Christmas?

I hate how fucking confused I am right now. If I’d been this indecisive when I was deployed in Afghanistan, I wouldn’t have made it back alive. Usually, when I know I want something, I set my mind to it and do it. 

Just fucking do it, Andrés. Just ask her.

The sauce is starting to bubble. I turn down the burner and stir the pot real good, so the paste doesn’t stick to the bottom.  I add a ton of parmesan, wine, and portabella mushrooms. Then I cover the simmering pot.  

A small pot of water on the other burner starts to boil, so I add the pasta. Christina sent me a text a few minutes ago telling me she’s on her way home.  

I pour her a glass of soda water and add some fresh oranges and stevia. For the past three weeks, Christina has refused to drink my homemade sangria. She said the doctor told her alcohol weakens her immunity. Christina is taking the advice pretty seriously. She won’t even take a sip of my beer now. Too bad she’s still feeling sick after three weeks. I think the stress from finals has worn her down. 

After the table is set, and the pasta and sauce are almost finished cooking, I reach into my pocket and finger the drawstring on the velvet pouch—the  pouch with the diamond and emerald engagement ring. I wrap my fist around it and clench it tight. My whole body tenses up as determination strengthens my resolve. 

Goddamn. I’m proposing tonight! 

* * *
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Christina

“Mmmm. Smells delicious.” 

Even more delicious is the sight of Andrés, wearing nothing but a fitted T-shirt and jeans, slaving over the stovetop. I stand back for a moment and admire his physique.  He’s taller than most guys, about six feet, with thick wavy hair, broad shoulders, and a tight body. Very tight. Even though he’s been out of the Army for eight months, and works long hours managing his uncle’s businesses, he  himself in prime condition, getting up at the crack of dawn at least three times a week to run and lift weights.

I don’t know how he does it, but I sure do appreciate it, especially now as I continue to drool at him. Even more impressive than his backside is his front, the real reason I call him my Spanish Adonis. I close my eyes and recall the image of his face, which looks like it was chiseled out of stone, a beautiful square jaw, full, sensual lips, high cheekbones, and large dark eyes, framed by thick lashes.  

Why do I torture myself like this? As sick as I’ve been all week, I shouldn’t be horny, but I am. I wrap my arms around Andrés’s waist and nibble on his ear while he’s trying to scoop our pasta into bowls. I giggle when the big wooden spoon he’s holding clatters to the counter. I have the feeling if I keep this up, dinner may have to wait. Even though I came home hungry, sex always trumps food.  

“Spaghetti and meatballs, mija,” he rasps.

“I’m not in the mood for meatballs,” I say to him on a growl, leaving the rest of the words unspoken. 

I trail my hand down his abdomen. He’s standing rigid, like a soldier at attention, as I slide my hand even lower. As I press my breasts against his back, I don’t even feel the rise and fall of his chest anymore, which means he’s holding his breath. Good. I’ve got the boy under my spell. 

I deftly unzip his jeans, and when I lower the elastic on his underwear, his erection springs to life. He throws his head back and groans as I wrap a hand around his cock. 

Still holding his erection, I smile coyly up at him as I lead him to the kitchen table. I release him long enough to pull out a chair. I tug his pants and underwear past his knees and then with a gentle push, he falls obediently into the chair. 

I take a cushion off a nearby seat, throw it at his feet, and then drop to my knees before him. He flashes a seductive half-smile as he stretches his long legs out and leans his head back. His large erection juts out before me, a beautiful display of prime man-flesh, ready to be devoured. I lick my lips as I brace my hands on his thighs and eye him with a feral hunger. I gently swirl my tongue around the tip of his cock, coaxing clear juices out of the slit. 

He groans and grabs my shoulders, pressing my face against his groin.

I shake him off and point an accusing finger in his abdomen. “I’m setting the pace.” 

He responds with the cutest pouty face ever, but he drops his clenched hands to his sides. 

But honestly, who am I kidding? I love foreplay, but like I said, I came home hungry, so I wrap my lips around his head and slide his shaft deep into my mouth. Andrés’s groans gutturally as he flexes his hips, pushing the tip of his erection against the back of my throat. We set a steady pace, me slurping and suckling up and down his electrified flesh while he thrusts into my mouth. Andrés’s groaning is intensifying, and I know if I continue to blow him, I’ll be devouring more than just his cock.

My insides are quivering by this point, and my panties are soaked through. My tender flesh is thrumming in anticipation, because as soon as I’m done sucking Andrés, I’m going to mount him right here on this chair.  

Andrés grabs my shoulders and pulls me off of him. “Stop,” he pants, “Or I’ll come in your mouth.” 

I look up and flash my best wicked smile. The poor guy has been having latex orgasms for the past three weeks. I know he’d enjoy coming in my mouth while my tongue swirls against his sensitive flesh.  

“That’s okay,” I say, as I lean over and lick him from base to head in one fluid stroke. I spit into my hand and massage moisture into his balls, and then I slowly slide him back into my mouth.  His balls tense beneath my hand as the head of his cock jars the back of my throat. He cries out, and his hips jerk erratically before his warm juices explode against my tonsils. I swallow while continuing to suckle and stroke him. 

He’s still moaning and groaning as I slide up and release his shaft. I wipe a hand across my wet, swollen lips and smile. 

He cups my cheek, tracing his thumb across my bottom lip. “Thank you, mija,” he says through a sigh as he sinks low in the chair. 

“No, thank you,” I say to him, as I slide off my jeans and underwear. I swish some soda water around in my mouth and then grab the new box of condoms out of the grocery bag on the table. I rip open that box and wrapper with amazing speed and slide the condom on top of his still engorged penis. Andrés sits up and gives me a knowing grin before grabbing my hips and helping me ease onto him. As I straddle his waist, he thrusts into me. I’m so wet and horny by this point, I know it won’t take much to make me come. Feet planted firmly on the floor, I proceed to ride my cowboy, but we’ve never done it in a chair before, and I forgot I’m not very tall. Bouncing up and down is kind of tricky, and I’m grinding against him instead, but then omigod!

The way his large head rubs against the back of my swollen center feels so freaking good. Andrés slides his hands up my shirt, pulls up my bra and cups my breasts, the pads of his thumbs tracing circles around my nipples. That is enough to send me over the edge, and I lose all sense of rhythm as I surrender to the orgasm. But Andrés is still bucking against me, pressing deep inside my channel, coaxing more tremors of pleasure pulsating through me.

The air whooshes from my lungs as he hauls me up and lays me on the table. I think I hear a bag of groceries fall to the floor, but I don’t care.  He cups my face in his hands, leans down and nibbles on my lip, and then trails kisses down my jaw and neck while pumping into me. It doesn’t take long for another orgasm to build, and just as I’m about to crest again, Andrés is kissing me, driving his tongue against mine while moaning into my mouth. His head is pulsing inside me, just as that point of pleasure deep inside me shatters into a million pieces. My cry is captured by his kiss as his shallow, deep thrusts, torment my swollen sex. After several tender kisses, the rhythm of our hearts slow down to near normal, and we untangle from each other. 

Andrés lifts me from the table and helps me dress before he scoops his jeans off the floor. I fall into the chair, exhausted and sore from his weight pressing me into the hard planes of the table, but damn, it was worth it. 

* * *
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Andrés

I take a long drink from my beer bottle and then absently stroke that little pouch in my pocket. Now doesn’t seem like a good time to propose. Christina’s refused even the smallest glass of wine. We’ve already had sex, which means any sexual tension I hoped to build tonight has been drained. Maybe after I clear the dishes, I can give her a back rub or draw her bubble bath. Heck. Maybe I’ll combine the two, get her really loosened up, and then propose. 

At the moment, she doesn’t look like she’s in the mood for anything other than food. 

“Don’t blink. I might inhale the whole plate.” Christina twirls a giant forkful of spaghetti, and amazingly, manages to fit the entire bite into her mouth. 

I wait, watching as she chews feverishly before swallowing. 

“Didn’t you eat today?” I ask.  

She shakes her head and stabs a meatball. “I didn’t have time. I’ve got too many jobs to work on and only two weeks left to do them.”

I sigh as I dip a breadstick into the marinara. I still can’t believe my girlfriend is leaving my company, although it’s my own fault. Last month, after I stupidly walked out on her, she found another job working for her mom as a formal party designer. She’ll be decorating weddings and quinceañeras for well-to-do clients in San Antonio and Austin. They’re planning to launch Domingo Designs in January. I suppose it’s for the best. I can’t expect an artist with Christina’s talents to airbrush cars forever. 

“You don’t have to finish them all,” I say to her, though secretly I want her to. The new artist I hired doesn’t have half Christina’s talent, or her work ethic. I’ll be sad to see her go. 

“Yes, I do,” she says after swallowing a mouthful of meatball. “I’m not leaving you guys stranded.”

“How’s the newbie?” I ask her, and brace myself for the answer. He’s got more body piercings than should be humanly possible, and an attitude to boot, but he was the only artist with a clean record who applied. Three times this week, Christina reported he’s taken extended bathroom breaks. I wonder if he’s got a clean record because he’s actually on the straight and narrow, or if he’s smart enough not to get caught at whatever he’s doing wrong.

“Talented, but a little out of touch.” She wags her fork at me. “I hope you didn’t hire another meth-head.”

I take another swig of beer and lean back in my chair. Running five automotive businesses is much harder than I thought. I have no idea how Tio has managed twenty. But this spring my uncle plans to retire for good, leaving my cousins and me to run his empire.  I still don’t know if I’m the right man for the job. I hate to admit it, but leading a troop through the mountains of Afghanistan was much easier than this. Those guys, they were my brothers. I trusted them with my life. These guys here, we’ve got to keep the cash registers behind cages, not just because of theft from outside, but from within. It’s hard when I can’t trust the people working for me.  

“Yeah, me, too.” I groan before taking another swig of beer. “I’m fucking sick of dealing with users.”

Christina yelps and practically flies out of her seat at the sound of loud banging on our front door. I jump up and reach the door in a few long strides. I groan when I see spiked pink hair on the other side of the peephole. 

“Who is it?” she asks me. I look at her and laugh when I see she’s armed herself with a large wooden spoon.

“It’s Karri,” I growl as a knot of tension coils around my shoulders. 

Christina’s eyes bulge, and she waves the spoon at me. “Don’t let her in!”

I take a step back as Karri pounds on the door again, this time louder than the first. Then I swear when I hear the faint sound of a baby crying.

“She’s got Ty!” Christina drops the spoon, pushes past me, and throws open the door. 

Karri storms into our apartment like a cyclone of angst as she thrusts the baby into Christina’s arms. “I think Jackson followed me. Hurry, you’ve got to hide us!”

I scowl as I look down at this meth-head who used to be my girlfriend’s best friend. Karri’s wearing an oversized blue and gold shirt with what appears to be fraternity lettering on the front. Her hair’s a mess, her makeup is smeared, her jeans have more rips than should be legal, and it looks like her scuffed shoes are on the wrong feet. 

What the fuck is wrong with this girl?  

I look over at Christina as she tries to console the crying baby. The kid is shivering in Christina’s arms. He’s not wearing a jacket, and it’s freaking forty degrees outside. 

Karri seems oblivious to her kid’s suffering as she walks over to our kitchen table and helps herself to a breadstick. “Mmmmm, this is good. You make this, Christina?” She waves the breadstick at her. 

Christina rolls her eyes and turns her back on Karri, pressing the baby against her chest and whispering soothing words into his ear. 

Kari shrugs a shoulder, dips the breadstick into my plate, swirls it in the sauce, and takes another bite.

Karri is the same girl who had an affair with that pendejo Jackson James while he was engaged to Christina. After Karri had Jackson’s baby, she said another guy was the father, and then she named Christina as the godparent.  It wasn’t until Ty was almost a year old that Christina learned the truth. Last we’d heard from Karri, she’d left her baby with Jackson’s parents and run off with her drug dealer boyfriend.  

Yeah, Karri’s a selfish, using bitch, and if it wasn’t for the baby, I wouldn’t have let that girl through the door.  

I’m so fucking pissed, I’m about ready to punch a hole through the wall.  I walk up to her, snatch the bread from her hand, and throw it on the table. 

“Get out,” I growl. 

Her eyes widen, and she shrieks as if I’m about to hit her. No doubt, she’s used to that kind of treatment from her druggie boyfriend, but I was raised differently. I’m not about to hit a girl, no matter how much she annoys me.

“I knew you would come here!” A nasal voice echoes behind me. “You’ve got nowhere else to go.”

I turn around and glare at the man my girlfriend almost married.  He’s wearing unbuttoned pants and no shirt beneath his half-zipped leather jacket. Karri’s oversized fraternity sweat shirt is starting to make more sense. They probably met at a motel somewhere, and Karri stole the baby when Jackson’s pants were down. Jackson is about an inch or two taller than me, with wide shoulders, but he’s got no muscle mass at all. None. It’s like the guy spends his days playing video games, or else he’s just lazy. The stupid pendejo has got a lot of nerve storming into my home uninvited.  

“What the fuck are you doing in my apartment?” I bellow. 

Jackson’s got this wild look in his eyes as he turns to me. That’s when I see the faint trace of white powder stuck to his upper lip.

Fucking great.  

Tyler whimpers against Christina, and Jackson spins around, glaring at my girlfriend. “Give me the fucking baby, or I swear to God, Christina, I’ll...”   

Christina’s eyes widen as she backs up a step. Tyler whimpers louder. 

I’m barely aware of my feet propelling me forward, of me grabbing Jackson’s collar and pushing him up against the wall. “Or you’ll what?” I snarl. Then I say to Christina over my shoulder, “Take the baby into the bedroom.” 

I tighten my grip on Jackson’s collar and glare at him until I hear our bedroom door shut. 

Jackson is cringing and averting his gaze. He’s too stupid to even know how to defend himself.   “That’s my kid,” he says through wheezy breath as some of that white powder beneath his nose falls into his mouth.  

I angle my head back, not just because I don’t want to inhale any of Jackson’s cocaine residue, but because my girlfriend’s stories are true. The guy’s breath smells like a fucking dog took a shit in his mouth. 

“And you’re in my house uninvited,” I say through clenched teeth. I still can’t believe the dick has the nerve to barge into my apartment. His cocaine high must be clouding his judgment.  

I hear the clank of silverware scraping a dish, and realize Karri is eating my food. I’m so fucking pissed right now, my head’s about to explode. 

Jackson raises both hands in a gesture of surrender, as he cowers against the wall. “Let me have my kid and I’ll go.” 

I center my gaze on the prick with the bad breath and think I’ve got the perfect way to release my frustration. “I’ve got to take care of something first.” I let go of Jackson’s collar. 

I hear his sigh of relief as I pull back. In the blink of an eye, I channel all my pent-up anger into the force of my fist, as I plant it square in Jackson’s face.

Pain lances through my knuckles as they crash against his mouth. Damn, he’s hard-headed! The release of my frustration is worth it. I don’t feel bad for sucker punching the guy. He should’ve been prepared for it, which goes to show what an idiot he is. What the fuck had Christina ever seen in him?   

Jackson covers his mouth as he slides down the wall and lands on his ass. 

I lean down and speak in a low rumble. “You don’t swear at my girlfriend, ever again. Got me, hombre?”

“That’s assault,” Jackson cries through his blood soaked fingers. “I’m calling the cops.” 

“And telling them what?” I laugh. “That you snorted coke, broke into my house, and threatened my girlfriend? Go ahead. Call the cops. Who do you think they’ll arrest?”

Jackson’s eyes widen and he crouches even lower, curling up in to a fetal ball on my entryway floor. Can the guy get any more pathetic?

Despite the pain searing my knuckles, I haul him up by the collar. Jackson starts to cry, and he nearly falls to the floor as his feet slide all over the tile.  I swear to God, it’s like I’m dealing with a fucking kid. 

“Now here’s what you’re going to do.” I growl into his ear as he flinches and flattens one side of his face against the wall. “You’re going to get the fuck out of my apartment, sober up, and then you can come back tomorrow for your kid.” 

“I need Tyler tonight,” he whimpers. “My dad will freak.” 

“Then call your dad and tell him to come get him.” 

Jackson raises a shaky, bloodied hand and points over my shoulder. “He can’t know I was with her.”

I don’t need to look behind me to know he’s talking about Karri; the stupid bitch is still chowing down on my food.  

I look him dead in the eye and clutch his collar so tight, he makes gagging sounds. “You should have thought about that before you fucked her... again. I hope you wore a condom this time.”

I release Jackson with a shove and point the way out the door.  

Jackson stumbles over the threshold and pulls his hand from his mouth. He turns to me with a quavering lip. “I think you busted a tooth.” 

I ball up my hands and take a step forward. “Good. Now get out of my sight before I bust some more.” I step into the foyer and watch as he sulks toward the parking lot.  

I hear the sound of a fork clanking on top of an empty platter. Karri rushes the door. “Now maybe you’ll go to the dentist,” she calls out in a sing-song, mocking tone. “Did anyone ever tell you your breath stinks?” She turns to me with a triumphant gleam in her crazed eyes. 

My shoulders stiffen as I brush past her and shut the front door. I walk into our bedroom and close the door behind me. 

* * *
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Christina

I’m sitting on the bed, holding Ty against my chest when Andrés walks into the bedroom. It’s only when I see he’s whole and unharmed I exhale a sigh of relief. Though I don’t think Jackson could hurt my boyfriend, anyway. I definitely heard a scuffle outside my door, and knowing Andrés, he’d probably had enough of Jackson’s shit. 

“What happened?”  

He looks at me with a smirk before holding up a fist. “Jackson got what was coming to him, that’s what happened.”

I gasp when I see my boyfriend’s knuckles are bleeding. “Andrés, your hand!”  

He shrugs. “It’s nothing. Do you know how many times I’ve split my knuckles fixing cars?” He crosses his arms over his chest and winks. “Besides, you don’t know how good that felt.”

“I bet,” I laugh. “I’ve been dreaming of face punching Jackson for years.”  

The door opens and Karri sidles in, unannounced and uninvited. Big surprise. 

Karri beams down at Tyler and me. “Awww. Don’t you make a good godmother?”  

Tyler tightens his grip around my neck and whimpers into my shoulder at the sound of his mother’s voice. 

Andrés looks at my meth-head ex-BFF and scowls. He tenses up when her shoulder brushes his forearm. She smiles up at him as if they’re best chums. Doesn’t this girl have fucking boundaries?

Andrés takes a step away from Karri. “Do you know how to get ahold of the grandparents?” he asks me.   

I point to my phone on the nightstand. “I already texted Jackson’s stepmom.” 

I’d sent Mrs. James a message that Karri and Jackson were fighting over Tyler, and she’d better come get him ASAP.  She messaged me back a few seconds later they were on their way out the door. 

“What did you tell her? I don’t want them taking Ty!” Karri shrieks as she lunges forward.

Andrés pushes her back with a quick thrust of his arm. “You don’t have custody,” he says in a menacing tone. “This is kidnapping.” 

Karri flaps a hand at Tyler and stomps her foot. “He’s my baby!” 

“He was your baby,” Andrés says with a clenched jaw. “You lost your rights when you ran off with your drug dealer.”

Karri gapes at him like he’s grown a second head. 

“He’s got Celiac Disease, remember?” I ask, scooting away from Karri while clutching Tyler tighter. “Special diet? Do you even know how to feed him? Do you even have a place to live?”

“I can stay here.” Karri doesn’t even flinch when she says it. 

Un-fucking-believable!  

Before I get a chance to tell the bitch how crazy she is, Andrés says on a roar, “Hell, no!”

Karri shrieks back, looking at Andrés with wide watery eyes, and then she wails like a child.  I’m so embarrassed for her. 

Once again, I’m startled by pounding on the front door. Andrés swears and grabs a baseball bat out of the closet. My limbs ice over with fear when he storms out of the bedroom.  I know Andrés is ten times the man Jackson is, but I also know Jackson has probably been doing drugs, most likely cocaine, his drug of choice. Who knows what revenge he’s capable of while he’s wired? What if he’s got a bigger bat, or worse, a knife or gun? I give Ty an extra squeeze and rise on shaky legs as I peer through the crack in the bedroom door. 

Relief floods through me when I see my tall, blonde, and Barbie doll perfect best friend and neighbor, Grace, and her rancher girlfriend, Violet.  

I carry Tyler out to the living room, Karri lapping at my heels like a stray dog begging for crumbs.   “Is everything okay?” Grace asks as she sweeps a hand through her long curls. “We heard a commotion.”  

Andrés looks back at Karri with a scowl. “I’m handling it.” 

Karri’s bottom lip is hanging down in a pout. She looks terrible, her pink spiky hair a twisted mess, and her thick black eyeliner smeared down her face. She’s lost a lot of weight since I’ve last seen her over a month ago. She once prided herself on her curves, but now she looks like an emaciated rat.   

“I come back home and find out my mom is dead and my stupid brother sold our house.” Karri throws up her hands.  “I don’t have anywhere to live! You can’t just throw me out on the street!” She looks at Andrés with an accusatory glare. 

Andrés squares his shoulders, his normally passionate and loving gaze turning to stone. “No meth-head is staying in my house.” 

“I’ll take her.”

I gape at Violet. She’s dressed in worn denim jeans and scuffed boots, and her cropped dark hair is slicked back with gel. Grace’s girlfriend has been full of surprises. When I first met her, I thought she was some rodeo groupie, but I’ve learned there’s a lot more to this woman. She owns a successful horse breeding ranch on the outskirts of town. Grace told me Violet has taken in many wayward teens and taught them how to care for livestock and manage their thriving, organic farm.  

I guess I’m not the only one shocked by Violet’s offer. Slack-jawed, Grace is looking at her girlfriend, too. “W-what?” Grace asks, breathily.  

Violet crosses her arms over her chest and eyes Karri like she’s a piece of livestock. “She can work at the ranch.”

“Ranch?” Karri stops her false tantrum long enough to cock a hand on her hip and sneer. “You mean like horses and cows and shit? It’s not like one of those fucking rehab ranches, is it?”

“Sort of.” Violet’s face is devoid of expression. “You want a place to live or not?”

Karri props her other hand on a hip and rolls her head with an exaggerated movement. “I’m not picking up horse shit.” 

Violet takes a step forward, the hard angles of her face turning into a frown. “You’ll do what you’re told if you want room and board. I’ll be waiting in my truck. You’ve got two minutes to decide.” 

Violet turns and walks out, Grace trailing behind her. I can hear Grace’s high-pitched whine echoing in the corridor, and I can tell she’s not happy about Violet’s offer.   

“Christina!” Karri waves a hand toward the front door. “You cannot make me go live with her.” 

Tyler is snuggling against me, and I look down to see his eyelashes are fluttering as if he’s fighting sleep. His cheeks are flushed, and he feels like a little squeezable furnace.  I run my fingers through his hair and feel his forehead. It’s warm. Too warm. Who knows what this kid was exposed to while his parents were doing drugs today? I swear if I wasn’t holding Tyler, it would be hard for me to keep from wrapping my hands around Karri’s throat and throttling her.  

“You’re not staying here.” I turn my back on her and rock the baby in my arms.  I keep my gaze focused on the blank flat-screen in our oak entertainment center. It’s Andrés TV, and bigger than the width of my arms. I’m pretty sure it costs more than all the furniture in our apartment.  

“I can’t believe you would do this to me!” Karri yells, causing Tyler to jump. 

I mentally count to ten as I try to shake off the urge to give Ty to Andrés, rip the television from its stand, and smash it over Karri’s head.  

“Get over yourself, Karri,” Andrés snickers. 

I bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud.  

“Fuck you and your stupid fucking boyfriend!” Karri screams before I hear her stomping out the door. I hold Ty tightly as I listen to the retreating sound of her shoes smacking against the pavement. 

And just like that, Karri the tornado storms out of my apartment, and hopefully out of my life, in a whirlwind of emotion. She doesn’t even bother saying goodbye to her sleeping baby. Not that she gives a shit about anyone but herself.  Poor Grace. Violet doesn’t know what she’s gotten them into. 

* * *
[image: image]


Jackson’s stepmom shows up about fifteen minutes later with an escort built like a refrigerator, wearing dark shades, a black suit and tie, and a Bluetooth in his ear. I think he must be part statue, as I don’t see so much as a muscle twitch on his face while he blocks my front door with his hands clasped in front of him. 

As Mrs. James takes Ty from me, she explains Mr. James is in Paris on business.

Out of all of Jackson’s family, his stepmom is the only person I’ve ever liked. She can be haughty at times, usually when Mr. James is around, but one-on-one, she’s always been nice to me. She’s only about ten years older than me and my height and dress size, a petite trophy wife, with hair so pale it practically glows.  

Ty wakes up
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