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            HUNTER

          

        

      

    

    
      A designer had flown in from Italy to craft the perfect dress for the perfect woman. It was classy and elegant. She didn’t like being the center of attention and the dress somehow stated that, yet also screamed for attention. She was the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen.

      “It’s not too late to run away,” I told her. She peered up at me with a roll of her eyes. “You say the word and I will whisk you away to Egypt.” The car, not the location. Although, if she wanted to go to Egypt, I’d get her there.

      “Thank you. I think I’m ready.”

      “To run? Want me to carry you so we don’t ruin the dress?” She laughed. “You look beautiful.” Her cheeks flushed. “Are you sure you’d rather walk that way than run that way?” I tipped my chin toward the beautiful garden where everyone waited and then toward the parking lot where our cars were parked. More specifically, where Egypt was parked.

      A deep breath and a confident head nod later, she wrapped her hand around the crook of my elbow and gripped her bouquet in her other hand. “Because you haven’t already made this son of a bitch the luckiest man, let’s go make him happy too,” I told her. The music was queued, and the guests stood as I walked Chloe down the aisle to her future husband.

      Hollywood stood tall and proud in his tuxedo with tattoos poking out of his sleeves and collar. He was a giant man and could look scary as fuck until he looked at her. When he saw Chloe, something in him always softened. As his eyes locked with hers, the love they shared for one another radiated between them. Even a total stranger would know without a shadow of a doubt that these two were made for each other.

      “There’s still time to run,” I said when the music died down. Hazel’s stern look told me that I was going to regret my joke very soon. Hollywood stepped forward to take his bride from me. “You treat her like a princess,” I warned him. “Cherish her.”

      “Always,” he told me and shook my hand. Hollywood kicked her door down over a year ago when her then-husband tried to kill her and the two have been inseparable since. I sat with her during her recovery, and she instantly became the little sister I never had.

      Chloe gave my arm a gentle squeeze and shared a smile with me before stepping away. “My baby girl is getting married,” I whispered to Hazel when I stepped next to her. Taz stood across from us, next to his best friend. We were breaking from tradition, and I was standing on the bride’s side. The man-of-honor and the man that gave her away. They didn’t let me join the bachelorette party though.

      When this was all over, the two happily married couples were going off to Europe while I keep their twins, Pepper and Dimitri. Last year, when Rooster bought a minivan because he had a daughter, I told him I should get one too. His wife, Brittany, told me no. Three months ago, when Chloe asked if I’d help Mrs. Pepper keep the twins, I bought a newer van than Rooster’s and offered to keep her kids myself. Pepper and Dimitri won’t even know their parents are gone because we are going to be living it up! With the help of my niece Maxi and her best friend Alex, of course.
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, your new neighbor, Melissa, is moving in tomorrow. I need you to give her a key in the morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why? I told you just leave the place empty!

      

      

      

      

      

      “This is so fucking stupid!” I growled.

      “Ooh, you said a bad word,” Maxi tattled. It didn’t really matter; I was the only adult in the house.

      “I did! And do you know why?” She shook her head. “Because your Papa Brad decided that we should have a next-door neighbor.” Her eyes went wide but I could tell she didn’t really understand what I was talking about. “Remember when you used to live over there?” I pointed to the shared wall of the duplex. My father had a large home turned into a duplex when Rooster and I assured him we weren’t going away for college. Rooster has since moved his ever-growing family into a large home not far from our parents. Although he’s been gone for about seven months, Dad has left the other side empty. Until now.

      “But I don’t live there,” Maxi explained.

      “I know! If you had stayed, no one else would be moving in.”

      I thought her eyes were wide before, but they went wider still. And now misted over. “But I like my new room.” Shit!

      “Oh, no, Maxi,” I corrected quickly. “I know you love your new house and I hope you live there forever.” Or at least until college, but I didn’t stress that. “I just wanted your old house to stay empty forever too.”

      “Oh,” she said with a nod. She still didn’t get it. A knock sounded at the door and Maxi and I both turned our heads. “Is it Alex?”

      “It’s gotta be Alex or the pizza guy!” The pizza guy being my only friend that wasn’t tied down by a wife and baby yet. Technically, Hawk and Mac aren’t married to Cam and Sasha, but they may as well be. Gunner, on the other hand, lucked out because Morgan was usually with me and Chloe.

      “I bet it’s Alex!” She jumped off the couch and rushed toward the door.

      “Don’t you dare open it!” I warned. She stopped just short of touching the knob. “Step back.” She did. Just in the nick of time, too. Alex pushed the door open, hard and fast. The two of them embraced and jumped up and down like they hadn’t just seen each other two days ago. Hawk and I rolled our eyes but grinned.

      “Are you sure it’s not too much trouble to keep him overnight?” Hawk asked, handing me a duffel bag.

      “Go enjoy the night with Cam. Me and the kids are gonna build a fort and watch stupid shit on tv while we eat marshmallows.”

      “We’ll be here early to pick him up.”

      “No thanks,” I told him. I was most likely going to keep him all weekend. Hawk just shook his head and went to find the kids to say goodbye.

      Gunner pulled up as Hawk pulled away. “Pizza’s here! You guys watch the babies while I help Gunner.” A simultaneous “okay” came from the two of them.

      “Why the long face?” Gunner asked as soon as he saw me.

      “Dad’s got someone moving in tomorrow.” Gunner chuckled at my plight. “Dude!”

      “He had me remodel half the house,” Gunner reminded me.

      “Yeah, and you should’ve listened to me and tore down the middle wall.” He pushed two pizza boxes into my gut and turned back to his car. “I bet it’s some old lady that’s gonna hate the kids playing in the yard or something.”

      “Why do you think she’s old?”

      “He said she’s a friend through work. He either helped her get a divorce or she’s the haggard old lady from the front desk. She was probably recently widowed and wanted out of her big old house.”

      “Your imagination is vivid.” He carried juice pouches and soda while I carried the pizzas. Before I entered my place, I stared wistfully at Rooster’s old place. So much for a bachelor pad.
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        * * *

      

      The pounding on the front door was a whole lot of excessive for this ungodly hour. I stared at the small green digits on the clock under my television. 8:02! In the fucking morning! On a Saturday morning, nonetheless. I heard one of the twins start to stir and figured before they both wake up, I should at least see who has lost their fucking mind. Dimitri was standing, leaning against the edge of his playpen when I climbed out of bed.

      “Let’s go yell at someone,” I told him. He smiled as I picked him up; together we bounded down the stairs and to the front door. The knocking continued. At least they weren’t ringing the doorbell.

      I yanked the door open, expecting to see Hawk with a silly grin but I was instead surprised to see a woman with big green eyes, lighter than my own and long luscious brown hair, which she pulled back into a ponytail. Her lips were a light shade of pink and her cheeks were just a shade darker. I could tell by his delighted squeals and hand claps that Dimitri liked what he saw.

      “Can I help you?” If she came over just for us to stare at her, I wasn’t going to scream about it. The woman was hot. But it was too fucking early. This would be better after lunch.

      “Yeah,” she started and then her eyes drifted downward. I noticed a bit of appreciation in those green eyes when she spotted my bare torso. “Mr. James told me to stop by for a key.”

      “For Missy?” I asked.

      “Melissa,” she corrected. Whatever. I left her standing in the doorway and walked away to get the key.

      “Melissa has a hot daughter,” I told Dimitri. He clapped, agreeing. “We still hate the fact that someone is moving in,” I reminded him.

      The woman was still standing in the same place when we returned. She smiled and reached out for the key. “Thanks.”

      “Tell Missy to keep it down. I have sleeping kids over here.”

      “Actually,” she started with a frown. “I’m, uh, Melissa.” She held her hand out for me to shake it.

      What?

      The?

      Fuck?
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, baby,” Mom greeted as we entered the house. She kissed my cheek before stealing the double stroller I was pushing. “You brought all my babies today!” She hugged the older two and then the twins. “What brings you over here on a Saturday?”

      “I need to see Dad.”

      “Nana Joanna, can we go jump?” Maxi was just like her father and me, always on the move.

      “Of course! You two go outside. I’m gonna make us a snack and then I’ll bring the babies.” Mom shooed them away and then turned to me as they ran away, leaving peals of laughter in their wake. “What’s going on?”

      “Dad has someone moving in next door,” I groaned. Mom smirked. Why wasn’t this an issue for anyone else? “It’s been so nice.”

      “Go talk to your dad,” she said with a small laugh. “We’ll be outside.” She dismissed me with a pat on my arm and wheeled the twins away.

      “Hunter!” Dad spread his arms wide and leaned back in his chair. He didn’t stand from his desk, and I hadn’t expected him to. He did reach down and pull out a bottle of whiskey. “Drink?”

      “Nope, I got the kids.” He shrugged and poured himself a little.

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”

      “Even if it’s not,” I replied, plopping in the seat across from him.

      “Needed a break from the kiddos?” he asked me.

      “Nope.” Watching my nieces and nephews was the highlight of my life. “Why do I have a new neighbor and what the hell made her think it was okay to show up so fucking early?”

      “What time did she show up? I told her after eight because of the kids.”

      “Eight-oh-two!” Dad laughed. “She’s gotta go. I can’t have a woman like that living next door. Why didn’t you let me move one of my friends in?”

      Dad sipped his whiskey before responding. “Who? The boys I like already have homes. I don’t want Rascal over there. I’d never get you working.”

      “I’m not coming to work for you,” I told him for the millionth time this lifetime.

      “A job of any kind at this point will suffice.”

      “Can’t. I have kids to raise.” There were more reasons than that, but I wasn’t going to get into that right now. “And now I have to babysit a new neighbor.”

      “She’s a grown woman,” Dad insisted.

      “I know! Is her man moving in with her?”

      “Not that I know of. Would that be a problem for you?”

      “No, but if she’s single, I have to make sure she’s safe. All you did was put more shit on my plate.”

      “I don’t see how that’s your problem.” Dad frowned.

      “What if she has a stalker? Or an abusive ex like Chloe did? What if she isn’t telling anyone and then one day, I hear her yelling?”

      “Stop with your dramatics!” Dad held a hand up to quiet me. “Save the storytelling for bedtime with Maxi. Melissa is fine. She’s just going to be closer to work. I’m good friends with her dad.”

      “Such good friends that we never met her or even heard of her until now?”

      “Precisely,” Dad retorted. I rolled my eyes and stood.

      “Old man, now I have to watch for creepers in the neighborhood.”

      What I wasn’t saying was that I was going to have to protect her from me!
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            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      The sheer thrill of moving into my own place had me moving far earlier than I would normally prefer. I wasn’t naturally a morning person; it was the byproduct of always being busy. A habit that I would one day break, but that day wasn’t coming anytime soon. It wasn’t as if I was stressing for a living situation. Dad had mentioned more than once that he would willingly buy me a little condo down the street from the office as a congratulations for my new job. Even though I’d told him a million times before that I wanted to make it on my own, he would never stop offering.

      I was more fortunate than most. Dad had made his wealth long before I was a glimmer in his and Mom’s eye, so it wasn’t surprising that he was quick to dote on his only child. It had only gotten worse after Mom passed away when I was in junior high, but I tried to be patient with him. Dad still hadn’t gotten over her even after all these years. He dated quite a bit, but it never made it far beyond that. A few times I thought he and some of his girlfriends might make it as far as living together, but he always ended it before that.

      “Your mom was the only one for me, Missy,” he’d say in such a wistful tone that it would almost bring tears to my eyes. It wasn’t like I was gunning for him to jump into a marriage. I just knew that Mom wouldn’t want him to be lonely all this time, but there was no reasoning with him.

      It was the idea of him being on his own that had me hesitating to move into my own place. I’d been living with him while finishing my final degree and job hunting, but now that I was going to be working for Mr. James, I would be able to afford something on my own. The fact that Dad and Mr. James were friends helped to ease some of Dad’s misgivings, especially when Mr. James assured him that he had a decently priced place I could rent.

      “The moving truck will get there about an hour after you.” Dad sniffed a little as he stood outside my door, and I struggled not to roll my eyes. “You call me when you get there.” He wasn’t fooling me.

      “Dad, you get that you’re not going to guilt me into staying, don’t you?” I cocked an eyebrow as he huffed out an aggravated sigh, his ploy having failed. “It’s only forty minutes away, you know.”

      “Less with the way you drive.” His mood was improving if he was ready to make snarky comments about my driving.

      “That just furthers my point! You could come see me every day if you wanted to.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he grumbled, eyeing my car. “If you let me buy you a sensible car…” My gasp cut off whatever he was going to say.

      “Don’t you dare say anything bad about Shelby.” I patted the dashboard of my Mustang affectionately. “She’s an angel.” She was my pride and joy. The candy apple red paint had just gotten a fresh wax and the purr of her engine sounded supreme if I did say so myself. And I did since I’d been the only one to give her a tune up since I was seventeen. “And you have only yourself to blame. If you didn’t want me to get attached to her, you shouldn’t have insisted we restore her together.”

      It had taken two years, but Shelby was done by the time I was sixteen and had been the best birthday gift I could have ever gotten. Not just because she was perfect, but because of the memories I made with Dad restoring her to all her glory. And glorious she was.

      “Call me when you get there.” He stepped back as I started Shelby. “And don’t speed!”
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        * * *

      

      I should have taken my time. The forty-minute trip took me thirty minutes. I couldn’t text Dad for at least another fifteen minutes to let him know that I got here safe. Checking the time on my phone, I hoped that my new neighbor wouldn’t be too put out that I was here this close to eight. Mr. James just said that I couldn’t get here before eight for the key because he thought my neighbor might have the kids this weekend.

      Must be a single dad. I respected that, coming from a single parent home myself. It crossed my mind that I should bring something to break the ice as a new neighbor, but I had no idea what to bring that would be safe for his kids. It wasn’t like I grew up with siblings that might have babies. Hell, I didn’t even have cousins that could give me exposure to them.

      To be fair, my best friend was my ex-boyfriend and a committed bachelor. Jared was adamant that he wanted to just be the fun uncle, but since he was also an only child, he was pinning a lot of hopes on me. I would roll my eyes when he would beg me to just take one for the team, but I wasn’t brave enough to admit aloud that I was worried children might not be in my future.

      Mom had a hard enough time getting pregnant with me, according to my dad. What if I had the same fertility issues? I tried not to dwell on it too much since there wasn’t a guy getting close enough for me to consider that possibility, but it did cross my mind sometimes.

      Shaking myself loose from my thoughts that were definitely taking on a morose vibe, I pushed myself out of the car and prepared to meet my neighbor at an unfortunately early hour. A debate halted me before I could ring the bell. If he had kids, would the bell wake them up? What if he had a dog and it started barking and that woke them up? Would knocking be any better?

      Considering I was standing on the porch and so far, a dog wasn’t losing his mind on the other side of the door, I chose to knock a bit more loudly than would be normal. I didn’t want to wake up the kids, but I needed to be sure the guy heard me. And I assume there wasn’t an issue with his hearing since the door jerked open forcefully.

      And holy shit did I appreciate the view!

      Despite the irritation flashing in his eyes, the man was freaking hot! And shirtless! I tried to keep my eyes trained on his face, but I couldn’t stop the quick appraisal of the exposed torso; between the impeccable artwork decorating his arms and chest, I had no idea where to look. He obviously spent some time in the gym. I wasn’t normally much of a fan over a man with enough hair to pull into a ponytail, but damn if it didn’t work for him.

      The absolute cherry on top was the ridiculously adorable bundle in his arms. He made the cutest babbling noises that I’d ever heard, and I hoped that at some point my neighbor and I might be on well enough terms that he’d let me hold his son. Cause who could resist a kid that freaking cute?

      After he shook my hand and I excused myself from the porch, I got the distinct impression that he wasn’t thrilled with my presence. I couldn’t blame him. Mr. James mentioned that his current tenant had dropped hints about wanting to rent out both sides of the duplex, but it didn’t mesh with what Mr. James had wanted for his property. I hoped this wouldn’t make living here uncomfortable.

      Checking my watch, it was still another hour before the moving trucks came. I let myself into my side of the property to get a mental impression of where I wanted my things to go. It was really spacious, and obvious that Mr. James had gotten someone to put on a fresh coat of paint before I moved in. Taking a quick selfie while holding up the keys in the kitchen, I sent the picture to Dad and Jared as a way of letting them know I’d arrived safely.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jared

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I have no idea why you need a kitchen. Didn’t you almost burn the old man’s house down trying to bake something?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rude.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Honest. I’ll be there in an hour to help you unpack.

      

      

      

      

      

      He wasn’t wrong about the kitchen thing, but that was such a long time ago! I wasn’t anywhere close to being an expert in the kitchen, but I could be in there now with minimal fire hazards. Then again, I did prefer premade meals to cooking. I would need to go grocery shopping soon, but I wanted to wait until after the movers were gone. I might just put it off until tomorrow, since I planned on taking Jared out for dinner as a thank you for giving up his Saturday to help me get settled.

      Walking upstairs, it occurred to me that for the first time in my life, I was completely on my own. In college, I lived in dorms for a time. After that grew old, I moved home and commuted to my classes. It was exciting and scary, knowing that I was taking these steps on my own.

      Dad video called as I was making my way downstairs; he wanted the virtual tour. He whistled when he saw the size of the place and wanted to know if I’d met my neighbor. A knock on the door saved me from answering. I doubted my dad wanted to know the exact placement of my neighbor’s abs.

      Jared’s burly frame practically filled out the doorframe as he picked me up to hug me. Jared plucked the phone out of my hand after setting me down, effectively commandeering my conversation. I heard snippets of their joking, complete with Dad’s unsubtle mentions that he was still wishing Jared and I would make another go at our relationship since we’d both done some growing up. Gross.

      Dad would probably feel differently if he knew our precious Jared was currently in the process of sleeping with everything on the west coast. I wouldn’t break Dad’s heart like that, though. I knew Dad thought of him like a son, and there was no way that I planned on ruining that for them.

      “All I’m saying is that I’d like to see a grandchild while I’m still young enough to enjoy it!” Dad’s boisterous voice echoed through the empty house. It wasn’t a new sentiment, but it caused anxiety to send ice through my veins. Jared must have sensed my change in attitude because he ended the call within the next few minutes before pulling me back into a hug.

      “You good?” He knew that I hated it when Dad made references to hypothetical grandchildren. I should have told Dad that it was something that worried me, but I avoided voicing my concerns because I didn’t want to remind him of the difficulties Mom had.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” I pushed away and smiled at him. “I thought you weren’t going to be here so early?”

      “Well, someone decided to wake me up with a goofy ass selfie, so here I am.” Jared looked around in approval. “It’s a good space.” I nodded, taking the empty room in with him. We heard the engine of a large truck and saw the moving truck pulling up to the curb.

      “Let’s go on the porch, I don’t want them knocking on the neighbor’s door and waking up his kids.” He might have let it go when I was the one doing the knocking, but I didn’t want to push my luck by my movers waking up his kids.

      “What’s he like?” Jared leaned against the wall as we waited by the open front door. He was asking about the neighbor. The off limits, amazingly inked, super yummy neighbor with bedroom eyes and washboard abs. Not that I could lead with something like that, so I just shrugged and avoided looking directly at Jared so he wouldn’t see I wasn’t being completely honest.

      “No idea.” I waved to the men getting out of the truck. “It’s kind of early to get much stimulating conversation out of anyone, you know? And I didn’t want him to feel obligated to entertain me when he was holding his baby.”

      I was saved from having to give any more descriptions when the movers started bringing things to the door. I’d put all thoughts of the neighbor out of my head for the next two hours as I directed the team on where things went. That was, until a small voice chirped up from my open door.

      “How long are you staying here?” The little girl must have been around five or six, and she was just the cutest thing I’d ever seen. She looked around inside at the furniture but stayed just outside the door. A little boy was standing firm behind her, his curly mop of hair pushed out of his face. I smiled and kneeled down to be on their level.

      “I’m not sure. A while, I hope.” I held my hand out for her to shake. “I’m Melissa.” Do kids this age know about shaking hands? I heard a small commotion just outside my line of vision, and I assumed it was her dad coming out. How many kids did this guy have?

      “I’m Maxi and this is Alex,” Maxi introduced the two of them. Her eyes narrowed as she studied me, and I wondered what her decision was going to be. “You’re very pretty.” I heard Jared lumbering down the stairs with his heavy footsteps, and wondered what he was going to make of the gaggle of kids I now had living next door.

      “Thank you, Maxi.” I grinned while my neighbor came up behind her. I stood up, trying to hide my surprise at the double stroller he was holding. “You have your hands full. Let me help you get them down the stairs.” Walking outside, I helped him lift the front of the stroller to get down the stairs. He grunted a thank you before turning to walk away. “I didn’t catch your name, by the way.”

      “Hunter,” he said without turning back.

      Okay, so maybe we weren’t getting off on the right foot. I get that I came over early, but Hunter seemed to still be holding a grudge if the slightly cold shoulder was anything to go off. I watched from a distance while he wrangled his kids into his minivan, then realized that I probably looked like a creep staring at him before walking back to the house. Jared was waiting for me.

      “That guy is your neighbor?” He whistled, thankfully not so loud that Hunter could have heard. “That is prime eye candy, Melissa. Is he single?”

      “I don’t think you’re his type.” I rolled my eyes as I pushed past him into the house. “I can put in a good word for you though.” Jared was not about to be deterred.

      “Seriously, Melissa. You can’t be that blind!” He gestured to the shared wall in the kitchen. “He’s got a pirate vibe that you would have to be dead not to notice!”

      “Did you miss the part where he has four kids?” Leaning against the counter, I shook my head. “Man has his hands full. I doubt that is going to leave time for a relationship.”

      “Who said anything about a relationship? I’m just trying to get you laid.” Jared leered at me, gesturing next door again. “I’ll bet he can help in that department.”

      “You’ve got to be the worst ex-boyfriend in the world.” Laughter took the edge off the insult. “You shouldn’t be this invested in my sex life, Jared.”

      “I wouldn’t be so invested if I knew you actually had one.” He dodged the empty water bottle I chucked at him. “I’m serious, Missy. It's not healthy to go as long as you have without sex.” I cringed, praying like hell that the movers were still upstairs.

      “First, don’t call me Missy.” I resisted the urge to throw something else at him. He would have been great if he just stopped calling me Missy. “Second, I’m perfectly content to hold out until someone sparks more of an interest for me.” It was hard to date when everyone knew your dad. My ex was more interested in trying to get my dad to invest in his bullshit startup than actually being with me. I wasn’t sorry when we broke up. He still texted me sometimes, but I mostly ignored him.

      “It's hard to know if someone sparks anything if you don’t give them a chance.” Jared was going to say something else, but we were distracted by someone shrieking from next door. We walked to the front of the house, and I poked my head outside, wondering what the commotion was. A skinny blonde was pounding on Hunter’s door, looking like she was ready to kick it down. “Are you okay?” I didn’t know what the etiquette was in this situation, but I was going to get a headache if she was going to keep shrieking. Was this the mother of his children? “If you’re looking for Hunter, he left like twenty minutes ago.”

      “You tell him we need to talk when you see him.” With that, she marched away angrily. She didn’t give a name, but she must assume Hunter would know who she was. I looked up at Jared and gestured to the woman speeding away.

      “Right there is enough of a reason to stay away from him.” The last thing I wanted to get pulled into was baby mama drama, and that girl looked like she breathed for fighting. Jared snorted before closing the front door, grabbing another box to bring upstairs.

      “I just don’t think you should rule out the urban pirate for a fun weekend. He can’t be saddled with his kids all the time.” He ignored my puff of laughter as I picked up another box. Hunter did have that edgy, pirate vibe that Jared mentioned, but it didn’t matter how hot he was. Hell, it didn’t even matter that he was a single dad.

      Hunter came with ex-girlfriend baggage that I just didn’t want to be involved in.
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      When the kids and I returned home for the evening, a girly looking electric vehicle sat on what I guess you would consider her side of the driveway. I was so desperate to get away earlier that I hadn’t paid any attention to what type of car she drove. It suited her; she looked like she cared about the environment. Does Dad know he’s going to have to add a charging station for her? She’s already causing problems. He should have left the other side empty.

      “Is that Melissa’s car?” Maxi asked. She'd been asking questions about her since we left earlier. Is she going to be my friend? Will she let me see my old room? Can I comb her hair? Will she roast marshmallows with us? Do you think she wants to build a fort? Unfortunately for my niece, I knew nothing about the lady next door, and it was probably best if it stayed that way.

      “Don’t tell me you like that?” I asked my niece. “Cars like that don’t even make noise when you drive them.”

      She laughed and unbuckled her seatbelt. “This car isn’t loud like your other car and Daddy’s car.”

      “True, but this car still uses gas. That annoying thing gets plugged in. Who wants a car they have to plug in?”

      “It’s pretty!” she insisted.

      “If you say so,” I told her, refusing to argue with a four-year-old.

      “I like Hawk’s car!” Alex offered. Of course, he does. He likes everything that has to do with Hawk. You wouldn’t know that Hawk has only been in his life for a year; those two are truly father and son, minus the blood relation.

      “Egypt is the best car,” I insisted. I didn’t want to argue with children, but they were forcing my hand. Pepper squealed from her carseat and Dimitri clapped. “See, the babies agree.”

      “The babies don’t know,” Alex said with a laugh before hopping out of the van. Maxi followed him while I wrestled with the stroller and eventually the Pasquale twins. If I ever have kids, I want one at a time, or my wife will have to be by my side every second of every day. This is harder than I thought it would be.

      “Uncle Orson, there's a paper on the door, but I can’t reach it!” Maxi yelled from the top of the porch. I rolled my eyes.

      “I can get it!” Alex called.

      “Give me a minute!” Patience is a virtue, but you can’t tell that to four- and five-year-olds. By the time I wrangled the stroller up the steps, Alex and Maxi had dragged two chairs from the kitchen table to the door and were pulling the blue piece of paper off the peephole.

      “I can read it,” Alex called, jumping down and running away.

      “Or you can move the chair so we can all come inside,” I called after him.

      “Sorry, Uncle Hunter,” he said, sheepishly returning without the paper in hand. I followed slowly behind the kids as they dragged their chairs to the table. I took the time to pull the little ones out and put them in the gated off section of the living room so they could crawl around and play with toys. “Uncle Hunter,” Alex called. “What does j-e-r-k spell?” I turned around. He was staring down at the blue paper.

      Jerk? Who would leave me a note that says anything about being a jerk? I thought back to the last lady I went out with. Jasmine. That ended quickly and amicably. We went on two dates, had about four nights together and then she told me she was getting back with her boyfriend. I was more than okay with it because I'm a two-date kind of guy. That’s why I had kept Annie around for so long. She never expected more from me; until she did.

      We had an unspoken agreement for the last two years. We dated whomever we chose but if either of us was lonely, I'd show up at her house. Then...Mac met Sasha and Gunner met Morgan and she suddenly thought I would want to settle down too. Two years of fun down the drain. I had to cut her loose because we were not on the same page.

      “Jerk,” I answered.

      “You are a jerk,” Alex read. “Is. She. Your. New. G-g-g-g,” I snatched the paper away from him before he could read more.

      
        
          
        You are a jerk! Is she your new girlfriend? Is that why you blocked me? Fucking asshole!

      

      

      

      Fun.

      The only person I’ve blocked is Annie, because, again, she turned on me. Sex is fun. Annie is fun. Sex with Annie was always fun. But it was just sex! She shouldn’t have tried to force me into a relationship. I’m not Gunner or Mac or any of the other guys that have settled down. I like having freedom and not having to consider anyone else’s feelings when I’m making decisions.

      “Why are you a jerk?” Maxi asked me.

      “First, neither of you should be saying that word. If Rooster or Hawk hear it, they’ll never let you come back over. Understand?” I watched as they both nodded slowly. “Second, I’m not a jerk. Someone is mad at me.”

      “But why?” Mom warned me that Maxi was going through a stage where she asked why about everything. I hadn’t had to deal with it. Excessive questions, yes, but that one particular question, this was a first. I could tell by her expression that she was going to ask again if I didn’t answer.

      “Because I told her I don’t want her to be my girlfriend.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want her to be?” It sounded more like a question to my own ears. Annie would probably make a great girlfriend. She’s sweet, fun, beautiful, and she knows how to cook. But Annie was not the type of woman I wanted to marry. She wasn’t ambitious. She had no desire to get a college education, which isn’t necessary, if you have other plans. Annie didn’t have other plans. She liked working at the bar. She didn’t know the first thing about savings or how not to max out credit cards, let alone talk about her financial future.

      I always pictured myself marrying a woman who is tall, thin, has light eyes and dark hair. A woman who carried herself with class. A woman…shit! I just described the woman next door. Minus her plug-in car.

      “Good! Melissa can be your girlfriend.” Was Maxi reading my mind? “She’s really pretty. And then we can see her all the time because she’s next door. And she can roast marshmallows!” With that last bit, she did a jump with her fist in the air and excitement in her voice.

      “Yes!” Alex agreed. He’d agree to anything Maxi said.

      “Or…” They both stared at me while I dragged the word out. “I can just not have a girlfriend and we can still roast marshmallows.”

      “Sometimes Mama Bitney says that she misses Daddy if he’s not home at night. Like that night you guys went to the party.”

      “I missed Hawk that night too,” Alex said. “But you don’t have anyone to miss.”

      “I miss you guys,” I told them. “How about we don’t try to find me a girlfriend until after you guys grow up?”

      “Mama Bitney says that if you get a girlfriend, you might have babies like Becker.”

      “Tell your mother that she can just let me have your baby brother.” Her eyes went wide. Less than a year ago she had that same look when my mom said she could stay with her. “I won’t keep him!” I told her. Maxi lived with her birth mother until she died and then was dropped off on Rooster’s doorstep. Literally. We hadn’t even known about her. She was a scared little girl that had attached herself to her father and a strange woman that became her mother two weeks later. “He can just stay the night like you guys do.”

      “He cries more than Pepper,” she explained with an adorable scrunch of her nose.

      “He doesn’t know how to sign yet. Pepper would probably cry more if we didn’t teach her those few signs. That’s how babies communicate. You probably cried a lot too.” Unfortunately, I would never know. We were robbed of those first few years of her life. I hope I don’t have kids before I'm married because I can’t imagine not having them around me every single day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can Pepper and Dimitri have marshmallows?” Maxi asked as she carried the bag of fluffy goodness outside. Alex was in charge of the roasting sticks, and I was in charge of the little ones. I had run out ahead of time and started a fire in the gas firepit and set up a playpen nearby for the babies.

      “They are still too young, but that just means more for us.”

      “Can I have three?” she asked, her voice raising a few octaves.

      “Sounds like a good number.”

      “Me too?” Alex asked, skipping out toward the firepit.

      “Remember the rules?” He halted and hung his head. “No going fast when you are carrying those or there is a fire,” I reminded. “I want to hurry and get there too. This is my favorite part of the night, but we want to get there safely.”

      “Come on, Alex, before Uncle Orson picks the good seat.” Maxi knew exactly what to say to get him moving again. It’s not like either of them was going to remain in their chairs.

      I sat around watching them jibber-jabber about what Alex did in school and what Maxi was doing in her pre-kinder class. Who their friends were and how they enjoyed playing on whatever parts of the jungle gym that impressed them the most. Occasionally, Pepper or Dimitri would chime in with some ‘bababa’ and both kids would include them in the conversation as if they made really good points. This was heaven!

      “Hunter!” Rascal appeared in my doorway. I hadn’t heard his engine revving down the block. “What’s up? Hey kids.” None of the kids responded. They don’t know Rascal.

      “I know I said my door is always open, but tonight’s not a good night,” I told him. It wasn’t because of him. I like Rascal. We met in college and formed a quick friendship. Turned out we were both good at math and were both into classic cars.

      “Roasting marshmallows?” Fucking Victor. That would be why I didn’t hear Rascal’s car; he was probably riding with Victor. He was definitely not allowed at my house.

      “Go away,” I told them, trying to keep my tone calm. “If you need to talk, call me. I can even meet up tomorrow for a beer or something.”

      “Sorry.” Rascal held his hands up and took a step back. “I’ll have Tasha set something up with you.” Anyone but fucking Victor! Scheming asshole.

      “Tell Tasha when I'm not with the kids, we’re going to see who can pull more chicks.”

      “Bawk. Bawk,” Alex said, flapping his arms like he was imitating a chicken. I chuckled. That was cute. Maxi joined in and the two went squawking across the lawn. I took the opportunity to confront my friend and his asshole buddy.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I asked, out of earshot of little ones.

      “We have a business proposition,” Victor said with a stupid fucking grin on his face.

      “I’ll pass.” No way was I going into business with this fuck.

      “Hear us out,” Rascal said, stepping in between me and his friend. Smart move. “It’s a legit proposition. You don’t have to do anything except be a silent partner.” I snorted. That's not how I work.

      Rascal knows that I made some damn good choices in college. I became part of many startups and once businesses were running smoothly and making profits, I let people buy me out. I had even helped Rascal and his stupid ass friend when they were selling lame ass shirts for their fraternity. They would have had a total loss if I hadn’t asked my own frat to buy them so we could wear them during the unsanctioned house wars week. I did it for my own profit margin, not for them. Of course, we desecrated them before putting them on.

      They are not savvy businesspeople.

      "I’ll pass.” I waved them toward the front door. To my surprise, they didn’t argue.

      “I’ll have Tasha call you. We’ll go out for a beer.”

      “Leave your friend at home,” I warned him. Victor side-eyed me, as if I gave a damn.

      I didn’t bother walking them to the door. I shouldn’t have turned my back on kids near a fire to begin with. Thankfully, when I returned to my squawking niece and nephew, they were ready to settle down and have another marshmallow.

      A few minutes later, I heard an engine roaring down the street. At least I knew that whoever drove that car was a welcome guest.

      Only
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