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            I have it all…Money, cars, women and my ranch in the mountains.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The last thing I want is a complicated woman I’d have to write a hefty check to just to get her attention.

         

        Then the spicy little veterinarian shows up on my ranch with an attitude bigger than she is and a body I want to claim.

         

        I didn’t know what I was missing until I had her in my bed.

         

        Only, she’s determined not to fall for me.

         

        I’ll do whatever it takes to prove to her I’m the man she wants…the man she needs.

      

        

      
        Even if that means ruining every other man for her…including my own ranch hand.

      

        

      
        She thinks I’m going to walk away?

      

        

      
        Not happening. She’s mine…Forever.
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      “Ves, your next patient is here to see you,” Amy, my assistant, calls out to me from behind the counter in the waiting room.

      I quickly push my papers back into a neat stack and stand away from my desk, pulling my white coat on as I exit my office.

      As I walk out into the waiting room, I find Mrs. Stevens standing behind the counter, holding a little gray kitten to her chest.

      “Who do we have here?” I ask, closing the distance between us and gently rubbing the kitten on its head.

      Mrs. Stevens offers a wide smile that makes her blue eyes shine. “This is Lola. I found her in a box, on the side of the road. Can you believe someone would dump such an adorable kitten?”

      Hearing the news causes a bout of pain to surge through my chest. I don’t understand how people can be so cruel and heartless. “Well, it looks like she’s found a good home now. Haven’t you?” I pet the kitten, and she lets out a soft meow.

      “Let’s go back to exam room one and I’ll give her a once over before we start up her first round of vaccines.”

      I lead Mrs. Stevens and Lola back to the exam room and pull on my gloves. “How’s Mr. Stevens doing? I’m sure he’s just as much in love with this new kitten as you are.” I feel my lips turn up into a smile. Mr. and Mrs. Stevens are one of my favorite couples in town. They take in all the stray animals in need without question. I can only hope to find a man that loves animals as much as the Stevens do. Already I dream about spending my future working on farmland that is overrun by animals.

      “He’s doing very well,” she says as I begin to examine the kitten. “He’s looking forward to this one getting a clean bill of health, so he can introduce her to the rest of the family.”

      “Well, she looks pretty healthy to me. I think she’ll just need some de-worming and some vaccines, then she’ll be good to go home and meet them all.” I pick the kitten up and hold it softly against my chest. “What do you think of that, Lola?” I ask, looking down at her.

      She replies by settling into my hand, purring loudly as her green eyes close to enjoy all the attention she’s getting today.

      I gently hand her back to Mrs. Stevens. “Let me go get everything I need and I’ll be right back.” I pull off my gloves and leave the room to get the vaccines from the cooler in the back.

      Amy sticks her head through the swinging door as I’m preparing everything for Lola. “Hey, Ves, I just got a call about a horse at the O’Connor Ranch. Would you be able to drive up there and check her out?”

      I look at my watch before turning back to my work. “I can head that way as soon as I’m done with Lola. Do you have directions?” I look at her from over my shoulder.

      “I’ll have everything you need by the time you’re done.” She spins around, long dark curls fanning out behind her.

      I make my way back into the exam room with the tray of needed supplies. “Okay, Lola. Are you ready?” I ask as I pull on a fresh set of gloves.

      Mrs. Stevens places her back on the table and I pick up the syringe of de-worming solution. “How about we do the easy part first?” I place the end of the syringe against the kitten’s mouth and gently push down on the plunger, allowing her to taste the meat-flavored medication. With one lick, Lola falls in love, giving no trouble at all.

      “Good girl,” I coo, gently petting her head. “Was that good stuff?”

      The kitten meows, wanting more.

      “Okay, Lola, I’m going to give you the vaccine now. Hold still, and it will be very quick.” I pick up the syringe and uncap it. Pinching the fluff of her neck, I insert the needle and push down on the plunger, injecting the vaccine. Lola meows loudly, but by the time she begins to lose her patience, I’m already done and releasing her to run back to Mrs. Stevens.

      “All done,” I say as Mrs. Stevens picks Lola up against her chest.

      “Thank you, Vesper. You’re the best vet in town.” She smiles wide before looking back down at the little kitten in her hands.

      I laugh. “I’m the only vet in town.” I pull off my gloves, then reach out to pet Lola. “Hopefully, by the next time you see me, you’ll have forgotten all about that little poke.”

      Mrs. Stevens starts making her way out of the exam room and into the waiting room. I join her at the counter. “Amy, Lola will need a six-month check-up.”

      “Okay, would you like to go ahead and make that appointment now, Mrs. Stevens?”

      “Absolutely. We have to make sure we keep this little one healthy, don’t we?” she asks the kitten in her hands.

      “It was good seeing you again, Mrs. Stevens. Tell Mr. Stevens I said hello.” I make my way behind the counter, heading for my office.

      “I sure will, honey. And you tell your Daddy that I’m making some of that pineapple upside-down cake he loves so much.”

      I laugh. “You know if I do, he’ll be beating down your door for a slice.” I use my shoulder to push open the swinging door that leads to the back of the building.

      “That’s quite alright. We have enough to go around; don’t we, Lola?”

      I smile at the love she has for her new kitten. “Have a good day!” I say as I slip past the door to gather my things.

      I remove my white coat and hang it behind my office door as I make my way to the desk to shut down the computer and get my things. It’s already going on five, and the O’Connor Ranch is at least thirty minutes outside of town. Luckily, it’s mid-spring and daylight lasts a bit longer.

      I climb behind the wheel of my SUV and place my purse and medical bag in the passenger side seat as I program the address into my GPS. Immediately, I roll down all my windows, letting the warm Colorado air blow through the vehicle.

      I turn the radio up loudly as I drive through my small town—a town I’ve lived in my entire life, but also a town I love and never want to leave. I can’t help but notice the way it’s coming to life with the season. The trees have bright green leaves, and the grass is lush and starting to grow thick. Our little main street has potted plants lining the business fronts, helping to bring beauty and charm to the town.

      As I drive past County Line Road, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the rearview mirror. My strawberry blonde hair is blowing all around me from the air coming through the windows, and my green eyes are shining bright in the setting sun. I pull out my sunglasses and put them into place. Stopping at a stop sign, I pull the ponytail holder off my wrist with my teeth and tie my hair up into a messy bun. Looking both ways at the crossroad, I hit the gas and the car leaps forward, carrying me off to my destination.
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      The sun is starting to set, causing the sky to look like a swirl of watercolors—oranges, pinks, and purples. The mountain range up ahead is beautiful with the setting sun glistening off its peaks. The air is thick and warm and consumed by the sweet scent of blooming flowers and the wet earth from the spring shower we had earlier today.

      Some people might get bored staring at nothing but land and sky, but there is a beauty in it that I find comforting. I could never be bored looking at this view. There are a couple of foxes running wild through the field to my left, and I can’t help but watch them. My eyes quickly bounce from the road to the animals, and back. I’m so lost in watching them play and run that I almost drive right by the ranch.

      “You’ve arrived at your destination,” the GPS tells me.

      As I hit the brakes and slow down the car, the entrance of the property appears to my right. There is nothing but big, fenced-in fields. Off in the distance, through the trees, I get a glimpse of a red barn. It takes another half a mile of driving, but finally, I find the entrance and turn right, into the gravel.

      I make my way up the long drive that has thick trees on either side. Finally, the narrow road opens up, and the red barn comes into view. Further back on the property is the house that has been completely re-done in cedar siding with navy shutters and metal roof. It’s big for an old farmhouse out in these parts and looks to have a porch that wraps the entirety of the bottom level. There are a couple of old wooden rocking chairs lining the front porch, and multicolored flowers that are growing up the antique wagon wheels and shepherds’ hooks.

      I put the car in park and shut off the engine. Grabbing my medical bag, I step out, looking around the property.

      “You must be Vesper Lawrence, the vet I’ve heard so much about.”

      I tear my eyes away from the immaculate property and spin around to find a man in a cowboy hat walking toward me, holding out his hand to shake.

      “Yes, I’m Vesper. And you are?” I step forward, placing my hand in his.

      He removes his hat and bows his head. His short, dirty-blond hair a mess from being kept under a hat all day. “I’m Tyler Stern. I’m the ranch hand around here.” He offers a sweet smile, revealing his perfect teeth. His dark eyes seem to linger as he drinks me in. “I’m glad you could make it on such short notice.”

      I wave my hand through the air as my face heats up from his stare, dismissing the thought. “It wasn’t a problem.” I return his smile and bite my lower lip, hoping my embarrassment isn’t staining my cheeks. His white t-shirt is clinging to his bulging biceps as he places his hat back on his head and crosses his arms.

      “So…” I pull my eyes away from him and readjust the bag on my shoulder. “You have a sick horse?” I place my hand above my eyes, shielding them from the setting sun.

      “No, she’s not sick.” He turns around and motions with his hand for me to follow him into the barn. “I think she may be pregnant.”

      “Oh. When was she bred?” I ask, following him into the barn.

      He leads me to the horse stall before he turns around to face me. “She wasn’t exactly bred. One of our stallions made its way into her pasture. We don’t usually breed until summer.” He places his elbow on the top of the gate, leaning against it in a cocky sort of way.

      “And why do you believe she’s in foal? Did you catch them in the act?” I giggle at my silly joke.

      He smiles at my words but doesn’t laugh. “Not exactly. I did have to catch him and take him back to his pasture though. And Lucy here usually has her estrous cycle every three weeks like clockwork.”

      “How long has it been since you caught the stallion?”

      “Just over three weeks.” He nods once and presses his lips tightly together.

      I nod and turn around to place my bag on a nearby stool. Opening it up, I pull out my arm-length gloves. “I’ll check her over, really quick.” I point at the horse and pull on my glove.

      “Right.” He suddenly realizes what I have to do. “I’ll just be waiting outside.” He bows his head and makes a break for the door.

      [image: ]

      After checking over the horse, I take off my glove and thoroughly wash my hands and arms in the industrial sink at the corner. I grab my bag and pull it up over my shoulder, then push open the barn door and step out. Tyler is there waiting patiently, sitting on an old wooden bench beside the barn.

      “Well?” he asks anxiously, standing and staggering from one foot to the other.

      I nod. “She’s pregnant.”

      “Shit!” he breathes out, grabbing his hat off his head and kicking at the rocks. “Bossman isn’t going to be happy about this. We breed in the summer so that we don’t have to worry about winter births.” He runs his hand through his dirty-blond hair, causing it to stand up even worse.

      “I completely understand. A winter birth can be hard on a new foal. But it looks like you have a pretty nice set up here.” I look over my shoulder at the big red barn. “You should have plenty of room to keep them indoors and warm.”

      He smiles, causing his dark eyes to light up. “You don’t happen to have a due date, do you?”

      I let out a soft chuckle. “Since you breed horses, I’m sure you know a mare’s average gestation period is eleven months. If she were impregnated three weeks ago, I’d say around the first or second week of next March.”

      He nods and takes a deep breath as he leans against the side of the barn. “I don’t usually breed the horses. I just take care of them and the land.” He places his hat back on his head and flexes his jaw with worry. “We’re currently between vets at the moment. Would it be possible for you to come and check on her until we get someone new? We’re more than willing to pay you for your time, traveling expenses, and after hour visits, of course.”

      I quickly think it over. I could never turn down an animal in need, and good healthcare early on in the pregnancy is vital for a healthy foal. “I can fill in when needed until you find someone to hire full time.”

      He gives me a wide smile, causing his dark eyes to light up and grow wide. “Thank you, Ms. Lawrence.” He holds out his hand to shake.

      “Please, just call me Vesper…or Ves for short.” I place my hand in his.

      “Will do, Ves.”

      I look up at him and see his cute grin starts to form as he slowly licks his lips. I feel my face flush from the way he’s looking at me, but I’m not the kind to fall for the cute boy-next-door type.

      I clear my throat and point toward my car from over my shoulder. “I should get going. It’s going to get dark soon.”

      “Oh, right.” He holds up his finger, telling me to wait a moment. He rushes into the barn, leaving me standing on the gravel alone. Within seconds, he’s back and holding out a piece of paper. “Here’s a check for your time. I really appreciate your help.”

      I take the check and tuck it into my back pocket without looking at it. “No worries.” I turn to leave but suddenly stop and spin around to face him. “I’ll be back in a few days. I’d like to run some tests to make sure her diet is balanced, make sure she’s getting all the vitamins and minerals she needs for a healthy pregnancy.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest again, his biceps bulging so much I think they may rip his shirt. “Thank you, Ves. I’ll see you in a couple days.” He shoots me a wink, and it only makes my face flush.

      I smile shyly and climb behind the wheel.

      The whole drive home, all I think about is Tyler. The way his eyes seemed to darken when they landed on me. His sweet smile. Those massive biceps. But I push it all out of my mind. I’m not looking for a relationship right now. All I need to focus on is getting my new animal hospital off the ground. We only opened a few months ago, and there is still a lot to do. I’d like to bring in more veterinarians, more techs, and clients. Maybe even expand to different areas of the state. But right now, it’s just me, my assistant, and my lonely animal hospital. Big dreams for a small-town girl. But I won’t let anything get in my way. I want to make a name for myself. I want to help as many animals as I can.

      As I’m pulling back into town, I glance down at the time glowing on the dash—7:05. I’m late for dinner with my family, but I assume they are used to me working overtime by now. Within minutes, I’m pulling into the drive of the white, two-story house I grew up in. The windows are brightly lit up from the inside, giving the house a warm feeling, and the porch light is on to welcome me. There is always a season-themed wreath hanging on the front door. This time, it’s covered in artificial flowers and butterflies.

      I shut off the car and grab my purse before running into the house.

      “Mom, Dad, guess what?” I shout as I rush into the kitchen to find them taking dinner to the dining room.

      Both of them turn in my direction. “What?” Mom asks, nervousness showing on her rounded face, causing the wrinkles around her emerald eyes to deepen.

      “I just accepted a fill-in position at the O’Connor Ranch,” I shout, excitedly. “That’s the biggest ranch in the state. Can you imagine the clientele I’ll get if they put in a good word for me? Ranchers across the state could know my name.” I can’t hold back my enthusiasm now that I’m with my family, who’s always encouraged me to chase my dreams.

      “That’s wonderful, Ves,” Dad says, placing the bowl of mashed potatoes on the island and closing the distance between us, pulling me against him for a hug. Dad is a big man, at least six-five and two-hundred pounds. He nearly squeezes the air from my lungs, but it feels good. I know how proud he is of me.

      “That is good news, Vesper,” Mom agrees; her eyes that resemble mine sparkle as her lips turn up into a proud smile.

      Dad pulls away but keeps me at arm’s-length, leveling his brown eyes on me. “Are you sure you’re going to have the time that this new job requires, given the hours you’re already putting in at the new clinic?”

      I shrug one shoulder as I pick up the bowl he sat down. “It’s only one horse, and I’ll make the drive after hours. In fact…” I pull out the check and unfold it, looking down to see many more zeros than I anticipated. My brows pull together as I study the number, confused.

      “What is it?” Dad steps closer and looks at the check in my hands. “Whoa! They paid you in advance?”

      My shoulders fall in relief. That must be it. This check isn’t for this one visit. It’s for monitoring the entire pregnancy of the horse.

      “I guess so. I thought it was for one visit, but no way could they pay this much for a one-time thing.”

      Mom leans over to view the number. “Oh my! That’s more than what our first house cost!” She looks at Dad with her wide eyes.

      A giggle escapes my lips as I slip the check back into my pocket. Now that I know how much it’s made out for, it feels as if it’s burning a hole in my pocket. People get murdered for less than this, and I’m carrying it around in my back pocket like a five-dollar bill.

      I try to push the thought away from my mind as we sit around the table eating the delicious dinner of fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, and steamed vegetables.

      “How’s Aria?” I ask my mom. “I haven’t talked to her in a while. She never calls me back.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know your sister. Always too busy with work, school, parties and boys.”

      I nod, not really wanting to bring up her lifestyle because I see how annoyed Daddy gets when we talk about it. Aria is the wild child, very free willed and strong spirited. She makes the most out of life and doesn’t care if that interferes with her school work or grades. Dad throws a fit because he feels like his money is paying for her to party instead of get a degree. I understand both sides of it. She wants to live. There’s more to life than school and grades, as she says.

      “Oh, Dad,” I mumble through a mouth full of potatoes, wanting to change the conversation. “I saw Mrs. Stevens today. She said she was making her famous pineapple upside-down cake.”

      His eyes lift from his plate of food and lock on mine. “Did she happen to say when?”

      A loud laugh escapes my lips. “Why don’t you just have Mama make you one?” I motion toward her with my thumb.

      She wipes the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “Nobody’s pineapple upside-down cake is as good as Mrs. Stevens,” she mocks. “According to your father anyway.” She takes a sip of her sweet tea, ice chips clinking off the glass. “I should just thank my lucky stars that he married me before he found out about her cakes. Otherwise,” she looks directly at me, “you may never have been born,” she jokes.
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      I stay so busy at the clinic that my days pass quicker than I thought possible. Before I know it, it’s time to head out to the O’Connor Ranch to check on Lucy. Before leaving work, I grab a little cooler, a syringe, and vials to collect some of Lucy’s blood to test.

      Throughout the drive, I listen to music and enjoy the scenery, never tiring of the beautiful landscapes or the wildlife. When I pull into the drive, Tyler is standing out in front of the barn, brushing a beautiful white horse with gray spots. I exit the car, tossing my bags over my shoulder as I make my way over to him.

      “Who’s this beauty?” I ask, reaching out and petting its nose.

      “This,” he smiles, “is Tessa. This will be her first year of breeding, but I know she’ll make some beautiful babies.”

      I smile as I gaze up at the magnificent horse. “I’m sure she will,” I nearly blurt it out, dropping my hand back to my side. “I’m going to go do the blood draw on Lucy, if that’s okay.” I point over my shoulder.

      “Sure. I just brushed her out and put her back in her stall.”

      Before I turn away, I notice the way his dark eyes narrow on mine and the way his jaw flexes.

      “You don’t have time for men in your life, Ves,” I whisper to myself.

      I fill the vials with Lucy’s blood and put them into the cooler. As I make my way out of the stall, closing the door behind me, I run into Tyler’s hard chest, nearly falling backward.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going,” I mumble in my daze.

      It’s only now that I realize his hands are holding me by the hips, helping to support me. He seems to notice too because he looks at them before letting them fall back to his sides. “I’m sorry, I was just coming to check and see how things are going. Was she behaving herself in there?” His face is slightly flushed.

      I tear my eyes away from him, looking at Lucy. “She was perfect. She’s a very sweet horse.”

      He nods as he runs his hand over the scruff of his jaw. “Good.” It feels like he’s searching for something to say. Is he embarrassed about balancing me? Either way, I don’t want to stick around and make the situation even more awkward.

      “I need to get going. This blood won’t keep for too long.” I quickly step around him.

      “Ves?” he calls after me.

      “Yeah?” I spin around to face him.

      He pulls out a piece of paper from his shirt pocket and hands it out between two fingers. “For today’s work.”

      I take the check and open it to see the same number as before. My mouth drops open. “I…I thought the last check you gave me was an advance.” I hold the checkup higher. “I don’t charge this much.”

      He raises his hands, palms facing me. “The owner can afford it. And this is the going rate that he pays to all the vets that treat his animals. You’re not special. I mean, you’re not getting special treatment or anything,” he corrects.

      I shake my head, letting the hand that’s holding the check fall to my side. “I don’t feel right taking it. When will your boss be getting in? I’d like to talk to him.”

      He shrugs as he spins around and walks out the back barn door with me following after him. “He’s not in town much. To be honest, I don’t know why he keeps this place.” He grabs a saddle off a stack of hay bales and walks it back into the barn.

      “Well, does he swing by once a month or something? I can wait. I still haven’t cashed the last check you gave me.” I don’t follow him—it feels like he’s running from the conversation. I just raise my voice so he’s sure to hear me.

      He turns to face me now. “Look, Ves. This is what he pays. I’m only giving you what he wants me to give you.” He finally walks back over. “It’s not a problem. It’s not up for negotiation. This is what the job pays. You’re worth it. Trust me.” He narrows his dark eyes on me.

      I shrug my shoulders as my determination caves. “I don’t like it,” I claim, shaking my head.

      “I’m sorry, Ves. Maybe…” He looks up like he’s looking to the sky for answers. “Maybe you can donate it. Or start some kind of scholarship for students who want to become veterinarians like you.” He motions toward me with his hand.

      My lips turn up with his words. “That’s a really good idea.”

      He offers a wide smile and his eyes light up. “So, you’ll stay. You won’t quit?”

      I turn away with a grin on my face. “I never said I was going to quit.” I look over my shoulder at him. “I’ll see you soon, Tyler.”

      All I can hear is the crunch of the gravel beneath my feet, but I swear I hear him say, “I hope so.”

      I don’t turn around to ask him to repeat himself. I can’t. He’s cute, cares about animals, and he’s sweet. If I weren’t so determined to stay single, I may have fallen for that line, the line that would reel me back in, but I refuse to get off track right now. I’m too busy. I have too many things on the back burner already, and my career isn’t going to be one of them.

      When I get back to the clinic, I set out to run the tests on Lucy’s blood. I’m in the lab when I hear the phone ring, but Amy hasn’t left yet, so I leave it to her to answer.

      Seconds later, she pokes her head into the back room. “Ves, a man named Tyler is on the phone for you.”

      “Oh?” I set down my work and remove my gloves as I make my way to the office, thinking it must be something to do with Lucy. I sit down at my desk and hit the speaker button on his line.

      “Hello, Tyler? Is everything okay with Lucy?” I start picking nervously at the skin around my nails.

      “Yeah, sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just…” his words drift off.

      “You just…what?” My eyes jump to the phone like they would to his face: trying to find the answer I’m looking for.

      “I just… I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you showed up here the other day, and…umm, I was hoping…that maybe, you’d go out with me sometime?”

      My mouth drops open. Speechless. This has never happened to me before. I’ve always had something to say, a witty comeback, a retort of some sort. But now, I have no idea what to say. Do I want to go out with Tyler? Hell yes, I do. He’s cute and sweet and good looking, but my career—my dreams. I’m torn.

      “A-are you still there?” he asks, fear dripping from his words.

      “Yes! Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry,” I laugh out. “I was… I was just thinking.” I shake my head, hoping to clear it of confusion.

      “Oh,” is his only reply, obviously feeling a little let down.

      “Look, Tyler… It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that we’re working together now, and that may be strenuous. You know?”

      Amy quietly knocks on my door, giving me wide eyes while mouthing the word yes and nodding her head excitedly.

      “It’s just one date, Ves. I’m not going to ask you to marry me or anything like that. We can just meet up somewhere. Have some dinner, drinks, whatever.” He pauses. “Just as friends,” he adds.

      Amy and I are now in silent mode. I’m shaking my head no while she’s nodding her head yes. All the while, she’s taking turns pointing her index finger at me and giving me the praying hands.

      “Fine!” I accidentally say out loud. “I mean, yes. Yes, I will have one dinner with you…as friends.”

      I can practically hear his smile. “Thank you,” he breathes out. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight?”

      I’m gritting my teeth, but I manage to get out a solid, “Sounds good.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Bye, Ves.”

      “Bye, Tyler.” I jab the button on the phone with a little too much force just as Amy breaks out in loud cheers and dancing.

      “You’re such a pain in my ass; you know that?” I ask, standing up and walking past her to finish my work in the lab.

      “Oh, come on. You haven’t been on a date in for-ev-er.” She enunciates each syllable to make it sound dramatic.

      “Of course I have,” I argue, pulling on a fresh set of gloves.

      “Really?” She gives me attitude by leaning her shoulder against the wall and placing her hand on her hip. “When? When was the last time you went out on a date?”

      I quickly think it over. “I went out with Travis Sneer, remember? He took me to that horrible movie, then he bought me a hot dog for dinner.” I roll my eyes at that horrible memory.

      She laughs. “You do realize that was two years ago, right?”

      I feel my brows draw together. “Really? Two years?” I look away from my work and at her.

      She nods once. “Yep.” Her mouth makes a popping sound on the P.

      I swipe my hand through the air and dismiss the whole conversation. “Well, you got your way. Now I have to go out with a cute cowboy that loves animals. Are you happy?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t see why that’s a bad thing, Ves. I mean, how horrible can it be to date a cute guy that loves the same things as you.” Sarcasm is thick in her voice.

      I snicker at her jokes. “I don’t have time for this kind of thing, Aims. I mean, look around you. I need to get this place up and running.”

      “We are up and running.” She stands upright and walks closer. “We will grow with time. It doesn’t mean you have to put your life on hold.” She bends down, placing her forearms on the table to lean on. “If you do, the next thing you know, you’ll look up and be fifty-years-old. You may have a nice clinic, but you’ll be old and lonely. You don’t want that, do you?”

      I roll my eyes and take a deep breath. “I’ll go on the date. Now back off, so I can get some work done.”

      She laughs as she gets off the table. “I’m heading out. Do you need anything before I go?”

      “Yes, set the phone so all calls go to the machine. I’m getting this done, and I’m getting out of here. No extra work tonight.”

      “Yes, captain,” she jokes as she pushes through the swinging door.
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      I lock the door behind me then climb behind the wheel of my SUV. It’s going on eight p.m., so the town is already dead. All the shops on Main Street are closed, and the only lights visible are coming from the glowing neon of the single bar we have in town. It’s always packed at night: seven days a week. But I guess since it’s the only place open at this time of the night, it’s the only thing to do.

      I, however, am too tired to want to drink and socialize. I head straight to my apartment. When I walk in, Ace, my fifteen-year-old cat, brushes up against my leg, meowing. I drop my things on the kitchen table and bend down, picking him up against my chest.

      “Hi, Ace. Are you hungry again or did you just miss me?” I ask as I rub my hands down his head and his back, causing him to purr loudly. I sit down on the couch, mindlessly petting him over and over while my mind drifts in a million directions: work, the ranch, Tyler, the things Amy said. Will I really turn out to be an old lady who’s all alone? If I do, will that be enough? I always just assumed that there would be time for it all. But there won’t be—not if I don’t make any.

      I guess Amy is right. Even if things fall through with Tyler, at least I can say I tried. Right? I’ll never find the right person if I don’t put myself out there and try new things. Internally, I laugh. Dating is on my list of new things to try. What kind of weird twenty-six-year-old am I?

      I’ve never had a serious boyfriend. Never. In high school, I was too busy with my studies and planning my future. In college, I dated and slept around from time to time with some guys, but it didn’t mean anything. I knew it wouldn’t ever become anything and so it didn’t. But Tyler could become something, unless, of course, he completely blows the date. It’s been so long now that I don’t even know the difference between a good date and a bad one.

      Pushing it all away, I look at Ace. “Come on, fatty. Let’s get some dinner. Then we can hang out on the couch and watch re-runs of The Bachelor.” I stand and walk into the kitchen to whip up something quick.

      After pouring more food into Ace’s dish, I grab my leftover Chinese takeout from the fridge and plop down on the couch to eat my leftovers and watch mind-numbing tv, hoping to forget all about my problems.
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      Saturday morning rolls in and I push myself out of bed. I stumble straight to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee and feed Ace. While the coffee brews, I take a quick shower and get ready for the day.

      Every Saturday, I volunteer at the local animal shelter. I offer them quality vet care and help the workers with anything they need done: baths, cleaning out the kennels, feedings, walking. You name it, I’ve done it.

      I pull on a pair of jeans and my adopt a stray t-shirt that I wear every week when I volunteer. Instead of messing with my hair, I pull it into a messy bun on the top of my head. I apply a little mascara and lip gloss before stepping out of the bathroom.

      By the time I get back to the kitchen, Ace has emptied his bowl and is fast asleep on the couch. I giggle to myself and shake my head. Ahh! the life of a spoiled cat.

      I pour my coffee into a thermos, grab my purse and keys, and rush out the door. I’m pulling up to the animal shelter only minutes later. As I’m climbing out of the car, my phone rings and I glance at the screen to see a text.

      Tyler: Can’t wait for our date tonight.

      A smile tugs at my lips as I type back: Me either. I hope to become good friends.

      I hope he gets the message I was sending by using the word friends.

      “Hey, Ves,” Judy says as I walk through the doors of the animal shelter.

      I smile and wave. “How are you?” I stop at the counter to sign in and get my volunteer sticker.

      She smiles wide. “Great. I found a home for the dog I’ve been fostering.”

      “That’s great news!” I drop the pen onto the counter. “What about Sammy?”

      Her happy face falls to one of sadness. “Not yet. But he’s so sweet, I know he will find the right family.”

      I offer her a sad smile. “I’m sure he will. And I know you won’t stop looking until you find them.” Sammy is a five-year-old American Pit Bull that was severely abused. When they found him, he was malnourished and covered in scars. He was so afraid of men and loud noises that he would cower in the corner and cry. Judy has been working with him for months, and if you were to look at him now, you wouldn’t think he’s had a rough past. He’s such a lovable lap dog, even though he weighs nearly fifty pounds.

      I head to the back of the building and pick up the clipboard, scanning over what animals need to be checked out today. There are only three that need vaccines, meaning I’ll have a quick day. Which is good, because I get time to work up the courage to actually go on this date.

      Amy walks in as I’m flipping through the pages on the clipboard. “Hey, boss.” She drops her large purse on the table. “What do we have here today?”

      “We need Bently, Warren, and Jasper for vaccines.” I look up at her bloodshot eyes. “You want to get Bently while I’m setting up?”

      She yawns and nods her head.

      I laugh. “Did someone have a little too much fun last night?”

      Instead of answering me, she holds up her thumb and index finger, gesturing a little bit.

      “With any luck, you’ll look like this tomorrow,” she says, pushing her way out the door to retrieve the first dog.

      I roll my eyes as I begin setting out the items I’ll need, my mind never settling from the nervousness that’s pumping through me with each beat of my heart.
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      I’ve managed to get all three dogs vaccinated, walked a few, and helped clean out some kennels. It’s going on two p.m. and the closer it gets to date time, the faster my heart pounds. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. I know that I’m going on this date on a ‘just friends’ basis, but a part of me thinks that Tyler is hoping for more, that something will come out of it, and I know that’s not the case. I just hope that he accepts what I’m willing to give and that things don’t get too weird when we have to work together.

      When I get home, Ace greets me at the door, meowing at my feet.

      “Don’t give me that, mister. It’s not dinner time, and you know it,” I tell him as I pick him up against my chest and rub his fat belly. I take a seat on the couch and immediately, he jumps from my arms and runs back into the kitchen, probably to scratch at the container of cat food. I kick off my shoes and sit back, thinking about what I’m going to wear on this date tonight.

      My phone rings, pulling me back from my thoughts.

      I pull my phone from my back pocket. “Hello?” I answer, without checking the caller ID.

      “Hi, honey. How’d your shift at the animal shelter go?” Mom asks.

      I shrug like she can see me. “Good, I guess.”

      “What’s the matter?” she asks, obviously picking up on something in my tone.

      “Nothing... I just… I have a date tonight,” I admit.

      “That’s wonderful. With who? Tell me all about him!” she gushes.

      I laugh. “It’s nobody you know. His name is Tyler, and he is the ranch hand at O’Connor’s place. But don’t get your hopes up. It’s just as friends. I’m not ready for anything serious.”

      “You’re twenty-six, Vesper. It’s time you start thinking about your future. Not to mention, I’d like to have grandchildren before I’m senile and can’t remember their names,” she jokes.

      I roll my eyes and take a deep breath. “Mom, I’m nowhere near ready to think about settling down and having kids. I just got my clinic open. I have big plans. I want to expand. Getting into a serious relationship at the beginning of my business venture isn’t smart. I need to keep my time freed up. Nobody wants to be with a woman who works all the time. Plus, when I find the right man, I want to have everything up and running, so he gets more of my time than my job.” I shake my head. “Now just isn’t the time.”

      She scoffs. “You sound just as your father did when he opened up that tractor supply store.”

      I laugh. “And look how well that’s doing! He did things the smart way.” Daddy’s tractor supply is the only one that’s still up and running in this town, even after nearly twenty years. He’s put every local dealer out of business. Everyone in a hundred-mile radius knows he’s the man to go to when you need a new tractor.

      “Well, I was going to call and invite you to dinner tonight, but since you have plans, I’ll let your Daddy know, and we can do it another time.”

      “Sounds good, Mom. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Vesper!” she suddenly shouts.

      “What?” I ask, alarmed.

      “What are you going to wear on this date?”

      I laugh. Only she would be concerned about that. “I don’t know. Probably just a pair of jeans and a cute top. Why?”

      “Oh, Vesper. Didn’t I teach you anything? You need to wear that little black dress you wore to our anniversary party last year. He won’t be able to take his eyes off you if you wear that dress.”

      “Goodbye, Mama.”

      “Oh, and wear your hair down,” she adds on.

      “Bye, Mom.”

      “Bye,” she finally says, hanging up the phone.

      I toss the phone onto the couch beside me, wondering if she’s right. Should I wear that dress?

      I roll my eyes and shake my head, clearing it of all the confusion.
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      I guess I fell asleep, because the next thing I know, I’m waking up to someone beating on the door. I jump up from the couch and rush through the kitchen to answer it. I throw open the door, and there stands Amy, holding her makeup bag.

      I lean against the door frame and cross my arms over my chest. “What are you doing here?”

      She offers a wide smile. “I’m here to help you get ready for your date.” She pushes past me, walking into the kitchen.

      I close the door and spin around. “My mother put you up to this, didn’t she?”

      She freezes. “No?” I hear the question in that statement.

      “Ugh,” I groan as my shoulders fall and my head dips back so I’m staring at the ceiling.

      “She made me promise that I wouldn’t tell. But can you blame her? I mean, look at you.” She motions toward me. “He will be here in an hour, and you haven’t even showered yet.” She steps closer and sniffs me. “You smell like wet dog. Go shower.”

      “I’ve spent the day at the animal shelter,” I mumble as I head toward the bathroom.

      Ten minutes later, I’m stepping out of the shower, wrapped in a towel, when she barges through the door, her arms loaded down with supplies.

      “We’re going to apply some makeup—maybe give you a hint of a smoky eye. Then we’re going to straighten that hair until it’s silky smooth.” She drops her makeup bag onto the bathroom counter and plugs in the flat iron.

      “Uh, hello!” My eyes grow wide.

      “What?” She looks at me from over her shoulder.

      “I’m naked! Can’t this wait until I’m dressed?”

      “Fifty minutes and counting, Ves. What do you think?” She tilts her head to the side and lifts her brows.

      I pull my towel tighter around me. “Fine,” I mumble.

      “Go get some clothes on while this flat iron warms up.” She points toward my bedroom as I plug in my hairdryer.

      I basically stomp from the bathroom and into my bedroom like a spoiled teenage girl. Why in the hell didn’t they think I could do this on my own? I mean, I’ve been dressing myself for years now. And Amy, of all people, knows how I feel about this date. To me, it’s not a date. It’s just two people, that work together, getting to know one another a little better. There will be no goodnight kiss, no second date.

      I pull on a pair of sweatpants and a ratty old tank-top and head back to the bathroom where she has all her makeup pulled out from the case and laying it out on the counter.

      “Have a seat,” she says, pointing at the toilet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty minutes later, Amy steps away. “Okay, now you can look.”

      I stand in front of the mirror. My strawberry-blonde hair is sleek and smooth, framing my face and hanging to my mid-back. My green eyes practically look like they’re glowing from all the dark eyeshadow and eyeliner that surrounds them, and my face has angles and definition now that she’s contoured every possible inch that she could.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      I don’t look anything like myself. “I’m not sure,” I answer, turning my head to the left and then the right to see every angle. “I mean, it looks good. It just doesn’t look like me, you know?”

      She places her hands on my shoulders and peeks around my head to look at me through the mirror. “That’s kind of the point. You look hot!” She leans back and smacks me on the ass, to which I jump and swat her away.

      “Now, let’s get into the dress.”

      “I can do it by myself, thank you very much,” I chastise as I cross the hallway into my room.

      I pull off my sweats and slip on the dress. I slide on a pair of sky-high heels and look myself over in the mirror. The black lace hugs every curve of my body, making my breasts and hips appear more defined. The neckline is low, and the hem of the dress stops mid-thigh—showing off plenty of leg and cleavage.

      I step out of my room and walk down the hallway to find Amy standing in the living room, waiting for me the way an anxious mother waits for her daughter on prom night.

      “Oh my God, Ves!” she gushes as she rushes up and walks circles around me. “You look so beautiful! If this dress doesn’t get you laid, I don’t know what will.” Her eyes are wide with excitement, and her lips are turned up into a tight smile.

      “There will be no getting laid tonight,” I tell her with a stern look on my face.

      She rolls her blue eyes and her shoulders fall with disappointment. “Oh, come on! Live a little.”

      I walk past her, stuffing my keys and phone into my purse. “I still have to work with this guy for who knows how long. No way am I going to go and make that awkward by sleeping with him. We’re friends; that’s it.”

      “Fine. You’re such a stick in the mud.” She grabs her things. “Call me when you get back and let me know all the gritty details, so I can pass them to your Mom.” She laughs as she opens the front door and walks out, carrying out all the stuff she brought in.

      My phone chimes and I pull it from my purse.

      Tyler: It just occurred to me that I have no idea where you live.

      I laugh and type out my address before sending the message.

      I quickly pour Ace his dinner, and as soon as fatty hears the rattle of the food, he comes running. I squat down and pet his head, letting my hand run down his back and over his tail. “You’re lucky, Ace. I wish I could just sit around eating all day long.” He doesn’t look away from his dish. “And napping,” I add on. “We can’t forget napping.”

      I stand and refill his water dish, then grab my purse off the counter and look myself over in the mirror that’s hanging on the far wall of the kitchen. It doesn’t even feel like I’m looking at myself. I’m used to jeans and t-shirts, minimal makeup, and messy buns. Not sleek hair, layers upon layers of makeup, and a stuffy dress with painful heels. All I can do is thank my lucky stars that I’m not a girlie-girl.

      My thoughts are interrupted by a knock on the door. I take a deep breath and step toward it, telling myself that everything will be alright.

      “Hey,” I say as I open the door to find Tyler on the other side, looking mouthwatering good, I might add. His dirty-blonde hair is styled nicely instead of being covered by an old, beat-up cowboy hat, and the sleeves of his black button-up shirt are rolled up to his elbows, showing his strong, tan forearms. It’s tucked in at the waist of his dark-wash Wranglers, and his big, silver belt buckle is front and center. Cowboy through and through.

      “You look…beautiful,” he breathes out as he leans in and presses a kiss to my cheek.

      My face instantly flushes. “Thank you. Are those for me?” I point at the bouquet of wildflowers in his hand.

      “Oh, yes!” he says like he had forgotten he’s holding them.

      A giggle escapes my lips as I reach out and take the flowers. “I’ll just put these in some water and I’ll be ready to go. Would you like to step inside for a minute?” I leave the door open as I turn around, walking across the kitchen floor to take a vase from the cabinet.

      He steps into the small room and looks around. “You have a cat?”

      I place the flowers in the vase and begin filling it with water. “Yeah. His name is Ace. I’ve had him since I was a kid. He’s almost fifteen-years-old.”

      “I’m allergic to cats,” he states flatly, stepping as far away as he can.

      My eyes grow wide. “Oh, no. Let’s get out of here then.” I urge him toward the door before the sneezing fit can ensue.

      I lock the door behind me and follow him out to the parking lot where he stops at a brand-new Chevy truck. He hits the unlock button and opens the passenger side door for me.

      “Thank you,” I say, taking my seat.

      As he walks around the vehicle, I stare at the dark sky and brightly lit stars. It’s a warm night, but there is a slight wind blowing, creating the perfect spring night. He gets behind the wheel and starts the truck. “I figured we could have some dinner at the steak house here in town, and then maybe have a few drinks?”

      I nod. “That sounds good to me. I haven’t been out in forever, so anything sounds good to me.” I laugh.

      He looks at me from the corner of his dark eyes. “Really? You?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “It’s just that you’re beautiful. I find it hard to believe that some guy hasn’t scooped you up yet,” he admits, keeping his eyes on the road.

      Another laugh escapes my lips. “No, I’m not looking for a relationship right now.”

      “What do you do then?” he asks, glancing at me for only a moment. “Other than work,” he adds on.

      “Well, every Saturday I volunteer at the local animal shelter. I do check-ups on the animals. Help with bathing them, walking them, whatever they need really.” I think about how I spend the rest of my time. “I usually spend Sundays with my family or help my dad at the shop. Through the week…I work.” I shrug. “I’m usually too tired after work to do anything other than eat and veg out in front of the tv.”

      He pulls up to the restaurant and shuts off the truck. “Ready?”

      I nod. “Let’s do it.”

      After we’re seated, there is an awkward silence as we both try to think of something to say.

      “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself, Tyler.”

      He smiles wide and lifts his water glass to his lips, taking a sip. “What do you want to know?”

      “I already told you what I do. How do you spend your time?” I push a section of my smooth hair behind my ear and lean in.

      “Well,” he places his hands on the table, folding them together as he thinks over my question. “I work the ranch for Liam O’Connor. That keeps my hands pretty full. He’s almost never there.”

      “Why isn’t he? What does he do?”

      “He’s the CEO of O'Connor Oil Company. He inherited the ranch from his grandpa on his Mom’s side and got the company after his Dad passed away last year. I guess it keeps him pretty busy because he’s non-existent around these parts.”

      “You must feel pretty passionate about animals to put so much of your time into someone else’s ranch.”

      He nods. “I do. I love my job. I hope to own my own ranch someday.” His dark eyes meet mine. “What are you passionate about?”

      I don’t even have to think about it. “My animal hospital. I just opened a few months back, but I hope to, one day, bring in more employees, maybe expand across the state. But for now, I’m just trying to keep the lights on and animals coming through the door. It’s just me and my friend, Amy. She’s a lifesaver. She’s my assistant, but she handles the phones and appointments.”

      “It sounds like you’re going to stay pretty busy in the future.”

      “Hopefully,” I agree. “Which is why I’m not looking to start a relationship right now. New relationships need time to grow. Whoever I end up with, I want to give them my time, and I don’t have any to give right now.”

      He nods. “I completely understand, Ves. If you’re not looking for a relationship, I won’t ask for one.” He offers a kind smile that makes his dark eyes burn. “What do you say we enjoy our dinner, then us friends can go grab a few drinks, maybe dance a little?”

      I feel my smile widen. “I’d like that.”
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      After a wonderful dinner, Tyler takes me over to Regan’s to kick back and have a few drinks. Just like any other night, the place is in full swing. The bar is lined up with patrons asking for drink after drink. The dance floor is crowded with swaying bodies that move along with the beat of the country music, and nearly every table is full of groups of friends out having a good time.

      It’s been years since I’ve even stepped my foot in this place. I notice that the brick walls, once painted black, are now a light gray color, making the small bar feel bigger and more inviting. There is a new wooden dance floor in front of the stage that has a live band playing, and there are a couple of pool tables and dart boards up front.

      Tyler reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me to the only available table on the floor. I take my seat as he looks down at me. “What’s your poison?”

      “Just a beer, please.”

      He nods before heading off toward the bar.

      I sit back and watch people having a good time. The music turns to a softer, slower song, and the dance floor almost empties, leaving nothing but couples that are holding one another tightly. Watching them feels like I’m invading their privacy, so I direct my eyes to the pool table where two guys are playing.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Amy says, walking up to my table with a drink in her hand.

      I turn my head in her direction and roll my eyes. “Imagine that, huh?” I stand and pull her in for a hug.

      “Which one is your date?” she whispers in my ear.

      I release her and turn to point him out as he walks back up, holding two beers. “Tyler, this is my best friend, Amy. Amy, this is Tyler…my new friend.” My eyes grow wide with that last part, hoping everyone here knows we’re not together-together.

      She offers him her biggest, brightest smile and holds out her hand. He quickly hands me a beer and lifts her hand to his lips, to press a kiss on top.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Amy. I’ve heard many good things about you already tonight.”

      She blushes as she turns to me. “Really?”

      I laugh. “Not at all. I told him all the bad stories.”

      She fakes innocence and swats at my hand. “There are none of those.” She turns back to him. “Don’t listen to anything this one has to say.” She points at me.

      “Well, I guess I’ll let you two get back to it. Have fun.” She gives us both her best smile as she walks away, leaving us alone.

      “So, that’s the infamous Amy, huh?” he asks, looking back at her.

      I smile and nod. “Yep. In all her glory.” I pick up my beer bottle and tip it back, letting the cold liquid spill into my mouth and down my throat, where it settles in my stomach, cooling me.

      Tyler and I sit, having several beers while talking. I learn that he grew up in Illinois but moved to Colorado when he was sixteen when his parents split. He moved with his Dad and helped him at his job at the ranch. Tyler fell in love with the work and the animals and hasn’t wanted to do anything else since.

      I told him about always wanting to be a veterinarian, about how I nursed a bird with a broken wing back to health when I was six, and how when I went to adopt Ace, I wanted to take the whole litter home. He wasn’t surprised.

      After several rounds of beer, he holds out his hand and bats his staggering brown eyes at me.

      “What?” I ask, looking at him, nervousness rolling off of me in strong waves.

      “Dance with me,” he requests, standing up with his hand still outstretched.

      I take one more long gulp and place my hand in his. He pulls me to the center of the dance floor and tugs me against his chest. Embarrassment washes over me. His hands are on my hips, holding me close, and his hot breath blows against my cheek. His heat sinks into me, and I can’t help but relax when his comforting scent drifts to my nose.

      I look up and meet his gaze—his eyes seem even darker as they stay locked on mine, unmoving. His jaw flexes, and his Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “Are you sure about not wanting to get into a relationship?” He offers up a sexy grin that I’m sure most girls can’t deny.

      My smile cracks, unable to hold it back as I nod. “I’m sure. But if that changes, you’ll be the first to know.”

      He lets out a long breath. “Fair enough.” He steps back and spins me in a circle before pulling me back against his strong chest. The quick motion makes my head spin, and a laugh slips out.

      “I don’t know how I’m supposed to resist you, but I’ll try my best.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      When the song ends, a faster upbeat song blasts through the speakers. But instead of walking off the dance floor, he pulls me back against him as he moves to the music. I’m not much of a dancer, but he makes it fun. He smiles and laughs and does the stupidest dance moves. He doesn’t care if people are watching or laughing. He is just having fun doing his own thing. I could learn a thing or two from him.

      I push all my insecurities away and dance just as silly as he is. I raise my arms above my head and spin in circles. My hips move of their own accord, and my cheeks start to hurt from smiling so much. By the time we leave the dance floor, my stomach is sore from laughing so hard.

      I take my seat and finish off my beer. “That was so much fun,” I breathe out, practically breathless from laughing and dancing.

      He finishes off his drink and sets the empty bottle down on the table between us. “You’ve got some moves there,” he jokes.

      I snort in laughter. “Yeah, okay,” I say, sarcasm dripping from my words. I stand and grab our empty bottles to get us another round, but he stands and takes them from my hands. “I’ll get it. I’m taking you out, not the other way around, remember?”

      I hand him the bottles and hold up my hands in front of me, palms facing him—showing him that I’m throwing in the towel. He shoots me a grin and walks away while I fall back down into my chair.

      It’s only a few seconds before Amy runs over and sits in Tyler’s seat. “Oh, my God!”

      “What?” I ask, clueless.

      “The heat between you two nearly set the building on fire. What do you mean, what?”

      I laugh. “You’re so off base. We’re friends. Only friends. He knows that I’m not looking for a relationship and he’s okay with that.”

      “He may have agreed, but he’s not okay with that.” She shakes her head and leans in. “He’s hoping a friendship will break down those walls of yours, and eventually, you’ll give him a real shot.”

      “No, he’s not.” I look over my shoulder and see him walking back over with two more beers. “Go away! He’s coming back,” I shoo her with my hands.

      “Fine, but you better call me later!” She points her index finger at me as she stands from his seat and walks back across the bar to her spying spot.

      Tyler and I have just finished our beer when I realize it’s going on midnight. “I really should get home,” I tell him, placing my empty bottle on the table and pushing it away.

      He looks at his watch, and his eyes grow wide. “Wow. I had no idea it was so late. I have an early morning with the horses.” He stands and holds out his arm, and I slide mine through.

      He leads me out to his truck and once again opens the passenger side door for me.

      “Such a gentleman,” I say as I step past him and slide into the seat.

      He bows his head and shoots me a wink and a grin. “Just remember that, for when you are ready for a relationship.” He shuts the door, rushing around the truck to take his seat.

      When we pull back up to my apartment building, he insists on walking me inside. The entire walk to my door, my nerves are growing inside of my stomach, I feel like I could puke. He seems to understand that I’m not looking for a boyfriend, but will he expect a kiss at the door?

      I stop and take out my keys, unlocking the door before turning around to face him.

      “Thank you for tonight. I really did have a lot of fun.”

      He slides his hands into his pockets, his dark eyes downcast. “You’re welcome. I really enjoyed the time we spent together too.”

      “So…I guess I will see you at the ranch on Monday?”

      He nods as he takes a step back. “See you Monday.”

      I stand at the door and watch him turn around and leave, not asking to come inside or trying for a kiss. He really is a good guy. It makes me wish that I did want a relationship because he would be the perfect guy for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk inside to find Ace dead asleep in the kitchen sink. I laugh and shake my head. “You silly cat,” I say as I walk through the kitchen and down the hall to my bedroom. I tug off my dress and put my comfy sweats back on, more than happy to lose the heels. It takes me another fifteen minutes just to get all the crap off my face, but finally, I’m ready for bed.

      The alcohol and all the excitement of the night have sucked the energy right out of me. It only takes me minutes to fall into a deep sleep.

      [image: ]

      I wake up to my phone ringing. I groan as I stretch and open my eyes to the blinding morning light that’s streaming in through my windows.

      “Ow,” I cry out, closing my eyes and feeling for my phone on the bedside table. I feel it beneath my palm, so I quickly grab it and answer it, to stop the high-pitched ring that is makings my head throb.

      “Good morning, beautiful!” Amy says on the other side of the line.

      “Grrr,” I growl.

      “What’s the matter, sunshine? Drank a little too much with that sexy cowboy?” She’s using her overly cheerful voice just to piss me off.

      “No, I’m just tired,” I lie.

      “Excuse me, but Ms. Vesper Lawrence never sleeps past seven a.m., and my calculations say that it’s going on ten!”

      “Ten?” I ask, forcing one eye to open enough to see the clock next to my bed. “Wow. Maybe I did drink a little too much. I don’t know how you do this. I’d be sick and tired all the time.”

      “Meh, practice,” she replies. “So, are we going down to your Dad’s shop to help out with the anniversary sale?”

      I groan and kick my feet. “I don’t want to. I feel like vomit.”

      “Then get up and get it out.” She laughs.

      “No, I don’t have to vomit. I feel like vomit that’s on the toe of some drunk girl’s shoe,” I explain.

      “Gross. A little too much information there, Ves. Get up, shower, eat something greasy, and I’ll be over in an hour to pick you up. Got it?”

      “No,” I flatly state.

      “Too bad,” she laughs, hanging up the phone.

      Damn it. Note to self: never drink again.

      About an hour later, I’m dressed in my John Deere t-shirt and standing over the stove, trying not to gag as I fry an egg. Why does it have to be greasy? Will this really make me feel better or is Amy just trying to mess with me?

      I hear the door open behind me and I turn around to see Amy. She places her purse on the table, then pulls out a bottle of Tylenol and a red sports drink. “The magic cure to a hangover.” She holds them both out.

      I take both items, opening the bottle of Tylenol and washing a few back with a swig of the sports drink. I flip my egg out of the pan and onto a plate, then take my seat at the table across from her.

      “How’d the rest of the date go? You never called me, you know?”

      I shrug as I poke at my egg. “It went well. Tyler is sweet and fun. And there was nothing to call you about. You pretty much watched the whole date like you watch a reality tv show. He brought me home and walked me to my door. Then, he left.”

      Her mouth is hanging open. “You mean, you didn’t invite him in or give him a goodnight kiss or anything?”

      “Nope.” I press my lips tightly together. I know Amy doesn’t mean any harm, but it’s slightly annoying that she’s butting in as much as she is, especially today.

      I manage to choke down my egg and we hop in her car to head down to the shop. Dad is making the rounds, greeting all the guests and trying to sell tractors, while Mom is manning the refreshment table.

      “Vesper, how was the date?” she asks, holding out her arms and pulling me in for a hug.

      “It was fun,” I say, pulling away and picking up a homemade cupcake from the table.

      “She had a blast, Mrs. Lawrence. Look at these pictures,” Amy says, pulling her phone from her back pocket.

      I spin around quickly. “You took pictures like some kind of creepy paparazzi?”

      She looks at me with her eyes wide. “I’m your biggest fan, Ves,” she says in a monotone, stalker voice.

      I laugh and smack her arm. “Shut up, weirdo.”

      “Oh, look how beautiful you looked, Vesper,” Mom coos as she flips through the pictures Amy took on her phone.

      “Yeah, yeah. I hope you’re happy. That dress and those heels had me in pain by the end of the night.” I take a big bite on the cupcake in my hand.

      Mom rolls her eyes and scoffs. “You’re lucky you weren’t born back in my day. Dresses every day for school.”

      “Hi, kitten,” Dad says, walking up and pulling me against his side, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

      “Hi, Daddy. Sold any tractors today?”

      He grins wide. “I just sold one. We’re heading back now to start the paperwork.”

      “Congrats!” I say, smiling up at him.

      “I’ll talk to you ladies later.” He steps away with a man following close behind.

      “Oh, Amy, would you mind helping me carry the drinks inside? I left them in the car until your father,” she looks at me, “had time to get them, but it seems he has forgotten.”

      “Sure, Mrs. L. Lead the way.”

      They both walk off, leaving me to stand alone, looking like a weirdo as I chow down on my cupcake.

      I shove the last bit into my mouth, licking the green icing from my fingers, when I hear someone say my name.

      “Hey, Ves.”

      I turn around to see one of my dad’s employees standing in front of me.

      “Oh, hey, Jason,” I mumble around my mouth full.

      He lets out a soft laugh. “How’ve you been? I haven’t seen you around in a while.” He runs his hand through his dark hair, causing it to stand in all directions.

      I swallow down the cupcake, my throat so dry that I feel like it’s still lodged in my throat. “I’ve been around. Usually on Sundays. It’s all I have time for, you know?” I cross my arms and shrug.

      “Ah, that’s it. I’m never here on Sundays.” He looks around quickly before his green eyes land on mine. “Except today that is. Your Dad needed help with the anniversary party. I can’t believe it’s been twenty years.”

      I smile and nod. “I know. Seems like yesterday. I was only six when he started this place, and my mom almost had a fit when he quit his nine-to-five job. She was so sure we were going to go bankrupt.”

      He slides his hands into his pockets, eyes downcast. “Listen, Ves…”

      I take a deep breath. Nothing good ever starts with a deep breath and the words listen, Ves.

      “I was just wondering if maybe you’d like to go out sometime? We’ve known one another since kindergarten, and I just thought we’d make a good match.”

      I force a smile but shake my head slightly. “I’m sorry, Jason. I’m just not open to dating anyone at the moment. I’m really trying to keep my attention on the new animal hospital I started a few months ago. I just don’t have time for dating and relationships right now.”

      I see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows down the rejection. “Oh, yeah. Of course. Don’t worry about it.” He quickly looks around, looking for an escape to avoid further embarrassment. “Oh, I need to go help that customer. See you around, Ves.” He waves goodbye just before he rushes off.

      “What was that about?” Mom asks as she sets the drinks down on the table.

      I turn to face her. “He asked me out.”

      She sticks out her bottom lip and pulls her brows together while nodding. “Well, look at you. You have men interested everywhere.”

      “Just what I need in my life right now,” I say sarcastically.
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      The week flies by between work and driving back and forth to the O’Connor Ranch. Tyler has been friendly, but not overly friendly. We sit, chat, and joke around when I go by, but he doesn’t pressure me for another date or for something more, which I greatly appreciate.

      Just as I’m about to switch the phone over to the machine for the night, it rings. I reach out and pick up the receiver. “Lawrence Animal Hospital,” I say into the phone, pushing my hair behind my ear as I sit down at my desk.

      “Hello. This is Liam O’Connor. I was hoping to speak with Vesper Lawrence.”

      “Hi, Mr. O’Connor. This is Vesper. What can I do for you today?”

      “It’s good to hear your voice finally, Ms. Lawrence. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you from Tyler.”

      “Please, call me Ves.”

      “Okay, Ves.” The way he says my name is smooth as silk. I’ve never met this man, but I can already tell he’s tall, dark, and handsome. Sexy.

      “You’ve been doing such a good job with Lucy that I was hoping to hire you, full-time.”

      I feel my face flush with his praise. “Thank you very much, Mr. O’Connor—”

      “Please, it’s Liam,” he corrects.

      “Okay, Liam. I really do appreciate your offer, but I already have a full-time job. I run my own practice, and I’m hoping to expand in the future. So you see, I don’t have the time that this job would require.”

      “Ah, I see. Tyler did mention that. I just thought that maybe you’d change your mind if I asked personally.”

      A giggle slips from my lips like a school girl with a crush. “That’s very kind of you, but I’m really happy with where I am. But, as I told Tyler, I will continue to help wherever I can until you hire someone as a full-time vet privately.”

      “Thank you very much, Ms.—I mean, Ves.”

      “No problem. I look forward to meeting you one of these days.”

      “And I as well. Have a good night.”

      “You too. Bye,” I manage to croak out, hanging up the phone. I have no idea why my body is reacting the way it is: sweaty palms, goosebumps prickling my skin, rapid heart rate. I don’t even know what this man looks like. He could be a fifty-year-old man with gray hair and a beer belly, for all I know. And here I am, getting all flustered by his voice.

      I calm my racing heart and take a deep breath. When I open my eyes, my body has calmed down. I switch the phones off for the night, turn out my light, and lock up as I exit the building. Looking at my watch, I see that it’s going on six p.m., but I would like to swing by the O’Connor Ranch. Check on Lucy and see if any other animals need tending to—maybe even ask Tyler what Liam looks like so I can get this image of ripped muscles and chiseled cheekbones out of my head.

      I make the thirty-minute drive, and as I’m driving up the long gravel driveway, a shiny red sports car comes into view.

      That’s weird. I’ve never seen that car here before.

      I pull my car off to the side and climb out. Tyler is just walking out of the barn to greet me.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I ask, rounding the front of the hood.

      He shrugs as he reaches over his head and grabs his shirt by the back, pulling it off and tossing it to the side, revealing a defined chest and set of abs. “O’Connor’s back. He’s been working my ass off today. Here, feel this.” He tosses his shirt at me and out of reaction, I catch it.

      It’s soaking wet, nearly dripping with sweat. I quickly throw it back. “Ew!”

      He replies with a roar of laughter.

      When he finally settles down, I ask, “How’s Lucy today?”

      He nods and hangs his shirt over his shoulder. “She’s good. We put her out in the pasture alone today and let her get some exercise. She’s in there grazing on hay now. Want to check her out?”

      I smile and nod, and he leads me inside.

      I stand on the bottom rung of the gate, petting her nose. “O’Connor called me today and offered me the full-time vet position,” I tell him.

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I told him you wouldn’t accept.”

      “I declined, but I promised I’d help out as much as I could. Are there any more animals that I need to check out while I’m here?”

      “There is a house cat that probably needs vaccinations but I couldn’t ever take it because I’m allergic,” he admits with a shrug.

      “Okay, I’ll come back tomorrow with everything.”

      “Great.” He nods with a smile. “I think I’m about to pack up and call it a night. It’s been a long day.”

      We start heading out of the barn and toward my vehicle. I stop short when I see a tall man dressed in a suit heading for the red sports car. His blue eyes lock on mine, and he pauses before heading over.

      “This must be Ves. I’m Liam; we spoke on the phone earlier.” He holds out his strong hand, and I place mine inside to shake.

      “Y-yes. How are you doing tonight?” I ask, nervously.

      “Very well. Are you sure I can’t interest you in a job here?”

      I bet my eyes glaze over just from looking him. He’s dressed in a dark suit with a striking red tie. His raven colored hair looks silky and smooth, and for some reason, I long to run my fingers through it. His blue eyes are warm and inviting, like ocean water, and his perfectly plump lips turn up into a small smile when I don’t answer his question.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. No, no thank you. I’ve very happy where I am at for the moment.” My face heats up as I feel the red creep up my cheeks from being caught staring.

      He nods once. “Very well. I’ll back off. You have your list of things to accomplish while I’m gone, right, Tyler?” He points at him.

      “I do, and it’ll all be done by the time you get back. You can count on me, sir.”

      “I know I can.” He brings his attention back to me. “Ves, I look forward to seeing you again. Hopefully next time you’ll have a different answer for me.” He shoots me a grin then turns and walks away without another word.

      “I-it was nice meeting you,” I call out, even though he’s across the driveway by the time my brain kicks in and gets my mouth to form words.

      Tyler and I stand back and watch as he drives the red sports car down the drive, kicking up a cloud of dust all around us.

      Once he’s out of sight, Tyler busts out into a fit of laughter.

      “What?”

      “You.” He points at me.

      “What about me?” My face only grows redder. “Was I being weird or something?”

      Slowly, his laughing dies down. “Keep dreaming, princess.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He is a billionaire. And not only that, but he has some famous, supermodel girlfriend too. You don’t have a shot.” He gently shoves my shoulder.

      I spin around to face him quickly. “What? No. No. You misunderstood. I don’t have a thing for him. Why would you think that?”

      “Hmmm, let me think. You were a stuttering mess for one. When he asked you a question, you were so spaced out that it took you like five minutes to answer it, and that red on your cheeks makes it all too easy to read you.”

      “I was just surprised. I’ve never met a billionaire before. He has a very powerful presence about him.”

      Tyler rolls his dark eyes. “Yeah, pretty sure that’s nothing more than his height and that suit that probably cost more than your whole animal clinic.”

      I let out a long breath. “There is something wrong with you,” I joke as I push myself forward, heading for my car.

      “Yeah, there’s something wrong with me, not the girl that’s standing here drooling over a billionaire.” He lets out another roar of laughter.

      My smile breaks free at his contagious happiness, and I hold my middle finger in the air as I climb into the car. When I shift into drive and take off, he’s leaning against the barn with his arms crossed over his chest, grinning as he watches me drive off.

      I can’t get his face out of my head the whole drive home. His blue eyes, his defined facial structure, high cheekbones, and strong chin with a little dimple in the center. That silky-smooth hair that I so desperately want to thread my fingers through. His voice. Just thinking about the entire package does things to me that I haven’t felt in a long time, and I’ve never felt it this strongly before.

      I walk into my apartment and throw myself down on the couch. Ace jumps up, meowing as he cuddles next to my side. “Oh, Ace. You’re so lucky. You don’t care about anything other than food. Why couldn’t I have been born a cat?”

      He purrs before looking up at me and meowing, asking for food. That’s the only time he ever meows.

      I scoff and roll my eyes dramatically. “Fine, come on.” I stand and head for the kitchen to feed him yet again.

      I whip up a quick dinner of spaghetti and sit on the couch to eat and watch tv. Placing my empty bowl on the coffee table, I stretch out to get comfy. I’m worn out from today’s events, but not tired enough to fall asleep. I just need some rest and relaxation. I turn the tv to the movie channel and see the title, The Billionaire’s Secret Love Affair, written across the screen. It immediately gets my attention.

      I kick back and watch the movie as it starts with a good-looking businessman walking into the office demanding the attention of everyone he passes. Every woman stops what they’re doing just to watch him walk by.

      The billionaire I met tonight is much better looking than the broke actor that’s playing the role on tv, I think.

      The role of the businessman on tv is cocky, arrogant, and self-absorbed. He pays no attention to anything but his business, until she walks in. And for the first time, he can’t keep his mind on his business until he has her. A passionate love affair ensues and keeps me captivated throughout.

      I let out a sigh. “Why can’t that happen to me, Ace?” I look over at him. “Huh?” I wait for a response even though I know I won’t get anything more than him looking at me like I’m crazy.

      “Because I don’t have the time in my life,” I tell him like it should have been him telling me. I roll my eyes and let my head fall back. “You’re useless, Ace,” I joke before turning off the tv and heading for bed.

      I crawl deep beneath the covers and get comfy. My eyes drift closed, and whose face do I see? Liam O’Connor’s.

      I drift into a deep sleep, picturing his face behind my eyelids.

      “Ves?” a deep voice calls out.

      I find myself in the barn, and I turn around to face him.

      He’s dressed in his suit that hugs his strong body perfectly. “I’ve been hoping you’d come back. I haven’t been able to get you off my mind.” He closes the distance between us but doesn’t touch me. His sweet breath blows against my lips, causing me to wet them.

      “I…I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” My eyes set on his plump lips and that dimple that sits directly below them.

      “I want you, Ves.” He reaches out and pulls me against his chest. “I’ve never wanted anyone more.” He leans in and presses his lips to mine. They’re soft and forceful. His tongue slides into my mouth, and I can taste just how sweet he is. My hands fly up around his neck and thread into the silky strands of his hair like they’ve been dying to. I pull him closer, needing more of him.

      He reaches down and picks me up by my hips, setting me on the old wooden workbench. Something rattles and falls over, but neither of us stop our exploration to see what it was. Instead, he keeps kissing me while his hands slowly tour my body.

      He breaks the kiss and looks longingly into my eyes. “Wake up, Ves.”

      “What?”

      My eyes pop open to the blinding light. A form standing over the foot of my bed. “Wake up, Ves!” Amy yells.

      “What? What time is it?”

      “It’s going on nine. You’re late. What the hell? Didn’t you set your alarm?”

      I sit up and push the blankets down my legs, looking at the app on my phone. “I guess I forgot.”

      “I’ve had to reschedule two patients already. Get up before we lose more business.”

      I quickly stand and rush to my closet, digging out something to wear so I can hurry to work.
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      It’s been a week, and that dream still haunts me. I go by the ranch every day after work, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but that red sports car hasn’t been back since the day I met him. I know it will never happen with us. And I know I don’t have time in my life for some random fling or a serious relationship but something inside of me won’t let me shake him off. Something inside me craves him. I yearn to feel his hand brush against my cheek, to hear him say the words he said to me in my dream, to know how sweet those plump lips taste.

      I’m sitting at my desk, staring off into space as I think of that dream for what feels like the hundredth time.

      “Ves?” Amy says, sticking her head into my office.

      I jump, unaware that she’s been standing there watching me stare at a wall. “Yeah?”

      She walks deeper into my office and looks at the spot on the wall I’ve been staring at and then back at me. “You okay?” She cocks her head to the side, honestly concerned about me and my behavior.

      I let out a nervous laugh and wave my hand through the air. “I’m fine. What’s up?”

      “The last appointment for the day is here.” She uses her thumb to motion over her shoulder.

      “Oh, okay.” I quickly push away from my desk and stand, rushing out the door.

      “Mr. Warren, how are you and Taco today?” I bend down to pet the Chihuahua, but he barks and tries nipping me. “Oh, Taco, you always make this so difficult.”

      I stand up and look at Mr. Warren. “Bring him back to exam room four, please.” I walk back behind the counter. “I’ll grab the muzzle.”

      I meet him back in the room and hand the muzzle over to Mr. Warren for him to put in place. Once Taco can no longer bite me, he places him on the table.

      “What’s going on with Taco today?”

      “He hasn’t been eating. He seems more grumpy than usual, and I’ve noticed he’s been having some issues when he goes for number two,” the old man states, his brows pulling into a frown that causes his wrinkles to deepen.

      “Issues? Like he can’t go?”

      He shakes his head. “The other way around. Every time I can get him to eat a little, it’s running out before we can even get outside.”

      “What have you been feeding him?”

      He shrugs. “Whatever he’ll eat—the same thing I eat.”

      I feel my shoulder fall. “We’ve talked about this, Mr. Warren. Dogs can’t handle human food the same way we do. I’ve given you many dog food samples; will he not eat any of them?”

      “He’s eaten a couple, but dog food is too expensive. I’m living on a budget. I’m retired, you know.”

      I feel my heart crack for him. He loves his dog. I know he does. And all he wants to do is spoil him, but he’s about to spoil him to death. This dog already weighs about twenty pounds.

      “Look, Mr. Warren. Stop giving him human food. Offer him the dog food I’m going to send you home with. Place it in front of him twice a day. If he doesn’t eat it, take it away and try again later. Don’t feed him anything else until he eats it. Okay? Taco is just spoiled to tasty human food. He doesn’t know it will hurt him. It’s up to you to make those tough calls. Got it?”

      He nods. “But how can I afford it?”

      I wave my hand through the air as I pull off my gloves. “We get plenty. Any time you run out, just come by and grab some. Okay?”

      “Okay, Vesper. Thank you for helping an old man out. You know I wouldn’t be able to do this without your help.” I pat him on the back and lead him back to the counter. “It’s no problem, Mr. Warren. Promise me.” I point my finger at him. “No more human food?”

      He holds up his hands, palms facing me. “Alright, alright. No more human food. No matter how much he begs and cries for it.”

      “It will also help him to lose a little bit of that extra weight he’s packing.” I laugh and shake my head as I make my way to the back to get my things.

      [image: ]

      Shortly after I leave work, I’m pulling up to the ranch. I park my car and walk into the barn to find Tyler mucking the stalls, his shirtless muscles flexing with his every movement.

      He must feel me watching him because he stops and turns toward me. “You going to stand there gawking all day or you going to pick up a shovel and help?”

      I quickly think it over. “Gawking, please.”

      He laughs and rolls his eyes but drops the shovel, removes his gloves, and walks closer to me. “What’s going on? I wasn’t expecting you again today.”

      I push myself up onto the workbench that Liam had me pressed against in my dream.

      I shrug. “Nothing much. Just bored and had nothing else to do.” I look around the barn. “I like it here.”

      “Want to take a walk?” he asks with a raise of his brow.

      “Sure.” I jump down, and he leads me out the back door.

      We walk through the field and around the pond silently, just enjoying the view of the green fields and the beautiful sunset. The wind is slightly blowing, cooling my skin, and birds and crickets are chirping, relaxing every muscle in my body.

      “You look beautiful today, Ves,” he says so soft it’s nearly a whisper.

      I turn to look at him and my lips part, unsure of what to say.

      “I saw the way you were looking at me in there. You’re obviously attracted to me. Why won’t you let your guard down with me?” He steps closer, and my heart beats faster.

      “I…” I shake my head. “I can’t deny that you’re attractive, Tyler.”

      He takes another step, cutting me off. His chest is nearly touching mine now. “Then why won’t you let me in, Ves?” He raises his hand and cups my cheek, directing my eyes to his.

      “Can you feel the current between us when we touch? I can feel it, and I think you can too.” Slowly, he leans in, and my eyes flutter close. His soft lips press against mine, his tongue sliding into my mouth. The kiss is slow and deep, and I feel like he’s trying to show me how much he wants me since I refuse to listen. But that doesn’t change my mind.

      I break the kiss and turn away, crossing my arms over my chest. I try to sort out the erratic thoughts that are spinning around inside my head at an alarming rate.

      “I’m sorry. I just…” He lets out a long breath. “I just needed to do that. I wanted to show you how I feel about you. I know it doesn’t change anything, but at least now you know.”

      I turn back around to face him. “It doesn’t change anything, Tyler,” I say softly, shaking my head. “I know that you want more. But I’m sorry, I don’t. I completely understand if you don’t want to see me anymore.” I step past him, walking back to the barn to climb behind the wheel and take off.

      “Ves!” he calls out behind me.

      I don’t stop or turn around. I pick up my pace.

      “Vesper!” he shouts again.

      Finally, I’m across the field and walking up beside the barn when I hear the crunch of the gravel. I stop and look around just in time to see Liam park his car and climb out. I freeze, needing to look at him. His suit that accented his body so well the last time is gone, now replaced with a pair of form-fitting jeans and a white t-shirt that clings to his hard chest and biceps. His dark hair is styled perfectly, and his blue eyes are sparkling with the setting sun shining against them.

      “Good evening, Ves. How are you doing?” he asks, coming to a stop directly in front of me.

      I nod. “I’m okay. And yourself?”

      He offers up a shy grin. “Very well. I’m glad to see that you’re back. I was worried you had taken off while I was gone.”

      Tyler comes to a stop directly behind me, and I look at him from over my shoulder before forcing my eyes back to Liam.

      “Please excuse me. I need to be getting back.” I don’t wait for goodbyes; I just force myself forward.

      “Ves!” Tyler shouts, following me to my car.

      I open the door and climb behind the wheel, but as I’m pulling the door close, he catches it and bends down to eye level.

      “I’m sorry, Ves. It won’t happen again. You don’t want more, and I accept it. I won’t touch you again.”

      I look at him from the corner of my eye but without uttering a word.

      “I’ll let you go now, but I want you to know that you’re welcome here any time. Please don’t stop coming because I messed up.” Without another word, he stands and softly closes my door. I sit watching as he walks away.

      I start the car, but when I look up, Liam’s eyes are on mine. He has a curious look on his face along with a mix of worry. He’s obviously picking up on what happened between Tyler and me but he doesn’t question anything or try to stop me. Instead, he pulls his eyes from mine and follows Tyler into the barn, giving me a chance to escape.

      I keep my mind clear of all thoughts as I drive back to town. But instead of going home, I head to Amy’s. I need to talk about it all—process it.

      I walk into her apartment and flop down on the couch at her side.

      “What’s up?” she asks, muting the tv show she’s watching.

      “Tyler kissed me,” I admit, not looking away from the spot on the wall I’m staring at.

      “What?” She bounces up and down. “I thought he was cool with being friends?”

      I take a deep breath and adjust myself so that I’m facing her. “Over the past couple of weeks, we’ve been getting closer, as friends. I think he’s getting the wrong idea about us. I mean, we laugh and joke around. I help him out with his work and go out there even when I don’t have any real reason to, other than to hang out.” I pause, swallowing down my fear. “He caught me checking him out today. He was mucking the stalls, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt. I didn’t mean anything by it.” I shrug. “I mean, he’s good looking. That doesn’t have anything to do with why I don’t want a relationship with him.”

      “Maybe you just need to put a little distance between the two of you,” Amy suggests.

      I roll my eyes. “I wish I could. But now, I have a whole new reason to go there.”

      Her brows pull together as she pushes her red hair behind her ear. “What?”

      I can’t look at her when I say it. I force myself to look at my hands in my lap. “Liam O’Connor.”

      She giggles. “You have a crush on the ranch owner?”

      “Something like that. I don’t know what it is about him. He called me at the clinic once and he had me hooked from hello. I hadn’t even seen him then, but already I knew I’d drop my panties for him if he asked.”

      “So, you haven’t seen him?” She’s wearing a wide smile, now suddenly amused by the mess that is my life.

      “I met him after he called, and he is drop-dead gorgeous, Aims. His voice is deep and demanding. He has silky black hair, ocean blue eyes, and cheekbones that go on for days. He’s tall and built. Sexy as hell.”

      She laughs. “So, what’s the problem? Go for it,” she encourages.

      “He’s a billionaire. He has a supermodel girlfriend and he’s always jet-setting around the world. He’s not available, in more ways than one.”

      “So?” she says, confused.

      “So, what? He’s not an option.”

      She lets out a long laugh. “Ves, he may not be the one, but he would be a fun ride. Who cares if it doesn’t work out? Just have some fun for God’s sake.”
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      Over the next couple of weeks, I go to the ranch every few days to check on Lucy and the other animals. Tyler has said hello in passing, but he hasn’t been overly friendly either. Our friendship is now strained.

      Liam walks into the barn as I’m looking over Lucy.

      “How’s she doing today?” he asks, standing in front of the workbench, looking over his shoulder at me.

      “She’s doing really well. She’s getting enough vitamins and minerals, plenty of exercise and rest. She seems happy.”

      I walk out of her stall and close the gate. When I turn around, he’s facing me as he leans against the workbench. “Have you changed your mind yet?”

      I crack a smile, seeing him dirty and sweaty from working on the ranch all day—sexy. “Changed my mind about what exactly?”

      “Coming here to work full-time. I’ll make it worth your while.” He grins.

      A giggle slips past my lips. “Oh yeah? How’s that?” I grab my bag and pull it on my shoulder.

      “Name your price. I’ll pay you anything you want. Want my car? It’s yours.”

      I smile and shake my head. “It’s not about the money, Liam. It’s about being happy. And I’m happy running my practice right now.”

      He takes a deep breath that makes his chest visibly rise and fall dramatically. “Alright.”

      Instead of sticking around to talk, I pull my bag higher on my shoulder and start toward the door.

      “Ves?” he calls out from behind me.

      “Yes?” I spin back around.

      He stands up and slowly walks toward me. With every step he takes, my heart pounds harder, and my breathing quickens.

      “Would you mind staying a little longer?”

      “Um, no. I guess not. Is there another animal that needs to be checked out?” I look around the barn like there may be a line.

      “Follow me,” he demands, walking past me.

      I turn around and follow him out of the door and across the gravel driveway. He opens the door to the house and leads me through to the kitchen in the back. With him being a billionaire, I would have thought this house would resemble a mansion on the inside, but it’s warm and homey. The dark hardwood floors are clean and shining with the sunlight that’s streaming through the window, and the wood paneled walls match the flooring perfectly. Even though the outside of the cabin has been re-done, the inside has been kept original—everything but the kitchen that holds all the top-of-the-line appliances, granite countertops, and gray tile backsplash.

      “Have a seat,” he says, motioning toward the table in the corner as he rounds the island and bends down.

      I take a seat like I am asked to and watch as he pops back up with a bottle of wine. He takes down two glasses and brings the items back to the table. He pulls the cork from the bottle and fills both glasses before handing one over.

      “What’s this?” I ask, lifting the glass to my lips and taking a sip.

      He does the same, then shrugs as he takes the chair next to me. “I just realized that you’ve been here for a few months now and I still don’t know anything about you. I thought it was time.” His blue eyes shine as they lock on mine.

      “Oh, okay. What do you want to know?”

      He leans back in his chair and looks me over, his eyes locking on mine then traveling downward, lingering a bit longer on my chest. “How did you get to where you are now?”

      I take another sip of wine and think about where to begin. “Well, I’ve always had a love for animals. I used to bring home wounded animals to nurse back to health. By the time I was ten, I knew I wanted to be a veterinarian. So, that’s when I started getting serious about school. I graduated at the top of my class, went to college, then came back home and worked any job I could, to get the money to open my animal hospital. We just opened a few months ago, but it’s always been my dream. I have plans of hiring more employees and hopefully opening more clinics across the state in the future.”

      “That’s very interesting. I’m happy that you’ve done so well for yourself. Not many people can take a dream and turn it into reality. I’m very envious of you.”

      I feel my brows lift with surprise as my lips turn up into a smile. “You’re envious of me?”

      He smiles wide, a genuine smile that causes his eyes to light up. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      I lift my hand and motion toward him. “You’re the billionaire. I’m just someone that plays doctor with animals,” I joke.

      He shakes his head and diverts his eyes. “I never wanted this life.”

      I straighten my shoulders and back. “What did you want to do? And why are you living the way you are if you never wanted it?”

      He finishes off his glass of wine and pours another, topping mine off. “I grew up wealthy. The oil company has been in my dad’s family for generations. This place,” he motions toward the house and the ranch with his eyes, “it’s been in my mom’s family for just as long. My mom left when she and Dad got together, and they lived the way my dad’s family always has—wealthy.”

      “Ah, so it was like two people from opposite sides of the tracks.”

      He snickers. “Exactly. She was born and raised on a ranch, barely making ends meet, and my dad, he grew up in a mansion, surrounded by priceless things and going to private school.”

      “How’d they meet?” For some reason, I’m caught up in his story, in the idea of two completely different people finding happiness together.

      “My mom got a job as a secretary at the company. My dad walked in one day and saw her. The rest is history.” He picks up his glass and takes a sip. “He said that he knew she was the one the moment his eyes landed on hers.”

      “That’s sweet. So you got the ranch from your mom’s side and the oil company from your dad’s? What did you want to do?”

      “My parents, they traveled a lot for work and took lavish, month-long vacations. They cared more about work and money than family. So when they’d travel, I was brought here to my grandpa. He basically raised me. He taught me how to work the ranch, and when he passed away, it all became mine.” He looks around the kitchen. “I was only eighteen when he passed, so after I graduated high school, I came here and started working for myself. My parents were completely appalled. My mom couldn’t figure out why I liked it so much after everything she did to get away from it. But I had happy memories here.” He softly runs the tips of his fingers around the rim of his glass, causing it to almost whistle. “They let me be. They said if I was happy, they were happy. But then, one day their plane crashed, and none survived. The company was left to me, and it was either sell a company that had been in my family for generations or step up and run it. So, as you see, I did what I had to do to keep what was rightfully mine.”

      I nod, understanding. “So, why are you back now?”

      “The company is basically running itself now. I’ve hired a board and they handle any problem that arises, allowing me a little more time to do what I want to do. I will only have to go back occasionally to touch base and sign off on things. But for the future, I hope to spend more time here like I’ve always wanted to.”

      I smile and lift my glass. “I hope you get your dream, Liam.”

      He grins and shrugs one shoulder while lifting his glass to his lips. “I’m used to getting what I want.”

      There’s a long silence while we both sit, quietly drinking our wine. Suddenly he breaks the silence. “Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” He leans forward, putting him even closer to me, and it makes my skin break out in goosebumps.

      “Sure,” I agree.

      “The other day when I arrived and caught you almost running to your car, did I miss something? Did something happen between you and Tyler?”

      I take a deep breath, averting my eyes to my nearly empty glass of wine. “Tyler and I went on a date a while back. It wasn’t anything serious; it was a just as friends.” I tip the glass and finish it off, and he refills it. “We had a lot of fun. He took me to dinner and then out for drinks and dancing. I told him I wasn’t looking for a relationship. That I didn’t have time for it with work. And he agreed to keep things casual. But the day you’re talking about, we went for a walk, and he kissed me.” I shake my head and roll my eyes. “It pissed me off because he knew that I wanted to keep things casual between us. So, what you saw was me running away from him.”

      His brows furrow together as he leans back and looks me over. “Really? You and Tyler?”

      I laugh. “We’re just friends—now strained friends because he couldn’t keep his word.”

      “Did you reject him because of your lack of time or because you didn’t like him as anything more than a friend?”

      My heart pounds hard in my chest, and my palms begin to sweat. My stomach feels like it’s tied in knots.

      “I could very easily carry on a relationship with him. He’s funny, sweet, we seem to have the same interests, and we had fun together. But he’s not what I want, and I don’t know why.” I shrug. “I just know deep inside that he’s not the one. So, there’s no point in pretending.”

      His eyes seem to darken as he leans in a bit closer. “What do you want, Ves?”

      I feel like this is the moment of truth. I could lean forward and kiss him, finally taste how sweet his lips are, or I could walk away, not letting him know that, for some reason, he’s what I want.

      I open my mouth, still not sure of what choice I’m going to make, but suddenly, the choice is no longer mine. Tyler walks in the back door, causing the screen door to slam close and us to jump back, further away from one another.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” He comes to a stop as his dark eyes focus on mine. “I didn’t realize anyone was in here.” He walks to the fridge and pulls out a bottle of water, pausing just long enough to look at the two of us sitting at the table with an open bottle of wine. His eyes flash from Liam to the wine, and then to me. He tears them away and turns to leave without another word, leaving us alone yet again. But the spell has been broken.
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      After Tyler interrupts our conversation, it gives me the out I need. I excuse myself, and Liam doesn’t stop me from leaving, even though the further away I get, the more I can feel the pull he has on me. As I’m walking across the gravel to get to my car, Tyler steps out of the barn. He doesn’t say anything; he just watches as I walk past. I can feel the anger rolling off him in strong waves, and they’re all directed at me. If looks could kill…

      I climb behind the wheel and kick up some dust from leaving so fast. I hate that he’s mad at me. I’m sure it just looks like I’m another money-hungry girl that leaves the cute, hard-working guy for the sexy billionaire, but everything going on has nothing to do with any of that. I didn’t turn Tyler down because he wasn’t good enough. I turned him down because, deep in my heart, I know he’s not the one for me. I may have used my work as an excuse, but it all boils down to the fact that he doesn’t give me the feelings I should get.

      Liam, on the other hand, I’ve been like clay in his hands from the day I heard his voice. Something inside of me craves him, it begs me for just a taste, even though I know nothing can or will come out of it. I just wish Tyler could understand.

      [image: ]

      I take a few days to clear my head. I didn’t want to see Tyler or Liam. I just needed some time to process the way I’m feeling. I go to work and spend the rest of my time with my family or with Amy. I wait a week before going back. And even though I haven’t heard from either of the guys, I’m afraid to confront them. But the time is now. I have to check on Lucy.

      I walk into the barn and see Liam through the open back door. He’s shirtless as he bales hay. His tan arms are flexing with each movement, and every muscle on his back is hard and defined. Just seeing him shirtless and glistening with sweat causes me to squeeze my thighs together. My lips part as my breathing picks up, my eyes watching as each muscle moves and flexes in a delicious way.

      He stops and wipes the sweat off his brow, turning and looking at me from over his shoulder, catching me gawking. His eyes turn dark as they intently watch me, his chest rising and falling quickly from his tiring work.

      It feels like something is being exchanged, but I force myself to snap out of it and turn my back to him to catch my breath. When I look up, Tyler is standing directly in front of me. His eyes quickly move toward Liam. “Don’t waste your time with him. He works his way through more woman than a playboy. Better get over this schoolgirl crush you have before he uses you and throws you away too.” He turns and walks back the way he came.

      My body is on alert. First from seeing Liam looking sexy as hell and the way he looked at me, then from being called out by Tyler. I close my eyes and push away all feelings, opting to get my job done and leave.

      [image: ]

      A week later, it’s time to go back to the ranch. I take my time driving, in no hurry to see them. I know Tyler will probably still be mad because he thinks I’m choosing Liam over him. And to be honest, I’m afraid to see Liam because I felt the connection we have and I’m afraid I’ll lose everything I’ve worked so hard for if I get mixed up with him.

      Hopefully, I can get in and out without either of them even knowing I’m there.

      As I’m driving over to the ranch, the sky fills up with dark clouds. The wind picks up and blows through my open windows, and the leaves on the trees flip, preparing to catch the falling rain. I lean forward and look up at the sky through my windshield to see the dark gray storm clouds as they roll in faster than I can drive. I quickly roll the windows back up, wanting to stay dry and warm when the sky opens up and the rain pours down.

      I press the gas harder, picking up speed to seek shelter before the eye of the storm hits.

      By the time I’m pulling into the drive, rain is coming down in thick sheets. I throw the car in park and jump out, running into the barn. As I make it inside and am pulling the door closed behind me, my clothes are soaked and clinging to my body. Thunder claps loudly overhead, and I see a flash of lightning out the window. One of the horses gets spooked, and she snorts, kicking at the wall of the stall.

      “Shhh,” I coo, trying to calm her as I make my way over.

      I stand on the bottom rung of the gate and lift my hand to pet down her nose. She seems to settle, even moving into my touch.

      “There you go. That’s better,” I say softly, continuing to rub her nose. “It’s just a storm. It can’t get you in here.”

      Thunder cracks loud again, directly overhead, and the horse bucks faster than I thought possible. Its front hooves come up over the gate, and as they come back down, I fall backward and get clipped in the head before I hit the ground.

      I land hard on my back and my eyes blur. I raise my hand to touch my forehead, and blood paints my palm when I pull it away. My vision grows dark around the edges, and then it completely consumes me.

      [image: ]

      There is a dull ache in my head and my ears are ringing. I feel something warm touch my forehead, and my eyes flutter open to see a blurry image of Liam hovering over me. I try to lift my hand to touch him, but it falls lifeless to my side as the darkness takes over again.

      I can hear echoes of voices talking. I can hear the horses snorting and neighing. I hear thunder, and I feel the cold rain as it splashes against my face.

      A deep, rich scent settles over me, and the next thing I know, I’m warm and dry. I’m too tired to open my eyes, so I breathe deeply and live in this moment.

      When I stir awake, I look around to find that I’m no longer on the barn floor, but in a bed. The wood paneling on the walls immediately tells me that Liam or Tyler found me and brought me inside. I breathe deeply and know that thick, heavy scent: Liam. I’m in Liam’s bed.

      I touch my head, and the pain makes me gasp, causing me to feel sick to my stomach. I look down at myself and find that I’m no longer in my work clothes, but a white t-shirt.

      The door opens and Liam walks in. When his eyes land on mine, he rushes around the bed and sits on the edge. “How are you feeling?” Concern burns brightly in his blue eyes.

      I shrug. “My head hurts.” Even the lightly lit room causes a bout of pain surge through my head.

      “Here, take this.” He hands over two pills and a glass of water.

      I take the pills willingly and wash them down with the cold water that quenches my thirst and wets my dry throat.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, trying not to hurt my head anymore.

      “What in the hell were you doing out there alone, anyway?” he asks, anger dripping from his words. “Do you know how lucky you are that I looked out of the window and saw your car? You could have been lying there and bleeding to death.” His brows are drawn together, causing tiny lines to form at the edges of his eyes.

      “I was trying to calm down the horse. The storm spooked it. I didn’t go in the stall. I thought I was safe.” My eyes drift downward, wanting to avoid his angry stare and a thought pops into my head: who changed my clothes?

      “Uh, where are my clothes?” I pinch the shirt between my thumb and forefinger.

      He stands up and crosses the room. “They were soaked and covered in mud and blood. I took them off, cleaned you up, and put you in bed to warm you up. You’ve been out for an hour. I was about to call an ambulance.”

      I feel my face flush. “I don’t need an ambulance,” I argue, trying to push myself into a sitting position, but my head throbs and causes me to fall over.

      He quickly rushes to my side. “Be careful. You need rest. Just lie still.” He helps to position me back into a comfortable position.

      “I bandaged your head and put on a couple of butterfly stitches to hold the wound closed. You may end up with a scar.” He sits on the edge of the bed again.

      “That’s okay. I’m not worried about it.”

      “What are you worried about then?”

      My eyes jump to his. “What?”

      “I can tell by the pink on your face that you’re embarrassed about something.” The corners of his mouth turn up.

      “You took off my clothes. Isn’t that enough of a reason to be red-faced?” I giggle but cut it off shortly after it escapes when the ringing in my ears starts.

      He snickers. “We’re all adults here, Ves. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, I assure you.”

      I squint my eyes at him, picking up the neck of the shirt and looking down my body to see that he removed all my clothing, bra and panties included. My face burns hotter.

      “You were soaked, Vesper. Changing your clothes would have done no good if the things underneath were still wet.” He sits upright and holds up his hands in front of him. “I swear, I didn’t do anything wrong.” He tears his eyes away. “I would never do that,” he whispers.

      “I know. It’s just embarrassing. You’ve seen all I have to offer, and all I’ve seen of you is some sweaty muscles flexing as you baled hay.” I grin just from imagining it.

      His deep chuckle fills the room around us. “Well, the next time you find me knocked unconscious, you can take off my clothes; deal?”

      “You bet.” I smile wide.

      “You should get some rest. I’m pretty sure you have a concussion.” He stands to leave.

      “Wait,” I call out, causing him to stop and turn back to face me.

      “Will you…stay with me?”

      His brow arches. “Stay with you?”

      I nod. “Just for a little while. My head hurts so much, I know I won’t be able to fall asleep. Just keep me company until the pills kick in?”

      He offers up a small smile and nods before climbing up to lay beside me on the bed.

      “Tell me something,” I whisper.

      “About what?”

      I shrug the shoulder I’m lying on. “Something about growing up here. What was it like? What did you love about it?”

      “Hmmm,” he mumbles as he thinks it over. “You know. The first thing I always think about when I wake up here is how the smell of grandpa cooking breakfast would drift up the stairs and wake me from a dead sleep.” He chuckles. “He used to be a cook in the army. Damn, that man could cook. However, he was used to cooking for one-hundred and fifty men, so he always had to make huge batches of everything: homemade biscuits, gravy, eggs. Everything for the week got made on Sunday. Then we would just heat up what we wanted when we got hungry.”

      I smile. “That’s a nice memory. You were lucky to have him.”

      He nods. “I know. I don’t know what I would’ve done without him. I probably would have grown up in boarding schools. He taught me everything: how to ride a horse, how to brush them, wash them, how to work on the machinery around the ranch, how to cook.”

      “You cook?” I ask.

      He nods. “For one-hundred and fifty men.”

      My giggle slips out, and his eyes lock on mine.

      “I’ll take the job, Liam.”

      “What about your dreams?”

      “I can do both. This place, it’s so special. I want to be a part of it. I’ll just need to find someone to replace me at my clinic first.”

      He smiles wide. “That would be amazing. Thank you, Ves.” He picks up my hand and presses a kiss to the top.
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      Liam lies next to me and we chat through most of the night. Around two a.m., my pain pills kick in, and I find myself drifting off to sleep. Our conversation took an easy turn. Neither of us talking, just lying beside each other and living in the feeling, the other person creates.

      When I open my eyes, the sun is shining through the window and Liam is still beside me, his hand in mine as he lays on his side, facing me. His blue eyes are closed but seeing him at ease causes my heart to flutter in my chest. My breathing picks up as I watch him sleep. Suddenly, his eyes pop open and land on mine. He offers a sleepy smile. “How’d you sleep?” he asks.

      “Really well. My head doesn’t hurt anymore.”

      He looks down to see our clasped hands. “I’m sorry,” he mumbles, pulling away and sitting up on the edge of the bed. “You need to take a few days off and nurse that concussion. Do you want a ride home? I’m a little worried about you driving so soon after an accident.”

      I slowly push myself up. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      He stands. “I’ll go grab your clothes from the dryer.” He leaves the room in a hurry.

      I try to stand up from the bed, and at first, I’m a little dizzy. I stand still, giving my head a minute to catch up, before slowly walking across the floor and to the window to look out. It seems like the storm we got was a strong one. The big oak tree in the front yard is split, a big tree limb lying across the yard.

      “Here you go,” Liam says, walking back into the room and freezing when he sees me up, standing in front of the window. His eyes look up my legs, stopping at the top of my thighs where the shirt ends. He licks his lips and swallows, causing his Adam’s apple to bob in his throat. “I-I’ll be downstairs when you’re done.” He tosses my clothes on the bed and leaves the room in a hurry.

      I change my clothes and head downstairs to find him watching out of the window as Tyler chops away at the fallen tree.

      Great. Now I get to do the walk-of-shame and nothing even happened.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      I bite my bottom lip. “Does Tyler know what happened last night in the barn?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      I let out a long breath. “I just didn’t want him to think that something was going on between us, you know? He already thinks I’m choosing you over him.”

      He holds out his arm to help balance me on our walk to the car, but something flashes across his face, and I’m not sure what it is.

      I slide my arm through his and lean on him as he opens the door and helps me down the stairs. It’s like the longer I’m on my feet, the dizzier I get and the louder my ears ring. Walking out into the bright sun blinds me, causing my head to pound all over again. I shield my eyes from the sun, keeping them trained on the ground as he leads me to the passenger side of my car.

      He opens the door and places me softly inside. I pull my sunglasses on immediately.

      “Tyler, follow me to the town in your truck. I don’t want her driving so soon after an accident,” Liam shouts.

      Tyler nods before throwing down the ax and jogging toward his truck.

      Liam climbs inside. “Are you feeling okay?” he asks, starting the vehicle and shifting into drive.

      “I don’t feel well. My head hurts so much it’s upsetting my stomach.”

      “Do you have anyone to help you out until you recover? I don’t want to leave you alone to fend for yourself.”

      “My parents live nearby and so does my friend, Amy. I’ll be fine. Thank you though.”

      When we get to my building, he helps me into the house and to my room. He places me at the foot of my bed. “Would you like me to get you anything before I take off? I can bring you some more comfortable clothes, something to eat, drink, whatever you want.”

      I smile. “I’m fine; thank you.”

      “You’re sure?” He cocks his head to the side and studies me.

      I nod with my smile in place. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and looks down at me. “I’m not leaving until you call someone to come sit with you. I don’t want you passing out and hurting yourself.”

      I let out a short laugh, but the look on his face tells me he’s serious, so I grab my phone and call Amy.

      “Aims, I had bit of an accident. Would you mind coming to sit with me? Helping me out a bit?”

      “Of course. I’ll be right there.” She hangs up the phone, and I drop mine to my bed, looking up at him.

      “Happy now?”

      He nods once. “I am.” He turns around and sits on the chair in the corner.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, a little confused. I did what he asked.

      “I told you I’m not leaving until someone is here to sit with you.”

      “She lives five minutes away.”

      “Then I won’t be here long,” he retorts.

      I stand up and he rushes up to my side. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to get some clothes, so I can lay down.”

      “Sit. I’ll get them.” He urges me back down to the bed.

      I direct him to my dresser where he grabs a pair of shorts and a tank top. He drops both on the bed beside me, then drops to his knees. “Arms up,” he orders.

      I laugh and feel the embarrassment stain my cheeks. “I think I can do it.”

      He squints his shimmering blue eyes at me. “I don’t want you to do anything but rest. Now, lift your arms.”

      I take a deep breath and lift my arms above my head. I feel his fingers latch onto the hem of my shirt, softly skimming across my skin as he pulls the shirt gently upward. When it’s off, he pulls the tank top on just as smoothly.

      I reach up the back of the shirt and remove my bra, tossing it to the side. His eyes grow dark as they lock on my body that’s slowly shedding clothing for him.

      He places his hands on my hips, unbuttoning my dress pants that I wore to work yesterday. “Lift your hips,” he tells me, and I do as I’m told.

      He gently pulls them down my legs and off my feet. His eyes quickly meet mine, and they are growing darker by the second. He holds the shorts on the floor, and I slip my feet into them. His fingers softly skim up my legs, and he pulls them up to my thighs. I place my palms flat on the bed and lift myself as he pulls them up over my ass and hips.

      I look into his darkening eyes and he wets his lips. Tension is growing thick between us and my heart pounds. He leans in. As do I. My eyes flutter closed and his warm breath blows across my lips. Just as his nose touches my cheek, the door slams.

      “I’m here!” Amy yells making her way through my tiny apartment.

      Liam quickly pulls away, our lips never meeting, as he gets himself onto his feet.

      “Hey, Ves, what happened to you?” Amy asks, rushing into my room and coming to an abrupt stop when she sees Liam.

      He clears his throat and holds out his hand. “I’m Liam O’Connor. You must be Amy.” She nods and takes a step closer, placing her hand in his for a handshake.

      “Ves had a little accident at the ranch yesterday. I think she has a concussion. I just wanted to make sure someone would be here to help her. I know she’s stubborn and will try doing things alone. I didn’t want her passing out and hurting herself further.”

      Amy smiles wide. “No worries. I’ll keep her in bed for a few days.”

      He nods. “I should be getting back. I’m sure Tyler is outside waiting for me. Take care, Ves.” He steps toward the door, then turns back to look at me one last time. “I’ll check in with you in a few days and see how you’re feeling.” Without another word, he steps through the doorway, leaving me wanting that kiss we were so close to, and Amy to stare at me, wanting information.
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      “Okay, Ace is fed and watered, your laundry is done, and I made you a grilled cheese and some tomato soup. Sit up and eat,” Amy directs, walking into my room with a tray. I wiggle myself into a half-sitting position, and she places it over my legs.

      She flops down on my bed, causing my soup to spill over the edge of the bowl. “Now, spill it.”

      I pick up my spoon and stir the soup. “Spill what?” I don’t make eye contact. I know if I do, she’ll be able to read me as easy as a book.

      Her eyebrows skyrocket and eyes go wide. “Everything! What happened to you at the ranch? What exactly was going on when I walked in here a little while ago with you and that sexy billionaire?”

      A puff of air leaves my mouth. “I got knocked in the head by a horse. It’s not as bad as it sounds. I was already falling backward because when it went up on its back legs, it scared me. I jumped and fell backward. Its hooves clipped me coming down. Liam found me.”

      “And?”

      I roll my eyes. “And he stripped me down, cleaned me up, and bandaged all my cuts. I stayed there last night.” Finally, I chance looking at her.

      “Did you two…?” She wags her eyebrows at me with a big grin.

      “No way. My head is still pounding. We ended up talking most of the night though. When I woke up, he was holding my hand.” A smile spreads across my face.

      “It looked like you two were about to rip each other’s clothes off when I walked in here.”

      “Yeah, you have awesome timing,” I joke, ripping off a piece of my grilled cheese.

      “Didn’t you say he had a girlfriend who is a supermodel or something?”

      I shrug. “That’s what Tyler told me, but who knows if it’s true. Liam hasn’t mentioned her.”

      “You think Tyler made it up, so you’d pick him instead of Liam?” She cocks her head to the side while studying me.

      “Who knows? All I know is that he isn’t too happy with me right now.” I eat a spoonful of my soup. “I never wanted to hurt him. I told him from the beginning I wasn’t looking for a relationship. It’s not like I’ve been leading him on.”

      “You’ve kind of, though.”

      I jerk my head in her direction. “How? Friends. That’s what we are.”

      “I told you that he was using that friendship card as a way to get to you. He’s been hoping it would turn into more.”

      “Well, it’s not my fault. I never let him believe I wanted more. If he’s hurt, it’s his fault for not listening to me.” With each word, my voice gets higher and higher.

      “Okay, jeez. Concussions make you cranky. How about we just watch a movie?” She rolls over and grabs the remote off my bedside table.
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      I spend the rest of the day in bed, but I think Amy got more sleep than I did. I can’t stop thinking about Liam and that almost-kiss. I close my eyes and imagine how it would have gone. His soft lips touching mine, my tongue sliding against his, our hands feeling their way around one another’s bodies. It makes me clench every muscle to keep the tingles of anticipation away.

      I drift in and out of sleep for most of the night. When six a.m. rolls around, I get up and take a long, hot shower. When I step out, Amy is standing in the hall, arms crossed over her chest and tapping her foot, giving me a nasty look.

      “I feel better,” I tell her, forcing a wide smile to my face and stepping past her to enter my room.

      “What if you passed out in there? You could have drowned,” she bitches, following me.

      I step into my walk-in closet for some privacy to get dressed. “I’m fine, Amy. Don’t be such a worrywart.” I tug on a pair of jean shorts and a t-shirt.

      When I step back out, she’s standing at the center of the floor with her hand on her hip. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m just tired of being cooped up. I figured I’d run by the clinic, check messages and emails. Pay some bills, maybe run by the store and get some groceries.”

      She points at her chest. “Let me get a shower, and I’ll drive you. I’m not leaving you alone.”

      I roll my eyes and scoff. “Fine. Hurry up.”

      I sit down at my vanity to blow-dry my hair and to change the bandage on my forehead. The cut isn’t big, but there is a small bruise starting to form around it. The butterfly stitches hold it closed nicely, and I pray that there isn’t too big of a scar left when it heals.

      Amy and I spend the day running around. She helps me put up my groceries, then leaves to go home. For the first time in two days, I’m finally alone.

      I order a pizza and cuddle up on the couch with Ace to watch some tv until my pizza arrives. At the knock on the door, I push myself up to open the door, expecting to find the pizza man, but to my surprise, it’s Liam.

      “Oh, hey.” I feel my smile widen on its own.

      “You’re looking better.” His blue eyes start at my feet and slowly travel up my body. When his eyes meet mine, they darken.

      “I feel better. Would you like to come in? I was just waiting on my pizza.” I step back to give him room to walk in.

      “You’re alone?” he asks, looking around the kitchen and into the living room.

      “Yeah, Amy just left. She’s been here since yesterday.” Someone knocks on the door, and I open the door to find my pizza.

      I quickly hand over the cash and turn back around to face Liam. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

      His smile widens as he nods. “Sure.” At this moment, with his smile and bright eyes, he looks completely carefree. Nothing like the businessman I had met, dressed in a suit. Now, he seems laid back with his dark jeans and blue t-shirt that fit his frame perfectly.

      “Grab the six-pack out of the fridge, would ya?” I head to the living room, placing the pizza box on the coffee table.

      He walks in holding the six-pack to his side. His navy-blue t-shirt clings to his muscular chest, and the sleeves stretch around his massive biceps. His sun-kissed skin looks soft and smooth, and his dark hair is perfectly in place. Just watching him walk toward me reminds me of the things I’ve been dreaming about. I squeeze my thighs together to hold back the urges that are bubbling up.

      He opens a bottle and hands it over, then opens one for himself. He holds up his bottle and clanks it against the neck of mine. “To a speedy recovery.”

      “Cheers,” I whisper, breathless from the way his blue eyes seem to be searching for something in the depths of my soul.

      We both take long drinks and set our bottles off to the side. He picks up the pizza box and I grab a slice. He takes one for his own before putting the box back in its place. I force my eyes to the tv, trying to keep my attention on anything but him.

      “Did Tyler manage to get that tree cleaned up?”

      He nods since his mouth is full.

      “How’s Lucy and the other horses?”

      He swallows and turns to face me. “Everything is fine, Ves. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “I know.” I take a small bite. “I just hate being cooped up, you know? I want to be out there, helping, doing my part.”

      “The world won’t crumble if you take a few days to yourself, Ves. Take your time. Relax. Heal.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, still looking at the tv.

      “For what?” I see him turn to face me from the corner of my eye.

      I turn to face him. “For being you. For finding me and taking care of me. For checking on me.” I smile. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” The intensity in his blue eyes nearly melts my panties, but other than our almost kiss, he’s never tried to make a move. I don’t even know if he likes me romantically or if he was just wound up tight from removing my clothes.

      I try to turn off my brain, forcing myself to watch tv and eat my pizza. After we’ve both finished, I shut off the tv and turn my whole body until it’s facing his.

      “About the other day?”

      “What about it?” He looks at me, but his face shows no emotion. He’s playing it cool, and I feel anything but.

      “We almost kissed, Liam.” I feel stupid for stating the obvious.

      He nods once. “I know.”

      That’s it? I know? “Well, what does that mean?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and shaking his head. “I don’t want to complicate things.”

      “I’ve imagined kissing your lips since the first time I heard your voice over the phone and getting to know you lately has only intensified that urge.” My stomach is tingling with excitement and nervousness. I can’t believe I just said that. But it almost seemed like he was chickening out or looking for a way to erase the moment we almost had.

      “I…” he begins but lets his sentence fall silent as our eyes lock.

      We’re looking at one another, not moving, not saying anything but I can feel the current between us charging. Slowly, I lean in, and so does he. He wets his lips and I swallow down every ounce of nervousness that’s bubbling up my throat. My eyes flutter close when his hand comes up and cups my cheek. I breathe in deeply, and his scent washes over me like a breath of fresh air. Finally, our lips meet. They move softly and slowly at first, allowing the kiss to last as long as possible. But when his tongue slides into my mouth, something inside of me breaks through every wall I’ve built to hold back these feelings.

      My hands wrap around his neck, pulling him closer. But even that isn’t close enough. He lets his hands fall from my face as he reaches out and picks me up, setting me down on his lap. His hands hold my hips tightly, squeezing as they begin to tour my body. Sliding up the back of my shirt while continuing to pull me as close as he can get me. I can feel him harden beneath me, and a fire engulfs my body, boiling my blood. Every place he touches tingles with excitement.

      My hips seem to have a mind of their own as they begin rocking against his hardness. His hands squeeze my hips, stilling them as he breaks the kiss.

      “Ves, if you don’t stop, there will be no stopping me from fucking you right here on this couch,” he grounds out.

      “That’s exactly what I want, Liam,” I whisper, moving back in for another kiss.

      But he pulls away. “Ves, this is not how I want this to go.” He picks me back up and sets me on the couch while he stands and begins pacing. I feel cold and lonely without him to hold onto, not to mention embarrassed because I’ve been denied what I’ve been dreaming about for so long now.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen with us, Ves, but I do know that I don’t want it like this.” He stops and narrows his eyes on me. “I want you. I do. But there are too many obstacles between us right now. And when we come together, I want it just to be you and me.” He drops down to his knees before me. “I said when, not if. It will happen. No ifs about it.”

      I have no idea what he’s saying, but I don’t care. I’m lost in his passion and intensity. I can’t say anything or argue. All I do is nod my head while getting lost in those dark blue eyes, enjoying the tingles that statement brought on.
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      When I wake up the next morning, I have to force myself to go to work when all I want to do is go to the ranch and see Liam. I don’t know what he meant by too many obstacles in the way. Did he mean my job? Tyler? That supermodel girlfriend that he supposedly has?

      I know that I’m going to be late for work, but something gets the better of me and I pass by the clinic, heading toward the ranch. I drive as quickly as possible, and I’m pulling up twenty minutes later. I know it’s crazy of me just to show up unexpected and demand answers, but I have to know.

      I park the car and rush around to the barn just as Tyler is walking out to see who pulled up.

      “Oh, hey.” I come to a stop several feet from him.

      “Hey.” He nods.

      “Have you seen Liam this morning?”

      Tyler rubs the back of his neck with his right hand and shakes his head. “He took off last night after he got home. I don’t know when he’ll be back.”

      He left? After he got back from my place last night? He didn’t even say anything. “Oh. Okay.” I hang my head, looking at my feet.

      “I warned you about him, didn’t I? I told you he’d just use you. Now look at you.” I look up in time to see him wave his hand toward me. “He took what he wanted and ran off. Didn’t even say goodbye.”

      I shake my head. “We didn’t…”

      But he doesn’t stay to listen. Instead, he turns around and walks back into the barn.

      [image: ]

      I walk into the clinic feeling let down. I finally felt like we were getting somewhere, and he just leaves? Is he running away? If he is, from what? From me? He knows that I’m not looking for a relationship, so what could he be running from?

      I don’t believe the things Tyler said about him being a playboy. If he was, he easily could have taken what he wanted from me last night, but he didn’t. I just wish I understood what was going on before I lose my mind.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” Amy asks, popping her head into my office.

      I shake my head and push my hair behind my ear. “It’s nothing. Just…” I bring my eyes back to her. “It’s nothing. What’s up?”

      She walks into my office and sits in the empty chair across from my desk. “I know things have been a bit overwhelming for you lately, and I was thinking…” She smiles wide. “What do you say we take a weekend off? We can get a hotel and skip town for a few days. You can avoid that ranch, along with Tyler and Mr. Sexy Billionaire. We can just have a girls’ weekend: lounging by a pool or on a beach, drinking, partying?”

      I smile. “That sounds amazing, Aims, but I don’t know. I have so much stuff to do. I need to look over all these invoices and return a countless amount of emails.”

      She shakes her head and leans forward. “No. All that can wait. You need to take some time off, woman. You work yourself to death. I mean, what can go wrong in one weekend?”

      Maybe she’s right. It would be nice to get away for a while, maybe even forget about the ranch and Mr. Sexy Billionaire, as she calls him.

      I smile and nod. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      “Yay!” she squeals and claps while bouncing in her seat. She stands up and rushes toward the door, turning back to face me before exiting. “Let’s close up and go pack.”

      “Pick me up in an hour!” I call out.

      She rushes out the door, and I turn back to my computer to finish the email I was typing. Once I hit send, I shut down the computer, turn off the lights, and lock the building behind me. I rush home and pull out my bag to start packing. Ace jumps up on the bed, reminding me that I need to call Mom and ask her to pop in and feed him. I pull my phone from my back pocket and dial her number.

      “Hey, honey,” she answers on the third ring.

      “Hey, Mom. Amy and I are running away for the weekend. Would you mind coming over and feeding Ace?”

      “Of course not. Where are you going?”

      I grab my bikini and toss it into the bag on my bed. “Not sure, exactly.”

      “Well, doesn’t that sound fun. You guys be careful. And call me so I know you're safe and haven’t been kidnapped or arrested or something.” She laughs.

      “I will. Remember, Ace likes to eat twice a day, and don’t feed him both amounts all at once so you don’t have to come as often. He will scarf it down and then leave a trail of vomit around the house.”

      “I know how that weird cat functions. No need to remind me.”

      I laugh. “Okay, Mom. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too,” I hang up the phone and get back to packing for the weekend.

      I hear my front door open and slam shut. “Let’s get this party started!” Amy yells as she bounces her way through the house, walking into my room.

      “What are you wearing, bitch? We can’t go to San Diego with you dressed like that!”

      “San Diego? I thought we were just taking a girls weekend?”

      She smiles. “We are…in San Diego. A whole weekend of lying on the beach and catching the rays.” She holds her arms out at her side and falls backward onto my bed. “I’ve already bought the plane tickets, so there’s no backing out of it.”

      I laugh and roll my eyes, pulling the phone from my pocket to text Mom where I’ll be.
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      A few hours later, our plane is landing in San Diego just as the sun is beginning to set.

      “It’s so beautiful here,” I mumble as I’m watching the sun set over the beach from my cab, counting each palm tree as we pass.

      “I know. God, why didn’t we move here after college instead of going back home?”

      I shrug. “I love our home, but I could totally move here and become a beach bum.”

      Amy smiles wide and nods her head. “God yes! I could totally date some hot surfer guys. They’re much cuter than the cowboys we have at home.”

      My mouth drops open. “Are you kidding me? I love a sexy cowboy.” Already, my mind drifts off to Liam, imaging him wrangling a horse as the sun beats off his sweaty, muscular chest.

      “No way. I’d rather see a tan, shirtless guy in boardshorts all day long, water rolling down his hard chest and abs.” Her eyes glaze over from thinking about it.

      The cab pulls up to our hotel and I slip him some cash as we exit the car. We’re both handed our bags as we start toward the doors.

      “It’s a little late for the beach today. What do you say we grab some dinner and then check out the nightlife?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I answer.

      We make it to our room and I flop down on the bed while Amy starts pulling clothes out of her bag. “Please tell me you brought that black dress for tonight.”

      I twist my head until I can see her standing on the other side of her bed. “No, I thought we were hanging out by the water, not clubbing.”

      She rolls her eyes and scoffs. “We take every opportunity for clubbing, Ves!” She reaches into her bag and pulls out her clothes, dropping them onto the bed and picking through them. “Here, you can wear this.” She holds up a short black skirt and a top that is completely backless.

      I stand and jerk the clothing from her hand, looking it over. “Why don’t I just walk around naked?”

      She sticks out her bottom lip and shrugs one shoulder. “That’ll work too.”
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      Amy manages to get me in the short skirt and halter top. She even threatens to hold me down to do my hair and makeup. By the time I’m walking out of the hotel room, I feel like her doll. But my stomach is rumbling, and I’m more than ready to relax with a few drinks, so I quit fighting her. It’s not like anyone knows me here anyway.

      We have dinner at a nice steakhouse; then she drags me to a club. We both order a drink and find a table in the back. My eyes skim over the crowd of people dancing in the center, almost like I’m checking every face for the one I want to see.

      “Hopefully we can find some cute guys to bring back to the hotel,” Amy leans in and whispers in my ear.

      I roll my eyes. “Not happening.”

      “Why not? You’re not dating anyone,” she points out, and it only reminds me of Liam and the way he kissed me, and then left town without reason. Maybe he’s not interested at all.

      Then why would he kiss me?

      Maybe because you kissed him, and he didn’t want to hurt your feelings.

      No, he liked it. He pulled me onto his lap.

      Ugh, I’m losing my mind. I finish off my drink and stand to order another. As I’m waiting at the bar for my fresh drink, a cute guy with dark hair comes to stand at my side.

      “I’m Trever.”

      “Ves,” I reply.

      “Can I buy you a drink,” he asks with a grin as his eyes take me in.

      The bartender hands me my glass and I hold it up. “Thanks, but I already got one.” Without another word, I turn around and walk back to my table, choosing to ignore his advances.

      “What’s wrong with you? That guy was totally digging you,” Amy points out.

      “He was?” I turn and look at him again from over my shoulder

      She gives me a look that says, duh.

      I shrug and take a sip. “Oh well,” I say, not bothered by my loss, or lack thereof.

      “Ves, you can’t put your life on hold for that guy.”

      I frown. “What guy?”

      “Liam. I know he’s keeping you on the hook. You need to break free—live a little.”

      “If living a little means sleeping with that guy, I’ll pass. He’s not my type. Did you see how tight his jeans were? Tighter than I wear mine.” I point at my chest with my eyes wide. “I’m not sleeping with any guy that wears tighter clothes than I do.”

      She laughs. “You have a point there.”

      “Can we just hang out tonight? Get drunk and dance, and forget all about guys? Just for tonight?” I give her the praying hands she usually gives me and pooch out my bottom lip.

      “Fine.” She picks up her drink and finishes it off with an eye roll.

      After several rounds, we finally find our way to the dance floor. We laugh and spin around, moving to the beat of the music while ignoring everyone else in the bar, even though there are several guys that seem to be watching us.

      Amy grabs my hand and drags me over to the bar, ordering two more drinks.

      “It’s so hot,” she yells over the music, fanning herself.

      I open my mouth to agree when one of the guys that’s been watching me cuts between us. “Hi. I’m Dillion.”

      I smile as I look him up and down. “Ves.”

      “Would you like to dance, Ves?”

      Amy peeks over his shoulder and nods yes.

      I’m feeling pretty buzzed, so I accept. “Sure.” Plus, he isn’t bad to look at. His short dark hair is styled nicely, and he isn’t dressed in tight clothing. He’s a little shorter and thinner than I like my men, but I know a dance won’t lead to anything. I’m only here to have fun and forget about men.

      He holds out his hand, and I place mine in his as he leads me onto the dance floor. He releases my hand, holding me by the hips and pulling me against his chest.

      “Where you from, Ves?” he whispers in my ear.

      “Colorado,” I answer, beginning to move my hips.

      “Did you move here?”

      I shake my head. “No, just here for the weekend.”

      “Lucky me,” he coos.

      I roll my eyes but keep dancing to pacify Amy. She can’t stop once she’s on a roll.

      His hold on my hips tightens as I feel him grow hard against me. I pull away to tell him goodbye, but over his shoulder, I see Liam walk in. I freeze. There is a crowd between us, and it’s dark with only multicolored lights flashing around, but it’s him.

      Our eyes lock from across the club as if he sees me and his lips twitch like he’s going to smile, but then his eyes fall to the guy who still has his hands on me, and his face tightens up like it’s made of stone. His jaw flexes and his chest puffs-out.

      I step away from the guy I’m dancing with, making my way toward him. The guy yells from behind me, but I don’t turn back. He’s not the one my body longs for.

      Liam watches me with his eyes darkening as I walk closer, but before I can reach him, a tall woman with giant boobs and sleek, straight blonde hair steps up to his side. She places her hand on his stomach and looks up at him as she is saying something.

      I freeze as he tears his eyes away from mine and looks down at her to reply. Without another look back, they walk away together, across the club and up the stairs to the VIP section. I feel my heart crack, and everything goes silent. He does have a girlfriend.

      Once they’re no longer in view, I turn and grab Amy by the wrist, spinning her around to face me. “Hey, you done dancing?”

      “Liam is here. With his girlfriend,” I add on.

      Her eyes double in size. “Are you serious? Where?” She stands on her toes, looking over the crowd.

      I motion with my eyes up to the second story. “Up there. In the VIP section.”

      “Ugh, what an asshole. I can’t believe he’s been leading you on this whole time.” She shoves a drink in my hand and takes a sip of her own.

      “Did you know he was here in San Diego?”

      I take a long drink. “No idea.”

      A look of wicked amusement crosses her face. “Well, two can play that game.”

      “What does that mean?” I feel my face scrunch up in confusion.

      “He’s here with her, making you jealous. Go back to your guy and make him jealous.”

      “No,” I shake my head. “I can’t do that.” I take another drink. “Can I?”

      “I would.” She smiles.

      I quickly finish off my drink and find the guy I was dancing with. “Sorry for walking off and leaving you hanging. I just…needed a minute.”

      He grins. “That’s okay. I’d wait for you all night.” He reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me back to the dance floor.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and move my hips against his. His hands rest on my hips, squeezing them as he rubs against me. As the music changes from one song to the next, I spin around, putting my back to his chest as I continue to move.

      “You’re sexy. You know that?” he whispers in my ear.

      I look over my shoulder at him, giving him a shy smile, but when I turn my head back around, my eyes land on Liam’s. He’s at the bar, watching me dance with another man. Instead of walking over to him, I turn around and wrap my arms back around Dillion’s neck. He wraps his hands around my lower back, pulling me closer.

      “You busy later tonight?” he asks.

      Before I can reject his invitation, he’s being pulled away and Liam’s taking his place in front of me. He looks down at me with his eyes darkening and pulls me against his chest while moving along with the music.

      “What are you doing here, Ves?” he asks casually.

      If he can act nonchalant after what happened between us, then I can too. “Just a little getaway weekend with Amy. You?”

      “Why are you trying to make me jealous?” His voice is low and deep, and his dark eyes lock on mine, burning with anger and jealousy.

      “You kissed me and then ran off without an explanation. Then you show up with another girl, but I’m making you jealous?”

      “It’s not what you think,” he clips out.

      “Really? Care to explain?” I stop dancing, and so does he, but he doesn’t pull away.

      “I will, but not now. I have to go.” His eyes quickly flash over to the stairs where I assume blondie is.

      Without warning, he closes the distance between us, pressing his hot mouth against mine. His hands tangle into my hair, keeping me close while his hot tongue dives inside my mouth and twists with my own. I’m completely lost in this kiss, forgetting that he’s here with another girl, forgetting about the guy I was dancing with, forgetting everything…but him.

      He breaks the kiss but looks into my eyes while his hands stay tangled in my hair. “Come to the ranch on Monday. We’ll talk then.” Without another word, he releases me and walks away.

      I stand there unmoving, breathless from that kiss and trying to let my heart calm down. When I turn away and look up at the stairs, he’s walking up with the other woman. His hand is on her lower back as he guides her up. He looks over at me and our eyes lock. But he turns his head and continues his journey.
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      Amy and I spend all of Saturday laying on the beach and drinking strawberry daiquiris. We sleep late into Sunday and then board our plane, not arriving back home until Sunday night. By the time I get home, I’m so tired from all the drinking and traveling that I don’t do anything but shower and sleep.

      I wake up Monday morning feeling energized and ready for the day. I look forward to getting work done, so I can go out to the ranch and find out exactly what Liam has to say. His behavior is confusing me. He kisses me, then leaves. He shows up with another woman but finds me to tell me it’s not what I think and kisses me again. It leaves me wondering if the woman he was with is really his supermodel girlfriend or maybe she was just a family member or someone he works with. They never really touched inappropriately. After that last kiss and having to wait days for an explanation, I’m amped up. I’ve thought of him all weekend, and at least one hundred different scenarios have run through my head.

      I quickly feed Ace and head out the door. As I walk into the clinic, the waiting room is full of people patiently waiting with their pets. “Good morning, everyone. Let me set my things down and I’ll be right with you,” I say, walking through the waiting room and behind the counter toward my office.

      I turn on my office light and put my things behind my desk. As I pull on my white coat, I start up the computer. Amy pops her head in. “Hey, you have several emails from people wanting to fill your position. What’s up with that?”

      I pull my hair out of the back of my jacket and turn toward her. “I told Liam I would take the full-time vet position until Lucy gave birth and he could find someone else. It will only be for a few months.”

      “I can’t believe you’re ready to leave your own business to help him out, Ves. What the hell?”

      “I’m not leaving. I’ll still come in and manage the clinic. It’s good money, Aims. I mean, a lot of money. I could open five more clinics by the time that horse delivers.”

      She rolls her eyes and leaves my office without another word. I follow her back into the waiting room. “Okay, who’s first?” I ask, looking around the room.

      A woman with short dark hair raises her hand.

      “Right this way.”

      She stands up, picking up a small plastic tank that holds a rat.

      My eyes dilate just from thinking about having to touch that thing.

      I love animals. All animals. But some are better when I don’t have to touch them.
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      When the day is over, I rush out to the car and make the trip to the ranch. When I pull in the drive, Liam’s shiny red sports car is there waiting, like I hoped it would be. Instead of tracking him down, I head into the barn and over to Lucy’s stall.

      “Hi, girl. How are you feeling today?” I hold out my hand, and she brushes against it with her nose.

      There’s a basket of carrots sitting on the hay bales. I grab one, feeding it to her while I run my hand over her head and down her mane.

      “You must be Ves,” a woman says.

      I turn my head toward the front of the barn and see the blonde woman from last weekend. Her long blonde hair is straight and sleek, hanging halfway down her back, and she’s wearing a tight red dress that hugs her curves and showcases every asset. Her makeup is flawless, and her body is adorned with diamonds: earrings, necklace, rings, and bracelets. Immediately, I know that she must be the supermodel girlfriend. Nobody else would be able to afford the look she’s styling.

      I step down from the gate and nod my head while taking a few steps toward her. “I am. And you are?”

      She smiles and holds out her hand to shake. “I’m Tessa St. Claire, Liam’s girlfriend.” She shakes my hand and my blood runs cold.

      “I’ve heard a lot of nice things about the work you’re doing with the animals,” she says as she pulls her hand away.

      “That’s nice. I haven’t heard a thing about you.” I know I’m being rude, but I let my emotions get the best of me instead of handling the situation like an adult. I step back up on the gate and pet Lucy, hoping she gets the hint that I don’t want to talk and goes away.

      She lets out a soft giggle instead of getting offended. “Well, that’s probably because Liam doesn’t talk much with the help. Plus, he’s almost never here. We spend most of our time in California.” She leans her back against the gate I’m standing on.

      I look down at her brown eyes. I can see the anger and jealousy burning bright in them. I want to say something else, but at the same time, I don’t want to give her any firepower, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “Hopefully we won’t be here much longer anyway. I’ve finally talked Liam into selling this dump. He doesn’t need the stress of it. He’s already got his hands full with running his company.”

      I can’t keep my mouth closed any longer. “He’s selling the ranch?” I quickly look back down at her.

      She smiles wide and looks up at me. “That’s right. I hope you have another job lined up. I can’t guarantee that the new owners will keep you on.”

      I step down, leaning in closer to her. “I run my own practice. I don’t need this job. I was only doing it because Liam begged me several times to take it.” I step back and slide my hands into my back pockets. “He just couldn’t bear to see me go.” I smile and shrug before walking out of the barn and getting into my car.

      I turn over the engine and hit the gas with a little too much force, anger surging through me. I can’t believe this. Liam is selling the ranch? Is that what he wanted to talk to me about today? If it is, I’m glad I didn’t see him. He’s been doing nothing but lying to me from day one. He never mentioned he had a girlfriend, for one. And he’s always claimed to love the ranch. Why would he sell it?

      Does he love her so much that he would sell his family’s ranch? He can’t love her if he’s been making out with me. Or maybe this is exactly what Tyler was warning me about. He is a playboy. She has his heart, and I’m just some broke country girl that he plays around with in his spare time.

      When I get back into town, I need to let off some steam. But I don’t go to Amy to hear her say, “I told you so.” I swing by the local bar and order drink after drink, in an attempt to wash him and these past couple months from my mind.
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      The week passes by slowly. So slow. Every day I have to force myself to live my life. I get up, go to work, and come home to lay on the couch and ignore the rest of the world. Liam still plagues my mind endlessly. Every time he slips through, I bite the inside of my cheek to try to train myself to stop thinking about him. He hasn’t made any attempts to see me or ask why I haven’t been at the ranch to do my job. It only leads me to believe that he never had any real interest in me at all.

      Anger and annoyance are the only things I’ve felt this week. And it’s heavy. It puts me in a bad mood, and I’m short tempered. Nothing can keep my interest long. Not even my favorite tv shows. My mind is just an endless swirl of thoughts.

      My phone rings from beside me, and I sit up on the couch to answer it, thinking it’s probably Amy because she’s been relentless this week. She knows something happened to upset me, but I haven’t opened up to her about it. It’s embarrassing, and I’d rather try and forget about it than to understand it.

      “Hello?” I answer without looking at the caller ID, instead keeping my eyes on the tv.

      “Ves?” Liam asks.

      I take a deep breath to try and simmer down the anger that’s boiling over. “Yes?”

      “Is everything okay? I haven’t seen you all week. I’m worried.” His deep voice is sexy and causes my skin to prickle with goosebumps. My heart picks up, beating faster from hearing my name fall from his lips. In my head, I’m pissed at him. Apparently, my body didn’t get the memo.

      “Everything is fine. Listen, Liam. I’m not going to be able to take that position after all. I just can’t leave my practice. But I do have several interviews lined up. I can forward you their information if you’d like to interview them yourself.”

      “Oh?” He sounds disappointed. “Ves, I don’t understand. I thought you wanted the position?”

      “Listen, Liam. I have to go. I’ll forward you my top picks. Okay?” Even I can hear the hurt in my voice.

      “Okay. If that’s what you want, Ves.”

      “Goodbye, Liam.” I hang up the phone without another word. My eyes fill up with tears, but I don’t let them fall. I’m annoyed with myself for getting into this to begin with. I didn’t want a relationship. So, why do I feel so let down? Why is this bothering me as much as it is? We kissed two times. He never confessed his love for me. He never even said that he liked me. The only thing he did was lead me to believe that there could be more between us, and kept me on the hook, like Amy said. Typical playboy fashion.
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      The week passes by and I forward all potential candidates to Liam’s email, so he can go through them and hire someone directly. I finally realized my mistake: I subconsciously got my hopes high about Liam. It’s nobody’s fault but my own. I didn’t want a relationship; I should have reminded myself of that when I felt myself get close to him. He wormed his way into my life and left me hanging, filled with holes.

      Instead of thinking about him and the ways I messed up, I keep myself busy with work. I go in early and stay late. I put more time in at the animal shelter and spend almost every night with my family. If I keep myself busy, I don’t even think of him. It’s when I lay down at night that he slithers into my thoughts.

      It’s going on nine p.m. when I leave my parents’ house and walk into my apartment. I feed Ace, then take a long hot shower. When I step out, I quickly brush my hair, leaving it wet and hanging down my back. I wrap my towel tighter around myself and step out of the bathroom to find some comfy clothes in my room when someone knocks on the door.

      Thinking that it’s Amy stopping by to talk me into going out with her since it’s Friday night, I open the door with my mouth open, preparing to tell her no, but freeze when my eyes land on Liam.

      His blue eyes look me up and down. Suddenly, he reaches for me, his hands wrapping around my waist as he pulls me against him where his lips meet mine. His tongue slides into my mouth as he takes a step forward and forces me to take one backward. One of his hands leaves my hip, running up my body to cup my cheek and hold me to him. He kicks the front door shut with his foot, and the second it slams, I push him away.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I yell, wiping my mouth to get the taste of him off my lips. My body wants to keep going but no way will I let myself get attached to him again. I’m almost back to normal. I just got my thoughts back.

      “Tyler told me what happened,” he admits.

      “What?” My brows scrunch together as I study him. I suddenly realize that I’m only wearing a towel and my hand comes up to the top, holding it so it doesn’t slip and fall away.

      “I broke up with Tessa a week before we even kissed. I went there that weekend to pick up my belongings from her apartment, and she cried. I felt bad for breaking her heart, and that’s when she talked me into going out for dinner so that we could talk.” The words are rushing from his mouth like a dam broke.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Liam.” I close my eyes and rub my temples.

      “Please, let me finish.” His blue eyes are pleading with me, and I can’t deny him.

      “During dinner, she said she didn’t want to talk yet, just wanted one last normal meal to share and we ended up running into old friends that invited us to the club. I didn’t want to go, but she was relentless. So, I gave in, just so I could get it over with and leave. When I saw you there, you took my breath away. I thought I was dreaming. I never expected to run into you there. Then when I saw the guy you were dancing with—when I saw his hands on you instead of mine, I knew you were the one I wanted. I left and came back here, but she followed me. I didn’t know you came by the ranch. I didn’t know you met her or that she talked to you.” His blue eyes are wide with fear and anger. Is he afraid that he’s lost me? Is he angry at me or with her?

      “Tyler was out back of the barn and heard your whole conversation. He was pissed when he heard that I was selling the ranch. He thought I was just going to fire him without any notice. He didn’t tell me about it until today, when he told me he found another job. I was completely surprised. I have no intentions of selling the ranch, and then suddenly, our phone conversation made sense. I didn’t know why you changed your mind about the job. I thought you had changed your mind about me. If I had known sooner, it wouldn’t have taken me this long to come. I thought you were done with me.”

      I take a deep breath and look up at his blue eyes, and the way his chest is heaving. He looks so nervous, like he’s standing on the edge of a cliff, preparing to jump. “So, you’re not with her anymore?” I ask, leaning against the counter.

      He shakes his head. “I haven’t been with Tessa in weeks.”

      “And you’re not selling the ranch?”

      He takes a step closer and shakes his head again.

      “What do you want from me, Liam?” I’m holding on to the counter, my fingers wrapping around it for dear life. I’m not sure if I’m holding myself up or holding myself back. Either way, I’m holding on and not letting go.

      “I want you, Ves.” He takes another step. “You’re beautiful, and kind, and smart. You love the same things as I do. When I’m with you, I’m the man I want to be. I’m not billionaire CEO of O’Connor Oil. I’m not Hollywood’s most eligible bachelor. I’m just me. I’m Liam, the man that wants a simple life of running a ranch with a beautiful veterinarian that deserves more than I could ever offer.”

      I feel my lips tug up into a smile and I release the counter, crossing my arms over my chest. “You…” I shake my head. “You have a whole other life that’s not here. You have a line of women wanting a piece of you. And you want a life here…with me?”

      He takes another step closer as he nods. “I don’t want that life. I want you. I want to run this ranch and have you by my side every single day.” He takes another step, and now we’re close enough to touch, but I don’t reach out, and neither does he.

      “Your little black book is thicker than my entire phone book, Liam. Tyler told me how many women you blow through. Why should I trust you?” My heart is pounding. I know that if he touches me right now, there is nothing I can do to stop it. I want his touch, even if it’s nothing more than a meaningless fling—the big bang to end this crazy relationship we have.

      “I’m not going to lie, Ves. I have a reputation.” He nods. “I know that. I’ve been with more women than your average man, but I never told any of them that I wanted them by my side every single day. You’re what I want.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to reply. He takes the last step between us and pulls me against his chest where his mouth covers mine. My arms wrap around his neck, pulling him closer and deepening the kiss. His hands find my ass, and he lifts me against him so I can wrap my legs around his waist.

      He begins walking through my apartment, never breaking the kiss as he takes me to my room. When he walks in the door, he turns and presses my back against the wall. Breaking the kiss, he looks deep into my eyes. “I meant every fucking word of what I said, Ves. I want you. I don’t know why or how you got under my skin, but I can’t stop thinking about you.” He reaches for the hem of his shirt, pulling it off and revealing his hard chest and abs.

      “I don’t want anything serious right now, Liam,” I nearly whisper.

      “One day at a time,” he agrees, pressing his lips against mine once again.

      His shirt hits the floor, and his hands immediately fly to the top of my towel, pulling until it comes loose and falls. He breaks the kiss and looks down at my body, causing embarrassment to flush my face.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, Ves.” His lips crash against mine again and his hands tour my body, squeezing my breasts, trailing down my sides and across my thighs to brush against my core. The second his finger slides against my sensitive nub, I shudder and let out a loud moan.

      I let go of his neck and drop my hands between us, skimming down every hard muscle to free him from his jeans. Pushing them down his hips, his large erection springs free, standing at attention. I wrap my hand around it and pump slowly. He lets out a hissing breath that lights my body on fire.

      He kicks his jeans off his feet as he turns and walks us to the bed. He places me softly on top and crawls up my body. He pauses at my knee to press a soft kiss to the inside. He repeats the process with the other, then slowly kisses up the inside of my thighs.

      “I’ve been dreaming of doing this since the day I met you, Ves,” he whispers against my skin as his lips climb higher and higher up my legs.

      When he makes it to the junction between my legs, he softly runs his tongue across my slit, causing me to call out and jump with pleasure. His hands squeeze my hips, holding them down as he flicks his tongue against me before sucking my hard nub into his mouth.

      My orgasm is slowly building in my stomach. Every muscle tightens, preparing to let it go, to release it so it can flood over me and drown me in the passion he’s causing me to feel. Just as I think it’s at its peak, he slides two fingers inside me and pushes me over the edge. My release explodes and rains down on me, thick and hot. I can’t do anything but close my eyes and hold on, letting it wash over me until I can no longer breathe. He doesn’t move or pull away until I’ve ridden out every last wave and my calls of pleasure have quietened.

      He removes himself from me, leaving me cold and needing so much more.

      “Where are you going?” I ask in a panic. I’m nowhere near done.

      He bends down and pulls out a condom from his jeans. He turns back to me. “Oh, I’m not going anywhere yet. No way have I had enough of you.” He tears the package open with his teeth and slides the condom down over his length.

      He takes his place between my thighs once again and he lowers his lips to mine. My hips begin moving on their own, sliding his hard cock between my folds.

      “I need you, Liam. I need you inside me,” I whisper against his lips.

      “You have no idea, baby.” He rears back and thrust into me hard, deep, and without warning, causing me to call out loudly. My nails dig into the skin of his back, pulling him closer as he thrusts in and out of me. His hands hold my hips and squeeze my breasts, all the while his mouth moves with mine.

      He stretches me delightfully, nearly to the point of pain, but it’s something I long for. It’s like when you have a sore muscle and rubbing it hurts but feels good at the same time. I never want him to stop. I finally feel like we’re right where we belong, that this past week didn’t even happen. He pushes me to shatter once again, then rolls us over, putting me on top.

      “I want to watch you, Ves. Show me how badly you need me.” His hand that’s on my hip slides down just enough so his thumb can press against my clit as I lift myself and slide down his length. He feels so much larger this way, and I can control the speed and pressure. I rock my hips against him, and his lips part as his heavy breathing escapes.

      “Fuck,” he whispers as his eyes close and his head dips back to enjoy the pleasure I’m now bringing him.

      While one hand massages my clit, the other comes up to massage my breast, pinching my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. As my orgasm rises to the surface once again, the tingle of my nipple mixes along with it, and I tighten around him.

      “Are you going to come, Ves?” he whispers.

      I open my eyes and look down at him. His lips are parted, and his eyes are vibrant, watching only me.

      I nod as I continue with my movements, not wanting to stop, needing to push myself that last little bit that will leave me screaming and quivering.

      Both hands grab onto my hips, and he thrusts upward, meeting my movements. I let out a scream as my orgasm washes over me, and he lets out a moan that causes my body to tingle with excitement.

      My toes curl, and my stomach tightens. My breathing becomes erratic, and his thrusts become harder and rushed. Just as my climax ends, his rises to the surface. He flips me over and pounds into me again and again, until his hips slow and his soft moans quieten. He lets his body collapse against mine and it feels perfect, like a weighted blanket that eases every negative thought away.
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      Liam and I make love over and over again, all through the night. Each time is better than the last. He whispers sweet nothings into my ears while teasing my mind, body, and soul. Finally, we fall into a deep sleep, holding one another tight.

      I wake up in the morning to him peppering my naked shoulder with soft kisses. I stir awake but don’t open my eyes. Tantalizingly slow, his lips move up to my neck until he gets to my ear where he softly nibbles. “Wake up, beautiful,” he whispers.

      “I don’t want to,” I mumble.

      “Why not?” he asks around more kisses.

      “Because in this dream, I’m in a better place than being awake,” I answer, rolling over to face him, but not opening my eyes.

      His right arm is under my neck and his left-hand cups my face. “What if I told you this wasn’t a dream?”

      I open my eyes and I’m stunned by the brilliant blue that’s staring back at me. His eyes, they’re like being submerged in the ocean, only having a small window to look out at the endless blue. There’s depth, and rough waves, but also a calmness that settles every amped up emotion that’s coursing through my veins.

      “You’re definitely worth waking up for.” I offer up a sleepy smile, and he leans down for a kiss that turns into so much more.

      [image: ]

      “Tell me something,” he urges, pulling me against his bare chest.

      “Like what?” I ask, twisting in his arms so I can see his handsome face.

      “Something that nobody else knows.”

      I bite my lower lip while I think it over. “I lost my virginity to a boy named Topher Smellanitch. He had these black, plastic-framed glasses, buck teeth, and dark hair that he always kept in a bowl cut. It was the night of my senior prom, but my prom date got drunk and bailed on me. I ended up sitting with Topher all night, sharing a flask of rum. One thing led to another, and we both had sex for the first time.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, surprise written across his face.

      “Yes, and it was awful.” I laugh. “He had braces that cut my lip. And he was so nervous, he was shaking. All I can remember of the night is his skinny body on top of mine, shaking like a chihuahua as he looked down on me with bug eyes because of those thick glasses.” I feel my face burn with embarrassment.

      “You never told anyone about it?”

      “No way! Why would I?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. With a description like that, I can’t figure out why you wouldn’t tell everyone,” he jokes.

      I jab him in the ribs with my elbow. “Tell me about your first time.”

      “It’s nothing as epic as yours, I assure you.”

      “So, tell me anyway.” I press my cheek to his chest, so I can listen to his heart while he tells the story.

      “It was with a girl named Mercedes. I’d had a crush on her for as long as I could remember. She grew up right next door. But she blossomed into a woman long before I became a man. She was tall, thin, had these long legs, and was curvy for her age. I was still short and skinny. Didn’t have a single body hair on me yet.” He lets out a short laugh.

      “Anyway, when we were sixteen, we went to this party. I had been drinking all night long, but I found her crying alone in the dark. I guess her boyfriend had broken up with her or something. We were both drunk, doing things we shouldn’t have been doing—young and stupid. So, when things started moving forward, I thought she must really like me. Turns out, she wasn’t drunk, at all and she didn’t like me. She only used me to make her bigger, more popular boyfriend jealous.”

      “Oh, no.” My mouth drops open.

      “Yeah, the next day I came to school thinking I was the big man on campus. That is, until he found out, beat me up, and shoved me in a locker.”

      “He beat you up?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yeah, but it was worth it.” He laughs. “At the time, anyway.”

      “So, where’s this girl now?”

      I feel him shrug his shoulder. “No, idea. Last I heard, she had married the guy that beat me up. He ended up cheating on her and leaving her alone with three kids.”

      “Wow! I’d say that’s karma.”

      “What about Topher? Where’s he?”

      “Working for the FBI, actually. He was always super smart. I think he’s married to the girl he was secretly in love with back then. Her name was Lilly Gram.”

      “I guess at least someone got their happy ending.” He releases me and sits on the edge of the bed, pulling on his jeans. “Are you going to come by the ranch today?”

      I pull the blanket up my naked body. “Maybe. I have to go to the animal shelter and put in my shift. Then I promised to have dinner with my parents. So, if I do, it won’t be until late.” He stands up and pulls on his shirt, making me a little sad to see that those nice, firm abs are covered.

      “How about you have dinner with your parents and dessert with me?” He sits down on the edge of the bed, leaning over me with his blue eyes shining.

      A smile I have no control over spreads across my face. “I don’t know. What are you fixing?”

      He leans down and softly presses his lips against mine. “I was thinking hot fudge sundaes.”

      “With a cherry on top?” I ask against his lips.

      He snickers. “Whatever you want.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      He presses another long kiss to my lips and stands. “Don’t keep me waiting,” he coos, walking out of the room to the front door.

      When I hear the front door click closed, a smile spreads across my face, happy about the recent turn of events. I have been longing for Liam since I first heard his voice, but finally getting what I wanted, it’s better than I ever could have imagined. He held me close all night, said the most perfect things at the ideal time, and worked me over like no man ever has.

      It all seems too good to be true, and that makes my heart pound with nervousness, waiting for it to end. Then I remember how I promised myself that I wouldn’t get close to him again, and the smile that’s been stamped on my face starts to fade. He is a playboy. He admitted to being with a lot of women. I bet at some time or another, every single one of those women felt this exact same way. That’s just another reason to keep my feelings in check. I’ll see how this plays out, but I won’t let myself get attached. I’ll play along, and when the game is done, I’ll move on to the next part of my life. A broken heart is the last thing I need.

      I quickly shower and dress in a pair of jeans and my volunteer shirt. I let my hair hang free today and only put on a little lip gloss and mascara. I’m walking into the animal shelter shortly after to find Amy dancing around with Daisy in the center of the floor.

      “Someone’s in a good mood today,” I say, dropping my bag onto the table.

      She looks up at me with a big smile. “Daisy is getting adopted today!” Her eyes are wide with excitement. “Aren’t you, Daisy?” she asks, excitedly.

      Daisy barks and jumps around, happy to have someone to play with.

      “That’s great.” I fall onto my knees, petting her and scratching behind her ears. She flops down onto the floor and rolls onto her back, so Amy and I can scratch her belly.

      “Daisy gets a bath so that she can smell pretty for her new family,” Amy coos.

      “Looks like we need to put in a tracking chip too,” I say, standing up. “Let’s get busy, Aims.”

      Amy stands and dusts off her pants. “What did you do last night?”

      “What?” I ask, turning my back to her so she can’t read me.

      “You look different.” She takes a few steps to my side, peeking at me. “Did you do something different with your hair or makeup?”

      “No, nothing is different.” I roll my eyes and grab the clipboard.

      She gasps loudly, and when I turn to look, she’s covering her big smile with her hand. “You got laid!”

      “Shhh! Seriously, why are you so loud?”

      “You did, didn’t you?” She’s pushing against my shoulder and nodding her head vigorously.

      “Liam came over last night,” I admit.

      She screams and jumps up and down.

      “Shhh. What the hell, Amy?”

      She’s laughing so hard she doubles over. “I’m sorry. I just so fucking excited!”

      “Why are you excited? I’m the one that should be excited.”

      Suddenly all her noise making goes silent. “Wait. Are you not excited? Did he suck? Was his,” her eyes flash downward, “too small?”

      “What? No!” I shake my head. “It was perfect, everything I thought it would be and more.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” She places her elbows on the table and leans down to study me.

      I shrug. “Nothing. I’m just trying to keep myself in check before I get attached again and he leaves.”

      She nods slowly. “Good idea. Don’t put too much thought into it and enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “I can do that,” I tell myself.

      Amy and I spend the day getting Daisy ready for her adoption. We put in the tracking chip and update all her vaccines. Then we give her a bath and a haircut, paint her nails, and put a bow in her hair. She’s happy with all the attention she’s getting, and after the grooming, her gray coat is shiny and smooth, looking more silver than gray.

      I bend down to my knees and pet her head. “You’re going to be so happy with your new family!”

      “Ves, Daisy’s new owners are here,” Amy says, walking in the door behind me.

      I hug her close. “Okay, Daisy. Don’t be nervous. They’re going to love you!” I stand and lead her from the room up to the front where an older couple stands, eyes wide and smiles in place. The lady drops down to her knees and opens her arms up wide. “Hi, Daisy!”

      Daisy automatically recognizes her name and she runs into the woman’s open arms. I’m so happy that Daisy found a home with people who will adore her, but I’m also sad to see her go. This is the best and the worst part of my job.

      When I pull up at my parents’ house, Dad is standing in front of the garage, flipping the steaks on the grill.

      “Hi, kitten,” he says as I exit the car and close the distance between us.

      “Hi, how are you feeling? Mom mentioned you’ve been a little under the weather.” I lean in and kiss his cheek.

      He waves his hand through the air. “It ain’t nothing that can stop me. Your mom’s inside. Go tell her to stop fussing about everything and to sit down and take a break.” He shakes his head. “That woman goes ninety to nothing all day long!”

      I laugh. “Okay, I’ll tell her.” I leave Dad standing alone to go inside and check on Mama. When I walk in the kitchen, she’s dancing around to an old Conway Twitty song while preparing dinner. I smile as I lean against the door jam, listening to her sing along and watching as she dances with the music. It reminds me of being a little girl and doing this same thing with her while she prepared dinner.

      “Oh, you scared me,” she says when she spins around to find me watching her.

      “Daddy said you need to slow down,” I say around my smile, now understanding why. I look at the island that’s covered in food. BBQ ribs, coleslaw, baked beans, corn on the cob, and potato salad are all laid out.

      Dad walks in with a tray. “Here’s the steak.” He places it on the island next to everything else. “I don’t know why you wanted to fix all this. It’s going to take us a week to eat it all.”

      She shoos him away with the dish towel in her hands. “I wanted a BBQ. We’ll send a plate home with Vesper. Maybe she can take it to that man she’s been seeing.” She looks at me from the corner of her eyes as a small smile spreads across her lips.

      “Damn it, Amy,” I mumble. “How has she even had the time to tell you? I just left her at the animal shelter.” I move deeper into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of sweet tea.

      “She called me as she was walking out the door,” Mom says, taking some plates from the cabinets. “We just want you to be happy, dear. You work too hard.”

      I roll my eyes and grab the silverware, carrying it to the island. “I just wish you would all stay out of my personal life.”

      “Good luck,” Daddy says, fixing his plate.

      Mom ignores me and starts fixing her plate. “I have the patio table set up out in the back. I thought it was too nice of a night to waste it indoors.”

      Everyone fixes their dinner and heads outside to sit at the patio table. The food is delicious, but I’m too lost in thought to engage in much conversation. I keep wondering if I should try harder with Liam or if I should stick to my original plan of keeping some distance between us outside of the bedroom. It seems like everyone is rooting for us, and his words still echo in my mind: I want you by my side every single day.

      Maybe I’ll just have fun while it lasts and see where it goes.
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      Shortly after dinner, I’m pulling up at the ranch. The sky is dark and bright stars speckle the blackness. A slight wind blows, giving the night a chill that cuts through me. I grab my purse from the passenger side seat and the plate my mom sent with me and head for the door.

      Before I’ve even made it up the steps, he’s opening the door for me. He has a big smile on his face, and he looks dead sexy wearing a pair of basketball shorts and no shirt. His eyes darken the moment they lock on mine.

      “Hey, what’s this?” he asks, allowing me to pass him.

      I make my way toward the kitchen. “Since you’re preparing dessert, I brought dinner.” I place the plate on the table and grab a fork.

      “This looks delicious. Let me get us some wine.” He takes a step toward the wine fridge but I shoo him back.

      “Go sit and eat while it’s still a little warm. I’ll get the wine.”

      He sits down and I grab two glasses and a fresh bottle of wine. I take my place next to him and pour us both a glass. Lifting it to my lips, the sweet mixture spills into my mouth, and I swallow it down quickly to kill the nerves that are coursing through my body.

      “How was your day? How’s Lucy?” I ask, leaning back in my seat.

      He takes a bite of potato salad. “She seems to be doing well. I spent the day mucking stalls with Tyler. I just got out of the shower when I heard you pull up.”

      “I spent the day at the animal shelter. I probably smell like a wet dog.” I laugh.

      “Upstairs, in my bathroom, there’s an old claw-foot bathtub, and you can fill it to your ears.” He smiles. “Go wash up, and when I’m done with dinner, I’ll be up with your dessert.” His eyes darken as his smile starts to fade away into a more serious look.

      “Okay, but don’t keep me waiting. I want that sundae you promised.” I stand with my glass of wine and head upstairs.

      I fill the tub to the brim, topping it off with a sweet-smelling bubble bath, and sink deep into it. The hot water soothes away the pain in my rigid muscles, and the relaxing scent of lavender makes me forget all my worries. I lean back and close my eyes, breathing deeply.

      Only minutes later, Liam struts in. “You’re doing this all wrong,” he states.

      “What do you mean?”

      He turns around and pulls some candles from the cabinet, and lights them, scattering them around the room. He dims the lights, then pulls his basketball shorts down his sculpted hips. I can’t help but lick my lips as he walks over and slides behind me in the deep tub.

      He pulls my back against his chest, and my head rests on his shoulder. His arms wrap around me, holding me close and I breathe his rich scent in deeply.

      “How many girls have you seduced this way?” I ask around a small smile.

      “Only you. Is it working?” He lets out a short laugh.

      I turn around to face him, climbing up on his lap and wrapping my arms around his neck. “It is,” I whisper, leaning in for a kiss.

      Our soft kiss turns hard, and his hands latch onto my hips, pulling me downward where his hard cock slides between my folds, rubbing against my sensitive nub. He sits up, leaning me back, as his lips leave mine and travel down my neck. His hands move up my sides to my breasts where he massages them before gently pinching my nipple. I let out a loud breath as my head falls backward, exposing my throat to him.

      “I don’t know what it is about you, Ves, but when I’m around you, all I can think about is sinking deep inside you.” Suddenly, he grabs my hips and stands, lifting me with him.

      I let out a squeal as he carries me from the bathroom and into his room where we fall, soaking wet, onto the bed. The bright moon is shining through the window, giving just enough light to see him in the darkness.

      His lips start on mine, but they quickly descend lower, covering my neck, breasts, stomach, down to the junction between my legs. He runs his tongue between my folds, causing an electric current to run through me the moment he brushes against my bundle of nerves. My thighs want to close, but his hands hold them back as he sucks, flicks, and nibbles in the perfect combination to have me withering away in pleasure. My eyes close, unable to stay open as he continues his much-wanted assault on my body.

      My release builds as he doubles his speed, working me over the edge with every flick of his tongue.

      “Liam,” I breathlessly call out, unable to move to stop the flood of passion running through my veins.

      His hands are up to my ass, squeezing as he pushes me over the edge. My orgasm rises to its peak and explodes, raining down on me like a flood of hot lava. I can’t move. I can’t stop it. I have no choice but to let it claim me.

      When he pulls away, his face is glistening with my arousal and his blue eyes are so dark, they appear black. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes trained on mine. My chest is rising and falling quickly, and I want nothing more than to push him back and slide down his hard length.

      He leans forward, pulling a condom out of the bedside table, and he slides it on, never speaking a word or looking away from my body sprawled out before him.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I whisper.

      “Because I’ve never wanted a woman as badly as I want you right now.” He reaches down between us, wrapping his big hand around his cock, stroking it as his eyes greedily take me in. “You’re so fucking beautiful. Just looking at you right now makes me want to cum.” He presses his thumb against my nub and applies pressure while rubbing circles around it, all the while, stroking himself.

      My hands fist the sheets of the bed as my eyes fall closed and my hips lift upward, needing to feel his touch, needing him to slide deep inside me and claim me as his. My lips part and a gasp leaves them.

      “Liam, please,” I moan, releasing the bedsheet and tangling my hand into his hair, gently pulling. “I need you. I’m going to explode.”

      He lets out a deep growl as he jerks his hand away and positions himself at my entrance. Thrusting forward, he slides inside faster and harder than I can process. The moment we connect, we both let out a relieving sigh, but neither of us move, needing a second to gather ourselves.

      I can feel his heart beating wildly against my chest, and his hot breath is quickly blowing against my neck.

      “You feel so fucking good, Ves.” He slowly slides out. “You’re so tight, I want to cum already.” He pushes back inside just as teasingly slow. “I’m taking my time with you tonight, Ves.” He rolls his hips and hits that perfect spot inside of me that causes me to call out. “I’m not pulling out of you until you’re begging me to.” He pulls out and slams back into me hard and fast.

      [image: ]

      I wake in the morning and my body feels sore and drained of energy. We stayed up all night, making love and taking our turns with each other’s bodies. Just thinking back on last night brings goosebumps to my skin.

      I roll over, and instead of finding Liam lying next to me, there’s a note.

      Ves,

      Sleep in and rest. When you wake, take a long hot shower and put on the dress that’s hanging in the corner. You should have everything you need. I’ll be back this evening. I hope you’ll be waiting.

      Liam

      I lift my head and look at the corner of the room. On the closet door hangs a black dress. On the floor beneath it, there is a pair of high heels. Smiling, I push myself from the bed and walk over to the corner. The dress is beautiful. It’s sleeveless and looks form-fitting. It has a small amount of beadwork along the bodice that the sun reflects off. I bend down and pick up the shoes that will match the dress perfectly. My mouth drops open when I flip it over to see the red bottom. These shoes cost more than a year of rent.

      I place it softly back in its place, afraid to even touch something so expensive. When I stand, my eyes catch a glimpse of a black box sitting on the dresser. I slowly move toward it and pick it up, opening the lid to see a pair of diamond earrings, a silver necklace with a single diamond charm, and diamond bracelet. The sun that’s streaming in through the window catches the diamonds, forming prisms around the room.

      I close the box with a loud pop, putting it back on the dresser and making my way back to bed. Laying down and pulling the blankets up my naked body, I’m completely speechless. I know Liam has a lot of money, but I don’t want fancy, expensive gifts. I’m not with him for his money, and I hope he realizes that. In fact, I’m not with him at all. We’re close, yes. But together? Does he think we’re together? Surely, he wouldn’t buy all this for every girl he dates.

      Then I remember something: the movie Pretty Woman, and the way Richard Gere borrowed the expensive jewelry for the fancy event he took Julia Roberts to. Maybe that’s what Liam did? He has tons of money and probably friends in high places. He probably just borrowed the jewelry. It’s not a gift.

      That thought helps me settle my racing heart. I can handle the dress and the shoes that cost more than my life is worth, but not the diamonds. We’ve only just become close. We barely know one another.

      I take a deep breath and tell myself that the jewelry isn’t to keep. As I feel my heart slow down and my head stops spinning, I stand up and push myself toward the shower.

      [image: ]

      I walk down the stairs, wearing everything that was laid out for me, and Liam walks in wearing a suit. He looks up at the stairs and when his eyes land on me, he freezes, his eyes following me down the stairs.

      I come to a stop directly in front of him. “You look…” He shakes his head. “Beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I smile. “Where are we going that we have to be so dressed up?”

      He takes my arm and leads me out the door where a black limo is waiting in the drive. “We’re going to fly to L.A. My company is hosting a big event where we will dance, drink, and have a fancy dinner that’ll leave you hungry.” He laughs. “The event is held at a hotel, so I hope it’s okay for you to stay gone overnight.”

      “I will need to call Amy, but I’m sure it will be fine,” I say, sliding into the backseat and pulling out my phone to ask Amy to move any appointments that may be set up.

      A few hours later, we are exiting the plane in LA, loading up into another limo. I’m in awe as we drive down the busy roads, unable to keep my eyes off the sights.

      “Everything moves so fast here. I don’t know how you can go from this to home. There is a world of difference between the two places.”

      He shrugs. “This is mandatory. The ranch, that’s home. That’s where I want to be.” He picks up my hand and presses a kiss to the top.

      When we walk into the hotel, I’m stunned by everything. It’s all so big and fancy. There are waiters wearing suits, and they walk around holding trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Everyone is dressed in their best suits and dresses, and I see more diamonds on the bodies of women than I’ve ever seen in my whole life. I’m a country girl. All of this is new. I feel like I’m dreaming or watching a movie. Now I know how Pretty Woman felt: lost, confused, and out of her element.

      Liam stays busy talking to every single person that walks up to him, but he’s sure to always keep a hand on me and to introduce me to everyone we meet. Classical music plays as people dance in the center of the floor. I wish we were out there dancing, but it seems like everyone wants a piece of him.

      While he’s engaged in conversation, I walk away, unnoticed, and get myself a drink. As I’m sitting at the bar alone, a man with dark hair and eyes sits beside me. “I thought you were here with Liam O’Connor?”

      I offer a polite grin. “I am. Why do you ask?”

      He shrugs his shoulder, raising his glass to his lips. “When Liam marches women into these things, they don’t leave his side. You’re different.” He points at me with his index finger, even though it’s still wrapped around his glass.

      A silent laugh leaves my lips—even this guy, a man I’ve never met before, can see the difference between me and the women Liam is usually with. If that doesn’t scream doomed, I don’t know what does.

      “I just have a mind of my own,” I tell him, picking up my glass and taking a sip.

      “I’ll sit and keep you company if you’d like.” He winks at me.

      I want to roll my eyes but refrain. “Thank you, but I’m sure Liam will be here for me soon.”

      He lets out a deep laugh. “I can tell you are new around here. If he didn’t notice you walk away, he hasn’t noticed you’re missing. Liam doesn’t care about the women he brings to these events. I’ve seen enough of them to know.”

      “So, what? You just come to these things to rescue his dates?”

      “No, usually I don’t care, but I can see you’re different. All the others would have just stood by his side looking completely bored.”

      “Ves?” Liam says, walking up behind me and placing himself between the mystery man and me. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      I stand up before him, holding my glass. “A little tip: if I suddenly disappear and a bar is near, I’m always at the bar.” I smile, and he laughs.

      “How about that dance now?”

      I finish off my wine and place the empty glass on the bar. “I’d love to,” I say, looking at the mystery man as a way to point out that I am different from those other women.
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      Liam and I have been doing this thing we’re doing for several months now. The summer came and went. Fall blew by. It’s now winter and thick blankets of snow cover the ground. As I’m sitting in my apartment with a glass of wine, I look out the window at the brightly lit town square that’s decorated in strands of white lights. Puffy flakes of white snow begin to fall and cling to my windowsill, and a shiver runs through me. I pull the throw blanket tighter around my shoulders and take a sip of my wine.

      I hear the door open, and seconds later, Liam walks in. “It’s getting cold out there.” He dusts the snow from his coat and hangs it from the hook on the wall before closing the distance between us.

      I set my wine glass down on the table and stand, pulling him in for a hug. I place my hands on either side of his face. “Wow, you’re freezing. What’s the matter, that fancy sports car no good in the snow?” I laugh, and he mockingly joins in.

      “No.” He rolls his eyes. “I think I’m going to have to get something with four-wheel drive. Want to go truck shopping with me?”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow. No way can I keep driving that thing. I hit a patch of black ice and spun out on my way here.” He looks out of the window. “It’s not bad here in the town, but the country roads between town and the ranch are crazy. I don’t want you driving on them.” He brings his eyes back to mine.

      I smile and roll my eyes. “I’ve lived here my entire life. I know how to drive in the snow. I didn’t have the luxury of growing up in Southern California during the cold months.” I press a kiss to his lips. “But, yes, I will go with you first thing in the morning.”

      “Thank you. I have a feeling you know more about four-wheel drive than I do,” he laughs.

      I nod. “I probably do.” I pull away and pick up my wine glass, heading toward the kitchen. “Did you pick up dinner?” The answer is setting on the kitchen table right in front of me.

      “I got all your favorites.” He smiles as he starts emptying the bags. “There’s orange chicken, chicken teriyaki, General Tso’s chicken, and sesame chicken, plus all the sides.”

      “Yum!” I refill my wine glass and pour one for him.

      “With all the chicken you eat, I don’t know how you haven’t turned into one,” he jokes.

      I grab the plates from the cabinet and place them on the table. “There’s nothing wrong with eating chicken. It’s better than all that red meat you eat.”

      He smiles as he dumps out the whole container of steak and broccoli onto his plate.

      After dinner, we snuggle up on the couch and watch a movie. I end up falling asleep before the end, but when I wake up, I’m in bed next to Liam with the morning sun shining through the window.

      He rolls over to face me. “How’d you sleep?”

      I stretch. “Like a baby. I didn’t even wake up when you carried me to bed.”

      “You must have been worn out. Going back and forth between your clinic and the ranch must be wearing you out. You know, if you take the vet position full-time, you could move into the house. It would cut out a lot of this traveling you’ve been doing.” He wags his brows at me as a big smile pulls across his face.

      Hearing him talk about me moving into his house at the ranch causes my heart to pound uncontrollably. I open my mouth, but no words come out. These last few months, I’ve been doing exactly what I said I would. I’ve been present in the relationship, but I’ve also kept my distance, waiting for the day he is done with me.

      “It’s not something you have to decide on right now, Ves. Just something to think about.” He stands from the bed and walks over to the bathroom where I hear the shower start up.

      My mind is an endless loop of what should I do? I love my job at the clinic and only said I’d take this spot at the ranch to help him out. But I feel like if I do take that step, move in and work there, I will only be getting further away from my dream. It would be all too easy to work at the ranch and wake up one day to realize that I’m out of time and I never got to do what I wanted to do.

      I think it’s time to look more into those applications, see if I can find him a full-time vet. I can keep working toward my dreams and we can continue the relationship like we have been.

      With a plan in place, I can finally breathe easy.

      Liam and I spend the day truck shopping. He ends up buying a black Ford F-250. It’s big enough to use on the ranch, and it has four-wheel drive for the winter months. In the spring, he can go back to driving his little sports car around while the ranch has a brand-new truck to use.

      I drive the truck back to the ranch, and he follows me behind in his sports car. Every time I look at the mirror behind me, he’s slipping and sliding all over the road. Several times, I had to brace myself when I stopped at a stop sign, thinking he was going to slam into me. Luckily, he never did.

      We walk into the house and remove our coats. While he begins preparing dinner, I slip into a pair of his flannel PJ bottoms and one of his t-shirts, then pour us both a glass of wine.

      “How did the truck drive?” he asks, tossing some onions into a pan to sauté.

      “Great. It’s a smooth ride. I think once you get used to driving that big truck, you’ll hate that little sports car.”

      He laughs. “I doubt that.”

      “After riding in SUV’s and trucks for so long, every time I get in that little car of yours, I feel like I’m going to bump my ass on the road.” I laugh, and he joins in.

      We have idle chit-chat while he finishes up dinner and I load the dishwasher. When we sit down, I feel like I need to tell him I’ve thought about what he said this morning, but there is a growing knot forming in my stomach.

      “Liam,” I breathe out his name.

      He looks up from his plate and wipes his mouth with a napkin.

      “I’ve thought about what you said this morning, about moving in and taking the position.”

      He nods once. “And?” His blue eyes look so hopeful, and I hate knowing that I’m going to be the reason that changes.

      “I think I’m going to keep my spot at the clinic.” A weight has been lifted from my chest but he diverts his eyes back to his plate.

      “It’s just that I have dreams of my own, you know? I want to bring in more business so I have the money to expand. It’s always been my dream. And if I take you up on your offer, I know I’ll be so busy and comfortable here that it won’t ever happen.”

      “I understand, Ves.” He picks up his fork and continues eating.

      “I will go back to looking at the applications on Monday if you’d like. I know I forwarded you some before. Did you not like any of those?” I pick up my wine glass and take a sip while watching him.

      “Honestly, I didn’t even look at them.”

      “What?” My brow furrows. “Why?”

      He drops his fork and it clatters to his plate. “Because I don’t want anyone else. I want you!” He has worry lines forming on his forehead and his eyes nearly burn with passion. He’s not used to not getting something he wants.

      “I understand that, Liam. But I’m not something you can buy. I declined the offer. You need a vet,” I point out.

      “You’re not something I can buy? What the hell does that mean, Ves? Have I ever given you the reason to believe that I’m trying to buy you?”

      “No,” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “That’s not what I meant.” I let out a long breath. “I just meant that I know you’re used to getting what you want. And I’m sorry, but I can’t give you what you want. I have to make this decision for myself. Why is that hard for you to understand?” I stand up, picking up my plate, and carrying it to the sink. I’m too amped up to eat, not to mention I need to put some distance between us.

      “It’s not hard to understand. I just don’t like it.” He stands and throws his arms in the air.

      “Look at the applications, Liam. Set up the interview. Then we can go back to living the way we have been these last few months. Instead of coming here to check on Lucy, I can just come here for you.” I feel like I’m pleading with him.

      He looks at his feet, and breathes out a soft, “Okay, Ves.” He looks back up at me, but his eyes don’t hold the same emotion as they did before. Now he looks defeated. “If that’s what you want.”

      “Really?”

      He presses his lips together tightly. “Really.”

      I feel my smile stretch across my face as I move in to hug him. “This means a lot, Liam. I love what we’re doing. But I love my job too, and I have to be true to myself and give my dream a shot. If I give up now, I’ll always wonder what if.”

      He hugs me close. “I know,” he whispers in my ear.
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      In the morning, I leave Liam asleep in bed and go downstairs to make a pot of coffee. While it brews, I head out to the barn to check on Lucy. I stand at the bottom rung of the fence and pet her nose. “Good morning, Lucy. How are you and that baby today?”

      I hear the crunch of gravel and turn to see Tyler standing at the open door of the barn. He walks in and closes the door behind him.

      “You really should leave this closed, so the heat doesn’t get out.”

      “Sorry,” I say, turning back to Lucy. “I just wanted to check on Luce really quick.”

      “You’re here awfully early to have such a long drive.” He grabs a saddle and tosses it onto a hay bale.

      “Yeah, I just got an early start.”

      He nods his head like he accepts my answer but then walks closer. “You’ve been here a lot lately. I see your car here at all hours of the morning and night, but don’t ever find you in the barn.”

      I know what he’s getting at. He’s going to ask about Liam and me. But I’m still confused about us. This whole time, I thought we were just hanging out and having sex, but lately, Liam seems as if he wants more. I am not even sure what we are at this moment. I don’t have an answer for him. And not only that, but it’s none of his business.

      I step down and start toward the door.

      “You know, I’ve noticed a difference with you two. Are you dating now? I haven’t seen that supermodel girlfriend of his around lately.”

      I reach the door and turn to face him. “Tyler, what I do is none of your business.” I open the door and step through, closing it behind me.

      When I walk back into the house, Liam is standing in the kitchen, pouring a cup of coffee. “Hey, where were you?” he asks, leaning in and pressing a kiss to my lips.

      “I went out to check on Lucy.” I step around him and pour a cup for myself. “I ran into Tyler. He’s asking questions about us.” I take my coffee and sit at the table.

      “And what did you tell him?”

      “That it is none of his business,” I answer.

      He presses his lips together in a tight line. “Mmm…” He takes a sip of his coffee. His response confuses me. Did he want me to tell Tyler that we’re sleeping together? Is it his way of bragging or something? Surely, he didn’t want me to tell him we’re in a relationship. We haven’t even had that conversation yet.

      I open my mouth to ask but my cell rings. I pull it from my pocket. “Hello?”

      “Ves, you need to get to the clinic now. We’ve had an emergency call in. Mr. Arnold’s dog got hit by a truck. He needs him to put down.”

      My heart cracks and breaks. This is the worst part of the job. “Well, how bad is it? Can he be saved?”

      “I haven’t seen him yet. I’m on my way now. But from his description, it sounds pretty bad.”

      “I’m on my way.” I hang up the phone and stand, spinning in circles as I look for my coat, purse, and keys. “I have to go. There’s an emergency down at the clinic.”

      Liam stands. “Is there anything I can do?”

      I shake my head, finally spying my purse on the counter. I rush over to it. “No. I’ll talk to you later.” I grab my purse and dig through it for my keys.

      “Ves,” he says, following me to the front door.

      I open it and pause in the doorway. “Yeah?”

      “I’ll let you pick the vet for the ranch. Just let me know when the interview is.”

      “Okay.” I nod, leaning in for a kiss.

      I pull away and rush out the door.

      “Ves!” he calls after me.

      I look over my shoulder.

      “Never mind. I’ll talk to you later.” His hand sails through the air as if he’s pushing away his thoughts. He retreats into the house, closing the door between us.

      I want to ask him what’s going on. Why he’s acting so strangely. But I don’t have time. I make a mental note to call him later and figure out whatever is bothering him.
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      Unfortunately, Mr. Arnold was right about his dog. He had several broken bones and internal bleeding. It would cost a lot of money to try and save him, and chances were, with his age, he still wouldn’t survive. I left them to say their goodbyes, then went to the back to euthanize him. Buster’s eyes closed, his breathing and heart rate slowed, then he was gone.

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I tore off my gloves and went to the front. “Amy, can you please finish up for me. I think I’m going to get out of here for the day. I have a lot on my mind, and that didn’t help matters.”

      “Of course, honey,” she replies as I push out of the door.

      I climb behind the wheel and drive. I don’t know where I’m going, only that I need to get away, have some alone time.

      I drive for miles down every back road I can find. Suddenly, I remember that I forgot to call and set up the interview. I already had a vet in mind from the stack of applications I had gone through. That way if Liam asked for my opinion, I would be able to tell him which one I would choose for myself.

      I pull to the side of the road and open my email on my phone. Scrolling through, I find the email I had sent to Liam months ago. I go through it and find the name I’m looking for: Dillon West.

      Tapping on his number, the phone dials.

      “Hello?” he answers.

      “Hello, this is Vesper Lawrence. Is this Dillon West?”

      “Yes, how are you, Vesper?”

      “I’m great, thanks for asking. I know it’s been a while since you submitted your application, but I was wondering if you were still interested in the job at the O’Connor Ranch?”

      “Yes! I would love to,” he replies.

      “Great. Would you like to set up a time for your interview?”

      He agrees, and I set it up, texting the information to Liam. I shift back into drive and head home, wanting to take a long, hot shower to forget all about this day. In fact, I think I might make a whole day out of it. I’ll lounge on the couch, watch tv, eat junk food, and drink until I forget all about Buster and Liam’s weird behavior.
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      It’s going on eight p.m. when Liam walks through the door, completely unannounced.

      I’ve been drinking wine most of the day. To say I’m a little buzzed is an understatement.

      “Hey, I didn’t know you were coming by.”

      “I didn’t either. I was planning on calling you, but I figured this conversation is better in person.” He sits down on the couch beside me.

      “Oh.” I push myself up into an upright position. “What’s up?”

      “Why didn’t you tell Tyler about us?”

      I shrug. “It’s none of his business.”

      “Why haven’t you invited me to meet your parents?”

      My face scrunches together. “You can meet them if you want?” I say, but it sounds like a question.

      “Yeah?” he challenges, his brows pulling together. “How would you introduce me?”

      That’s what this is about. A label. “I don’t know. How would you want me to introduce you?”

      He lets out a deep breath, leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees and holding his head in his hands. “What I am to you, Vesper?”

      I hold up my hand but let it fall back into my lap. “You’re Liam. My friend, currently my boss since I’m taking care of Lucy. And…we have fun together.”

      “And by have fun, you mean what exactly?”

      “You know. We hook up or whatever you want to call it?”

      “Damn it, Vesper!” He stands, pacing back and forth. And all I can do is watch him.

      “We’ve been together exclusively for months. And you still think all we are, is fuck buddies?”

      “I…I…”

      He scoffs and shakes his head. “I want more with you, Ves. Why do you think I asked you to move in?”

      My heart is pounding in my chest as I watch him pace back and forth. “I don’t know. It came as a surprise to me. I thought we were just having fun. I told you that I didn’t want anything serious months ago!” I stand up, a little light-headed from all the wine.

      “I told you I wanted you by my side every single day. I love you, Vesper. And I want to move forward. I want a real relationship with you. I want to meet your family. I want to be called your boyfriend until the day I slip that engagement ring onto your finger.”

      Whoa! Engagement rings? How did we get to this? My heart hammers faster than it ever has before and my head now feels like it’s completely detached from my body, like it’s a balloon floating up to the ceiling. My stomach tightens into a knot, and I need to sit back down.

      “Liam, I…” I shake my head.

      “If you can’t give me all of yourself, we can’t keep doing this. Every day, I fall more in love with you, and you can’t even call me your boyfriend?” Anger is rolling off him in strong waves, and each of those waves is drowning me.

      “I just…”

      “What?” His voice is deep and rough.

      “I just need some time. Please. Let me think about all of this.”

      He nods. “You do that, Ves.” Without another word, he storms out, slamming the door behind him.

      I’m stuck in a place, wondering how in the hell did we get here. Yesterday, we were happy and together. There wasn’t any threat of a life-changing decision hanging over my head. Now, it feels like it’s time to choose. I don’t want a relationship. I want to keep my time open so I can dedicate all that I need to my clinic and work on expanding the business. I didn’t plan on doing the whole relationship, love, marriage thing until much later—when my business was growing and standing on its own.

      If I do this with Liam now, will it take me away from my dreams? Am I okay with that if it does? What do I want more: love or my dream?

      I feel like stomping my foot. I want both. I just want one before the other. Why can’t he understand that? Why can’t he be okay with doing what we’re doing now until everything is in place like I’ve always planned it?

      Tonight is not the night to decide. I’ve had a shitty day. I’m drunk, and I’m in desperate need of sleep. I push all my thoughts aside, lock up, and go to bed where I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      When I wake up in the morning, I feel even more tired than I did before I went to sleep. My head is pounding, and my eyes are sensitive to light. I hold my hand in front of them as I stumble to the bathroom, hoping a hot shower will make me feel better.

      When I step out, I find Amy in my apartment. I pull on my robe and sit on the couch next to her.

      “What’s up with you today?”

      I let out a long breath. “Liam. He wants a relationship. A real relationship.”

      “That’s great, Ves!”

      I look up at her. “Is it?”

      “Isn’t it?” she replies.

      “No. I’m not ready. I have my life planned out. I was going to open my clinic, find some steady ground to stand on, then work toward expanding. Love comes after all of that. And now, here he is, confessing his love for me and forcing me to make a decision.”

      She looks over at me with kind eyes. “You can’t plan everything, Ves. No matter how hard you try.”

      “I know,” I mumble.

      “Do you want to be with him?”

      I nod. “I do; I just want a chance at achieving my dream first.”

      “He can’t sit around and wait for you to be ready.”

      “I know that.” I lean my head back, looking up at the ceiling.

      “Why can’t you see yourself achieving your dream with him by your side?”

      I look over at her and open my mouth, but I don’t have an answer.
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      Over the past week, I’ve picked up my phone several times to call Liam, but every time I see his name on the screen, I chicken out and hang up. He hasn’t called, texted, or come by. He’s giving me space to make the decision. And even though talking with Amy has put some things into perspective, I still have no idea about what I’m going to do. It almost seems easier to forget about it and ignore the fact that if I don’t decide soon, I’ll lose him whether I want to or not.

      I stay late at work, cleaning up, paying some bills, and going through the applications. I decided that if I want to expand and grow, that needs to start happening now. The practice is making a little more money each week, and I finally have enough in the budget to hire another vet and someone to fill in for Amy—someone to book appointments, answer phones, and help to clean up around here.

      Amy peeks into my office. “Hey, what are you still doing back here?” she asks, walking in and sitting down across from me.

      I lean back in my seat and push my hair away from my face. “Just working…thinking.” I meet her eyes. “I think I’m going to focus on the clinic and let things with Liam calm down. It’s just not the time.” I shake my head.

      “Really?” she asks, arching her brows.

      I shrug. “I mean, what are the chances of it working out anyway? He will get bored with me and move on. Then I’ll be stuck trying to salvage what’s left of this place while picking up the pieces of my broken heart. I’ve worked very hard at keeping myself in check these last few months, and this last week, not seeing him has hurt. I’m not going to lie. If it hurts already, it will only be worse in the future.”

      She leans forward, holding onto the arms of her chair. “This is your decision, Ves. So, I’m only going to say this once, and we’ll never speak of it again.” Her eyes are wide, waiting for me to agree.

      I swallow down my fear and nod her on.

      “Liam loves you. I know you have this image of him in your head where he’s a playboy and fucking different women every weekend, but that’s not him. And you shouldn’t punish him for the way you’re labeling him. He wants you. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have hung around this long. And as far as this place goes.” She motions around the room. “Well, it’s not going anywhere. It’s just a small part of your life. You need balance, not just work. You need to be able to go home at night and feel like all your hard work has added to something. I mean, what’s the point in having all of this if you have nobody to share it with?”

      I groan and rest my head on the desk.

      “Whatever you choose, you need to do it soon. I ran into Tyler in the town and he said that Liam was packing up and going back to California.”

      My head pops up. “What? Why? When did you see him? How long ago?”

      She smiles wide because she knows that I’m not ready to end things. She knew even when I didn’t. “I just saw him at the gas station when I went on break, a couple of hours ago. He said that Liam’s been acting strange this past week and that he finally decided that the ranch isn’t where he needs to be. He said he’s leaving this evening.”

      I push away from my desk, grabbing my coat, purse, and keys. “I have to go. Can you lock up?”

      “You know it.” She smiles wide, excitement shining in her eyes.

      I rush out the door and into the cold night. It’s been snowing for hours now and my SUV is covered in a thick blanket of snow. I climb behind the wheel and twist the key, blasting the defrost. Grabbing the ice-scraper, I jump out and work on getting the snow off the windows. The night is cold and dark. Not a star in the sky because of the gray, low-hanging clouds. The air around me is crisp and sharp, cutting through me and halting my breath.

      By the time I get back into the car, my fingertips are numb and my nose is frozen and running, but I don’t have time to think about how cold I am. I have to catch Liam. I have to tell him that I’m sorry, that I can have him and my dream. I was stupid for not seeing it before. It’s only now that I know he’s leaving that it all makes sense.

      I back out of my parking spot, praying that I catch him in time.

      The roads are slick and icy as the snow falling doubles its pace. It’s mesmerizing to watch it swirl and dance in front of my headlights. As hard as I try to focus on the road, I’m lost in my thoughts, my mistakes, and my prayers to catch him. I don’t even notice when my tires cross the line on the road.

      A loud honk jars me from my thoughts. Bright headlights blind me. I hear a scream and realize its mine as my car flips and spins. The sound of twisting metal is all I can hear as glass shatters and rains down on me. Then, blackness.
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          Liam

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a week. A whole fucking week since I confessed my love to her. And I haven’t heard from her since. I’ve tried to be patient and wait. I haven’t been able to eat or sleep. I’m stuck in a limbo, just staring at my phone hoping she calls to tell me what I want to hear or to rip it all away.

      Finally, I can’t take it anymore. I have to do something. It’s obvious that she doesn’t feel the same way. If she did, she’d be here right now, resting her head against my chest with her arms wrapped around me, whispering how much she loves me in my ear with her sweet breath blowing against my cheek. I can still smell her: lavender and vanilla, a sweet mixture that is all her own. I can still feel her heat sinking into me like I’m holding her against my body once again. But it’s all lies. A trick that my mind is playing on me because I know deep down that I’ll never have her again.

      I guess, in a way, I can’t blame her for not taking me seriously. I do have a bit of a reputation. But all that is in the past. I was just a kid that had too much time and money, not to mention a lack of responsibility. I just wish I could’ve met her back then. I know I would’ve straightened up my shit for her. She’s all I want. And yet, she wants nothing to do with me.

      My bags are packed and waiting for me by the door, but something inside of me doesn’t want to leave. It’s like if I just wait five more minutes, she’ll be pulling up to the house. It’s stupid of me to think that way, I know, but I can’t shake it. There’s this feeling in my gut that’s begging me to stay just five more minutes. But I can’t wait. Five minutes turns into thirty. And thirty turns into hours. Hours to a week. And here I am. Still empty.

      I pick up the stack of pictures off the dresser and look over them.

      Tyler sticks his head in the room. “Sir, we better leave if you want to make your flight.”

      I nod. “Be right there.” I bend down in front of the fireplace and slowly throw the pictures in, one by one. When I get to the last one, I see it.

      It’s a picture I took off the security camera in the barn, so it’s blurry, but it’s still there. Clearly written across her face. Love.

      I have her up on the workbench while I’m between her parted jean-covered knees. Her arms are around my neck, and she’s pulled away to look at me. There’s a small smile on her face and her eyes are lit up. She loves me.

      I tuck the picture into my jacket pocket. “Tyler, change of plans,” I yell, rushing out the door and down the stairs.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, sliding into his coat.

      “I’m not going to California. I’m going to find Ves. Can you drive?” I ask, pointing at him as I ignore the bag on the floor and rush out the door to the truck.

      The night is cold, and it slices through me like a sharp knife, but the truck is warm and toasty from Tyler starting it ten minutes ago.

      He climbs behind the wheel. “Are you sure about this?”

      “No, but I’m doing it anyway,” I say, full of determination. I know that there is a chance that I will get to her place and she will still turn me down. Or, she might not let me in to begin with. But I can’t walk away from this and not know. In all my life, I’ve never felt for anyone the way I feel for her. That’s something. That’s everything. And it’s all I need.

      Tyler drives slowly; with all the ice and snow on the road, he has to. It makes the thirty-minute drive last twice as long. But when we get to county line road, he slows the truck when we see what looks to be a crash. Two cars are overturned on the side of the road.

      “Damn,” Tyler says, pulling to the side of the road and turning on the hazard lights.

      “Call 9-1-1,” I tell him, jumping from the truck and running toward the cars.

      I fall into the snow and look through the window. An old man is behind the wheel, held in place by his seatbelt. His eyes are closed, and he has a bleeding gash on his head, but I see his chest moving up and down. If anything, he probably just has a few bumps and bruises.

      I try to open the door, but it won’t budge. I ram my elbow into the window, but it doesn’t break.

      “Liam!” Tyler yells from across the field.

      “I can’t get in the car!” I yell back as I stand to see him next to the other crashed vehicle.

      “Liam, it’s Ves!”

      Everything stops. All I hear is a loud ringing sound. I’m frozen in fear, but the next thing I know, I’m running to her. I fall to my knees and peek in through the window. Sure enough, it’s Ves. Her strawberry-blonde hair is falling around her face. Her eyes are closed and there is blood dripping from her nose, her lip, and a gash on her forehead.

      I bang on the window over and over, yelling and screaming something I don’t even understand. Tyler grabs hold of me, pulling me back and holding me against his chest as I fight him, needing to get to her.

      “There’s nothing you can do. Just wait for the ambulance,” Tyler screams. But to me, it may as well be a whisper.

      I sit back and watch as the minutes tick by, each one feeling longer than the last. Red and blue lights light up the night around us, reflecting off the crisp snow. Vesper’s car is so smashed, they end up busting the window and cutting her seatbelt to get her out. The second they pull her limp body from the wreckage, my heart beats again and I feel like I can breathe.

      I jump into the truck, and Tyler follows the ambulance to the hospital where more waiting takes place.

      As I’m pacing the waiting room floor, Amy runs up to the counter. “Vesper Lawrence. Is she here?”

      “Amy,” I say, taking a step closer.

      She spins around. “Liam, where is she?”

      “She’s back in surgery. She broke her arm.”

      “Is she okay?” she asks, panic written across her face.

      “She has a concussion, a broken arm, several bumps, cuts, and bruises, but they haven’t found any internal bleeding. She should be fine after recovery.”

      She lets out a long sigh of relief. “Thank God.” She holds her hand over her heart. “Did you talk to her? She was coming to see you.”

      “No, I had no idea. I was going to see her.” I guess that gut feeling I had was right.

      “You found her?”

      “Tyler and I came upon the crash.”

      It’s not long before Vesper’s parents are rushing in. Since I’ve never met them, I only know it’s her parents when Amy tells me.

      I hold out my hand to her father. “It’s nice to meet you, sir. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Oh, you must be Liam,” her mother cuts in. “Ves has told us so much about you too.” Her cheeks flush to a light shade of pink.

      “It’s good to meet both of you. I’m sorry it had to be under these circumstances though.”

      “Ves is strong. She will be okay. Don’t you worry about that,” her father says.

      I nod. “I agree. You raised a very strong, beautiful daughter.”

      He smiles proudly. Just as he opens his mouth to say something, the doctor walks into the room.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence?”

      “Yes,” her mother cries as they both rush up to him.

      I stand back, praying everything is okay.

      “Vesper is out of surgery. She has fractured her arm in seven places. We have managed to pin it back together. She’s stable but she will require months of rehab for that arm.”

      “When can we see her?” her mom asks, worry dripping from her words.

      “She’s in recovery now. When she wakes up, she will be moved into a regular room then, and somebody will come and get you. Okay?”

      They both nod as the doctor walks away.

      I let myself fall back into the chair, finally able to breathe now that she’s out of surgery and will be okay. Now, I just have to wait to see if she will see me. I have to admit my mind has been reeling since Amy said she was coming to see me. Hope fills my chest. Was she coming to tell me she wants to be together? Or was it to break it off once and for all?

      My leg shivers as I wait. I can’t sit still. I go from bouncing around in my seat to pacing, and back again many times before her parents come back to the waiting room.

      “Liam, Ves would like to see you, honey,” her mom says, patting my hand as they walk by.

      I take a deep breath and look at Tyler.

      He nods once. “Go get her.”

      “How do you feel about this? I know you went on a date with her once. Are we okay?”

      He waves his hand through the air with a smile on his face. “That was nothing. I liked her, yeah. But I’m not in love with her. You are. I see it every time you look at her. And she loves you. I know it, despite how much she tries to deny it.” He pats me on the shoulder. “Go get her.”

      A short laugh escapes from my lips as I push myself up and down the hall to her room, my heart pounding uncontrollably in my chest.

      When I walk into her room, she’s lying in bed with her eyes closed. She has a square bandage on her forehead, small cuts and scrapes litter her face, arms, and hands. Her left arm is covered in a thick, white, cast. The fingers of that hand are swollen and purple.

      I walk further into the room and sit in the empty chair by her side. She must have sensed me because her eyes pop open and her head turns to face me. When her eyes land on mine, the corners of her mouth pull up into a sleepy smile.

      “Hey,” she whispers.

      “How are you feeling?” I reach up, taking her good hand in mine.

      She shrugs, causing her to wince. “A little sore. But I’m still doped up enough from surgery not to care.”

      A silent laugh escapes my lips. “What were you doing out there, Ves? You had to know that those country roads hadn’t been plowed.”

      “Amy told me you were leaving. I wanted to catch you.” She tears her eyes away from mine, looking down at my hand holding hers. “I’m sorry, Liam. I…I was being stupid. I just thought that if I had you, I couldn’t have my dream. But now I know that I can have both. I can work toward my dreams with you by my side.”

      I press my lips together, overwhelmingly happy to hear her say those words.

      “That is, if you still want me,” she adds on.

      I lean forward, pressing my lips to the soft skin of her hand. “Of course, I do. I love you, Ves.”

      She smiles. “I love you too, Liam.”

      I lean over, softly pressing my lips to hers. Her right hand wraps around my neck, fingers tangling into my hair and pulling me closer as she deepens the kiss.

      I pull apart. “This means you’ll call me your boyfriend now, right?”

      She laughs. “Yes.”

      I laugh as I close the distance between us again.
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        FOUR MONTHS LATER…

      

      

      

      “Look at how beautiful that baby is,” I gush, resting my head against Liam’s chest as we stare down at Lucy’s new foal. She’s so tiny, and she has a dark brown coat that shines.

      “I think she’ll fit in perfectly.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head as he pulls me closer to his chest. His heat radiates off me, and I absorb it like I’m freezing. I can feel his soft heartbeat against my back and it grounds me. The butterflies in my stomach tell me I’m exactly where I need to be. That I didn’t make a mistake in my decision to move forward with him.

      “Me too,” I agree, enjoying this warm feeling that’s pumping through my chest.

      I never thought that I’d have my happy ending so soon, but Liam and I are together and happy. I recently gave up my apartment and moved into the farmhouse on the ranch. My mom is already going crazy, asking for grandbabies, but I keep reminding her that I’m not ready for that just yet. I just accepted the fact that I’m in love and in a real relationship. Babies? Maybe in the distant future. I love having Liam by my side every night and terribly miss him when I’m traveling to the location of the new clinic.

      With the money I made working for Liam and overseeing Lucy’s pregnancy, I managed to get enough to build my second clinic an hour away. A lot of my time is spent driving back and forth, but it doesn’t bother me at all. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m getting closer to that vision I’ve always had in my head: having my own chain of veterinary clinics, working a ranch with a cute cowboy by my side who loves me.

      It’s always been my dream to own a whole chain of clinics, covering the state and maybe, one day, the country. But all that starts with one little step. I’ve hired two more vets for my clinic here in town, and the new location will have two as well, along with a full staff.

      I feel like I got my happy ending, but at the same time, I feel like my life is just starting. I know Liam and I will have many happy years together, and I can’t help but look forward to them. I want to be in this relationship. I want to plan our wedding, go on a honeymoon, have kids, and grow old together.

      “Come on. Let’s go inside and make lunch,” Liam says, taking my hand and tugging me toward the house.

      He drops my hand to slide open the barn door, and when he does, there’s a group of people standing on the other side: my mom and dad, my sister Aria that’s been away at college, Amy, Tyler, and, Dillon the new vet. They’re all holding balloons.

      My mouth drops open. “What is this?” I ask, stepping out. I turn to look back at Liam who is still standing at the doorway to the barn, but my eyes fall to see him kneeling on one knee, holding out a little black box.

      “Will you marry me, Ves?” His blue eyes glisten as the setting sun shines against them. A light breeze blows, causing his neatly styled dark hair to move with it. He’s wearing a hopeful smile, but I know him well enough to see that there’s more than hope in his eyes. There’s also a little bit of nervousness.

      Liam and I have come a long way. I went from being a girl with a dream who didn’t want any relationship to moving in with him and dedicating my time to making this commitment work for both of us. We still have our ups and downs, but we both know that what we have is special and worth fighting for. Looking back now, I can’t believe how easily I almost gave up.

      I suck in a deep breath as my eyes zero in on that shiny ring. “What? Liam?” I look at all the people gathered behind me.

      Tears fill my eyes as goosebumps prickle my skin. Covering my open mouth with my hand, I nod, and everyone behind me cheers.

      Liam smiles wide as he gets off his knee, rushing over to pull me against his chest where his lips find mine. His tongue sweeps out, twisting with my own.

      “I love you, Ves,” he whispers against my lips.

      “I love you too, Liam.”

      He takes the ring from the box and slips it onto my finger. Everyone behind us cheers louder. They clap and throw confetti that blows around us with the light wind.

      “You do realize that now you have to call me your fiancé, right?”

      I laugh and nod my head. “I’d be happy to.”

      His lips press against mine again while his hands cup my cheeks, holding me close to him.

      My parents interrupt our kiss, Dad shaking Liam’s hand and Mom pulling me in for a hug. She’s so happy that there are tears in her eyes and her cheeks are flushed.

      “I’m so happy you came around to your senses,” she says, wiping away her tears.

      I laugh. “You finally got your way.”

      Mom moves in to hug Liam, and Dad steps over in front of me, pulling me for a giant bear hug. He pulls away and his dark eyes zero in on me. “I like the guy, Vesper. I really do. But if he hurts you, I know where to get the equipment to bury his body.”

      I laugh loudly, smacking his shoulder. “I don’t think we need to go that far, Dad.”

      He holds up both his hands, palms facing me. “Just letting you know. Keep that in your back pocket in case you ever need it.”

      I roll my eyes with a shake of my head. My little sister, Aria, walks up and pulls me against her for a hug.

      “Congrats, big sis.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her, looking her over. It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. She usually skips coming home for vacations. Her hair that used to match mine is now bleached blonde and she wears it in long, loose waves. She’s wearing a pair of skinny jeans with gold sandals and a flowing shirt. It’s a long way from her usual sweats that she used to always wear.

      “You’re really growing up. You know that?”

      She blushes and rolls her eyes.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her closer. “Before you know it, it’s going to be you getting married.”

      “Ha,” she loudly mocks laughter. “No way will I ever get married. I’m going to spend the rest of my life traveling the world and taking my pictures.”

      “Staying young and free forever, huh?” I tease her.

      “Absolutely. There’s nothing worse than getting tied down. I mean, you’re only twenty-six, Ves.” She looks up at Liam. “But I guess if I had to get married, a sexy billionaire would be my first choice too.” She laughs, and I playfully push her away.

      “Everyone, please come into the farmhouse for some champagne,” Liam says, motioning toward the house.

      He wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer to him as he leads the way. I happen to catch a glimpse of Amy and Tyler over my shoulder. Her face is pink and he’s wearing a wide smile. It makes me wonder if he’s asking her out. They did seem quite taken by one another on that one date we went on. Amy needs someone to make her settle down. She’s still just as wild as she was when she was a teenager. She goes out, drinks, has her random flings, but nobody has been able to keep her attention for long. I have a feeling that Tyler is the perfect guy for that.

      Liam leads us all into the kitchen where he pulls out a bottle of champagne and pops the top. I squeal with delight when it pops, causing the rest of us to giggle. Liam pours us all a glass, and we all lean around the island to cheers.

      Liam looks at me. “To us.”

      I smile and agree.

      “To my baby girl that I didn’t think I’d ever get rid of,” Dad jokes, causing everyone to join in on his laughter.

      “To many healthy grandbabies,” Mom adds on.

      “To someone else babysitting those grandbabies,” Aria says.

      Amy and Tyler are too busy holding their own conversation at the back of the room to add anything else but I don’t mind. I’d rather see them find the happiness that Liam and I have finally found.

      Mom and Dad turn to have their own conversation, and Aria pulls out her phone while sipping her champagne. Occasionally, I notice her eyes drifting toward Dillon, who is sitting at the table, looking at the screen of his phone. Leaving Liam and me to have a few minutes alone.

      “You have no idea how happy you’ve made me today,” he says, pulling me closer to him, my chest pressing against his.

      I smile and wrap my arms around his neck. “I think I do.”

      “Yeah?” His eyebrow arches. “Care to prove it?”

      “How?” I ask, brows furrowing together.

      He shoots me a grin, his eyes quickly flashing from mine to the other room.

      My face heats up as I gently smack his chest. “My parents are here,” I whisper.

      He glances over at them. “It looks like they’re pretty busy. I bet nobody would even notice if we slipped into the other room right now.”

      I look around the room. They all did seem pretty occupied. “Okay, but you better be quick.”

      He takes my hand and quickly pulls me into the dining room, down the hall, and into the little bathroom tucked away at the back of the house.

      His hands find my hips, and he pulls me against him, lifting me and setting me on the countertop.

      “I love you, Ves,” he whispers against my lips.

      “I love you too, Liam.”

      His mouth presses against mine and he kisses me deeply, making me wonder why I ever wanted to wait for this.

      Dreams are good, but that’s what they are: dreams. They are goals to work toward. There’s no guarantee. And they’re not written in stone. Being here with Liam, moving forward in our relationship, it’s only now that I realize that this is my real dream. Expanding my clinic, that’s just extra. Work won’t love me and keep me safe. Love does that. Love should always come first. And I plan on spending every day of my life putting Liam and our love first.
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            The arrogant bastard is back…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        After one too many failed relationships, I promised myself I was done with men…Then Tyler pressed his muscular mountain man body against mine and that vow I made?

      

        

      
        It went out the window.

      

        

      
        He rescued me from the hell I was living in.

        Made me feel wanted, needed, safe from the heartache that came along with raising myself.

      

        

      
        And I fell for him. Hard. 

        Then he left with no explanation other than a pathetic goodbye note.

      

        

      
        Now he’s back and at my best friend's wedding of all the damn places, demanding a second chance. 

        I’m so done with him.

      

        

      
        Except, I can’t stop thinking about ripping that suit off his delicious body.

      

        

      
        But it’s fine, I’m fine.

      

        

      
        As long as he doesn’t kiss me or touch me or look at me, I’ll be fine!

      

        

      
        Scratch what I said before because I'm so screwed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The alarm clock blares from beside my bed, stirring me from the most perfect sleep I’ve ever had. With a groan, I roll over and smack it off the table, silencing it.

      “Too early,” I mumble, forcing myself to sit up. My back curves, shoulders slumping forward and my head hanging as I rub the sleep from my eyes. “Why did I think it was a good idea to drink last night?”

      I push the blankets from my body and nearly sleepwalk to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. Luckily, I have one of those fancy coffee makers that always keeps the water hot. By the time I get out of the shower, I’ll have a whole pot of freshly brewed coffee—my reason to live.

      After pouring the water into the back, I place the carafe on the burner and turn toward the bathroom, hitting my head on the corner of the wall. “Ow!” I rub the sore spot on my head as I push myself through the dark living room and into the bathroom.

      Stepping beneath the hot stream of water feels amazing. I dip my head back, letting the water rain down over my soft brown hair. Pouring a heaping handful of shampoo into my palm, I work it into a thick lather, deeply breathing in the scent of coconut. I love smelling like I’ve just stepped off the beach. Why I didn’t move to California to become a beach bum after college is beyond me.

      I pour my coconut-lime body wash into a loofah and scrub every inch of my body with it. The hot water helps to relax my muscles and wake me up. I almost don’t want to step out. But I know that if I’m late, Vesper will have a fit—even though she’s been keeping extra busy between the clinic and training the new vet at the O’Connor Ranch.

      With a heavy sigh leaving my lips, I turn off the water and step out, wrapping my pink fuzzy robe tightly around my now cold, wet body. Slipping my feet into my matching house shoes, I shuffle back through the living room and into the kitchen to reward myself with that cup of coffee. The aroma fills my nose, instantly making my mouth water. After four spoonfuls of sugar and a nice big helping of hazelnut creamer, I take the first sip. “Mmm, so good,” I mumble around the cup as the warm, sweet liquid makes its way past my lips.

      With the cup still attached to my mouth, I head for my bedroom to fix my face for the day. Sitting behind my vanity, I pull the towel from my hair to let it air dry a bit while I apply my daily makeup.

      It takes me at least a good hour to fix my hair and makeup, but I have plenty of time to spare. I’m not one of those girls who can slap on some tinted moisturizer and lip gloss and call it a day—like Vesper. I’m envious of her in so many ways. She’s smart, naturally beautiful, and always in a good mood. Me, I’m the complete opposite. I feel like I need a full face of makeup to look decent. I wasn’t one of the smart girls either. In high school, I did okay—got decent grades, but I was more the popular party girl than the academic girl. In college, that party girl label only sunk in deeper. To be honest, I’m surprised I graduated at all. I skidded by, hanging on by my teeth and fingernails—basically clawing my way to graduation day.

      Finishing off my coffee, I go for my second cup and take it back to the bedroom with me while I dress. I’m also not one of those girls who feel the need to dress up often. I mean, when I go out, I make an effort, but that’s a completely different wardrobe than work attire. Luckily for me, I get to wear jeans and tank tops or t-shirts.

      I slide into a pair of form-fitting jeans that hug my every curve, then tug on my “Rescue All Animals” t-shirt. I pull on a pair of boots and look myself over in the mirror. My long, dark hair is straight and hangs down to my mid-back. My green eyes are lined darkly, and my cheekbones are perfectly contoured. Finishing off my coffee, I grab my purse, heading for the kitchen.

      I drop everything onto the kitchen table and wash my coffee cup, knowing it will drive me crazy if I know it’s sitting dirty in the sink all day. Taking my favorite thermos from the cabinet, I fill it with the rest of the pot, topping it off with probably a pound of sugar and a whole cup of creamer. Grabbing my jacket, keys, and purse, I head out for the day, locking the door behind me.

      I’m the first one to the clinic, as usual, so I unlock the door and turn off the alarm. I walk through, turning on lights and starting up computers. Just as I’m switching off the answering service, Vesper walks in, her strawberry blonde hair blowing behind her.

      “Good morning,” I greet her.

      “Hey, sorry I’m late. I got caught up with Dillon, the new vet at the ranch.” She walks behind the counter and reaches for my thermos.

      I look at the clock on the wall. “You’re not late. Right on time. And give me that.” I reach out and take my coffee. “That’s mine. Your pot is already brewing right over there.” I point at the corner that holds the free coffee for everyone to enjoy.

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re so weird about your coffee.” She lets out a loud sigh and moves to pour herself a cup.

      “How’s the new vet doing, by the way?” I ask, just to be nosy.

      She shrugs. “Good, I guess. He just needs time to be broken in. It’s all still new, you know?”

      I nod once. “I’m sure he’ll get there. Just give it some time.” I place my elbows against the counter, leaning down. “And the new clinic? How’s it coming along?”

      She takes a sip of her coffee as her eyes grow wide with excitement. “Really great! Ahead of schedule, to my surprise.”

      “I’m kind of sad you won’t be here every day. Dr. McStuffy isn’t any fun.” I roll my eyes, referring to the new vet she hired to cover her place here while she goes back and forth with the new clinic being built.

      Her brows draw together. “Give him a shot. He’s not that bad.”

      “Not that bad? He has the driest sense of humor I’ve ever seen. I mean, I talk to the guy and I need a drink of water.”

      She laughs. “I’m sorry, Amy. I can’t do everything myself. I mean, it’s like I’m working at three different places with this office the new clinic, and everything going on at the ranch. Once everything is up and running over there, I’ll transfer him and be right back here bugging you every day.” She offers up a wide smile as she passes me to head to her office.

      The day is long and slow, but finally, five o’clock rolls around and I’m able to clock out and leave. I climb behind the wheel of my truck, turning over the engine. Instead of heading home, I go by my mom’s place a few towns over. Pulling into the drive, I roll my eyes at the overgrown yard and the trash cans that are overfilled with glass vodka bottles.

      With a deep breath, I climb out and walk to the front door. The second the door opens, Benny, the cat, darts out.

      “Mom?” I yell, walking into the messy kitchen and dropping my purse onto the table. I look at the mess around me. The sink is filled with dishes, and I automatically walk over to fill it with hot, soapy water to soak. The table is covered in mail, old newspapers, and magazines.

      “Mom!” I yell again, walking down the hallway and into the living room to find bottles all over the table and floor, but the room is empty. I walk further into the house, peeking into the bathroom and then into the bedroom, where I find her sprawled out on the bed. I walk closer, inspecting her to make sure she’s breathing. Her chest rises and falls slowly. I roll my eyes and head back to the kitchen to start cleaning.

      Two hours later, the dishes are washed, every surface is wiped down, the floors are swept, and the trash is picked up and taken out. I go back into her room, leaving a bottle of water and some painkillers on the bedside table, then a small trash can beside the bed.

      I hate seeing her this way. Her dark hair is starting to gray at the roots and her face, once beautiful and smooth, is now covered in deep wrinkles. She has dark circles under her eyes and her body looks thin and frail. Years of heavy drinking are weighing on her.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, pushing away the urge to cry. I know it won’t do any good. I’ve cried, begged, pleaded, and threatened her to get her to go to rehab. But nothing ever does any good. However, I haven’t been able to uphold my threats either. I said I would stop coming by and taking care of her, and yet, here I am. I can’t give up on her. She raised me. She did the best she could for me. It’s only fair that I do the same, right?

      Shaking my head, I stand and make my way out of the house. Climbing behind the wheel, I shift into drive and head back to town, intending to go home. But when I look up and pull myself from my thoughts, I find myself in front of the local bar.

      I bite my lip as I think it over. After seeing my mom, this is a place I really should avoid. But I’m not a raging alcoholic; I’m just a normal drinker. I drink to have fun or when I’ve had a shitty day. I’ve for sure had a shitty day and could use some fun.

      That’s the only thought that runs through my head. I grab my purse out of the passenger seat and walk inside the nearly dead bar.

      “Hey, Sarah,” I say, taking my seat on the barstool as she pours drinks behind the bar.

      “How’s it going today, hon?” she asks, quickly looking up at me before fixing her eyes back on the drink she’s pouring.

      “Long day. Can I get a drink?” I reach into my purse, pulling out a crisp twenty and placing it on the bar. By the time I leave, that twenty will be gone.

      “Sure, one sec,” she responds, handing the drink over to a man sitting a couple barstools away from me.

      I’m lost in my own thoughts when she sets the vodka tonic down in front of me. I grab it quickly and drink nearly half of it before pulling the glass from my lips. She stands back, watching me with wide eyes.

      “Whoa. You must’ve had a bad day. What’s going on?” She places her forearms against the bar, leaning in toward me.

      I wave my hand through the air. “Oh, you know. Work sucked. Vesper hired this new vet to fill in her position while the new clinic is going up, and he’s a total douche. Then I had to go by my mom’s house and clean up after her week-long bender.” I roll my eyes. “I just wish I could catch a break, you know? I want to take a vacation and find some drop-dead sexy guy, and just spend an entire weekend shacked up with him in some sleazy motel room.” I laugh. Big dreams.

      She smiles wide. “That doesn’t sound too bad. When you go, let me know and I’ll ride along with you.” She stands, grabbing a towel and wiping down the bar top.

      “I just want to forget all my problems for a little while. Forget that my mom relies on me for everything. And work, that used to be my escape. I love helping animals and spending all day with my best friend. But now that she’s gone and I’m forced to put up with Dr. McAsshole, it’s just another shitty part of my day.”

      “Why don’t you find a new job?” she asks.

      I pick up my glass and take another drink. “I can’t. Vesper needs me. If I quit, that’ll just leave her shorthanded.”

      She narrows her blue eyes on me. “Take it from me, if you don’t find something to make you happy, you’ll always feel this way.”

      “What way?” I nearly whisper.

      “Empty.” Without another word, she turns and walks back down the length of the bar to wait on more customers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The hours pass, and my money has long been spent. The bar picks up and a crowd gathers: lining the bar, filling the tables, and swaying on the dance floor. The quiet bar is transformed to the town’s only hotspot.

      I’ve done nothing but sit at the bar, drinking glass after glass, and thinking about what Sarah said. Do I feel empty? I mean, what is my purpose in life? I don’t have a life-long career—not unless you count being a receptionist a dream job, and I don’t. But could I leave Vesper? And if I did, what would I do? This town doesn’t really hold many options. Would I have to move? Moving to California and becoming a professional beach bum sounds pretty good right now. And I want to do it while I’m still young and can rock a bikini. With that thought, a laugh slips past my lips.

      “What’s so funny?” a man asks as he takes the barstool next to mine.

      I turn to find myself face to face with Tyler, the ranch hand that Vesper went out with once. This is the first time I’ve seen him in a while. I completely forgot how sexy he is. He has an intimidating physique—thick, broad shoulders and large developed biceps. His shirt struggles to contain his broad chest, the sleeves straining at his biceps. His thick dark hair highlights his sparkling eyes and his matching facial hair frames his plump lips perfectly. I can’t help but get caught off guard by his tongue darting out and wetting those delicious lips.

      I wave my hand through the air, dismissing the thought. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      “If it’s as funny as you think it is, I do want to know.” He shoots me a sexy grin.

      I roll my eyes. “I was just thinking about moving to California to become a professional beach bum.”

      He laughs. “Yeah? I hear the pay’s great.”

      “Right. Maybe not in money but in experience,” I joke.

      He bumps my shoulder with his. “What’s going on, Amy? You thinking about running away or finding a new job?”

      I shrug. “I just don’t feel very fulfilled. I think I need to make some changes to my life. Find what makes me happy.” I look over to see him bring a beer bottle to his lips. “How’d you do it? How’d you know you wanted to become a rancher?”

      He presses his lips together tightly, thinking it over. “Well, it was just something that I enjoyed. I’ve always loved animals and working with them. Being a ranch hand isn’t exactly my dream job. Owning my own ranch is. But you gotta start somewhere. You know?”

      I nod once. “At least one of us has it all figured out,” I mumble.

      “You look like you could use some fun.” He stands, holding out his hand.

      I look from him, to his hand, and back. “What?”

      “Dance with me,” he demands.

      Dancing is the last thing I feel like doing, but I can’t deny him. His dark eyes lock on mine, burning with passion and desire.

      “What?” I ask, feeling the heat rise up my cheeks.

      “Come on. What are you scared of?”

      I push my dark hair behind my ear. “I’m not scared.” I stand, giving him a smile and slipping my hand into his.

      He pulls me behind him, across the hardwood floor, until we’re standing in the center of the dance floor where he spins around and pulls me against his firm body. When my chest presses against his, the force knocks the air from my lungs and our eyes lock. My lips part with my heavy breathing. I knew he had an effect on my body, but I didn’t expect this burning tingle to take over from such a simple touch.

      The corners of his lips turn up just a bit, like he knows he’s getting to me. As I force my body to sway to the slow music, I can’t keep my eyes off his plump lips. When his tongue glides across his bottom lip, wetting it, something inside of me takes over and I lean in, pressing my needy mouth against his.

      His hands that were grasping my hips move upward, fingers tangling into my hair as he deepens the kiss. I can taste the beer on his breath and it mixes with his strong, sweet scent, causing my head to feel like it’s floating away from my body. I wrap my hands around his neck while our bodies continue to move to the beat of the music. With every brush of his tongue, with every nip his teeth deliver to my bottom lip, my head gets further and further away. I’m not thinking about anything other than taking him back to my place for the night where I can forget all my troubles and get wrapped up in only him.

      I pull away and our eyes lock, both of our chests heaving from the kiss. “You want to get out of here?”

      He offers up a cocky grin. “Where we going?”

      I play coy by pulling my eyes away and shrugging. “My place…that is, if you want to.” I bite my bottom lip, waiting for his answer.

      His callused hand lands softly on my jaw, tilting my head back until my eyes meet his. “Are you sure?”

      I can’t keep my smile from forming when I look into his dark eyes that have a fire burning behind them. “Absolutely.”

      [image: ]

      The whole ride home, my stomach is in knots and my heart is pounding. I don’t know if I’m nervous or excited. This isn’t the first time I’ve brought a guy home after drinking, but this is the first time I’ve brought this guy home. A guy who had a thing for my best friend. Quickly, I wonder if Vesper would mind, but then I think of how happy she is with Liam and dismiss the thought completely.

      I park my truck and climb out just as Tyler pulls up behind me. He shuts off the lights and climbs out, slowly closing the distance between us. He grabs me by the hips, pulling me against his body as he presses my back against the bed of my truck, his lips finding mine. His tongue slides into my mouth and I thrust my fingers into his dirty-blond hair, pulling him closer.

      His right hand slides down my hip, holding firm at my thigh as he picks it up and pulls it over his hip, where I feel his hardness press against my core. A soft moan escapes my lips, causing him to break the kiss.

      “Are we going to take this inside or am I going to have to fuck you in a parking lot against the side of your truck?” His dark eyes seem to gleam in the darkness, and his cocky grin is back in place.

      “I’ll take it any way I can get it,” I joke.

      He lets out a soft laugh and rolls his eyes. “Show me your apartment, Amy,” he demands in a hushed whisper.

      I push him away by placing both of my palms on his chest, then turn and walk toward the building with him closely following along behind me. Peeking over my shoulder, I see the darkness of his eyes growing more intense as he slides his hands into the pockets of his jeans, like he doesn’t trust himself to keep his hands to himself.

      I quickly let him into the building, then lead him into the elevator. When he’s standing inside, I reach out and press the button for my floor. I lean against the wall, secretly checking him out. My eyes start on his boot-covered feet, then move up his tight Wranglers and gold belt buckle to his red flannel shirt. The sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, showing off his tan, muscular forearms.

      “Keep looking at me that way and I’m not sure we’ll make it to your apartment,” he drawls in his deep Southern tone.

      I bite my bottom lip to keep from smiling. “I won’t mind, but my neighbors may not be too happy if they try to get on the elevator,” I tease.

      The elevator dings and the doors open before he can reply.

      I step out and walk down the hallway to my apartment. Taking my keys from my purse, I unlock the door and step inside the kitchen. I drop my purse on the table and when I turn around, Tyler is already directly in front of me. He pulls me against his chest in the blink of an eye, his lips finding mine as he picks me up by my ass and places me on the table. My legs automatically wrap around his hips, pulling him closer.

      His lips move quickly with my own as his hands massage my thighs and hips, then work their way higher to my waist, pushing my shirt out of his way. His hands aren’t the only ones that are greedy. I’m desperately needing to run my fingers over his abs. I want to feel each defined muscle as it hardens with my touch. My hands pull his shirt loose as they make their way up over his belt. I gasp when I finally find his warm, soft skin under his shirt.

      He breaks the kiss, his dark eyes meeting mine as he pulls my shirt over my head and tosses it to the floor. He licks his lips as his eyes take me in. I take a deep breath that makes my chest rise and my breasts press together. Almost like he can’t stand looking at me without touching me, he leans in and presses his lips to the swell of my breast while his hands get to work on unclasping my black lace bra. He kisses and licks and gently sucks his way down to my exposed nipple, causing a loud gasp to escape from my lips.

      My fingers thread into his hair, pulling, but also keeping him right where he is. I need his touch. I need him, so I can forget the awful way I was feeling earlier. I need him, so I can forget everything except for the way he causes my body to buzz, the way he makes my legs shake with need, and the way he leaves goosebumps prickling my skin after he’s run his hand across it.

      He removes his mouth from my chest and sweeps me up off the table in one swift motion. “Where’s your bedroom?” he asks as he carries me through the living room with determination painting his expression.

      “Through there,” I nod my head toward my door in the hallway we’re now walking through.

      He pushes through the door and softly drops me onto the bed. As I scoot my way up the mattress, he stands there, watching me as he slowly unbuttons his shirt.

      I lift my hips to push my jeans down my legs, but he shakes his head. “That’s for me to do. I want to unwrap you like you’re the toy I’ve been begging for, and it’s Christmas morning.” He tears his shirt from his chest, exposing his massive tan chest and climbs his way up my body, pressing his growing erection against my thigh as his lips find mine once again.

      My eyes flutter closed as he kisses me deeply and passionately, his hands pushing my jeans away from my body. I can’t do anything but lie back and enjoy the pleasure he’s bringing to my body as he kisses his way down my neck, chest, stomach, and finally to the junction between my legs.

      His hands massage my ass and hips as his mouth works me over. I feel like I’m on a rollercoaster and the only thing I have to hold on to is the sheet beneath me. He pushes me to the edge before pulling away and leaving me begging for more.

      “Tyler, please,” I beg, fisting the sheet with both hands.

      “Are you begging already, Amy?” He sounds amused. “I’m nowhere near done with you, baby.” He runs his tongue between my folds once again, causing me to jerk with the sensation. “There’s nothing that’s going to pull me away from you until you can’t move another fucking muscle.” When the last word leaves his lips, his mouth is back on me, tongue flicking against my hard nub as he slides his fingers deep inside my core.

      [image: ]

      I wake in the morning with a big smile on my face just from remembering last night. I force my eyes to open, straining against the sun shining brightly through my window, watching as the dust dances around like glitter in the early morning light. I pull the sheet tighter around my body and roll over. My heart stops when I find the empty spot next to me. He must have left after I had fallen asleep. I feel a heavy sigh leave my lips as disappointment washes over me. But why? I’ve never been the clingy type. In fact, I usually prefer when a guy leaves without me having to ask. The awkward walk of shame has always been my least favorite part of a hookup. At least this way, I don’t have to worry about asking him to leave.

      I pull the sheet up over my head and sigh, wishing I was happy about this, and completely confused as to why I’m not. Am I wanting something more with Tyler? I mean, I hardly know the guy. Not to mention, he had a thing for my best friend at one point in time.

      I groan when the alarm clock goes off at my side, meaning it’s time to stop thinking about Tyler and the things we did, and get up and go to work. I toss the sheet from my naked body as I roll back to my side to turn off the annoying beeping that’s coming from the clock.
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      I pull up to the clinic an hour later. I’m surprised to see that Vesper is already here. I climb out of my truck and walk inside, the bell above the door ringing as I enter.

      “Good morning,” Vesper says from behind the counter. “I’ve already turned on all the computers and shut off the answering service for the day.” She smiles, proud of her achievements. “But the coffee I saved for you, because you make the best!” She points toward the corner that holds the coffee pot for anyone who wants it.

      I laugh and shake my head, dropping my stuff next to the counter and making my way across the room to start up the coffee. “So, what did you do last night?”

      “Nothing much. Liam and I had a quiet dinner at home, then snuggled on the couch and watched a movie. I ended up passing out and he carried me to bed. I think I’m really overdoing it lately with all these jobs I’ve managed to pick up.”

      “Sounds like you need a vacation,” I say, as the door opens. I turn around to find Liam walking in.

      “Who needs a vacation?” he asks, making his way to Vesper behind the counter. He quickly presses his lips against hers before turning to face me.

      “Vesper. She’s basically working three jobs. You should do something romantic and sweep her off her feet on some luxury vacation.” I wink at him as I pass him by, taking my place beside her.

      Vesper laughs shyly. “Are you kidding me? I don’t have time for a vacation. I have a clinic opening, I have work here, and I’m still training the new vet at the ranch. No way can I afford to take off right now.”

      I bump my shoulder against hers. “That’s exactly why you need a vacation. Go away and take some time for yourself. I mean, have you two even started planning your wedding yet?” I look back and forth at the both of them with wide eyes.

      “Not yet…you know, things have just been crazy busy lately.”

      Liam places his forearms on the counter and leans in. “I think Amy has a point, Vesper. Let’s take some time off. You need some rest and relaxation, and we can start planning our wedding, because you know how impatient I am. I want to call you my wife as soon as possible.” He gives her a flirty smile, his blue eyes shining with love for her.

      For only a second, a ping of jealously washes over me. I wish I had that in my life—someone who looks at me and radiates love, rather than someone who’s just interested in a random hookup.

      I take a deep breath and push it all away. I shouldn’t be jealous. This is my best friend. I should be happy that she’s found her other half.

      Vesper leans into Liam, and I get the feeling she wants to talk privately, so I slip through the swinging door, into the back. I flip on the light and lean my back against the wall, needing to give myself a mental pep talk.

      My stomach hurts from the acid bubbling inside. Jealously is an ugly thing. But what am I supposed to do? Vesper has the perfect life. She has a career she loves, she’s about to marry a rich, good-looking man who loves her, and she has friends and family who would do anything for her.

      I, on the other hand, am completely alone other than having Vesper. My mom is drunk every day and would probably starve to death if I didn’t feed her. I can’t find anyone to love, settling for one-night stands instead. And I’ve only recently realized that it’s not my job I love—I’ve just loved spending my days hanging out with my best friend who’s not always going to be able to be here.

      I really need to find what makes me happy in life. I need to grab the bull by the horns and find myself. Maybe if I find my rightful place in life, the whole love and relationship thing will fall into place. Or at least, maybe I wouldn’t be so worried about it.

      When I hear the bell above the door ring again, I walk out to find Vesper alone, going through the appointment book.

      “Where’d Liam go?” I ask, stepping up to her side.

      “He had to get back to the ranch. Something about an important video chat meeting.” She rolls her eyes, dismissing his absence.

      I pull up my stool and take a seat, my mind immediately going back to how I can make my life better. What kind of career should I try to start? Obviously, something I can afford. I don’t have a lot of time between working here and taking care of my mom, so going back to school isn’t an option.

      “Hey, what’s going on? You seem sad,” Vesper says, drawing my attention back to the here and now.

      I shrug. “I’m…” My sentence drops off.

      “What?”

      I look up into wide eyes that hold nothing but worry.

      “It’s nothing,” I mumble, not wanting to tell her I’m unhappy here.

      “Amy, I know something is wrong. We’ve been best friends forever. I can read that expression like a book. Now, tell me what’s going on.” She pulls up another stool and takes a seat, waiting for me to open up.

      I take a deep breath. “Okay, but before I do, I need you to know that none of this has anything to do with you. In fact, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      She nods once with her brows pulled together in confusion. “Okay.”

      “I just…I’m not happy, Vesper. I’m so jealous of you and I hate myself for it, but I don’t know how to change what I feel. I mean, you have everything. You have your dream career, family, you’re about to get married. And I have…nothing. My mom’s, well, you know. And this…” I look around the clinic and sigh. “Being a receptionist isn’t my dream job.”

      “I thought you were happy here?” She’s not offended, just concerned.

      I shrug one shoulder. “I am. I mean, I was. But it turns out, I enjoyed this job because I loved getting to hang out with my best friend. But now you’re gone a lot with the new clinic opening, and I find myself dreading coming to work. I hate having to sit here while Dr. McStuffy talks down to me. I want a dream job of my own, you know?”

      She nods. “I completely understand, Amy.” She looks a little sad, but then a wide smile spreads across her face. “So, what’s your dream job? What do you want to do?”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s not that easy, Vesper.”

      “Why isn’t it? You’ve got a degree in business. You can basically open any business you want. What’s your dream?”

      I laugh and think it over, opting to play along. “I want to open my own coffee shop and bookstore. How fun would that be? I mean, we don’t have either in town. We have restaurants for coffee, and the nearest bookstore is the big chain store that’s a forty-five-minute drive from here.”

      “That’s a great idea, Amy. Why don’t you do that?” Excitement leaks from her every word and she’s nearly bouncing in her seat.

      “How am I supposed to do that? I mean, I don’t even have the credit needed for a business loan.”

      Her smile grows. “I bet I know a rich guy who would give you the money in a second. You wouldn’t even need a loan.”

      I stand, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “No. No way.” I straighten my shirt and jeans, needing something to distract me. I move around behind the counter, straightening things where I can.

      “What? Why?”

      “You’re never supposed to borrow money from friends, Vesper. No way could I take your money. I mean, what if something comes up and I’m not able to pay you back?”

      “It’s not my money, Amy. It’s Liam’s, and he has plenty to spare. We can do this the right way. We’ll even set up a specific payment amount and a due date if you want.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know, Vesper. I mean, that’s a lot to ask. Not to mention, I don’t even have a location.”

      She bounces up to me, placing her hands on my shoulders and narrowing her eyes on mine. “Just think about it, Amy. Please? You’re my best friend, and I want you to be happy. This,” she motions around the room, “is my dream, not yours. Let us help you.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, pulling her in for a hug.
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      Spending the day working with Vesper is fun—just like it used to be. It makes me sad thinking that tomorrow she’ll be back at the other clinic and I’ll be stuck with the new vet. When the day’s over, we both head out at the same time. I stand by the door while she arms the alarm and locks the door.

      “Please promise me that you’ll think about it, Amy.”

      I laugh. “I said I would. But if I do decide to take you up on this offer, please let me talk to Liam about it. I want to do this right. I want to find a location and have a whole presentation. I don’t just want to walk up to him with my hand out. Okay?”

      “Whatever you want.” She smiles and gives me a quick hug. “Also, I know you loathe talking about this, but I emailed you a list of free or low-cost rehabs for your mom. I hate to say this, but she’s dragging you down, Amy. If you can’t get her to get help, you may need to cut ties with her for your own sanity.”

      I nod. “I know.” I press my lips together and swallow down all the negative feelings bubbling up my throat.

      “I love you. I just want you to be as happy as I am.” She rubs my shoulder before stepping around me, heading for the new SUV Liam bought her.

      I watch her drive off before I move to get in my truck. I turn over the engine and drive through town. I already know the perfect location of my future coffee shop if I choose to take Vesper up on her offer. I drive down Main Street and park the truck on the side of the road, directly in front of the empty building.

      I look out the window at the brick building, gazing into the dusty windows. A surge of excitement washes over me and I can’t refrain from allowing myself to dream about it. I climb out of the truck and walk up to the window. Cupping my hands around my eyes, I lean in to look inside the building. It’s dark, but I can make out a faint outline of a counter in the back. Already, I can picture the front of the store packed full of tables. I can see the way I’d design it, putting the bookstore area in the back by the counter.

      The old hardwood floors are dirty and dinged up, but they give the place character. I pull back and walk up to the door, finding a sign taped to the front with a phone number. I take my phone from my pocket and take a picture of it, wanting to see how much it’s going for before I let myself get too worked up.

      Climbing back behind the wheel, I drive across town and grab two roast beef dinners from our local diner, then head to the neighboring town to visit my mom. Pulling into her drive, I notice that the house is dark. I shut off the truck and grab the bags with a deep breath leaving my lips. I’m mumbling to myself as I make my way to the door.

      She’s probably already drunk and passed out. Maybe Vesper is right. I need to figure out how to get her into rehab or give up on her completely. I can’t keep doing this to myself.

      I pull open the screen door and walk inside, finding her on the couch, burning candles lining the shelves and table in front of her. “What’s going on?” I ask, setting the bags of food down on the table.

      “The damn electric company shut off the power again.” She leans forward, grabbing a cigarette and lighting it.

      “Again? Mom, you can’t keep doing this. You know, every time they turn it back on, they charge a reconnect fee. It would cost way less if you just paid your bill on time.” I shake my head as I dig her food out of the bag and hand it over.

      “I can’t pay it if I don’t have the money, Amy. You know that.”

      “What did you spend your money on, huh?”

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you.” She opens the plastic container, picking at her dinner.

      “Mom, I…” I sit on the couch at her side and hold my head in my hands. “I can’t keep doing this with you. You must get help. I mean, you’re drinking more than half your income. You don’t have any food in the fridge. You don’t have any power, and I’m sure the water will be next. Are you even paying rent?” I sit back and look at her.

      She acts like I have no right saying any of this. Her nose is wrinkled with disgust and her eyes are squinting at me. “Amy, you need to mind your own business. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”

      “Really?” I ask, almost amused. “What would you eat if I didn’t bring you food? What would you wear if I didn’t wash your clothes? This place would be a rats’ nest if I didn’t come and clean it.”

      “Well, if I’m such a pain in your ass, then stop coming over here and sticking your nose in my business. Leave!” She stands and gestures toward the door, nearly falling over from her quick movement. “I don’t ever want to see your face again.” Her nostrils are flaring, and her red, bloodshot eyes are narrowed on me.

      I grab my bag of food and stand. “Fine. Call me when you’ve come to your senses.” I storm out the door without a look back.
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      It’s finally Friday, and I haven’t been to my mom’s since. The weight of this knowledge is heavy. Who knows if she’s even still alive. She could have drunk herself to death, and nobody would even know. Behind my eyes, visions of walking into her house and finding her lifeless body haunt me. I can see her lying in a pool of her own vomit, reaching for the bottle. It causes my stomach to hurt and my eyes to blur with tears, but I refuse to go over there again. Maybe when she sees how far away she’s gotten, she’ll come around. I pray that she does.

      I walk into the clinic to find Vesper already behind the counter. “Good morning,” I mumble as I walk back and set my things down.

      “How’s your week been?” she asks, looking me up and down. Apparently, my appearance is showing everything I’m trying to hide.

      “Horrible. I had it out with my mom the other day after we talked. I haven’t been over there since, and I’m worried about her. And I hate that I’m worried.” I plop myself down on the stool behind the counter. “God, what’s wrong with me? She obviously doesn’t care. Why do I?” I rest my head against the desk.

      “I’m sorry, Amy. It’s always hard to watch someone you love go through something like this.” She steps up to my side and gently rubs my back. “You know what you need?”

      “What?” I tilt my head to the side so I can see her from over my shoulder.

      “You need a night out. Have some fun. Maybe even find a sexy guy to take home.” She smiles and wags her eyebrows at me.

      I laugh, but then suddenly remember my night with Tyler. I was so upset that he left without a goodbye, but this past week, I’ve been so occupied with my mom and trying not to worry about her, that I completely forgot about him.

      “Nah, I think I’m good on the one-night stands for a while.”

      Vesper pulls a stool up to my side and sits down, wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “You are upset if you’re rejecting a night out and a booty call.” She laughs.

      “You make it sound like I have more hookups than relationships.”

      Her brows furrow. “Don’t you?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Yes, but I don’t want to. Not anymore, anyway.” I sit up and stomp my foot. “My life sucks!”

      She laughs. “No, it doesn’t. You just need to find your happy place and I’m going to help you.” She smiles wide, tossing her strawberry blonde hair over her shoulder. “In fact, I took the liberty of setting up a dinner for you, me, and Liam tonight.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but she holds up her hand, stopping me. “You don’t have to talk about your business venture, but if you want to, it will be the perfect opportunity.”

      “What time?” I ask in a monotone voice, not at all happy that she’s trying to push me into this.

      “Seven o’clock on the dot.” She stands and walks away.

      “I’ll bring the wine!” I shout back at her. God knows I’ll need it, because if I know Vesper, she’s already talked to Liam and made him agree to act like it’s the first time he’s hearing the news.
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      It’s nearing seven when I pull into the drive at the ranch. The sun is just starting to slip beyond the horizon, and it makes me thankful for the longer days and warmer weather.

      I grab the bottle of wine from the passenger seat and head for the door.

      Vesper steps outside before I’ve even made my way up the front steps. She’s wearing a wide smile as she opens her arms, pulling me in for a hug. “I’m so happy you made it.”

      I roll my eyes before pulling away. “You’ve already talked to him, haven’t you?”

      “Of course not. I said I wouldn’t, and I haven’t. Come on. Let’s drink some wine.” She takes me by the wrist and pulls me through the open door.

      “How are you, Amy?” Liam asks, stepping up to Vesper and wrapping his arm around her waist.

      “Great. How are you doing?”

      He shrugs and glances down at Vesper. “A lot better if I could talk my fiancée here into taking a vacation with me.”

      I laugh. “Still fighting it, huh?” I tease her.

      “I said I’d think about it.” She gives him a sidelong look. “Let’s get that wine.” She takes my hand and leads me into the living room where I hand her the bottle of wine I brought.

      “I’ll let this breathe for dinner. I found this amazing bottle that I’m dying for you to try.” She takes the bottle and disappears into the other room just as Liam is sitting down in the lounge chair across from me.

      “So, Vesper tells me you’re thinking about leaving the clinic.”

      Here we go. I nod. “I’m thinking about it. Nothing is set in stone yet.”

      He seems intrigued, placing his elbows on his knees and leaning in. “What is it you’re thinking about doing?”

      I want to roll my eyes but refrain. I’m sure she’s already told him all about it, but I explain anyway. “I’m just…I’m looking for my happy place, and being a receptionist isn’t what I want to spend my life doing. I’d really like to open a coffee shop in town. Well, coffee shop/bookstore. We don’t have either in town, and I think it’d be a nice alternative for the non-drinkers since all we have in town is a bar and a few restaurants.”

      He nods as he leans back. “That does sound like an excellent idea. Do you have a location in mind?”

      Vesper comes back in and hands us both a glass of wine. I take my glass and have a small sip. “I have my eye on a place, but I have no idea what shape the building is in or what they’re asking. I need to do some digging.”

      “Have you considered a silent partner?”

      Automatically, I glance from Liam to Vesper.

      Her eyes grow wide as she holds up her hands, showing me her palms. “I swear, I didn’t say anything other than you may be leaving.”

      I force a smile and turn back to face him. “I really haven’t thought much about anything yet. I wanted to have a whole presentation before going to the bank for a loan.”

      Liam waves his hand through the air. “You don’t want to go to the bank. They’ll give you a high interest rate with your credit score. Let me join you. I love having my hands in a little of everything, plus I have an excellent track record with running a business.”

      “How do you know what my credit score is?” I feel my brows pull together.

      He clears his throat and readjusts his sweater. “I…uh…it’s nothing personal. I just, I like to know who I’m dealing with. You don’t have bad credit—you just don’t have much of anything on your report other than your truck, and that was nearly seven years ago.”

      I laugh and shake my head, hoping to clear it of the confusion I’m now feeling. “I don’t know what to say, Liam.”

      “Say yes!” His eyes are wide and he’s wearing a big smile. “We can go over the details later.”

      “I can’t just take that much money from you. I mean, starting up a business like this is expensive. There’s the price of the building, and who knows what repairs it will need, plus the startup costs. I just…I can’t. It’s too much.”

      “I’ll make you a deal.” He leans forward and locks his eyes on mine. “I’ll be a silent partner. I’ll give you all the money you need. We’ll set up a payment plan that starts five years after your opening date.” He glances from me to Vesper and back. “It’s common knowledge that a business doesn’t make its money back for the first couple years,” he explains. “But in exchange, I want you to pop in and out of here over the next week—help Tyler with the animals, help the vet if needed. Feed the cat and water the plants, that kind of thing.”

      My face wrinkles in confusion. “You want me to house-sit?”

      “Exactly. We’re…” He looks quickly at Vesper. “We’re taking that vacation.”

      “You are?” I ask Vesper.

      She nods once. “I guess we are.” She smiles. “But only if you take this deal.”

      I lift my glass and take a long drink, thinking it over. “Okay. Deal.” I stand and hold out my hand. Liam stands and slides his into mine, and we shake on it.

      With that out of the way, dinner goes smoothly—nothing but a couple of friends laughing and talking.

      “So, when are you leaving for your vacation?” I ask, taking a bite of the perfectly grilled steak Liam brought in.

      “Sunday evening,” he replies.

      “And where are you going?”

      He grins. “That’s a surprise.” He darts a glance at Vesper, who looks a little uncomfortable. Knowing her, she probably is. Vesper isn’t the surprise type. She’s a bit of a control freak and likes to know everything. This surprise vacation is probably stressing her out.

      “How romantic,” I coo in her direction, rubbing it in because only I know how much this is driving her crazy.

      “It will be nice to get away. You think you can manage at the clinic?” she asks, setting her fork down and picking up her wine.

      I wave my hand through the air. “No worries. I may smack Dr. McAsshole around a little if you don’t mind.”

      She laughs. “Don’t run him off and please remember to call him Judah, I don’t want you slipping up with that nickname.” She points her finger at me. “Seriously, it took me forever to find him.”

      I roll my eyes and sit back. “Next time, try to find someone with a personality,” I joke…kind of.

      The rest of the dinner goes smoothly, and I promise to stop by Sunday afternoon to send them off.

      It’s going on nine o’clock by the time I’m driving home, and it quickly passes through my mind that I should stop at the bar and chill out a little before heading home since it’s still so early. But then I think of my mom, and the urge to want to kick back with a cold one passes. Looking back on our lives, it’d be way too easy to get lost down the same rabbit hole she’s in.

      I drive straight home, take a long hot shower, then cuddle up in bed with a good book and a cup of hot tea. The comfy bed, my warm, fuzzy pajamas, and my tea relax me to the point I find myself drifting off with the book still in my hands. Finally, after fighting off sleep for an hour, I place the book on the nightstand, pull the blankets up to my chin, and drift off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      It’s going on eleven when I wake up Saturday morning, and I have to rush to get to the animal shelter on time. Vesper is already in the back, looking over today’s lineup.

      “What do we have on the schedule for today?” I ask, dropping my bags onto a nearby table.

      She spins around, panic painting her features. “I’m freaking out here, Amy!”

      “What? Why?”

      “This vacation! I couldn’t even sleep last night.”

      I wave her off. “Don’t be silly. What could happen other than you not getting to plan out every minute of every day?”

      She rolls her eyes. “He’s doing this on purpose.”

      I laugh and playfully smack her arm. “Listen, he sees how much you do. I mean, you have enough jobs to employ the town! He wants you to relax. Why’s that so hard for you?”

      She lets out a deep breath.

      “Nothing is going to go wrong. I promise. The clinic will run fine; it has this far. And you’ve already approved all the plans for the new building. What’s the big deal?”

      “What if Judah gets sick and can’t come in? I won’t be here to pick up his position at the clinic.”

      “Then we’ll do what we did before you hired him and you got sick. I’ll call all the patients and reschedule.” I place my hands on her biceps and narrow my eyes on her. “Take a deep breath and enjoy your time off. Before you know it, you’ll be planning a wedding and going crazy with that. Not to mention, I’m sure some baby Liams will be popping out in the next few years.” I laugh.

      Her eyes grow wide. “Oh my God! I didn’t even think of that. How am I going to handle having kids with all this work?”

      My laughter picks up and nearly has me doubling over. “Stop overthinking everything and just chill. Enjoy this day. Today is the only thing you need to think about. Let life happen, Vesper. You can’t control everything.”
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      Sunday rolls around and I make the drive out to the ranch. Liam is carrying their bags out to the car as I’m pulling up. I wave him a quick hello, grab my bags, and head into the house where I find Vesper running around like a chicken with her head cut off.

      “What’s up?” I ask, dropping my things onto the kitchen table.”

      “I’m just going through my checklist.” She looks at the coffee pot, then stares up at the ceiling, counting things off on her fingers.

      “Did you pack enough clothes?”

      She nods. “I packed a little of everything since I have no idea where we’re going.”

      “What about your makeup, hair products, shoes?”

      “Check, check, and check.”

      “Birth control?”

      Her eyes grow wide and her mouth drops open. “Oh my God. How could I have forgotten that?” She quickly runs upstairs, leaving me laughing.

      I turn and open the fridge, grabbing a bottle of water.

      Liam walks in. “Where’d she go now?”

      I quickly swallow the water in my mouth. “Upstairs. She forgot something.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I guess an impromptu vacation is more stress than she has already.”

      I lean against the island. “Yep, Vesper is more of a planner. I mean, she needs several months’ notice. Just a little information for next time.”

      He nods and leans against the fridge. “Next time, it will be our honeymoon. She’s already started looking up suggestions online. Hopefully, I’ll get her to set a date this week.”

      I laugh. “Knowing Vesper, the date she’ll set will be two years away.”

      “Stop talking about me and my organizational skills.” She walks back into the room, shooting daggers at both of us.

      Liam and I both laugh.

      “We’re just amazed at how well you manage everything you do, honey.” Liam holds out his hand and she walks to his side, taking it in hers.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She rolls her eyes playfully.

      Liam raises his hand, glancing at the time on his watch. “We should probably get going. Are you ready?” He looks down at her.

      “I don’t know. I think so. Amy?”

      I nod with a smile in place. “Get out of here.” I shoo them toward the door. “Have fun and don’t worry. I’ve got everything covered!” I yell from the open door as they make their way down the steps and to the car.

      “Thank you, Amy,” Vesper says before sliding into her seat.

      “You’re welcome!” I shout.

      Liam closes her door, then walks around the car to take his place behind the wheel. “Thank you, Amy.”

      I smile and wave, leaning against the doorframe as I watch them disappear down the driveway.

      When they’re no longer in view, I turn to head back inside, but get a flash of something out of the corner of my eye. Tyler.

      Again, the night we spent together had been lost in everything else going on. It’s only now that I see him that the emotions I was feeling that night come rushing back.

      I step out, closing the door behind me, and walk over to the barn where I find him baling hay.

      “Long time no see,” I say, leaning against a horse stall.

      “Hi, Amy. How ya been?” he asks from over his shoulder.

      I shrug and press my lips together. “Not too bad, I guess.”

      He stops his work, placing his hands on his hips as he looks me up and down. “I see you haven’t run off to become a professional beach bum yet.”

      A puff of air leaves my lips as a silent laugh. “Nah, not only does the pay suck, but the health insurance is nonexistent.”

      He lets out a short laugh. “So, you’re house-sitting for the week?”

      I nod. “Yep. I’m going to be stuck way out here in the middle of nowhere. Boredom City,” I joke.

      He begins stalking closer, eyes trained on mine. “I don’t know. I’m sure we can find something to do out here.”

      With his every step, my heart beats faster. “Oh yeah?” I stand up straight. “You got plans for dinner?”

      He offers up a cocky grin as he comes to a stop in front of me, sliding his hands into his jean pockets. “I just happen to have two steaks marinating right now. I was worried I’d have to eat them both myself, but if you’d like to take one off my hands, that’d be great.” He offers up a sexy grin.

      I smile up at him. “Are you inviting me over for dinner?”

      “What do you say?”

      I think it over, unable to say no. I nod. “Sure.”

      His grin turns into a full-blown smile. “Good. Just let me finish up here and I’ll come in and get you.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll go clean up.” I walk past him, feeling his eyes on my back the whole way.

      When I walk into the house, I rush to the kitchen, grabbing my bags and taking them up to the guest room. Tossing them onto the bed, I dig through my belongings until I find a short jean skirt and a low-cut top. Taking both items to the bathroom, I jump into the shower to freshen up and shave.

      About an hour later, I’m walking down the stairs just as he knocks on the door. “Come in!” I call out, pausing in the corner to pull on my jacket.

      He steps inside, looking absolutely delicious. His tight Wranglers fit him to perfection. His white t-shirt is wet with sweat, and it clings to his every muscle. Just looking at him causes me to freeze and my heart to beat harder.

      He gives me a sexy smile. “You ready?”

      I nod, realizing that I probably look like a crazy person who’s frozen in place just staring at him. “Uh, yeah.” I nod. “Yes, I’m ready.”

      He holds the door open for me and I step out.

      Once we’re in his truck, I notice that he doesn’t leave the driveway. Instead, he follows the dirt road around the house and into a field.

      “You live out here?” I point toward the line of trees that surround the big empty field.

      “Yeah, I live on the property. I stay in the hunting cabin that’s just through these trees.”

      “Wow, that’s interesting. Liam must be very generous.”

      “I’m the ranch hand. If the cows get out in the middle of the night, I need to be close by to wrangle them up. I can’t do that if I live in town. So Liam offered me this place for free. I thought it’d be a great way to save up some money to hopefully buy my own ranch one of these days.”

      He drives through the opening in the trees and comes to a stop about a mile into the woods. There’s a small cabin—not tiny, but not huge—in front of us. There’s no grass since the massive trees block the sun from reaching the ground, and despite the lack of vegetation, it feels homey. The wood siding is a rich chocolate color, and there’s a covered porch out front. Based on the smoke coming from the chimney, there’s a fire burning inside, meaning the place will be warm and cozy.

      “This is it,” Tyler says, hopping out. He walks around the truck and comes to a stop at my door, opening it and holding out his hand to help me down. I place my hand in his, and he leads me to the front door.

      Stepping inside, the warmth of the fire hits me, and I feel instantly relaxed.

      “Sorry about the smoke smell. This place is old and the only way to heat it is with the wood-burning stove and fireplace. Since it’s never seen a bit of sun, it stays cool up into the summer months.”

      I shrug off my jacket and drape it over the back of the old brown leather couch. “I like it. It gives this place a warm, comforting feeling.” I glance around the room, taking in the stone fireplace, the leather couch and matching chair, the small TV in the corner, and the bearskin rug on the ground.

      “How long have you lived here?”

      “A couple years,” he answers. “Why?”

      I walk up to the fireplace and view the pictures on the mantle. “It’s just that all the pictures in this cabin are of Liam and—I’m guessing—his family. There’s nothing of yours? Nothing to make it homier for you?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t need things to feel at home. There’s nothing left for me there. You want a drink?” he asks, walking into the kitchen.

      I want to ask him what he means by that, and what made him leave home in the first place, but I feel like it’s none of my business and that maybe he will open up to me when he gets to know me better. “Sure,” I answer his question.

      He comes back a few seconds later, taking a sip of his beer and handing me one of my own. I look at the bottle, at him, and back. “Actually, do you have anything else? I don’t really feel like drinking.”

      “Oh, yeah. Just a sec.” He disappears and returns, handing me a water bottle. “Make yourself comfortable while I throw these steaks on the grill.”

      I sit on the couch, watching the fire and occasionally glancing around the room. When he comes back in, he heads straight for the kitchen and I get up and follow him.

      “Is there anything I can do? I feel weird sitting alone while you do everything.”

      “Uh,” he glances around the room like he’s trying to find me a job, “you can make a salad if you’d like.”

      I force a smile onto my face and crack my knuckles. “My specialty is coffee, but I’ll give it a shot.” I laugh.

      He smiles and finds me a wooden bowl, a cutting board, and a knife. “Everything you’ll need is in the fridge. I’ll be back in a second. I’m going to toss on the steaks.”

      When he walks out, I go to the fridge to pull out the lettuce and the rest of the vegetables. My stomach is in knots and I don’t even know if I’ll be able to eat. Things in the barn felt easy, but now it feels strained. Why did he invite me over? Was it so I wouldn’t be alone? Did he really want to enjoy my company, or did he just want to try to get lucky again? Today is the first time we’ve seen each other since he snuck out of my bed, and I want to ask him why. It’s nearly burning my tongue to hold in my questions.

      Between grilling the steaks, Tyler bakes some rolls and potatoes. I keep to myself and absentmindedly chop the vegetables for the salad. When everything is done, we set the table and sit down. It then hits me that I haven’t even looked at him the whole time we’ve been preparing dinner.

      “Is everything okay, Amy? You seem quiet.”

      I jerk my head up. “What? Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      He pulls his eyes from mine, looking at the food on his plate as he moves it around. “It’s just that you haven’t said much since I picked you up. Did I do something?”

      I take a deep breath. “I’m just confused is all.”

      “About?” he urges.

      “Well…I guess I’m just trying to figure out what this is. I mean, I haven’t seen you or heard from you since that night. And earlier in the barn, things seemed easy between us. But since you brought me here, things feel forced. Did you really want to have dinner with me, or did you just feel obligated because I was alone? And if you really wanted to have dinner, was it for my company or was it for another hookup?” I’m nearly breathless from that long drawn-out speech.

      He lets out a laugh over the speed of everything that just escaped my mouth. He nods. “I see.” He pauses, thinking it over. “I didn’t feel obligated to invite you, Amy. I really did want to spend the evening with you. As far as the hookup, I wasn’t planning anything. I figured we’d just see where we ended up.”

      I take another deep breath and release it, hoping to force myself to calm down. “I’m sorry. I’m just confused. I thought we had a really great night together. I didn’t expect you to sneak out of my apartment.”

      I watch as his jaw flexes. He picks up his beer and takes a drink. “Amy,” he breathes out, “I had a great time with you that night. It’s just that staying over, it isn’t something I do. Relationships aren’t something I do. Now, if you just want to have fun, I’m your guy, but—” He shakes his head. “If you’re looking for something serious, I’m afraid you’re looking in the wrong place.”

      I swallow down the sadness that’s bubbling up my throat and push back my chair, standing up and walking to the fridge to grab a beer. I pop the top and take a long drink, feeling his eyes on me. I lean against the counter, looking at my feet and thinking everything over.

      I like Tyler, and I definitely could’ve seen myself moving forward with him. But now that’s out of the question. Do I still want to see him if I know it can never be anything?

      He stands and walks directly in front of me, his chest nearly touching mine. “Look at me, Amy,” he demands.
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      When he speaks in that deep tone of his, I have no choice but to look at him.

      He gently cups my cheek and wets his lips, leaving me speechless. “I like you, Amy. You’re fun to be around, you’re sexy as fuck, and I hope I’m not going out on a limb here, but the sex, it’s amazing. I’d love to keep doing this thing with you, but only if you understand that I’ll never be able to give you more.”

      His eyes are intently locked on mine, and the hand that’s tenderly cupping my cheek is causing my flesh to break out in goosebumps. How can such a simple touch cause my body to react this way? He’s touching me innocently, but the only thing I can think of is climbing up his body and never letting go. I want to feel his weight pressing against me. I want to feel his hot breath blowing against my skin. I want to be lost in his scent, in his taste.

      “I…” My sentence breaks off as I get lost in his eyes.

      Before I can force myself to say what I’m thinking, he leans in, pressing his mouth against mine. His tongue snakes into my mouth, gliding with my own and causing my brain to fill with fog.

      I know I want a meaningful relationship, but I also want him. He’s the only person who’s ever left a lasting effect on me. Every other guy I’ve hooked up with was gone from my mind the second we parted ways. But Tyler…there’s something about him that I can’t deny. Something inside of me that longs for him.

      The hand that was cupping my cheek moves around to cradle my head, the other landing on my hip, pulling me closer to him until my chest is flush against his. My hands immediately wrap around his neck, wanting to keep him against me forever.

      He slowly breaks the kiss, trailing his lips across my jaw and down my neck, peppering my skin with hot kisses.

      “I won’t lie to you, Amy. I want you. I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone.” He gently bites my earlobe. “When I walked in and saw you in this skirt, I wanted to bend you over right then.” His hand releases my hip and fists the waistband of my skirt, pulling my hips against his, where I find him straining against his jeans. “You have no idea what you do to me.” He pulls back, looking into my eyes. They are dark and hooded with passion and lust. “If you don’t tell me to stop right now, I’m going to carry you to my bed and spend the rest of the night fucking you senseless.”

      My lungs freeze with his words, no longer pumping oxygen through my body, and my head starts to swim. I know what I want. I want him. I want to feel him inside me again. I want to spend the rest of the night being reminded of why I can’t deny him.

      “Take me to your bed, Tyler,” I whisper.

      When the words leave my lips, he smashes his mouth against mine and picks me up against him in one swift motion. My legs automatically wrap around his hips, and he carries me to his room, hands firmly planted on my ass.

      He doesn’t break our kiss the whole way. He doesn’t stop with his journey until we’re in his room, and he’s pressing my back against the bedroom door. He sets to work pulling off his shirt, all the while, my hands tour his body. With his shirt on the floor, I can finally run my fingers over his hard abs, and they’re just as magnificent as I remember. They’re hard and defined, my fingers sweeping over each and every one in a tantalizingly slow motion.

      He’s keeping my body pinned against the door. His hands latch onto my wrist, and he pins my arms above my head. Holding them both with one hand, his other hand is free to tease me. And he does. He firmly grabs my breast, kneading and massaging while his tongue twists with mine, causing me to release a soft moan into his mouth.

      He gently but firmly nips my bottom lip. “You have no idea what that sound does to me, do you?” He locks his intense gaze on mine.

      I open my mouth, not even sure of what I’m going to say, but before I can say anything, he’s moving us both across the room and we’re falling onto the bed softly with him cradling me in his strong arms.

      I love the way he takes charge and dominates me. I love the way I feel so small and cherished in his strong hands—like he’d never let any harm come to me. And I love the way he causes my body, heart, and soul to come alive with something as simple as a look.

      He sits back on his knees and keeps his eyes locked on mine in the darkness as his nimble fingers unbutton and unzip my skirt. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat and his jaw twitches as his eyes follow the piece of material as he pushes it down my legs.

      When the skirt is tossed onto the floor, his hand gently lands on my ankle, fingers sweeping up my leg in a teasing way. The soft touch brings on more goosebumps, and it causes me to shiver with need. Once he reaches my knee, his hand hooks around my leg, and he pulls it upward, pressing hot kisses to my inner thigh, slowly working his way up.

      I know that Tyler says he’s unavailable, but this doesn’t feel like a hookup. Hookups are fast and rushed. It’s a race to the finish line. This feels different. He’s touching and teasing. He’s taking his time with me. He’s giving much more than he’s taking. This feels intimate. It’s even different from the last time we were together. Last time, he gave as much as he took, but it wasn’t slow. It’s was fast, raw, and completely unemotional. I wonder if the emotion is only on my end though, or if maybe he’s feeling more than he’s letting on.

      His fingers gently pull my panties down my legs, and that snaps me back to the present. He begins lowering himself, but I don’t want his mouth there. I want it on mine. I want him to feel how much I’m giving. I want him to realize that this—we—could become so much more.

      I reach for him, cupping each side of his jaw as I direct his lips back to mine. I kiss him slowly and deeply, and it only seems to amp up the emotion and need between the both of us. With our lips welded together, he begins shoving his boxers down his hips. His massive erection springs free, pressing against my needy core.

      His callused hands massage my hips, pulling me closer, but also pushing me away. It’s like he wants me with everything inside of him, but his mind is in a battle: to let himself take me, or to push me away for his own safety.

      I won’t give him a choice.

      I lift my hips, causing his length to slide between my folds. The sensation causes him to let out a deep, breathy moan against my lips, and his hands squeeze me tighter. His hips start grinding against mine, sliding himself back and forth across my wet center. His silky, soft skin causes my body to erupt in flames, burning from the inside out from the need that’s pumping through me.

      “Tyler!” I cry out, my voice sounding pained as I nip his bottom lip.

      He pulls back to study my face, slowly continuing to slide against my sex. “Are you going to beg, Amy?” His eyes are darkened with desire and his plump lips are parted with his heavy breathing.

      I want to. I would beg if needed. But right now, I want him to want me as much as I want him. I push against his chest until he pulls away enough for me to roll us over. Taking my place on top of him, I lower myself down onto his hard cock as slowly as I can.

      His hands land firmly on my hips as he watches me with dark eyes, lips parted and chest heaving. I raise myself up and let myself back down in a tantalizingly slow rhythm, loving that each stroke causes him to let out a low groan. I raise my arms, pulling my hair away from my face and holding it up off my neck while I continue with my movements, and his hands on my hips start to shake. He’s doing everything he can to hold himself back, to give me the power that I took when I pushed him off of me and climbed on top.

      “Are you going to beg, Tyler?” I whisper, never stopping as I tease him as slowly as possible.

      “I don’t beg, Amy,” he says between clenched teeth, hands squeezing harder—so hard that there are naked bits of flesh bubbling up between each of his fingers.

      I let out a short laugh. “It seems to me you’re doing everything but begging. Just give it up and admit that you want me more than you’re letting on.” I slide back down his length and roll my hips forward, causing him to press against a different spot.

      His mouth drops open and his eyes roll back. “Oh, there’s no doubt that I want you, Amy.” He lifts his hips, thrusting upward from beneath me. “But this,” he motions between the two of us with his hooded eyes, “is all it’ll ever be.”

      Without another word, he flips us over and starts pounding into me with so much force, I’m sliding up the bed. He’s no longer able to hold himself back. He let me take what I wanted from him, and now he’s taking what he wants from me. But it seems to me that he’s not taking for himself. He’s taking just to show me how much I like it. He’s trying to prove his point—to make me accept the fact that everything between us is up to him.

      And for now, I’ll accept that. But it’s my goal to make him see that he wants more from me, from us. I know the difference between a hookup and the beginning of something. And this is one epic beginning, even if he doesn’t see it.

      Tyler and I take turns trying to make each another beg all night long. Neither of us falls asleep until the early morning. When I wake, the sun is low in the sky and shining through the blue curtains covering his bedroom window. Glancing at the clock on the nightstand, I find that it’s nearing five a.m.

      I expect to roll over and find him gone—like last time—but when I roll to my left side, he’s lying there, eyes focused on the ceiling above us. He turns his head, eyes locking on mine, and pulls me to his side, his hot, needy mouth finding mine.

      I kiss him back, wanting and needing to feel the tingle of his touch. In the blink of an eye, he’s rolling on top of me, and my arms lace around his neck, pulling him closer.

      No words are exchanged between us. We don’t need any. We’ve known one another a while, but we don’t know everything. And we don’t need to. Already, I can tell that he’s hiding a piece of himself away from me. I know that he’s been hurt in the past and he’s now trying to keep me at arm’s length, no matter how much he wants me. The way he touches me, kisses me, and moves inside me forcefully but gently, I know how much he needs me. Even if he’s not ready to admit it to me or to himself.

      I promise myself that I won’t push him—that I’ll let this go on between us, giving him what he will accept until the time comes when he realizes it for himself. I don’t know how I know, but I know he’s it for me, and I for him.

      It feels like a warm ray of sunshine is now lighting up my soul, like I finally have a glimpse of happiness—a promise of the future I’ve been longing for.

      Yep, Tyler is the man I’ll marry one of these days, and I can’t wait for him to realize it too.
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      It’s going on seven a.m. when we finally manage to pull away from one another. We dress, and he takes me back to the main house. When he puts the truck in park, he looks over at me and I see the nervousness written on his face.

      “You…umm…want to get together later, after I finish work for the day?”

      A smile automatically stretches across my face. “I’d like that.” I nod. “I close up the clinic around five.”

      He shoots me a breathtaking smile. “I’ll see you tonight, Amy.”

      “I can’t wait.” I open the door and climb out, refusing to look behind me as he parks the truck next to the barn and climbs out to get to work.

      I let myself into the house and rush up the stairs to get ready for the day.
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      I make it to the clinic at nine a.m. on the dot. I quickly rush inside, disarming the alarm and starting up everything. As I’m working my magic with the coffee pot, my cell phone rings from my back pocket. I quickly pull it out and examine the screen. It’s Vesper.

      Nervousness washes over me. I still haven’t told her about my first random hookup with Tyler, and now I’m staying at his place and making love to him all night long. I know she’s with Liam, and happy and about to get married, but I still feel like I’m betraying her in some way. She did go on a date with Tyler once. I wonder if she’ll mind, even though, deep down, I know she shouldn’t.

      I swipe the screen and put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Amy. What’s up? How was your first night at the house?”

      “Oh, uhh…” I push my hair behind my ear, needing to keep my mind off my nerves. “It was great. How was yours? Where’d you end up?”

      She giggles. “We’re in Paris! Can you believe it?” Excitement and happiness lace her words.

      “That’s amazing. I remember that summer when you did nothing but plan out the places you’d visit in Paris if you ever got lucky enough to go.”

      “And we’re going to do it all.”

      I walk back behind the desk and take my seat. “How are the wedding plans coming along?”

      I practically hear her roll her eyes. “We’ve been too busy with traveling and getting settled to really discuss anything. But I wanted to call and check up on you. See how your night was. See if you did anything fun.”

      “I…umm…well…”

      “Just spit it out, Amy.”

      “I didn’t actually stay there,” I admit.

      “Oh, where’d you stay?”

      “The hunting cabin.” I wait for her to laugh or start yelling.

      “Oh my God. Are you serious?” She sounds surprised, but not excited or mad.

      “So, I may have forgotten to tell you about when Tyler and I ran into one another at the bar here in town. I brought him home and we had an amazing time.”

      I hear the click of a door shutting. “Amy, how could you have forgotten to tell me that?” she whispers.

      “Well, when I woke up the next morning, he was gone, so I wasn’t all that excited about it. I hadn’t seen him since. But last night, I ran into him at the ranch and he invited me over for dinner, and I ended up staying the night.”

      “This is amazing, Amy. I’m so happy for you!” she practically cheers.

      “Really? You’re not mad or upset?”

      “No! Why would I be?”

      I start pacing while twisting the ends of my hair around my fingers. “You had that one date with him, and I know he sort of had a thing for you.”

      “That wasn’t a date. It was just two people going out to become better friends. Seriously, Amy, this is great news. I’m so happy for you. Is it serious?” she asks.

      I shrug like she can see me. “I don’t know.” I shake my head to clear it of the thoughts that are speeding through my mind. “I don’t know what this is. He told me that he isn’t a relationship type of guy, but I feel like he’s holding himself back, like maybe he’s been hurt in the past and he’s trying to keep from getting hurt again or something. Right now, we’re just having fun.”

      “Well, for his sake, I hope he comes around and sees how special you are. You deserve to be happy.”

      “Thank you, Vesper.” I feel my shoulders and back start to relax.

      “I love you, Amy.”

      “Love you too. Call me and check in every so often so I know you’re safe.”

      “I will. Bye.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear and sit back down, the nervousness fading away as excitement slips in.

      [image: ]

      It’s going on six by the time I pull back up to the ranch. I park my truck and step out, finding Tyler off in the field with the horses. I lean against my truck, crossing my arms over my chest as I gaze in his direction, left completely breathless by the way he moves while he plays with the horses. With the setting sun casting an orange glow, he runs around the field, tossing toys that the horses chase or catch. He comes to a stop at the fence, chest heaving as he bends down and picks up an apple to feed to the horse. He rubs her nose and pats her neck with a big smile on his face. It leaves my heart pounding in my chest while my lungs scream for me to breathe.

      My feet start moving before I can even think about what I’m doing. Just as I’m stepping up to the fence, he turns to face me, offering a wide smile that causes his eyes to light up.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.” I smile back as I step up onto the bottom rung of the fence and reach out to pet the horse. “Who’s this?”

      Tyler pulls her closer and pets down her neck. “This is Coco. She’s my girl, aren’t ya?” he asks her.

      My mouth drops open. “I thought I was your girl!”

      He laughs as he steps closer to me on the other side of the fence. “You are—you’re my no-strings-attached, sexy-as-hell girl.” He presses his lips to mine, and I’m completely lost…even if his comment left a bit of a sting. I don’t want to dwell on it at the moment, so I lose myself in his touch instead.

      A light drizzle forces us to pull away, both of us looking up at the sky.

      “I have to get her into the barn before it starts pouring. Can you grab this bucket?” He kicks the bucket on the ground holding apples, carrots, and a couple toys.

      “Sure.” I bend down and climb through the fence.

      Tyler holds on to Coco and starts leading her toward the barn while I grab the bucket and follow along behind them.

      By the time we make it across the field, heavy clouds roll in and burst open, pouring sheets of rain down over our heads. We both run toward the barn, Tyler stopping to open the door while I rush inside with Coco at my side. When he steps in, he puts her back in her stall and turns to me. His navy-blue t-shirt is wet and sticking to every hard muscle adorning his chest and stomach.

      Just the sight of him in front of me has my mouth dry. His dark eyes seem to be deepening their shade and I try to hold back the need coursing through me.

      I let out a nervous laugh and look down to find my white shirt clinging to my body. I pinch the fabric between my thumb and index finger, pulling it away. But it snaps right back. I look up at Tyler, and his eyes are glued to my chest. His jaw ticks and I can see him swallow as he walks closer, eyes locked on mine.

      “Amy, I…” he breathes out.

      Before he can say anything else, I wrap my arms around his neck and jump into his arms, pressing my lips against his. He catches me, holding me close against him as he walks us across the barn. I don’t even know where he’s going until I feel my back press against the wall. With my legs wrapped around his hips, he breaks the kiss long enough to pull his wet shirt from his body and I do the same. Our naked chests press together, warming me.

      Due to the cool rain mixed with the chill of the spring weather, I’d been on the verge of shivering. But now with his skin against mine, my heart pounding with excitement, I feel like I could combust at any second.

      His hands move to unbutton my jeans and mine do the same. This isn’t slow and controlled. This is fast and full of excitement and desire—both of us amped up on the high the other creates.

      As the rain pounds against the tin roof of the barn with the sounds of thunder as it rolls over the top of us, he pushes into me, claiming me, owning me, controlling my heart and mind with only his body.

      My wet hair clings to the both of us and our heavy breathing fills the barn. But I can’t hear anything other than my heart pounding in my ears…and him. Each gasp, whisper, and moan that escapes his lips pushes me further over the edge.

      Even though neither of us seems to be in control of our bodies, this time it feels different. It’s fast, but it’s also gentle. It’s hard, but it’s also passionate. He’s not taking. He’s giving. He’s claiming. He’s loving.

      His callused hands massage my hips, working their way higher up to my breasts. His mouth consumes mine, his tongue twisting with my own. I can taste rain and sweat on his skin. When he pulls his mouth away from mine and litters my neck with kisses and soft nibbles, I shatter around him, and my sounds of pleasure only make him thrust into me with more force than before. He grinds his hips against me, rubbing that perfect softness inside of me, and I can’t do anything but cling to him for dear life.

      It feels like I’m on a merry-go-round. But instead of me being the one spinning, I’m completely still while the earth spins out of control around me. My ears ring, my lungs burn for oxygen, and my heart pounds crazily. When he jerks his hips against me one last time and lets out a deep moan, I’m finally allowed to breathe. I suck in a big breath as the barn around me stops spinning. He holds me close, resting his head in the crook of my neck while he regains his composure.

      When he pulls back, he lets out a soft laugh and shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to attack you.” He can’t hold back his boyish grin. His thick, dark hair is soaked with rain, and it hangs in his dark eyes. Seeing him this way, unable to control himself around me, being carefree, makes my heart race even harder.

      I smile as I look at him through hooded eyes, unsure of what to say. “What do you say we go get cleaned up and find some dinner, huh?” I want to ask why this time felt different, but I don’t. I want to know if it felt different for him too, but I don’t want to push him. I’ll gladly take whatever he’s willing to give, and hope that I don’t end up hurt when things are over.

      Tyler is it for me, and I know how stupid that sounds. Even though I know it, I still don’t quite believe it. I’ve never been the I’m going to marry this man type of girl. I was always the cool party girl who didn’t get attached. But there’s something addictive about Tyler, something that won’t let me just have a good time and walk away. But if he’s as closed off as he warned me he is, I don’t see how it could work out. I know I can’t change him or force him to be the one I need.

      As I pull my wet clothes back on, a sadness settles over me from realizing this. I want to be happy and not fight my love for him, but I should listen to his warning…for my own good. I don’t want to be the girl who was warned and didn’t listen—the one who ends up with her heart broken in the end. When things end, I just want to be happy they happened to begin with.

      “Hey, you okay?” Tyler asks as he picks up his wet t-shirt and wrings it out.

      I force a smile. “Of course.” I fasten my jeans. “Come on. I’m pretty sure Vesper left out some ribs we can throw on the grill.”

      Tyler follows me into the house, and as soon as we walk in the back door that leads into the kitchen, the cat jumps up onto the counter, meowing.

      “Hey, buddy. Are you hungry?” I rub his head.

      “I’ll feed him. You can go ahead and get some dry clothes on before you catch a cold.”

      I look at him from over my shoulder and offer up a smile. “Thanks. I’ll be right back down in a sec.” I leave the kitchen and head upstairs to the guest room. As I towel off and dig around for some dry clothes, I grab my phone and call Vesper.

      “Amy? What’s up?” She sounds groggy and it’s only then I remember the time difference.

      “Tyler and I just had sex in the barn,” I admit.

      She laughs. “Hey, Liam?”

      “Yeah?” I hear him say from somewhere in the background.

      “When we get back, make you sure delete the video of the barn without watching it. Okay?”

      He lets out a deep belly laugh. “Consider it done. I have a feeling there’s something I don’t want to see on that tape.”

      “Okay, sorry, Amy. I’m not sure what to say. Is this a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Ugh, I don’t know, Vesper! That’s what I’m saying. I mean, I like Tyler. I mean, I really, really like Tyler, but I should listen to his warning, right?”

      She waits, thinking it over. “I think you should forget everything and just have fun. See where things end up.”

      “But what if he doesn’t change his mind and I end up with a broken heart?”

      “Love doesn’t come easy, Amy. It’s a chance. Sometimes things work, and sometimes they don’t. But I do know that you won’t get anything you want by playing it safe.”

      “So you’re saying I should ignore his warning?”

      She lets out a soft laugh. “I’m saying just be yourself. He’ll never be able to turn you away if he’s allowed to fall in love with my best friend.”

      A smile takes over. “Thanks, Vesper.”

      “Love you. Now go have fun. But not in my bed!” she adds on.

      I laugh. “Gross!” I pull the phone away from my ear and hang up. Tossing it down onto the bed, I head back downstairs to find Tyler moving about the kitchen.

      “You cooking for me again?” I ask, leaning against the island in the center of the floor.

      He shrugs as he pulls out the rack of ribs and places them on a cookie sheet. “I figured I’d man the grill and you could handle the inside stuff.” He pulls out a bunch of seasonings to prepare the ribs.

      “Sounds good to me. How about some wine?” I take down two glasses and reach under the island for the wine fridge.

      “Sure. I’m going to go out and start the grill. I think I’ll head home and change into some dry clothes while it’s heating up. I’ll see you in twenty?”

      I nod with a weak smile, trying to keep myself closed off so I don’t get hurt, but also excited that I get to spend another evening with him.

      He moves toward the door but stops briefly to press a soft kiss to my lips. His thumb lands on my chin with the rest of his hand underneath to direct my lips to his. This kiss is soft and slow and feels like unspoken promises—promises that could hurt me in the end.

      He pulls away and quickly rushes out the door without a look back. I find myself dizzy, my head spinning, causing me to lean against the counter. A deep sigh leaves my lips. I hope Vesper is right.

      I pull myself from my thoughts and set to work on finding things to add to our dinner. I wrap a couple potatoes in some aluminum foil to throw on the grill, and I grab everything I’ll need to make a salad.

      While my hands are busy with chopping, my mind drifts off to everything going on in my life right now. That’s when I realize that I still haven’t spoken with my mom. With another deep sigh, I grab the home phone and dial her number. The phone rings once before being cut off by an error message.

      I hang up. “That’s weird. Maybe I dialed the wrong number.” I try again, but I get the same message. Then it hits me: the phone is probably shut off since I’m not the one making sure everything is getting paid. I roll my eyes and shake my head as I place the phone in the stand and go back to my salad.
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      Tyler returns just as I’m placing the salad in the fridge to stay cool. I turn around when I hear the door open, and the sight of him stops me dead in my tracks. I fully take him in: backward baseball cap covering his rich chocolate brown hair, dark eyes shining with happiness, his tight black t-shirt that clings to his biceps, and a snug pair of faded jeans that can’t help but direct my attention right to his groin.

      He laughs as he slowly stalks up to me. “What’s the matter, Amy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He stops directly in front of me, his chest nearly touching mine as he lifts his hand and tucks a stray hair behind my ear. His strong scent washes over me. It’s clear that he showered, because he no longer smells like sunshine and wet earth. Now he smells of rich cologne and a deep woodsy scent that’s all his own.

      “I…” I swallow down my passion. “You just scared me, is all. I wasn’t expecting you to be standing there when I turned around.”

      He lets out a silent laugh as his lips get closer and closer to mine. “Is that all? I thought maybe you were ready for round two.” He stops moving toward me when his lips are only a millimeter away from mine.

      I wet my lips, waiting for the kiss that doesn’t come.

      His thumb lands on my bottom lip, gently sweeping across it. “Don’t get all quiet on me now,” he jokes.

      I roll my eyes and decide not to hold myself back. I leap into his arms and the minute I do, his lips are on mine. He presses my back against the fridge as his hands massage my thighs, which are already wrapped around his hips. His lips are soft yet firm and only allow me to take what he’s willing to give. He won’t let me deepen the kiss and his hands don’t tour my body like before. Now they’re locked on my ass, holding me to him.

      He breaks the kiss. “That’s more like it.” He presses a kiss to my neck, right beneath my ear. “I’ve got to get this food on the grill or we’ll never eat.” He places me on my feet. “But don’t forget where we left off.”

      I’m breathless, but I want to tease him as much as he’s teasing me. “You mean don’t forget that I was about to fall to my knees and suck your cock until you begged me to stop?”

      He pauses by the door, jaw flexing and eyes becoming darker than I’ve ever seen them. “Careful what you wish for, baby. I’m not the kind of guy who loses at a game of chicken.” Without another word, he walks out, closing the door behind him.

      I grab my glass of wine and finish it off before pouring another. With a grin, I start planning how I can win this game we’re playing.
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      I’m just finishing setting the table as Tyler walks in with the tray of food. We both make our plates of ribs, baked potatoes, salad, and rolls, and sit down at the kitchen table. I lower the lights, pour us both a big glass of wine, and even figure out how to get the house’s music system to work, so there’s soft music playing in every room. The game is coming together nicely.

      “So, Tyler,” I say, moving my food around my plate.

      He looks up at me. “Amy?”

      “It’s just occurred to me that I don’t really know much about you. Where are you from originally?” Maybe if I can get him to open up about his past, I’ll learn why he’s so closed off when it comes to relationships.

      He nods his head like he already knows where this is going. “Oklahoma. I was born and raised there.”

      “Siblings?” I question.

      He nods as he takes a bite of his dinner roll. “I have three brothers.”

      “Wow! What are their names?”

      “My oldest brother’s name is James. He was named after my dad. Then there’s Ryan and Mark, then me. I’m the baby.” He laughs.

      “I have an older brother. His name is Ethan, but he isn’t around much. Because of our home life—growing up with an alcoholic mother and no father around—he enlisted in the army the moment he turned eighteen. He doesn’t come home very often.”

      “I get it. I’m the youngest, but I’m the only one who moved away from home. James, he took after my dad. He stayed home and is running the cattle ranch there. He’s putting in his time so he can inherit it all when my parents pass. My other two brothers, they’re twins, and they don’t do anything but fuck up. They went to college after my dad practically had to buy their way in, but they flunked out. Now they just work the ranch and live with mommy and daddy. They drink their nights away at a local bar and bring home whatever girls they can find.”

      “Sounds like you’re the only one who broke free in search of his own life.”

      “Yeah, but it took a little push. I only left after I found my fiancée cheating on me with my best friend.”

      Now it all makes sense. “I’m sorry. That had to be tough.”

      “What made it worse was he skipped out of my bachelor party early to go hook up with her. I found them right in the middle of the new house I’d just bought for her.”

      I think my eyes double in size. “Damn.”

      “It’s whatever. I mean, at the time it sucked, but it gave me the push I needed.” He shrugs. “I’ve found better things.” He smiles and winks at me. “So, what’s your story?”

      I press my lips together. “I guess I don’t really have a story.”

      He cocks his head to the side and gives me a sidelong look. “Everyone has a story, Amy.”

      I shake my head. “Not me. I mean, my life hasn’t really started yet. I went to college, came home, and started working for Vesper. I’ve never had a serious relationship.”

      “I find that hard to believe. I mean, look at you.” He waves his hand toward me.

      I giggle at the compliment. “I’m serious. I was more of a party girl. I went out and had fun, had random hookups. I never was the relationship type.” I don’t tell him that part of my life is now over.

      “Well, it looks like we’re the perfect pair then.”

      I smile, but that statement brings out a bout of sadness. I want a relationship…with him. Yet he thinks we’re the perfect pair because he refuses to be hurt again, and I’ve never been in a relationship. He’s going to be completely blindsided when the truth comes out. He thinks he’s found the perfect person to be alone with.

      Our conversation drifts off as we eat, and I find myself drinking more than eating, trying to bring my spirits back up since it’s once again been confirmed that what I want, I’ll never get.

      After we clean up the kitchen, we both take our wine into the living room to sit by the fire. The soft music is still playing, and the crackling of the fire is soothing. The wine already has me relaxed, and I nearly jump when Tyler breaks the silence.

      “Tell me what’s wrong, Amy.”

      My head jerks in his direction. “What? Nothing’s wrong.”

      He gives me a look that clearly says he’s not buying it. “Before dinner, you were practically ready to rip my clothes off. Now, since we’ve talked about our pasts, you seem sad and distant. Did I upset you somehow?”

      “No.” I force a smile and wave my hand through the air, dismissing the thought. “It’s nothing.”

      He places his wine glass on the table between us, sits up, and turns his body to face me. He reaches over, taking my hand in his as his eyes narrow on mine. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Just tell me. Please,” he nearly begs.

      I let out a deep breath and place my glass next to his before standing and pacing back and forth in front of him. “It’s just that, everything I said about me was true. I was a party girl. I had more random hookups than anyone I know. I’ve never been a relationship type of girl…”

      “But?”

      “But that’s not me anymore.” I stop and turn to look directly at him. “I want my life to start, Tyler. I want to be happy. I want love. I want a relationship. I want what Vesper and Liam have. I want to know that there’s someone out there who loves me and would do anything to keep me and protect me. There’s not one person in my life who would do that. And before you say anything,” I hold up my hand to stop him when his mouth opens, “I know what you said. You’re not looking for a relationship. And I’m not trying to force you into one, but I’m just so confused.” I take a deep breath and run my hand through my hair, away from my face. “I mean, we’re great together. And while we don’t know each another enough yet, I would, at least, like to know that there’s a possibility for us.”

      He leans back in his seat, gazing at the fire instead of at me as he thinks over my words. “I don’t know what to say, Amy. I thought we were just having fun?”

      “I know.” I nod. “And the first time, we were. But then when I woke and found you gone, it kind of put things into perspective. I’m tired of the hooking-up thing. I want to be normal. I don’t want to spend my life working as a receptionist. I don’t want to look at my future and see nothing but taking care of my alcoholic mother, barstools, and booty calls.” I fall to my knees before him, looking into his eyes and taking his callused hand in mine. “I want a life. A happy life. I want love. I want a career. I want a family.”

      “Are you saying that if I can’t give you what you want, then this is over between us?” His face contorts in confusion, anger, and maybe even a little bit of pain.

      I bite down on my bottom lip. “I want to know if this is all we’ll ever be, or if there is a possibility there could be more.”

      He shakes his head. “I can’t give you that, Amy.” He pulls his hand away and leans back in his seat. “I don’t know what will happen with us.”

      “I’m not asking you for the future, Tyler. I’m asking if, one of these days, there’s a possibility that you’ll finally let your guard down and let me in.”

      “Amy, I…”

      I nod my head and press my lips together. “I guess that’s my answer.” I stand and grab my glass of wine. “I’ll see you later, Tyler. Please lock up when you leave.” Without another word, I head for the stairs, alone.

      When I get up to the guest room, I head straight for the bathroom. Placing my wine glass down on the edge of the tub, I begin filling it with hot water. When the temperature is right, I turn and dig through the drawers for some candles. Scattering them around the darkened room, I strip off and slide deeply into the tub. The music is still playing, and the warm water and scented candles help me to relax. I take a sip of my wine and think about what just happened.

      What did happen? Did I fuck up everything between us? Will I never get the life I want? Should I just settle for what he’s willing to give me? I mean, it’s not like I’m asking him to marry me right now. I just wanted to know if there was even the slightest possibility that things could progress between us.

      I wonder if he feels as shitty as I do right now.

      “Ugh,” I groan, placing my glass down and sliding underneath the water completely. The hot water covers my face and head. My lungs begin burning for oxygen, but it’s a pain I need.

      They say pain is the way you know you’re alive, and right now, I’m not so sure. Why is it that everyone else in the world knows where their life is going? They go to college, knowing what they want to become. They graduate and get the job they’ve worked hard for. They find love, get married, and have a family. Everyone knows but me. I’m lost and have no idea where my life is heading.

      When I can no longer hold my breath, I push myself back up in time to hear my phone ringing. I quickly grab a towel and wipe the bubbles and water from my face and hands before reaching for the phone in my jeans pocket.

      “Hello?” I answer, still trying to wipe the water from my eyes.

      “Hey, Amy. I can’t sleep—my schedule is still off with the time zone difference. I wanted to hear how your night is going.”

      I sit back in the tub. “Not good, Vesper. I think I totally fucked things up with Tyler.”

      “What? How?”

      I let out a whimper, not crying but whining. “We talked about our past and he mentioned that we must be the perfect pair because he refuses to be in a relationship and I’ve never been the relationship type of girl.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeaahhh. So then, of course, I was hurt and flat-out asked him if there was a possibility for us in the future. To which he could not answer.”

      “I’m sorry, Amy. I really wanted things to work out for you.”

      I wave my hand through the air as I reach for my glass of wine. “It’s…whatever. What’s up with you? We’ve talked more on the phone since you’ve been gone than we did in person while you were still here,” I joke, wanting to lighten the mood.

      She laughs. “Well, I was hoping to catch you at a better time, but Liam and I, we’ve been discussing the wedding, and I was hoping that…you’d be my maid of honor?” Her voice gets high-pitched and squeaky when she finally spits out the sentence.

      I smile wide, uncontrollably happy that my best friend is in love and getting married. “What? Of course I will!” I sit upright in the tub, causing the bubbly water to splash over the edge.

      “What about your sister, though? Won’t she be upset?”

      Vesper laughs. “Have you met my sister?” She’s joking. She knows I know her very well since we were basically raised together. “She’ll be a bridesmaid, of course, but not the maid of honor. That job is reserved for my best friend.”

      A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. “I love you, Vesper. I seriously don’t know what I would’ve done without you in my life.”

      “Aww, I love you too, Amy. And remember, I’ll support whatever you choose to do, as long as it makes you happy.”

      “Thanks. Good night.” I hang up the phone and toss it onto the pile of dirty clothes near the tub. Picking up my glass of wine and leaning back in the tub, I have a sense of happiness, despite the mess with Tyler.

      I may not know where my life is going, but I’m still lucky. I have a best friend who loves me like a sister, and I know she’d do anything for me. This whole time, I’ve been slightly jealous of Vesper’s life. She has a career she loves, a man who loves her, and she’s about to start her own family. But now I see that I shouldn’t be jealous because, really, it’s something to look forward to—something to inspire me to work hard and keep trying.

      I may not have Tyler by my side, but I know now that that’s okay. I will open my store and make my life as happy as I can. I WILL find someone who loves me—someone I can love back—and I’ll get my happy ending. I’m determined.
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      When I wake in the morning, I’ve completely forgotten about Tyler and last night. Today, I’m focusing on me and what makes me happy. And the first step is to investigate the location I’ve found for my store.

      I head downstairs and pour myself a cup of coffee and feed the cat. Then I head back upstairs and work on getting ready for the day. I want to look good—I want to look like a professional, not someone who just walked in off the street having no knowledge about real estate or how to run a business.

      I curl my dark hair and leave it hanging down my back in loose ringlets. Then I fix my makeup, lining my eyes lightly and using just enough shimmery eyeshadow to make them pop. I put on a light pink lipstick and head to Vesper’s closet to find something to wear since I only thought to bring jeans and t-shirts.

      Of course, Vesper is a professional at being a professional, so she has plenty of skirts and dress shirts to choose from. I pull on a black pencil skirt that hugs my curves and ends just below my knee. I also find a crisp white dress shirt that I tuck into the skirt. Sliding my feet into a pair of heels, I stand back and look myself over in the full-length mirror. I’m only slightly surprised at how well I pull off this look. Maybe I can do this after all.

      Grabbing my jacket, purse, and coffee mug, I head back downstairs. I quickly wash the cup and turn off the coffee pot, then walk out the front door, locking it behind me. I notice movement off in the distance and I pray that Tyler doesn’t see me. I’m not in the mood to talk to him right now. I’m feeling good about making these improvements to my life, and I know discussing last night will only bring me down.

      To my surprise, it isn’t Tyler. A man I don’t know comes walking up to me with a big cheerful smile.

      I open my car door and toss my things inside, then move to greet him. With his cowboy hat and Wranglers, he looks like he belongs here, but I should probably make sure since I am responsible for the property until Vesper and Liam return.

      “Howdy, ma’am. I’m Dillon, the new vet.” He holds out his hand.

      I smile. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Amy. I’m looking after the place while Vesper and Liam are gone.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Amy.” He smiles, and the sun hits his blue eyes, making them shine.

      It’s easy to see how handsome Dillon is, but he’s nothing compared to Tyler. “I really hope you have everything you need, because I have no idea how to help you if you don’t.”

      He lets out a deep chuckle. “No, I’m good. I just wanted to introduce myself.” He grins. “Especially to someone as beautiful as you.”

      A smile spreads across my face as heat creeps up my cheeks. “Thank you, Dillon. That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “Forgive me for being so forward here, but would you like to have dinner with me sometime?”

      Movement draws my eyes away from the sexy man in front of me, landing on Tyler standing at the edge of the barn. His dark eyes are trained on me and Dillon, and his jaw is flexing. Is he jealous?

      “Thank you for the offer, Dillon, but I’m not really seeing anyone right now.”

      He nods his head, dipping his hat slightly. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      I offer up a small smile. “Thank you. Have a good day, and if you need anything, don’t ask me,” I joke. “I have no idea what’s going on around here.”

      He laughs as he starts backing away.

      I climb into the truck and turn over the motor. As I’m shifting into drive, I see Tyler give me one last look before following after Dillon. A part of me is happy that he may be a little jealous, but another part of me is afraid that I will cause trouble between them, which would mean trouble for Vesper and Liam. That, I am not okay with.

      A little while later, I’m pulling into town, driving straight to the location. The space is part of a group of businesses, and I happen to know that the owner of this space is the older gentleman who runs the office supply store right next door. I hadn’t realized Mr. Lally owned this space until I called the number on the “for sale” sign earlier.

      I climb out of the truck and walk inside. I’ve always loved these older buildings. They have so much charm and character. The floor is done in a black-and-white checkered pattern, and the ceiling is copper tiled. Everything in the building is original—from the old glass windows to the antique register sitting on the glass countertop.

      “Good morning, young lady,” Mr. Lally says from his stool behind the counter.

      “Good morning, Mr. Lally. How’s Mrs. Lally doing today?” I step up to the counter with a smile.

      “She’s very well, thanks for asking. Now, what can I do for you?” He offers up a grin of perfectly white false teeth.

      “I happened to notice the ‘for sale’ sign on the window of the space next door, and I was hoping I could get you to show me around.”

      “You’re interested in the space next door?” He runs his hand over his bald head. His blue-gray eyes, which are surrounded by deep wrinkles, really light up.

      “I am. I mean, if the price is right.”

      He holds up his finger as he turns and opens the door behind him. He reaches into the dark room and grabs a set of keys. “Right this way.” He directs me to the door.

      I step out and watch as he flips the “open” sign to the “be back in fifteen minutes” sign, something I think only our town has, then locks up the shop behind him.

      “So, what kind of business are you wanting to add to our little town?” he asks, shuffling down the sidewalk to the empty space next door.

      “I’m wanting to open my own coffee shop and bookstore.” I smile proudly.

      “Ah, what a lovely idea. These kids nowadays, they need books. Too many of them do nothing but play on them little computers.” He inserts the key into the old-style handle. “Not to mention, I’d love to have fresh coffee whenever I need it.”

      “Tell you what, if I get this store, I’ll bring you a fresh coffee every morning.”

      He laughs. “You got a deal.”

      The door creaks as he pushes it inward, and the smell of stale air and dust fills my nose, making me sneeze.

      He lets out a short laugh. “Yeah, it’s been sealed up for a while.” He steps inside, causing the dust on the floor to stir around. “But I think you’ll find it has everything you’ll need. There’s a kitchen in the back in case you’d like to have baked goods with your coffee. The office area is up the stairs in the back, and there are fully-functioning restrooms that were remodeled recently.” He walks to the center of the dirty, dinged-up hardwood floor. “I don’t know if you remember, but I used to rent this out to Mrs. Shepard. She had a bakery here for years.”

      I smile at the fond memory. Ethan and I used to come here every Sunday and get fresh-baked blueberry muffins. “I remember very well.”

      I step past him and walk up behind the counter; looking at the space from this point of view gets me excited. I can already envision how I’d set up the tables, where the bookcases would go, and how I could paint and decorate.

      “Follow me and I’ll show you the rest of the place.” He waves me on.

      Mr. Lally shows me the kitchen, the public restrooms, and the upstairs office area. With each room, my excitement goes up. I’m unbelievably happy that I may actually have a shot at my dream, at my promise of a happy life.

      Once we’re back outside and he’s locking the door behind us, I ask the dreaded question. “So, how much?”

      He slides his hands into his pockets and looks at me with shining eyes. “I’ll tell you what,” he pauses, rubbing his jaw, “I’m getting too old to keep up with all the upkeep it takes. I’ll sell it to you for fifty thousand. That’s twenty-five percent off what I was asking when I listed it a year ago.”

      “Let me talk with my investor and I’ll get back to you,” I say with a smile.

      He tips his head in my direction and offers up his hand to shake.
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      Since I find myself in town, I run by my apartment just to check in and make sure things are in order. I also decide that I will do some research, so I can have a presentation prepared for when Liam gets home. I’d like to show him how much a commercial building in the area goes for versus how much this particular one will be.

      After hours of sitting at my desk, staring at the computer screen, I lock up and head back to the ranch. As I drive through town, my mind wanders back to Tyler, and a sigh escapes. I just wish he could understand where I’m coming from. We could be great together if he’d just let go of his past.

      I have no idea what I’m doing, until I look up and find myself at the local watering hole. With a deep breath, I climb out of the truck and walk inside. Sitting at the bar, I order my normal drink and opt to remain quiet while thinking things over. A part of me wants to continue this thing I’ve been doing with Tyler. But the other part says the way I’m handling it is right—that I shouldn’t just give Tyler what he’ll take. I should demand he give a little in return.

      Before I know it, thanks to a few drinks, my vision is blurring and I’m smiling despite the pain in my chest. My lips are numb, and my skin is hot. A man with dark hair sits down next to me, and I throw him a flirty smile while twirling my hair.

      “I’m Jacob.” He holds out his hand.

      “I’m Amy.” I place mine inside and we shake.

      “What’s a pretty thing like you doing sitting here all alone?”

      I press my lips together and shrug. “I just broke off my most recent fling,” I admit for reasons I don’t understand.

      His brows skyrocket. “Is that so?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I agree with a nod as I pick up my drink and take another swig.

      “Why’d you break it off?” he asks.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I wave my hand through the air.

      “Well, if you’re alone, I guess nobody would get mad if I asked you to dance?”

      I smile, thinking it over. “I guess not.” I put my drink down and stand, taking the hand he’s offering me. He tugs me out onto the dance floor and pulls me close to his chest. Something inside me says this is wrong—that these aren’t the arms I want to be in. But I refuse to give in. Tyler doesn’t want me, which means I have the right to do whatever I want with whomever I want. I push all these thoughts away and force a smile onto my face, determined to have fun.

      As we’re dancing along with the music, I do feel a little better. The worry and stress of the day falls off, making me feel lighter and carefree. I forget about my troubles with Tyler, and just enjoy the moment.

      We’ve already danced through three songs when I notice Tyler walk in. My heart leaps to my throat, and my body freezes, but the man I’m dancing with hasn’t noticed. He tugs me flush against his chest, continuing to move his hips against mine.

      I see the angry scowl on Tyler’s face, and I wonder if he’s jealous. But then I push the thoughts away, because he’s already said he doesn’t want me. If he doesn’t want me, then he’s just going to have to be okay with seeing me with other men.

      I tear my eyes away from his and give all my attention to the man who’s holding me in his arms.

      Jacob turns us, so my back is facing Tyler, and it feels like it’s on fire. I can feel his stare—his anger and jealously. It brings a smile to my face, but it also causes guilt to wash over me. I can only hope that he knows I’d rather be here with him.

      When the song ends, Jacob takes my hand and leads me back to the bar where we finish our drinks and order another. Tyler is sitting at a small table in the corner—not talking with anyone, just watching.

      Jacob and I sit and talk about our lives and we finish off another beer. When I turn and look toward the table Tyler has been sitting at, I’m surprised to find him gone—nothing but an empty beer bottle left behind.

      I grab my purse off the hook of the bar and stand. “I’m sorry, but I have to get going.” Without waiting for a response, I turn and rush from the bar, stopping on the front sidewalk and looking both directions for Tyler, but he’s already gone.
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      When I pull up at the ranch a little while later, Tyler steps out of the barn, watching as I pull the truck up to the house and climb out. I grab my purse, intending on walking right past him, but when I turn around, he’s standing directly in front of me.

      “Can we talk?” His hands are in his pockets and his eyes are filled with fear.

      “About what? I thought we got everything figured out last night.” I shut the truck door and step around him, but he follows me to the door.

      “Amy, please. Just…hear me out. Please?” He lifts his brows with the question, giving me his sad puppy-dog eyes.

      “All right. Come on.” I motion inside the house as I unlock the door and let us both in. I lead him to the kitchen where I drop my purse down on the island and pull out two wine glasses. He sits at the table, looking nervous, tapping his foot on the floor.

      I take both glasses to the table. Passing him one, I sit across from him and take a sip. “What’s this about, Tyler?”

      He picks up his wine glass and tips it back, drinking every last drop. “I want to explain why I am the way I am.”

      I want to roll my eyes but refrain. “I know. Your fiancée cheated on you the night before your wedding. I get it, Tyler. But that’s not an excuse.” I stand, preparing to walk away, but he catches my hand in his, spinning me around and right into his arms.

      His dark eyes lock on mine, and I can see heat and a burning desire blazing behind them. “I want you, Amy. Despite everything that’s happened to me. Despite how much I might fuck all this up and end up with my heart broken. There’s something about you that I can’t forget or walk away from. I can’t promise you the future you’re envisioning, but I can promise to try and give you everything I can.” His mouth presses against mine, and his tongue slides into my mouth.

      My eyes close and a deep sigh leaves me, but I quickly snap out of it, pushing him away. “Tyler, this isn’t a joke. I don’t just want you to tell me what you think I want to hear. The only reason you’re even saying any of this right now is because you didn’t like seeing me with another man, isn’t it?”

      “I meant every word of it, Amy.” His hands come up to cup my cheeks as he presses his lips against mine once again. He’s slowly walking me backward until my back presses against the fridge. When I’m out of steps, his hands leave my face and lock on to my hips, lifting me up against him.

      “I won’t lie…” He grits his teeth, causing his angular jaw to flex. “Walking into that bar and finding you in the arms of another man, it pissed me off. It took every ounce of strength I had to keep from walking over there and laying him out. I want you, Amy. You’re mine, and if I ever see another man touch you again, I promise, I won’t be able to hold back.” He presses his mouth against mine, and my eyes flutter closed. He kisses me passionately and with so much force, my teeth nip his lip.

      I pull away. “But what about not being able to move forward—be in a relationship? You just said you weren’t looking for that.”

      He shakes his head as his heavy breathing blows across my lips. “Fuck what I said. If I know one thing and one thing only, it’s that I want you. There’s something different about you. I mean, fuck, I can’t even control myself when I’m with you.” He takes my hand and places it against his growing erection. Just my hand touching him over his jeans makes his jaw tense and causes his Adam’s apple to bob. His eyes squeeze shut, and he leans his forehead against mine. “I need you, Amy. Please, just take me back and I promise I’ll do anything I need to prove to you that I’m serious.”

      Something about the way he’s pleading with me makes denying him impossible. My arms snake around his neck, pulling him closer, and I’m kissing him as hard as I can. He responds immediately, deepening the kiss. A part of me is happy because, for the second time today, it’s a promise of the happy future I’ve been dreaming of. But it also means I now have something to lose.

      However, every thought slips away when he unfastens my skirt and pushes it down my legs. In the same instant, I find myself in his arms with my legs wrapped around his waist as he carries me through the house.

      When I open my eyes, I find that he’s walking us through the room I’ve been staying in and into the connected bathroom. He kicks the door closed behind us, then spins me around to press my back against it to hold me in place while he works at removing his shirt.

      My hands rush to my top, unbuttoning it as fast as possible and throwing it down on the floor. His mouth never leaves mine as we remove the rest of our clothes. Pulling my naked chest against his, we step into the shower where we connect as one.
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      The rest of the week flies by since every free minute is spent with Tyler. If he’s not working and I’m not working, we’re together: eating dinner, playing with the horses, or wrapped around one another.

      Vesper and Liam make it home and I find myself a little sad since Tyler won’t be as close since I have to go back home to my apartment. But there is one good thing: I can finally show Liam my proposal.

      Tyler and I take them both out to dinner, where I hand Liam my findings.

      “You know you don’t have to do this, right?” He looks at me with a lifted brow. “I mean, I agreed to be a silent partner. Whatever you need, it’s yours.”

      “I know, but I want to do this right. And I want your honest opinion. I think it’s a good deal. I’ve known the man who owns it forever, and I think he’s looking forward to coffee being delivered to him every morning,” I joke.

      “I’m so excited for you, Amy,” Vesper says with a wide smile as she leans closer to Liam to peek at the paper.

      “You’ve really done your homework here.” He looks at me from over the top of the folder. “Our next step is to get some estimates from some construction companies.”

      I nod once. “Already done. This past week, I’ve had three construction companies come in and give me estimates. The one Vesper hired to build the new clinic is by far the cheapest. You’ll find his estimate on page six.”

      He looks impressed when he flips a few more pages and finds the estimate. “What about startup costs? The coffee machines, a register, all the inventory?”

      “Turn the page,” I tell him, lifting my wine glass and taking a sip.

      “Did the construction company say how long it would take them?” Vesper asks.

      “Three months from the day they start,” I answer.

      “This is amazing, Amy. What do you think of your girl now, Tyler?” She flashes him a smile and a wink.

      He laughs, reaching over to place his hand on my thigh from under the table. “I think she’s amazing. I couldn’t be prouder.”

      I look over at him and notice the way his jaw is twitching, and his eyes are darkening. I have to squeeze my thighs together to hold off the flood of wanting that his look brings on.

      Liam closes the folder and sets it down. “Amy, it looks like you have everything under control. In fact, tomorrow I’ll go to the bank and open a shared business account. That way, when you need to pay for something, you won’t have to come to me with another presentation.” He laughs.

      A feeling of overwhelming happiness and gratitude fills me. “Thank you, Liam,” I breathe out, relief washing over me.

      The rest of dinner is free of business talk. Instead, we talk about Vesper and Liam’s vacation, and how Tyler and I have become more than friends. Tyler and Liam seem to have a natural friendship. They talk about the ranch, memories from working together, the horses, and what their dreams are for the ranch.

      While the guys talk, Vesper and I sit back and have our own conversation.

      “Hey, how’s your brother?” Vesper asks with a light smack to the knee.

      I roll my eyes. “Who knows? I haven’t talked to him in months.”

      She’s wearing a big smile and her eyes are shining.

      “What? Why’s that funny?”

      “How ya doin’, little sister?” someone says from behind me.

      I quickly turn my upper body around to see my brother coming to a stop behind me, dressed in his military fatigues.

      I squeal and jump up so fast my chair nearly falls backward. But I don’t care. That doesn’t stop me from jumping into his arms.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as I squeeze him tighter.

      “I’m done. I’m home for good,” he says with a smile as he places me on my feet.

      He’s really grown since the last time I saw him. His hair is dark and cut short. His green eyes that match mine hold so much happiness they sparkle. His defined jaw is smooth, and every muscle is bulging.

      “Sit and have dinner with us. I’ll introduce you to everyone.” I take my seat, scooting it toward Tyler so he can sit between Vesper and me.

      “You know Vesper, and this is her fiancé, Liam.” I point to him and they both shake hands. “And this is Tyler, my…boyfriend.” I realize that this is the first time I’m actually referring to Tyler as my boyfriend and it feels awkward, especially around my older brother, who’s beaten up all of my boyfriends in the past. After being raised the way we were, he’s extremely protective of me.

      Ethan leans over and shakes Tyler’s hand, but he doesn’t seem overly friendly. He keeps his jaw cocked and brows furrowed together like he’s angry, or maybe just studying him, looking for something he can pick apart later when we’re alone.

      Ethan takes his seat, and the moment he pulls his gaze away from Tyler, his facial features smooth over and his smile goes back in place. He pats my hand and asks, “What’s been going on, little sister?”

      “I’m opening my own coffee shop here in town. Can you believe it? I’m going to own my own business!” I gush.

      He wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me to his side for a hug. “That’s amazing! I always knew you would.”

      When he releases me, I pick up my wine glass and take a sip. “Have you heard from Mom?” I ask, loud enough for him to hear me, but quiet enough that nobody else does.

      He presses his lips together and looks down at his lap. “I tried calling. I guess her phone is shut off.”

      I look around the table to find Vesper and Liam in their own conversation. Tyler is looking around the restaurant, trying to pretend he’s not listening, but I know he is.

      “I gave up on her completely, Ethan. I can’t do it anymore. Her phone’s shut off because I’m not over there every day picking up after her and making sure she eats and pays her bills.”

      He nods slowly. “I’m surprised you lasted as long as you did, Amy.”

      I look up at him from beneath my lashes. “Will you go over there and make sure she’s okay? I haven’t talked to her in over a week. She could be dead for all I know.”

      He lets out a deep sigh but agrees. “And I hope it’s okay that I’m staying with you until I can find a place.”

      I smile and hug him. “Of course it’s okay!”
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      When dinner ends, Vesper and Liam leave to go back to the ranch. Ethan gives me a hug, but then leaves on his own to go check on our mom. Tyler and I head back to my apartment. The second we walk in the door, I grab us both a beer and we sit on the couch.

      “So, that’s your brother, huh?”

      I laugh and nod. “That’s my brother.”

      “I don’t think he likes me.” He lifts the bottle to his lips and takes a swig.

      I place my hand on his angular jaw and turn his head until his dark eyes are locked on mine. “It’s not you. He’s just worried about me, is all. He’s afraid I’ll end up like our mom: all alone with a couple of kids and doing nothing but drinking myself to death. After our dad left, Ethan was the one who took care of me. He was just a child and he was raising a baby. He’s always been protective of me. Trust me, it’ll be easier to confront him and get everything out in the open now. The longer you put it off, the angrier he’ll get. I can’t tell you how many of my boyfriends he beat up.”

      “I thought you said you’ve never had a boyfriend.”

      I hold my finger up. “No, I said I’ve never been the relationship type. I’ve had many boyfriends, just none who were serious.” I shrug one shoulder. “And to be honest, I haven’t had a boyfriend since high school.”

      His arm wraps around my shoulders and he pulls me to his side. “So you think that if I just talk with your brother, everything will be fine?”

      I nod. “Absolutely. He doesn’t have a problem with you. He just wants to make sure you’re not going to turn out like our dad did.”

      He leans forward, placing his beer bottle on the coffee table before taking mine and doing the same. “I’d never be able to do that to you, Amy,” he says as he closes the distance between us, pressing his lips to mine as he lays me back.

      He kisses me softly and teasingly with his hands cupping my face. He slowly breaks the kiss and looks into my eyes. “I know you think that I’m just some playboy who will probably fuck everything up, but I swear to you, when I give my word about something, I stick to it. You mean something to me, Amy. And that’s a first for me in a long time.”

      My heart swells. This Tyler is so different from the Tyler I started messing around with. That Tyler was fun to be around, but he was closed off and always keeping everyone at arm’s length. This Tyler is opening himself up to me in ways I didn’t think possible. He’s showing me a side of himself that nobody else knows about. He’s sweet, and soft, and kind. But he’s also passionate and dominating.

      I’ve always been a very strong, independent woman. I never wanted to feel dominated by a man. But with Tyler, I love the ways he controls my body, and I love the way my body craves his touch.

      “I don’t think you’re a playboy, Tyler. I think you’ve been hurt and are trying to do anything you can to stop that from happening again. But my word also means something. And I promise I will never hurt you.” I lift my head and press my mouth against his this time, wanting him to feel my honesty—needing him to feel every emotion he brings up inside of me.

      My arms hold him close, never wanting this kiss to end. My legs automatically wrap around his hips, wanting to feel him against me, wanting to feel his weight pressing down on me. I love the feeling of him holding me to this earth. It’s like without him, I’d float away. I had nothing before, and now, I have everything.

      His left hand lands on my right thigh, switching from a soft caress to a firm squeeze. His right hand is tangled in my hair, and his mouth is quickly moving against mine as our breathing picks up and fills the room around us.

      “You don’t even know how sexy you are, do you?” he whispers against my lips as his hips grind into mine. He presses another kiss to my lips. “You’re beautiful, kind, sexy, and smart.” His mouth returns to mine as his hands travel my body, softly massaging my breasts, stomach, and hips. “There’s something about you, Amy, that I can’t resist.” His lips leave a hot trail from my mouth to my ear, and then down my neck.

      I let out a soft moan. The way he’s touching me causes every muscle to harden with anticipation.

      The door slams loudly and Tyler jerks away from me. We both freeze when Ethan walks into the room, back straight and head held high as his angry gaze looks down on us.

      “Hey,” I breathe out, scooting myself back up into a sitting position. “I thought you were going to check on Mom.”

      He nods as he walks back into the kitchen. I hear the fridge open and the sound of a popping top. He saunters back into the living room, leaning against the wall and sipping a beer. “I did.”

      “And?” My heart is still pounding, and my breathing hasn’t yet calmed down.

      “We’ll talk about that later. Right now, I’d like to have a talk with Tyler if you don’t mind.”

      I look from Ethan to Tyler.

      Tyler presses his lips together but gives a short nod.

      “Okay. But be nice,” I warn, pointing my finger in Ethan’s direction as I stand and walk down the hallway. If he really thinks they’re going to get complete privacy, he’s fucking crazy, because I plan on standing in this hallway and listening to every word.
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      I walk down the hallway and open and close my door, so it sounds like I entered my room, but then I walk back up the hallway, staying in the shadows so they won’t see me.

      “Look, man,” Ethan says, “I don’t know how long you’ve been foolin’ around with my sister, but I’m back in town now. And I’m staying.”

      “Before you say anything else, I want you to know that I’m not foolin’ around with anyone. Amy and I, we’re together. I’m not going anywhere. This isn’t a game to me. She knows the kind of person I was before, and if you talk to her, she knows the changes I’ve made for her. She knows I wouldn’t do that if I wasn’t serious.” Tyler’s voice is hard and strong, a tone I haven’t heard come from him. He’s not being callous about the subject. He’s not teasing, or just telling my brother what he wants to hear. He’s serious, and it causes a smile to spread across my face.

      “If you know my sister at all, then you know the shit she’s been through. We don’t have family. We’re all each other has, and I’m extremely protective of her. You hurt her, and you’ll be dealing with me.”

      “If I hurt her, I’ll come directly to you, so you can kick my ass. It isn’t my intention to hurt her or use her. Amy…she’s different. I don’t know how or why, but she owns me. Just don’t tell her that.” He laughs.

      Ethan joins in on their light laughter, and I use the opportunity to quickly open my door and step out of the shadows. “I heard laughing. Does that mean we’re all cool now?”

      Tyler turns around to face me and he’s wearing a wide smile. He holds out his arm and I step up to his side, looking at Ethan.

      Ethan smiles. “We’re good. But I seriously need to talk to you about Mom.”

      “On that note,” Tyler says, pulling away. “I’ll give you two some privacy to discuss things and catch up. I’ll see you tomorrow?” He turns to look at me directly.

      “Absolutely.” I lean in and give him a quicker kiss than I’d like, but with my brother watching, it’s all I feel comfortable with.

      “Later, man,” he tells Ethan with a quick handshake before leaving us alone.

      “So, will the beer I have work for this conversation, or do I need something stronger?” I ask, flopping back down on the couch.

      Ethan takes a deep breath, then runs his hand over his dark hair that’s shaved so short, it springs back into place. He takes the spot next to me and takes a drink, shaking his head. “We have to do something.”

      “What do you mean? I’ve been begging her for years to go to rehab. You can’t make her go.”

      “No, we have to make her go, Amy. Her phone is shut off, she doesn’t have any power, and based on the trash piling up on the curb, I’m going to guess she hasn’t paid sanitization. Which we both know is billed with water, meaning, she probably doesn’t have water either. When I got out of the car at her place, I could smell the rotten trash on the curb, and there were, like, four eviction notices on the door.”

      I shrug, finishing off my drink. “What can we do? Wait until she’s kicked out?”

      “Maybe we can have her sent to the hospital for an evaluation. That would at least get her sober.”

      I laugh. “They can only hold her—what—twenty-four to forty-eight hours? She’ll get out as soon as the withdrawals kick in, Ethan.”

      “An intervention?” he asks with a raise of his brow.

      “She doesn’t have anyone left in her life but you and me. Let’s just wait until she’s hit rock bottom. We’ll bring her back here and make sure there’s nothing in this house to drink. I mean, we’ll have to throw out rubbing alcohol, cough syrup, cooking wine, everything!”

      He lets out a deep breath and rubs his temples. “I never thought it’d come to this.”

      I roll my eyes. “I prayed that it wouldn’t, but deep down, I’ve always known she would drink herself to death.”

      There’s a long silence as we both think about our future with our alcoholic mother.

      “So, tell me about this boyfriend.”

      I laugh and throw my head back dramatically.

      “Oh, come on. You knew this was coming.”

      “Fine. I met him several months ago when Vesper took the vet job at the ranch.”

      “He owns a ranch?”

      “No, he’s the ranch hand. But one day, he wants his own.” I smile. “I know he can do it, too. He’s come a long way from the closed-off guy I met. You’d be proud of him.” I nudge his arm.

      “As long as he’s a decent guy and treats you well, I’m okay.”

      I stand and grab us another beer from the fridge. He looks at it with confusion when I hand it over. I shrug. “We gotta dry this place up,” I joke. “So, what’s your plan? You’re done with the military for good?”

      “Yep. I think twenty years is enough, don’t you? Can you handle having me around constantly?”

      “You mean, like, in the same town but having your own place, right?” I joke.

      He reaches over and ruffles my hair. “Always such a brat. Yes, I will get my own place. I’ll only be here a couple of weeks, tops!”

      I laugh and smack him away. “You can stay as long as you need. You know that.”

      “Question is, who gets Mom?” he asks, suddenly serious.

      I hold my hands up, palms facing him. “I have enough going on right now. I’m trying to start my own business. Plus, I’ve taken care of her for ten years now. It’s your turn for a little while.”

      He laughs. “Guess I better call the building manager and tell him I’ll need a two-bedroom.”

      “This building?” I point toward the floor.

      “Yep. We’ll be neighbors, little sis. What do you think of that?”

      I groan and throw myself back.
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      Two days later, my cell phone rings as I’m handing over the check to the construction company to start work on the coffee shop.

      “Excuse me,” I tell, Bill, the owner.

      I pull my phone from my pocket and walk out the door. “Hello?”

      “Is this Amy Brighton?”

      “Yes. Who is this?”

      “This is Officer Wilburn. I’m here with your mother. She’s been evicted and refuses to leave the premises.”

      “I’ll be right there.” I hang up the phone and call Ethan.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “We have to go get Mom. She’s been evicted and is refusing to leave. I just got a call from a police officer.”

      “Fuck,” he breathes out.

      “I’ll pick you up in five.” Without another word, I hang up the phone and head back inside the building.

      “I’m sorry, Bill, but I have to go.” I slip my phone into my pocket as I close the distance between us.

      “That’s fine. I’ll lock up here when we’re done. We’ve just got a few more measurements to take so we can get the ball rolling.”

      I hold out my hand and he reciprocates with a handshake. “Please call if you have any questions.”

      “Will do.” He salutes as he turns toward his men, who are moving about the space.

      I rush out to the truck and climb behind the wheel.

      It takes us twenty minutes to drive to the neighboring town, to our mom’s place. There are two police cars with their lights flashing out front, along with the landlord. I park across the street and we both rush over.

      “I’m sorry,” the landlord starts. “I gave her plenty of chances.” He genuinely looks sorry. Small wrinkles are forming around his dark brown eyes, and he rubs his hand through his fuzzy gray hair.

      “I know you did, Mr. Tucker. I’m sorry it’s come to this. I’ve tried for months to get her help.”

      Ethan places his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll go in and see what I can do.”

      I nod him on, watching as he walks across the yard and into the house.

      “I really wish there was another way, but she hasn’t paid rent in months,” Mr. Tucker says, bouncing from foot to foot with nerves.

      “Months?” I ask surprised.

      He presses his lips together and nods.

      “Will we be able to get her belongings?” I ask the policeman.

      “The judge has granted Mr. Tucker the right to go through the belongings and sell what he can to make up for lost rent.”

      I look over at the landlord. “Would it be okay if I took the other things? Her clothes, our family photographs? I promise, I’ll leave anything of value.”

      He nods while looking at his feet. “Well, I guess that’d be okay.” He offers up a quick nod while crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Thank you,” I say softly, as I push myself forward.

      Stepping into the house, the smell of stale air, trash, and alcohol takes over my senses. I have to force myself to stifle a gag. Off in the distance, I can hear Ethan softly talking to our mom. He’s trying to talk her into leaving her home and coming back to mine. I leave them alone, and instead grab a couple of bags out of the front closet to start packing up a few things.

      It takes Ethan a good half-hour before they come walking down the hall together.

      “I’m going to go ahead and take her back to your place. Once she’s settled, I’ll come back and pick you up, along with everything you’ve packed.”

      I nod once and toss him the keys, purposely keeping my eyes away from my mother. I know her haggard appearance will only anger me.

      Once Ethan and my mom leave, the landlord comes inside to check out the damage on his property. He walks in, back straight and jaw cocked. He places his hands on his hips and stops in the center of the floor, looking around the room and letting out a long breath.

      “I’m really sorry for how this played out, Mr. Tucker. I just—I couldn’t keep putting myself through this every day. I hold a trash bag at the end of the coffee table and swipe all the empty bottles into it.

      “This is just part of it, Amy. I really appreciate your help with the mess. Most people wouldn’t do that.” He grabs a trash bag of his own.

      It’s going on midnight before Ethan walks back into the house. Everything I’ve packed up to take is piled up by the front door. All the furniture is staying to be sold, and all the trash has been packed out to the curb.

      “I can’t believe things got this bad,” Ethan says, walking through the living room, looking at the bare walls and stained carpet.

      I nod, feeling tears begin to leak from my eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have just abandoned her like that. I should have been here every day making sure things were taken care of.” I fall onto the couch, holding my head in my hands.

      Ethan takes the seat next to me, putting his arm around my shoulders and pulling me to his side. “This isn’t your fault, Amy. I mean, if we want to start playing the blame game, I think I’d win. I’m the one who up and left you alone to deal with her. I thought running away would solve the problem, but all it did was make everything fall on you.”

      “How was she? When you dropped her off, I mean? You were gone a while.”

      He lets out a deep breath and shakes his head. “I stayed there until she passed out. I didn’t want her to trash your place looking for booze. We’ll sit her down and talk with her tomorrow when she has a clear head.” He gently rubs my arm up and down. “Let’s get home and get some sleep. I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a doozy.”
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      I have no idea what time it is, but I wake to my phone ringing. After all the stress of last night, and then having to stay up late packing, I’m nowhere near ready to wake up. But I roll to my side and grab my phone off the nightstand.

      “Hello?” I ask, without opening my eyes to see who’s calling.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” Tyler coos.

      I smile, unable to hold it back. “Good morning.”

      “Do you have plans for today? I was hoping to get you alone. Maybe have a picnic, enjoy the sunset…” He lets his sentence drop off, letting my mind wander.

      “Mmm, that sounds amazing. But I’m not sure. My mom was finally forced out last night and Ethan brought her back here. We need to have an intervention.” I sit straight up in bed. “Crap. What time is it?” I whip my head around to check the time.

      “It’s going on nine. Why?”

      “I have to call Vesper. I was up so late night packing up my mom’s stuff that I completely forgot to call into work. I’ll call you back.” Without another word, I hang up and quickly dial Vesper.

      “Amy, what’s up? You’re late.”

      “I know.” I wipe at my eyes. “I’m sorry. Listen, I can’t come in today.”

      “Are you okay? Are you sick?”

      “No, nothing like that.” I take a deep breath and explain everything—from my mom finally getting kicked out, to having to pack up her belongings all night, to the talk we have to have with her today.

      “Amy, I’m so sorry. Of course you can take the day off. Take the week off if you need it to get things squared away.”

      I snort. “No way can I afford that. Today will be enough. Thank you for understanding.”

      “Anything you need, I’m just a call away.”

      I’m about to thank her again and say goodbye when a loud crashing sound fills my ears. My eyes pop up to the door, and in a split second, I hang up the phone and run from the room, finding Ethan and my mom in the kitchen having a heated discussion.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask, rushing to Ethan’s side.

      “I’m hopeful with time things will start coming back to her. She didn’t remember getting kicked out of her house last night. And…she’s angry she can’t find the vodka.” He says this like it’s just an ordinary sentence.

      I want to laugh, but the seriousness of it all dampens my amusement. “Mom, we need to talk.”

      “I’m not going. You…you don’t understand.” Her dark hair is a mess all around her, and she has dark circles under her bloodshot eyes.

      “How about I make us all some coffee, and we can sit around the table and talk?” I hold out my hand.

      Her wild eyes go from my hand, to Ethan, to me, and back to my hand before she finally takes a deep breath and reaches for it. Slowly and cautiously, I guide her to the table and sit her down before turning around to brew the coffee.

      It only takes a minute before the coffee is ready, and I pour us all a cup before taking my place beside my brother and mother.

      “Mom, what do you remember about last night?” I ask before taking a sip, eyes glancing between her and my brother.

      She thinks over the question for a minute. “I don’t remember anything.” She shakes her head.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. How in the world can this life be okay for anyone? How can you live day by day, not remembering anything that happened the day before? Why would you want to?

      “Mom, you haven’t paid rent in months. You’ve already had your power, water, and phone turned off. Now you’ve lost the house. You have to see that this isn’t okay.”

      “I don’t need those things,” she retorts.

      My eyes feel like they stretch wide with her response. “Then what do you need?”

      “I need you to leave me alone,” she mumbles like a child who’s being punished.

      “So you can do what? Where would you go? Where would you live? Under a bridge? You want that life?”

      “You two don’t understand. I can’t just stop drinking. I’ve tried so many times. I get sick. It’s the worst pain I’ve ever experienced. I need to drink. I have to drink.”

      I shake my head. “No, you don’t. What you need is help. Let us help you,” I plead.

      She takes a drink of her coffee and wrinkles her nose—probably because it’s not Irish. “And how can you two help me? Stick me in some facility and let me become someone else’s problem?”

      “Mom, those facilities would be like a fucking vacation! They’ll keep you from experiencing the withdrawals as badly. There is medicine to wean you off. They know what they’re doing. They won’t just lock you in a room and let you wither away.”

      “Mom, I know this is how you’ve lived your life for the last twenty years, but you have to see it isn’t working anymore,” Ethan adds on. “You’ve lost everything you had to lose.”

      I don’t say anything. I just sit, waiting—praying—that she will finally accept that this is the end.

      “Can we at least take you to a few of the places and let you look around? You can see it with your own eyes,” Ethan begs.

      “And then what? When I get released? Where will I go?”

      “By then, I’ll have my own place and you can come stay with me. I’ll help you get back on your feet. I’ve left this hanging over Amy for so long that it’s her turn to go out in the world and find her place.” He reaches over and takes my hand that’s resting on the table.

      I offer him a small smile as a thank you.

      “Okay. I will go look at these places. But I’m not promising anything,” she finally agrees.

      Ethan and I both nod as we push away from the table. “Let’s get dressed and we’ll go right now.” I leave them alone in the kitchen while I go to dress, afraid that if we both leave her alone, she’ll sneak out and run off.

      When I dress and walk back into the kitchen, Ethan leaves to get ready.

      “What was he talking about with you finding your place in the world?” Mom asks. “Are you planning something? Are you leaving?” This is the first time I’ve heard her speak clearly in years. Usually, she wakes up still drunk from the night before and reaches for the bottle, never sobering up. But last night, her drinking was cut short, and there’s nothing here for her to start back up with. I know we have to get her into rehab soon before the withdrawals start.

      “I’ve recently bought a building in town. I’m opening my own coffee shop,” I answer, turning to grab my purse and keys.

      When I face her, I see her nod once before finishing off her coffee. It feels like she wants to say something, but she doesn’t. Instead, she sits quietly waiting until Ethan is back.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “I’ll drive,” I volunteer, pulling out the email I’d printed out that Vesper gave me weeks ago with the list of facilities.
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      It’s going on five o’clock when I’m pulling up to the ranch. I climb out of the truck and walk toward the barn, finding Tyler putting away a horse.

      He turns when he senses my presence. “Hey, you never called me back. I didn’t know if I’d see you today or not.”

      I walk straight up to him and wrap my arms around his middle, resting my head against his heart.

      “Rough day?” he asks, wrapping his arms around me and holding me close.

      “You have no idea,” I mumble, refusing to let go.

      “I’m done here for today. Let’s go back to my place and you can tell me all about it.” He releases me only to place his finger under my chin, directing my eyes to his as he bends down and presses his lips against mine.

      This kiss causes everything else to fall away. I forget about last night. This morning. My mom. All of it gone and replaced by him and the way he makes me feel.

      It only takes us minutes to drive down the old dirt road to his cabin. When he pulls the truck to a stop, he rushes around to my side and catches the door as I’m opening it. Before I can step out, he’s holding me in his strong arms, carrying me into the house and setting me down on the brown leather couch.

      “You want a glass of wine?” he asks, tossing his baseball cap onto the chair, followed quickly by his tight t-shirt.

      “Please.” I reach down and remove my boots, kicking my feet up on the couch.

      Moments later, he’s back with two glasses of wine. He lifts my feet and sits down, then places my legs over his lap.

      “Tell me about your day,” he requests. His hand lands on my knee, gently rubbing up and down my legs.

      I take a sip, then a deep breath, and dive into my day, hoping that talking about it will help the tension leave my body. “Ethan and I talked Mom into checking out some rehab facilities today. To my surprise, it wasn’t as hard as I thought it’d be, but I guess talking to her sober is easier than talking to her drunk.”

      “Well, that’s a step in the right direction, isn’t it?”

      I nod. “It is. I’m just worried that she’ll leave as soon as things get hard, you know? She’s not ordered to be there, so she can leave at any time.” I take another sip, then put the glass on the table and I slide down, lying on my back. “We ended up visiting four different facilities today before we finally talked her into staying at one. I’m beat.”

      Tyler finishes off his glass and sets it on the table. He picks up my foot and starts massaging it. “I’m sure it’s been hard on you, but just think about how everything will be easier from here on out. I mean, your mom is being taken care of. You no longer have to worry about finding her dead, or wonder if she’s taking care of herself. Plus, I’m sure having Ethan home is a big help.”

      “He is a big help. He’s even volunteered to keep her with him once she gets out, just to give me a bit of a break. I think he’s blaming himself. I mean, he’s been gone all these years, so he’s been able to pretend this situation didn’t exist. But coming home to it all, and seeing firsthand how bad things have gotten…”

      He releases my foot. “Things are getting better, Amy. Just trust.” He climbs up my body, resting his hips between my legs as his hand cradles my face and his lips move against mine.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says against my lips, “and so giving and caring.” He deepens the kiss. “I don’t deserve you, Amy.”

      I break away, looking into his dark eyes. “Why would you say that?”

      He tears his eyes from mine. “You’re just…so selfless. I mean, you’ve spent nearly your entire life taking care of your mother and you’ve never asked for anything in return. And I ran away from home the minute life got hard for me.”

      I push him back as I sit up. “You did what was best for you, Tyler. You needed distance and space to heal. What your fiancée did to you would be painful and damaging for anyone.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t mean that.” He sits up completely, grabbing his glass of wine only to realize it’s empty. “I guess I haven’t been completely honest with you, Amy.”

      My mouth opens, but no words come out.

      “That wasn’t the only reason I left home.” He takes a deep breath and places the glass back on the table. “When I found out that my older brother was getting the ranch, I was pissed. I had been the only one to ever show any interest in it. James was only there because he was required to be. He would’ve rather run off and found his life someplace else. The twins couldn’t find a ranch from a hole in the ground. But my dad, he was dead set on his eldest child taking over. He forced James to stay and claim his rightful place, even though he knew I wanted that life. So when I didn’t get what I wanted, I had a fit and ran off. That’s when I came here. If my dad didn’t want me on his ranch, then I’d run a different one.” He lets out a deep laugh, but it sounds menacing. “That’s who I really am, Amy. I’m not a guy who deserves you. I’m nothing more than a child having a temper tantrum.”

      I lift myself to my knees, placing my hand on his jaw and forcing him to look at me. “That’s not true, Tyler. What could you have done? Stayed, knowing that you’d never get the life you wanted? Watched as your dad gave everything you ever wanted to your brother who didn’t give a shit about it? I think,” I say as I climb into his lap, “you did the right thing. You left. You came here, and you grew as a person. You saw that you didn’t need their handouts. You were determined to get what you wanted in life, even if that meant leaving everything you knew behind. And,” I quickly press a kiss to his lips, “you got me. Now we can work for everything we want together.”

      He lets out a soft chuckle. “You think so? You don’t think I’m just a baby who ran away from his problems because he didn’t get what he wanted?”

      “No way.” I shake my head. “You’ll get everything you ever wanted, Tyler. You just have to trust.”

      His lips turn up into a small smile as he closes the distance between our mouths. In one swift motion, he stands, cradling me against his chest as he walks us into the bedroom, never breaking the kiss.

      He gently lays me down on the bed and covers my body with his. His hardness presses against my core, making me yearn for him. My stomach tightens and my whole body tingles with anticipation. My legs wrap around his hips, wanting, needing him closer. It’s only been a few days since Tyler and I have been together in this way, but now that I’m finally able to feel his touch, it feels like years.

      My arms snake around his neck, pulling his mouth closer as my tongue tangles with his—tasting, needing, consuming. His hands tug my hips toward his, pulling the junction between my legs against his growing erection. He grinds his hips into me, causing a gasp to slip past my lips.

      “I don’t know what it is about you, Amy, but I need you.” He begins moving downward, pressing kisses to my jaw and neck. “I need you like I’ve never needed anything or anyone before. I crave your touch. I yearn to taste you and to feel your skin against mine.” He pulls away enough that he can look down on me as he begins to unfasten my jeans. “I can’t get you off my mind, Amy. When I’m alone, I can hear the way you cry out for me—those soft moans and gasps that leave your beautiful lips when I slide deep inside you.” He tugs my jeans down my legs, then uses his thumb to press against my aching nub. “You consume me, Amy.” His fingers slide between my folds, making my back arch as a whimper escapes my lips. “You own my mind,” he breathes out, sliding his fingers inside.

      His voice is deep and hushed, almost sounding pained. It’s a tone I’ve never heard him use. It’s like he needs me, like I really do own him and he’s powerless to break free. It makes my heart pound in my chest and my lungs stop breathing. Seeing him this way, completely bare for me—physically and emotionally raw—amplifies the emotion between us. I can feel every word he says. I can taste it like a charge in the air. I’ve finally worked my way beneath all his layers the way he’s done with mine.

      He loves me, even though he’s still too afraid to say the words or to even admit it. But I don’t need those words. I just need this. He doesn’t have to tell me he loves me for me to feel it. He shows me he loves me by the way he touches me, the way his body aches to touch mine, and the way he looks into my eyes and bares himself to me. He can’t say the words, but I can feel their meaning.

      When he lowers his mouth to my slit, my eyes roll back and close, reeling in this feeling. His hand never leaves me, and his mouth only adds to the pleasure he’s already making me feel. I fist the sheets, holding myself down, because I know I’d be floating away right now. Everything inside me is filled with so much love for this man—this broken man who’s slowly finding all his pieces once again.

      “Tyler!” I call out his name, but he doesn’t stop. He only works harder, forcing me to feel the way he feels: loved, happy, and overwhelmed with everything changing between us. But those things don’t scare me. They make me feel alive—like I’m finally getting everything I’ve ever dreamed of.

      When I shatter, he withdraws himself. Pulling away, his hooded eyes lock on mine as he gets himself to his knees and works his jeans down his hips. I quickly sit up and remove my shirt and bra, wanting to be completely bare for him, needing to feel his skin against mine. The second I drop my bra to the floor, his hand lands on my cheek, long fingers wrapping around my neck, as he pulls me back in for a kiss. I can taste my arousal on his tongue, and it only turns me on more. The way my body reacts to him is all its own. I don’t have to think about the way I feel about him because it’s right there, demanding to be noticed.

      Somehow, he manages to break the kiss and flip me over in the blink of an eye. I don’t know what’s going on until I’m up on my knees and he’s sliding into me, filling me with every long, hard inch. My back arches as he pushes on the back of my neck until my cheek is resting against the pillow.

      He grabs the end of my ponytail and twists it up around his fist, pulling my hair until my head is off the bed with my chest pressed against the mattress. “You like that, Amy?” he asks, hushed and out of breath as he continues to move inside me.

      I can’t talk. My brain can’t process words. My only reply is a loud moan that makes him rock against me, brushing the perfect spot inside of me that has me seeing spots. I call out his name loudly as I shatter around him.
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      I wish I knew how to explain how I feel about Tyler. I wish I knew how he over-flooded my senses, how he can take over my body with one touch, and how he makes me forget all my problems the minute he slides into me. I’m coming to realize that there is no way to explain how I feel. There are no words. It’s just something deep inside of me that knows that I belong with him, and that he belongs to me. I couldn’t break this off now even if I wanted to. But I don’t want to. The way he looks at me, touches me, talks to me, and claims me, it’s everything I ever wanted. There’s something that connects us on a deeper level, and even though I’m just now realizing this, I think it’s been with me all along—from that very first introduction. I ignored it then because I thought he was interested in Vesper, but now I know what drew me to him that night. It was the other half of my heart and soul I’d been living without.

      When he flips me over and positions himself at my opening, his dark eyes lock on mine, and it feels like something’s being exchanged. He pauses, changing gears from hard and fast to soft and slow. He pushes forward, sliding into me as he lowers himself against me.

      “I love you, Amy,” he whispers against my lips, rocking his hips forward just enough to make me feel his love.

      “I love you too, Tyler.” I grasp a handful of his hair, tugging it as I jerk his lips to mine. I love it when he takes his time with me, but right now, I don’t want slow. I want passion fueled by desire. I want pain—pain to remind me that this is real.

      Pain is the only thing in my life that has kept me grounded. I’ve had dreams of living the life I wanted. I’ve felt happy and loved and excited, but the pain was always numbed, only leaving the positive feelings. And that’s how I always knew I was dreaming. And now, the pain I’ve always felt is gone.

      Now I’m craving that pain to make me believe that this isn’t a dream—that this is really happening, that this is the life I’ve always dreamed of.

      His hands hold firm at my hips, pulling me into his thrusts. It’s like he understands what I need without having to be told. The pain in my hips from his hold, the pain that’s cutting through me with each of his thrusts, I find the beauty in it. This is real.

      It doesn’t take long before we’re both falling apart together. When he rests at my side, he pulls me against him. The room is filled with our loud, erratic breathing. My heart is pounding away in my chest, and when I place my palm on his, it’s beating right along with mine, hard and fast, fueled by our love.

      “You know I meant every word I said, right? It wasn’t just something that slipped out in the throes of passion,” he chuckles.

      “I know,” I whisper, curling into his side even more, resting my thigh over his hip. “You don’t have to say those words. I can feel it every time you look at me and touch me.”

      He presses a kiss to my forehead. “I don’t know how you did this to me, but I’ll never be the same.”

      “Neither will I,” I admit.

      He places his finger beneath my chin, directing my eyes to his. “I know I put on a show to make people think I don’t care, but that’s just to keep myself from getting my heart ripped out again. I haven’t said those words to anyone in such a long time, I didn’t think I could form the words anymore.” He takes a deep breath. “I guess what I’m trying to say here is…please don’t hurt me, Amy. I don’t think I’d ever be able to recover from losing you.”

      I roll on top of him, placing my hands on his chest to support my weight. “I know I’d never recover from losing you, Tyler. I love you, and I promise, I’ll never hurt you.” With one rock of my hips, he’s sliding back inside me, and he lets out a low growl at the overwhelming sensation—a sound that makes every muscle in my body tighten.
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      The sun is just starting to come up as we’re pulling away from one another. He walks me to the door, but neither of us wants to part. He’s wearing just a pair of loose jeans. He’s still shirtless and barefoot, but that doesn’t stop him from chasing me out the door. He catches my hand in his and pulls me back against him. Pressing my back to his truck, his lips find mine and his tongue slides into my mouth. We’re both laughing through the kiss, but neither of us wants to stop. Last night was different from every other night we’ve spent together. Last night, he finally let me in, completely in. He admitted things he never would have before, and it only made me fall that much more in love with him.

      I place my hands against his chest, pushing him away. “I have to go. I have work.”

      He nods, but his lips land right back on mine.

      I giggle. “I’m serious. I have to go.”

      He dips his head low, resting his forehead against mine while his hands land on my ass, pulling me against him. “Come on. Just call in sick.”

      More giggles and laughs as I swat him away. “I can’t. I missed yesterday. Seriously, I have to go.” I press one more quick kiss to his lips, and dash away.

      Finally, he lets me go.

      When I look back over my shoulder, he’s still standing in place, watching me walk down the dirt road, back to my truck. His dark eyes are bloodshot from lack of sleep, but they’re still hooded and filled with desire. His sexy lips are turned up into a teasing smile, and his abs and chest are hard, calling me back to him.

      I force myself to turn and watch where I’m going. I know if I keep looking at him, he will eventually win out and I’ll go running back—back to a place where I feel warm, safe, and loved. Back to his arms.

      A sigh leaves my lips when I think about how much control he has over me, how much love and passion he causes me to feel. I know I’ll be thinking about last night all day. The daydreams of what we did won’t stop until I’m right back in his bed with him moving on top of me, claiming me, loving me, pushing me to feel the explosive love between us.

      Walking into my apartment, I find Ethan already up and moving around the kitchen. He gives me a grin when I walk in. “Late night?”

      I playfully smack his arm. “Shut up. It’s bad enough I’m doing the walk of shame.”

      He hands me a cup of coffee. “I’m just teasing you.”

      I take a sip. “What are you doing up so early?”

      He leans against the counter, bringing his cup to his lips, and gently blowing across the top to cool it off. “I’m going to take a test.”

      “A test?” My brows furrow together in confusion. “For what?”

      He smiles. “I don’t know if you know this, little sister, but I’ve served years in the military. That kind of background is exactly what local law enforcement needs.”

      My mouth drops open. “You’re going to be a cop?”

      He nods, smile still in place. “If I pass the test…and you know I will.”

      “That’s great! Where will you be working? Here?”

      He scoffs. “In this town where nothing ever happens? No, I’ll be in the city.”

      “Ethan,” I groan, “you’re going to make me worry about you every day, aren’t you? And here I was thinking you were finally safe.”

      He lets out a deep laugh. “You know me. I’m not happy until I’m looking danger in the eye,” he jokes.

      I shake my head and turn to leave the kitchen. “I swear, if you die, I’ll kill you.” I begin making my way into the living room to get cleaned up for work.

      “What kind of sense does that make?” he shouts at me.

      “I’ll bring you back to life, then kill you. Better?”

      “You need to work on your threats, Amy.”

      I look over my shoulder just in time to see him step into my view. I hold up my middle finger and keep walking.
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      I make it to the clinic with ten minutes to spare. Automatically, I get to work by starting up the computers, turning on the lights, and fixing coffee. Vesper walks in and doesn’t say a word. She just heads back to her office.

      I know Vesper, and she’s always chipper in the morning. It makes me wonder if something is going on. So I head back to her office. I lean against the open door and watch as she walks around like a zombie, taking off her jacket and pulling on her white coat. She places her purse behind her desk then takes a seat. Finally, her eyes meet mine and she jumps.

      “You scared the shit out of me. How long have you been standing there?”

      I laugh as I move deeper into the office and sit in the chair across from her. “Just a few minutes. What’s going on with you today? You walk in and don’t say a word, then you basically sleepwalk, not noticing anything. You didn’t even try to steal my coffee.”

      She shakes her head and takes a deep breath as she leans forward, resting her elbows on the desk in front of her. “I didn’t get any sleep last night. Liam and I were up fighting most of the night.”

      “Fighting? Over what?”

      “He left for California today.”

      “Okay…”

      “He wanted me to go with him.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I cross my legs and wait to find out what’s really going on.

      “Because my life is here. I have two clinics to run. I can’t just go jet-setting around the world on a whim. We’re just so different, you know?”

      “Vesper, what’s really going on?”

      She runs her hands through her strawberry blonde hair. “I don’t know if this can work between us, Amy. I mean, he lives in California. He’s only been staying here for me. And my whole life is here. I can’t move to California.” Her eyes are wide with fear and panic.

      “He asked you to move to California?”

      “Yes! Well, not full time. Live there with him part time and live here part time. But I can’t do that. What would I do in California? The only reason I was even able to take a vacation was because I had him there with me, distracting me. But if I move to California, he’ll be working, and I’ll be…what? Going crazy wondering what’s going on here.” She tears her eyes from mine and hangs her head, massaging her temples.

      “Do you love Liam?”

      “You know I do. I’m just worried that this can’t work, you know? How can it? He’s gone so much. And he just gets a wild hair and decides to fly halfway across the world. I can’t do that.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      She gives me a sidelong look.

      I lean forward. “Vesper, all I’m saying is that you love Liam, and Liam loves you. You’re about to get married. And yes, I know you want to work and provide for yourself, but Liam has enough money that you’ll never have to worry or stress about money again. He’ll be a great husband and father one day. I just…I don’t see how you can let that slip between your fingers.” Without another word, I stand and leave the office, hopefully giving her something to think about.

      Several hours later, Vesper comes up front and sits down beside me. “You’re right, Amy. I’m just panicking.”

      I place my hand on her knee and rub it up and down for some comfort. “I know you are. And you have every reason to be. Your life is about to be changed forever. But change isn’t something to fear. It’s something to embrace. I know you had your life all planned out, but this life will be even better. You’ll have someone to share it with. You’ll have someone who will do anything for you. You’ll have something that some people only dream about.”

      She smiles and pulls me in for a hug. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      She pulls away. “Want to order in some lunch?”

      “Duh!” I reply, grabbing the phone to order from our favorite pizza place.

      “How’s your mom?” Vesper asks when I place the order and hang up.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. She isn’t allowed to have any contact with anyone for the first thirty days. But I haven’t gotten a call yet that says she’s escaped. So that’s something, I guess.” I laugh.

      Vesper places her hand on my shoulder. “If you need anything, please ask. I know how hard this must be on you.”

      “Thanks, but I’m okay actually. I mean, it’s a lot easier than wondering if she’s drunk herself to death yet. Plus, having Ethan home is great—someone to cheer me up, and someone to take half the hits she throws.”

      When our food comes, things drift into easier conversation. We talk about the new clinic and my coffee shop that is now under construction, and I tell her about Ethan taking his test. She mentions that her sister will be coming home soon, and she wants to try to set them up, but I dismiss the thought completely. Aria is a wild child. Ethan is strait-laced. I couldn’t think of two other people who are so completely different.
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      “Can you believe how hot it is out there?” Vesper asks, fanning herself with her hand as she steps into the nearly-done coffee shop.

      I turn around laughing. “No, this heat is crazy. I mean, look at me.” I motion toward myself: cut-off jean shorts, flip-flops, tank top, and dark hair piled high on my head with loose strands clinging to my sweaty neck.

      Liam walks in, causing the bell above the door to ring. “This place looks great.” He wraps his arm around Vesper’s shoulders while looking over everything.

      “Who wants an iced coffee?” I ask, moving behind the counter.

      “Me, please!” Vesper bounces up to the other side, ready and willing for any way to cool down.

      “I’m glad we got everything up and running before we take off.” He looks quickly at Vesper. “I’m sorry we’re going to have to miss the grand opening though,” he says, looking back at me as I hand them both iced coffees.

      I wave my hand through the air. “No worries. I’m just so happy that it’s nearly done. All that’s left is to add the finishing touches.” I gaze around the room, nearly drooling over the expensive coffee machines, rows and rows of books, and the beauty the construction company managed to restore to this antique building.

      The door opens and Tyler walks in. “Hey, did someone forget to invite me to the party?” he asks, walking up behind the counter and pulling me against him, landing a soft, quick kiss on my lips.

      “We just stopped by to check the place out,” Liam says, turning once again to look around.

      “It looks great, right?” Tyler pulls away, doing the same as Liam.

      “It does. And I’m sure it’s going to make a killing. Driving forty-five minutes to the city every time I want a gourmet coffee is a little ridiculous."

      Vesper laughs and shakes her head. “He’s a bit spoiled by city life, if you can’t tell,” she teases.

      I shrug. “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with a man who likes a good cup of coffee.”

      “Thank you, Amy,” Liam says with a nod, holding his head high like he’s glad someone finally agrees with his views.

      “Hey, Sis.” Ethan walks in, wearing his brand-new black police uniform.

      “Ow ow!” Vesper catcalls, causing Liam to shoot her a dirty look and nudge her with his elbow.

      “I’m just teasing him. Aren’t I, Ethan?” She looks over at him as he comes to a stop at her side.

      Ethan’s face is now red, and he can’t contain his grin. “Are you ready to go get Mom?”

      “She comes home today?” Vesper asks.

      I take a deep breath. “She does. Fingers crossed that she can stick to her sobriety.” I grab my purse from beneath the counter and place it on my shoulder while turning to face Tyler.

      “Good luck,” he says, pulling me against his chest.

      “Thank you. I have a feeling we’ll need it.” I squeeze him as close as I can get him, needing to feel his comfort.

      Tyler and I have only gotten in deeper in our relationship. If I’m not staying with him, he’s staying with me. He’s been my shoulder to lean on, and cry on, every day since Ethan and I took our mom to rehab. He’s listened to me worry about her, complain about this or that not working out with the coffee shop, and even given me advice. He’s always there keeping my spirits high, letting me know that I can trust him and that he’ll always be there for me.

      “Call me if you need anything, okay?” he says, pulling away but keeping me at arm’s length.

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Okay. I can do this.”

      He offers up his boyish grin. “I love you.” He places his hand on my chin and directs my lips to his.

      “I love you too,” I breathe out.

      When I pull away, I turn to face everyone. “Okay, time to get out. I have to lock up.”

      They all start heading in the direction of the door while chatting among themselves.

      “Oh, Vesper, what time are you leaving tomorrow?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Six a.m.”

      “And you’re going to be gone a whole month?” I ask, pulling out the keys to lock up behind us.

      “Yep, that’s the plan. Unless you need me back sooner. I’ll completely understand if you don’t want to stay at the ranch all that time.”

      I laugh and playfully smack her arm, not at all surprised she’s trying to get out of this. “Not at all. My mom will stay in my apartment and I’ll stay at your place.”

      Her eyes stretch wide with alarm. “Is it a good idea to leave her unattended as soon as she gets released?”

      “Ethan will pop in and out throughout the evenings, and I’ll be in and out during the day. We can’t babysit her every second of every day. Let’s just hope she’s serious and wants to stay sober.”

      Vesper pulls me in for a hug. “I’ll see you in a month. I can’t believe I’m moving to California.”

      I smile, happy that she decided to stick it out with Liam instead of running away. “The next time I see you, I probably won’t recognize you with your beach tan.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Me, relaxing on the beach all day? I’d go insane.” She forces a smile onto her face. “But let’s not talk about it. I’m going into this with an open mind.”

      “Good for you.” I hug her one last time, and wave as she and Liam walk down the road to his fancy sports car.

      “I’m serious, call me if you need anything at all,” Tyler says, pulling me against his chest.

      “I know, and I will. I promise.” I press my mouth to his.

      “Enough, you two. Get a room,” Ethan says, climbing behind the wheel of his new black Ford pickup truck.

      Tyler doesn’t pull away though—he keeps kissing me while holding up his middle finger in Ethan’s direction. Over the last few months, Tyler and Ethan have grown close. The three of us have poker night at Ethan’s new apartment every Friday night, and Tyler even helped us get him moved. Everything seems to be heading in the right direction, but only time will tell when it comes to Mom.

      “Call me when you get home. I’d love to finally meet your mom,” Tyler says, backing away.

      I smile. “I will.” I stand back and watch him jog across the street and into his waiting truck.

      I climb into the passenger seat and pull the seatbelt around me. “Well, how do you think this is going to go?” I ask.

      Ethan shrugs as he pulls out onto the road. “I’m hoping everything goes well. I mean, I’d love to see Mom looking like her old self. I’d love for her to come home and start picking up the pieces of her life, working toward something, and staying sober. But I guess we won’t know until we know.”

      I press my lips together and nod, opting to brace myself for the worst while hoping for the best.

      Ethan and I walk into the rehab facility a little while later, and I feel like I’m waiting on pins and needles. In the three months she’s been here, I haven’t seen or talked to her once. Ethan made all the medical decisions that needed to be made, and he came to visit her and talked to her on the phone.

      I, however, was afraid to. Everything in my life finally felt like it was going right. And in the past, she was always the one who took that away from me. When I graduated high school and was preparing to leave for college, she informed me that I didn’t have any college money because she drank it all away, leaving me with mountains of debt from student loans. When I graduated college, she showed up drunk and fell down the ten steps to the auditorium. When I managed to find a job and my own place to live, she made it so I had to come take care of her every day.

      Not having her in my life has resulted in the best months I can remember. I’ve actually gotten to live for me, and do what I wanted to do. I feel selfish for thinking this way, but there’s no way to change it. Our relationship has been strained for so long that I don’t know how to fix it, or if I even want to. So while she’s been in rehab, I’ve been keeping my distance and thinking about what kind of future we can have. I still haven’t made up my mind.

      I’m staring at my feet when Ethan nudges me with his elbow. I look up at him, and he nods ahead. I look up and see a woman walking down the hallway with a nurse at her side. They’re chatting away, and for a brief second, I think, “That can’t be my mom.” But as she draws closer, I can see a resemblance. Her dark hair isn’t a crazy mess of tangles—it’s smoothed out and wavy as it frames her face. Her dark eyes are no longer bloodshot, and she wears a smile that I haven’t seen in years. Her dark hair is still graying, and the wrinkles are still around her eyes, but her cheeks no longer look hollow. They’re now plump and pink. She doesn’t look fragile or frail anymore. She’s gained some weight, making her look much healthier and stronger.

      “Ethan,” she says, pulling him in for a hug. When she pulls away, she looks at me. “Amy,” she breathes out, looking as if she may cry.

      “Mom?” I ask, a little breathless at the emotion pouring out of her with only my name.

      Her dark eyes tear up as a sad smile appears. “I…I have so much to say to you, to ask forgiveness for.” She doesn’t hug me, because I think she feels the strain on our relationship as well, but she does hold out her hand.

      I look from her hand, to her face, and back. Then I decide to take the olive branch. I hold her hand firmly in mine. “You look good, Mom. Really good.”

      She wipes a tear that escaped her eye and rolled down her cheek. “So do you, Amy. You’re so beautiful. So grown up.” She releases my hand and brushes my hair away from my face. “Let’s get going, huh? I have things I’d like to say to both of you.”

      She quickly says her goodbyes to the friends she’s made, and we three leave the building together.

      Ethan drives us back, and the moment we walk into my apartment, I get to work on brewing some coffee. To keep myself busy, I throw a couple of pastries into the toaster oven to warm up. Mom and Ethan are both sitting at the kitchen table, waiting on me to stop fiddling around, but my nerves are through the roof. I’m so anxious about what she’s going to say. Is she going to say she’s sorry? And if she does, can I forgive her?

      I pour three cups of coffee and take them to the table. Going back for the pastries, I put them all on a plate and set them in the center of the table for anyone to nibble on. Standing at the table, I look around for anything I could have forgotten.

      “Oh, stop your worrying and sit down, Amy,” Mom says. “You’ve always been such a worrywart.”

      With a deep sigh leaving my lips, I take the place between my mom and brother.

      Mom takes a sip of her coffee, then sets it down gently. “I have apologies to make, but before I do, I’d like to try and explain myself.”

      Ethan opens his mouth, but she holds up her finger, silencing him.

      “I know explaining myself will not make up for any of the things I’ve done, but I’d like for you to at least know what I was going through when I made the horrible decisions I did. It wasn’t until therapy that I discovered them for myself.”

      Ethan and I look at one another before he finally nods her on.

      “Alcoholism has always run in my family. My father was a drunk. He would drink anything he could get his hands on. It cost him his job many times. And grandma, she was what we call a social drinker. However, I’m not sure if you can really call it that because she was always socializing. Growing up, we didn’t have much money, and drinking was a way of forgetting that we didn’t have much. It was fun, and at times, it seemed like it was the only fun that was had. I grew up watching my parents drink for several reasons. And I guess a part of me just always thought it was okay to reach for a drink when I’d had a hard day.”

      God knows I’ve done that, but the rest of what my mom is describing feels so different from my own experience. Sure, I’ve had a drink to forget. I’ve had a drink to have fun. I’ve had a drink for no reason at all. But I’m not an alcoholic. I can turn it away if I want, and I in no way need to drink every day. How can two people be so similar and yet so different at the same time?

      “I met your father at the bar here in town. We were both out with our friends, having fun. That night, I went home with him and little did I know then, but I got pregnant with Ethan. My whole pregnancy, I was so upset because while I had to change my lifestyle, he didn’t. I was left home alone while he went out drinking and partying at all hours of the night. So, once Ethan was finally born, I was able to be by his side again. I’m not saying your father was a bad man then. I loved him. He was a hard worker and provided everything his family needed. I won’t lie though, I didn’t want to be a mother. I wanted to be the twenty-two-year-old woman I was. I wanted to spend time with the man I loved, and I wanted to drink and have fun.”

      She takes a deep breath. “For the first couple years of Ethan’s life, he was raised by my mother or babysitters so that I could go out and have a good time with your father. But then, all that drinking and partying led me to becoming pregnant with Amy. Again, I resented being pregnant. My life had to change again, but his didn’t. I thought everything would be okay, that it would be like it was the first time. But this time, it was different. He was going out and getting drunk without me. He was finding women who didn’t care that he was leaving his pregnant wife and son at home. Things between us went from bad to worse. I found out that he’d cheated on me, and I confronted him. I guess maybe I shouldn’t have done that, because that fight led to him smacking me and causing me to fall over. That fall sent me into early labor. He stormed out of the house, and that was the last time I saw him. I thought he’d find out I was in labor and come to the hospital, but he didn’t. Then I thought he’d sober up and come home when he’d cooled off, but as you know, he didn’t.

      From then on, it was just too easy to drown out my problems with alcohol. I was a single woman with a little boy and a newborn baby, and I suddenly had to figure out how to provide. I don’t know if you remember or not, Ethan, but I took whatever job I could get. I waited tables, I cleaned houses, and I even landed a secretary job there for a little while. But when I came home, I was mom. I was so tired and so stressed that one drink led to two, and two to four, and four to an entire bottle. The longer I drank, the more I needed to drink. And before I knew it, you kids were grown and out of the house. I was all alone, and the depression, anger, and sadness were just too much.”

      She looks at Ethan. “If it weren’t for you, Amy wouldn’t be here right now. I’m certain she would’ve been taken away at some point. You were the one who raised her until she could take care of herself. I stole your childhood, and for that I’ll forever be sorry. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me. Even though I was the adult, you were the one taking care of everything. I don’t know how to repay you for that.” Tears are now streaming down her face.

      Ethan reaches over and takes her hand in his, pressing a kiss to the top. “I don’t need an apology, Mom. And you don’t need to thank me. I’m just glad we’re finally getting you back.”

      She turns and looks at me, and my blood runs cold.
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      “Amy, I’ve never been a mother to you. You’ve taken care of me more than I’ve ever taken care of you.” She sniffles and wipes away more tears.

      “Mom, this isn’t…”

      “No, please. Let me get this out.” She takes a ragged breath. “Once Ethan left, if it hadn’t been for you, I’d be dead right now. I don’t know how many times you cared for me after I drank too much. I’ll never be able to give you your childhood back, and I know there will be this spot in me that’s always going to be broken, but I’d really like to fix us. I want to be your mother. And I know it will take a lot of work on both our parts to repair what I broke, but I want to do that work, Amy. I want you to be my daughter again. I know I haven’t said this in a very long time, but…I love you.” She looks at me and then at Ethan. “I love both of you.” She reaches for both of our hands.

      “Is there any way you two will accept me back into your lives after all I’ve done?”

      “Of course, Mom,” Ethan says, pulling his hand away and standing to give her a hug.

      She releases my hand to hug him closer. I sit back in my seat, watching them and wondering how he can be so quick to just forgive twenty years’ worth of bullshit.

      

      I cross my arms over my chest, watching them.

      

      They pull away and she looks at me. “What do you say, Amy? Can our relationship be repaired?”

      I look from my mom and then to Ethan. I’m frozen. I don’t know what to say or what to do. Yes, I’d love for us to repair what’s been broken. But can I? Can I put everything behind us and start over? Can I forget every horrible thing she’s put me through? Missing all my school plays, not being able to ever have a sleepover like all my friends, never getting a memorable birthday or Christmas. Can I forget all of that?

      “Amy,” Ethan says, motioning toward Mom, urging me to accept her apology.

      I shake my head as my eyes fill with tears. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this right now.” Without another word, I push away from the table, grab my purse and keys, and leave the apartment as quickly as I can.

      I climb behind the wheel of my truck with tears streaming down my face. My vision is blurry, but I start the truck anyway. Wiping my eyes, I shift into drive and kick up rocks from leaving so fast. I don’t pay any attention to where I’m going, and I don’t think about it until I find myself pulling up at the ranch.

      Tyler doesn’t step out of the barn like normal, so I keep heading down the old dirt road that leads to his cabin at the back of the property. The second the truck is shut off and I’m swinging the door closed behind me, he opens the screen door. He reads the pain on my face and rushes over.

      “Amy, what’s wrong?” He pulls me against his chest.

      I can’t form words right now. All I can do is shake my head and let the tears fall.

      He picks me up against him and carries me into the cabin. Moving through the living room, he carries me to the bedroom where he softly places me on the bed.

      He doesn’t try to remove any clothing; he just climbs in behind me and pulls me to his chest, blanketing me with his heat, love, and understanding. I know if anyone understands, it’s Tyler. He doesn’t have the best relationship with his parents either.

      After several long minutes, once I’ve gotten my tears and breathing under control, I finally break the silence. “Tyler, can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” he whispers, his breath causing my hair to tickle my cheek.

      “If your parents called right now and said that they were sorry for everything, could you forgive them? If they said that they were finally giving you everything you’ve ever wanted, could you leave the past in the past?”

      He takes a deep breath. “I’m guess your mom has asked for your forgiveness, and you’re not sure if you can grant her that?”

      I nod, more tears slipping out.

      He waits a while longer like he’s thinking over my question. Finally, he answers.

      “I’d like to think I could forgive them—that I’d be able to leave everything in the past and move forward, and get our relationship back to the way it was, maybe even better.”

      “I don’t know if I can forgive my mom,” I state flatly.

      He squeezes me tighter. “Amy, what you decide about your mom is up to you, and I’ll support anything you choose, but why wouldn’t you try? I mean, saying you’ll try doesn’t guarantee that it’ll happen. All it means is that you want a relationship with your mom—that you want it enough that you’re willing to leave the past in the past and focus on the future the two of you can have together. And if things don’t work out, then at least you’ll be able to say that you tried.”

      My heart is still pounding away with nervousness and anger. I feel like I have a right to feel the way I do, but I also feel guilty. Here she is, after all these years of drinking, sober and begging for my forgiveness, and I can’t even put everything behind us and start over? I know that if even the slightest thing goes wrong, it could set her off again and make her slip. And I’m running away and refusing to give her the only thing she’s asked for? God, what’s wrong with me? Why can’t I be like Ethan and just say, “I love you, Mom, and I forgive you”? Am I really that bad of a person? By not forgiving her, does that make me any better than she was when she was drinking herself to death?

      I take a deep breath and slowly let the air escape my lungs. “You’re right. I should’ve told her that I was proud of her and that I would work on our relationship instead of running away like a spoiled child.”

      Tyler lets out a loud laugh. “We really were made for each other.”

      A smile cracks from hearing his words, and I roll over in his arms, so I can gaze upon his gorgeous face. I place my hand on his jaw and look into his dark eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Tyler.” Slowly, I lean in, pressing my mouth to his.

      He kisses me gently and slowly, never taking—only giving. He pulls away and presses his lips to my forehead while his hands tangle in my hair, pulling my head against his chest. “I love you, Amy. You don’t even know what you mean to me,” he whispers into my hair.

      His body heat, his words, and his strong arms making me feel safe…it’s all so relaxing. I can’t help but close my eyes and revel in this moment. As my body warms, my heart and breathing slow, melting with the relaxation that’s taking over my body. Before I know it, I’m fast asleep.
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      “Amy,” Tyler coos softly in my ear.

      “Hmm?” I mumble, still sleep-dazed as I roll over to find him sitting on the edge of the bed, looking down at me with a smile.

      “I have a surprise for you. Come on, get up!” He stands and pulls the blanket down my body.

      I sit up and he takes my hand, pulling me to my feet and out of the room. The sun is going down now, painting the sky with pinks and purples.

      “Where are we going?” I ask when he directs me out the screen door and over to his truck.

      He opens the passenger side door with a grin. “It’s a surprise.”

      I climb up and take my seat, watching as he closes my door and jogs around the front of the truck to his place beside me. With a twist of the key, the motor turns over and he shifts into drive.

      Instead of heading back toward the front of the property, he drives in deeper, down a trail with massive green trees on each side. The further into the forest we get, the darker it becomes, until I see a big clearing up ahead. It’s like the trees open as he pulls the truck to a stop.

      “We’re here,” he says, turning off the truck and swinging open his door.

      “Here where?” I ask, hesitantly opening my door.

      He meets me at the front of the truck and takes my hand, pulling me through the clearing.

      “Close your eyes,” he whispers, stepping up behind me and covering my eyes.

      I place my hands on his wrists, needing him for balance as I walk across the uneven earth.

      He walks me a few steps forward before he whispers in my ear. “Open your eyes.” He removes his hands.

      When I open my eyes, I find that we’re on an embankment. The sun is shining down between the trees, making the stream before me shine like a million diamonds. I turn to look at him, and that’s when I see the red-and-white checkered blanket on the ground, held down by a wicker basket.

      “I knew how stressed and upset you were. And I thought that getting away from people and surrounding myself with nature always seems to clear my head.” He smiles and shrugs. “I hope you weren’t expecting something better.” He pulls his eyes from mine while rubbing the back of his neck.

      I throw myself into his arms. “I love it! This is perfect.” I press my lips against his. “Thank you,” I whisper against them.

      “You’re welcome,” he says, pulling away as he places me on my feet.

      He takes my hand and pulls me over to the blanket where we both have a seat. Tyler opens the basket and begins pulling things out. First, a bottle of wine, which he opens then pours us both a glass. Without waiting, I take a big gulp, knowing I won’t be able to enjoy a glass of wine while taking a bubble bath now that my mom is home.

      Next, he pulls out a platter filled with fruit, veggies, and cheese.

      He laughs and shrugs. “Sorry I didn’t have time to prepare a whole meal. You were only asleep for an hour.”

      “It’s perfect, Tyler.” I reach over and snag a grape, popping it into my mouth. “Thank you.”

      He leans over and gives me a soft kiss.

      He places the tray between us and we both lie back on our sides, facing one another.

      “I know this is kind of cheesy, but this is my favorite spot. I love coming here just to listen to the water rippling, the trees blowing in the wind, and the animals scurrying nearby. It relaxes me—recharges me when I feel like life is moving too fast.” He looks over at me. “This is where I was when I decided that I did want to take this step forward with you, and I couldn’t be happier that I did. I was hoping that it would aid in your decision about your mom.”

      I take a sip of wine, then a deep breath. I listen to the water as it flows down the creek. I listen to the tree limbs blowing in the breeze, and I listen to my heart. This whole time, my heart has been telling me to move forward and repair this relationship. It’s my brain that’s been the problem.

      “I think I know what I’m going to do.”

      He looks over at me, dark eyes shining with the setting sun. “What?”

      “I’m going to work on fixing things between us.” I shrug. “Like you said, if it doesn’t work out, then it won’t be from lack of trying.”

      He smiles wide—a breathtaking smile that completely takes over his face and makes his eyes nearly glow—and he leans forward, capturing my mouth with his. This kiss is deep and slow, and it touches every nerve ending in my body. It speaks volumes.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer. He breaks the kiss and pushes the tray of food between us to the side, taking my wine glass and setting it on the grass with his. Then he rolls on top of me, maneuvering between my parted knees as his lips find mine once again.

      I can feel him growing hard and pressing right where I need him to. I let out a whimper against his lips, and when I do, his hand squeezes my hip, pulling me closer. I reach for the hem of his shirt, and he allows me to pull it from his body.

      “Will anyone be able to see us here?” I whisper, afraid that Dillon or even Liam may stumble upon us.

      He shakes his head quickly as he lowers his chest back to mine. “Nobody comes out here.” As soon as the last word leaves his lips, his mouth conquers mine once again.

      Before I know it, both of us are completely naked, lying on a blanket in the middle of the woods. The sky around us begins to darken, and the crickets start to chirp.

      His teeth scrape my neck as he slides deep inside me, making me call out. His hands massage my breasts then move down to my hips, where he holds firmly, pulling me into his movements. He rocks his hips against mine, teasing that little spot inside of me that makes me see stars. But he won’t push me over the edge. Every time I get close, he pulls back, changing his movements.

      “Tyler, please,” I beg softly, needing my release.

      “Please what, Amy?” he says between his clenched teeth.

      “I need to come.” My thighs squeeze his hips, trying to force him to give me what I need.

      He lets out a chuckle. “If you want something from me, Amy, you’re going to have to take it.”

      My eyes pop open and lock on his, taking his words as a challenge. I push against his chest, forcing him to roll over. Once his back is flat on the ground, I climb up his body, taking my place on top of him, lowering myself over his long, hard cock.

      The second I slide down his length, he lets out a loud moan that nearly pushes me over the edge just from hearing it. It doesn’t take long with me on top until we’re both panting and moaning and shattering together.
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      It’s going on nine p.m. when we pull back up at the cabin. I lean over and press a kiss to his lips. “I really should get going so I can have that talk with my mom.”

      He takes my hand and presses a kiss to the top. “What do you say we all go out for breakfast in the morning? I’d really like to meet her.”

      I smile. “I’d love that, but how about you just come to my place and I’ll cook? Seems more intimate.”

      “I love that idea, too,” he says with a smile.

      “I’ll see you in the morning then?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I climb out of the passenger side and he gets out, following me to my truck. I climb behind the wheel and he steps up to the open door, pulling me in for one last kiss.

      “I love you, Amy,” he whispers against my lips.

      “I love you too, Tyler,” I say before going back in for a little more.

      When he pulls away, he shuts the door and takes a few steps back.

      I start the truck and begin backing up, but when my lights illuminate his face, I can see the big smile he’s still wearing. It makes me smile myself. It’s unbelievable how much I’ve fallen for him these last few months. I knew when we were just hooking up that I could love him, and I wanted to love him. But I had no idea it’d be like this—feeling this weakening in the knees, being left breathless, and experiencing the tightening in my stomach every single time he touches me. It’s all so unbelievable.
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      When I pull back up to my apartment, the happiness I was feeling begins to wear off, and nervousness slips in. What if I walk in there only to find my reaction had caused her to start drinking again?

      No, Ethan would never let that happen. But I guess she has every right to be mad at me after the way I acted. A little piece of me decides that if she can’t forgive me for my actions earlier, then I shouldn’t forgive her for the last twenty-something years. But then I push all that negative thinking away and focus on repairing the relationship with my mom.

      I’m standing outside my door when I take a deep breath and push myself forward. She and Ethan are still sitting around the table, but there aren’t serious faces, tears, or a liquor bottle anywhere. Instead, the table in front of them is covered in old photo albums that I took from Mom’s place when she was evicted.

      A smile covers my face even though I don’t want it to.

      “Come over here, Amy. Look at this,” Mom says, waving me over.

      I step inside and close the door behind me before stepping up behind her to see the picture she’s looking at. It’s an old picture of me. I was a baby and was taking a bubble bath. Based on my overly happy, excited expression, it must have been my first, and I loved it.

      I laugh so hard I snort. “Look how wide my eyes are!” I laugh out.

      “You think that’s bad?” He flips a few pages back and shows me a picture of me with a chocolate ice cream cone. The ice cream is smeared all over my face, hands, belly, and legs. I was so occupied by the ice cream that I wasn't even looking at the camera.

      We all three laugh.

      “It seems like a lifetime ago,” Mom says, flipping to the next page.

      I take a seat with them at the kitchen table and look over the pictures as she flips pages. My eyes go from the album, to Ethan, and then to Mom, watching their expressions change with every page flip. Ethan smiles as he remembers things from the pictures, but Mom’s eyes begin tearing up.

      “What’s wrong, Mom?” I ask, placing my hand on her shoulder.

      She tears her eyes away from the pages and wipes the tears now streaming down her face. She shakes her head and clears her throat, as her voice grows thick with emotion. “I just missed so much.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re in all these pictures,” I point out.

      “These, yes. But the rest of your lives, nothing. There’s not even a picture of you in middle school, Amy.” She pushes away from the table, starting to pace. “I can’t believe I screwed everything up this badly. I can’t believe how selfish I’ve been. I robbed you both of childhoods. That’s something you only get once, and I took it.” Tears flow hot and heavy down her flushed cheeks.

      I look at Ethan and he looks at me. I’m not sure what to do. I know I need to do something—pull her away from the slippery edge she’s standing on—because one little slip can cause her to fall over and back into a bottle. But on the other hand, I can’t exactly say that’s it’s okay either. She did steal our childhoods.

      I stand and walk up to her, pulling her in for a hug. “Mom, I don’t know how to do this. I don’t want you to feel bad about the past. There’s nothing we can do to change it now. We can only work together to make a better future.”

      She pulls back enough to study my face. “You mean, you forgive me?”

      I take a deep breath. “I’m trying. Is that good enough for now?”

      She offers a weak smile. “It’s a start.” She pulls me back against her one last time.

      “See how well this is going, Mom?” Ethan says, walking up to us. “All you have to do is talk to us, and we’ll work it out. We have to. We’re all each other has.” He hugs us both in one big group hug.

      I smile and nod. “That’s right, Mom. If you ever feel the tug of your past again, please come to us; don’t slide back down to where you were. We love you in spite of your mistakes.”

      She cries and nods her head. “My therapist warned me about this—that I’d finally feel all the pain I’d been causing all these years. I’m prepared for it. Don’t worry, I’m not reaching for the bottle. I promise you both: that woman you’ve been taking care of all these years is gone.” She smiles proudly. “It’s just me now. I hope that’s okay?”

      “It absolutely is,” Ethan says.

      A little while later, Ethan grabs his coat to head down to his apartment. “Mom, do you want to stay here or come back to my place?”

      She darts glances at both of us. “It’s up to you two. I don’t want to be a burden.”

      “Tyler is going to come over in the morning, so we can all have breakfast together. He’s really looking forward to meeting you, Mom.”

      She smiles. “That’s wonderful. Why haven’t I heard anything about him? Have you two been together long?”

      I nod. “A few months, actually.” I stand and place my coffee cup in the sink. “But tomorrow evening, I’ll be heading over to the ranch to house-sit for the next month. So you’ll have this place all to yourself. I thought it might help you feel like you’ve gotten a little bit of your independence back.”

      “Amy, when does your coffee shop open?” Mom asks.

      I smile wide, nearly bouncing with excitement. “This Saturday! I’m so excited and nervous, I can’t even sleep.”

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      “We both are,” Ethan speaks up.

      “Oh…Mom!” I shout after her as she heads toward the living room.

      She turns around.

      “I was thinking that if you wanted to, I could hire you part time at the coffee shop. It’d give you a little money, but it would also give you time to go to your AA meetings. What do you think?”

      A wide smile stretches across her face. It lights up her green eyes and makes her skin glow. “That would be amazing, Amy. Thank you so much.” She rushes across the room, pulling me against her.
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      I wake early in the morning and set to work on preparing breakfast. Two pots of coffee, a pound of bacon, and an entire box of pancake mix later, everything is done. I use the few minutes I have left to throw on some clothes and get presentable.

      Just as I’m walking back into the kitchen, Ethan walks in.

      “Smells amazing, Sis.” He makes his way toward one of the pots of freshly brewed coffee. “Where’s Mom?”

      “Still in bed, I think. I’ll go wake her.” I place the bowl of scrambled eggs onto the table and head down the hallway.

      I tap softly on the door then open it to find her moving about the room. “Good morning. Breakfast smells amazing.” She kisses my cheek and steps past me.

      I feel relief wash over me. I don’t know why, but I had a sickening feeling that I would open this door and find her passed out next to a vodka bottle. I guess this is the feeling I will have any time I open a door—always worrying about her relapsing.

      I follow her down the hallway, through the living room, and back into the kitchen. When we walk in, Tyler is leaning against the counter next to Ethan. They’re both talking and laughing while sipping a cup of coffee.

      I smile and walk up to him, giving him a quick kiss. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he whispers against my lips.

      I turn to face my mom. “Mom, this is Tyler.” I look up at him. “Tyler, this is my mom, Cheryl.”

      Mom smiles and holds out her hand while stepping closer. “It’s nice to meet you, Tyler.”

      He nods with his smile in place. “You too, ma’am. I’ve been looking forward to this day for a long time.”

      Mom nudges me with her elbow. “What a gentleman,” she whispers with her cheeks turning red. “And he’s not bad to look at either,” she adds on.

      We all bust out laughing.

      “Come on. Let’s eat before everything gets cold.”

      We all take our seats. While everyone starts filling their plates with food, I can’t help but look around me and see how lucky I am. My mom is sober and doing well, my brother is home and has an amazing job as a police officer, and Tyler loves me and makes me happier than I ever thought I could be.

      My life has changed so much in a few short months. I never thought I’d have this, but I’m so glad everything is finally starting to work itself out. And I owe it all to Tyler. He did this. He made me realize my self-worth. He loved me and showed me that relationships—whether it’s family, friends, or romantic—are worth the fight.
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      “Are you sure we can’t sneak into your bedroom?” Tyler asks as he has me pushed against the wall in the hallway outside my apartment.

      I laugh. “No. I’m going to go in there and pack, then I’ll be at the ranch this afternoon. Whatever that dirty mind of yours is cooking up can wait until then, okay?”

      He rolls his eyes and sighs. “I guess, but you should know, I’m going to spend the rest of the day making you scream my name,” he whispers into my ear.

      “Deal.” I press a long kiss to his lips, then push him away. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “You better,” he says, turning for the elevator.

      I make my way back inside and start cleaning up after breakfast while my mom and Ethan sit in the living room, watching TV and drinking coffee.

      It suddenly occurs to me where my coffee addiction comes from when I notice they’ve brewed another pot. I laugh and shake my head as I go about loading the dishwasher and starting it.

      “Is there anything you guys need before I head over to the ranch?” I ask, stepping into the living room.

      “No, I think I’m fine, Amy,” Mom says, turning away from the TV to face me.

      “Come by the shop on Saturday, Mom, and we can start the paperwork for your employment.”

      “I can’t wait. It’s been a long time since I’ve lived a normal life.” She smiles sweetly.

      “Ethan, can I talk to you a minute?” I ask, moving down the hallway and into my room, where he joins me a few seconds later.

      “What’s up?”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be able to keep an eye on Mom with her being here alone?”

      He nods as he slides his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, not a problem. I’ll check on her every morning before work. You’ll have to take the day shift though. I don’t plan on doing much of anything in the evenings, so I’ll probably have dinner with her every night.”

      I take a deep breath. “Okay, this should work out, right?”

      “Fingers crossed.” His eyes grow in size as he steps out of the room, leaving me alone.
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      It’s going on four p.m. when I finally make it over to the ranch. I take all my things inside, then head out to the barn to let Tyler know I’ve arrived. The sun is high in the sky, not a cloud in sight. A slight breeze blows my dark hair around me, giving me a little relief from the heat of the day.

      “Tyler?” I yell, walking into the barn.

      Dillon pops his head up from a horse stall. “He’s not here.”

      “Oh.” I pause, not bothering to walk in any deeper. “Do you know where he went? He knew I was coming.”

      He shakes his head. “Not sure. He wasn’t particularly chatty when I ran into him. Sorry I can’t help.”

      I wave. “Thanks anyway.” I head back outside and climb behind the wheel of my truck to drive further onto the property to go to his cabin.

      When I pull up front, his truck is gone. “Weird. Maybe he ran some errands or something,” I tell myself, making a big U-turn to go back to the house.

      I fling myself down on the couch and call his cell phone, but he doesn’t answer. It goes straight to voicemail. With a loud sigh, I call Vesper.

      “Hey, Amy. What’s up?” she answers.

      “Not much. I just got to the ranch. How’s the traveling?”

      I hear her let out a loud breath. “Rough. Our flight was delayed. We’re just hanging out at the airport.”

      I laugh. “I’m surprised Mr. Big Shot doesn’t have his own private plane,” I joke.

      “God, don’t even say that. That’s all he’s talked about since we’ve been here. I’m sorry we can’t make the grand opening. I wish I could be there.”

      I wave my hand through the air. “Don’t worry about it. Seriously, you’ve done enough.”

      “I know, but you were there for me when I opened the clinic. I wanted to return the favor.” She sounds guilty.

      “Vesper, it’s okay. I promise. I have so much stuff going on that I probably won’t notice your absence. I mean, I just offered my mom a job.”

      “You did?”

      “Yep.” My fingers start twisting together out of nervousness.

      “Do you think that’ll work?”

      I shrug. “I hope so. I mean, I’m thinking that it will help more than hurt. It will keep her busy. Idle hands and all.” I roll my eyes. “Plus, it’s just part time, so she’ll still have time to make all her AA meetings.”

      “I really hope it all works out. You deserve a break. You’ve worked so hard to get your life on track these last few months.”

      I smile, feeling a little proud of myself.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Amy. Next month when I get back, I have an appointment in the city to have your dress for the wedding fitted.”

      “Okay. I should probably start working on Tyler to go get fitted for his tux. I mean, it’s less than a year away and it will take three months just to talk him into wearing one,” I joke.

      “Ah, we’ll have Liam make him. He will be the best man and all.”

      I hear something come over the loudspeaker.

      “Amy, I’ve got to go. Finally time for us to board. Call me later?”

      “Okay. Safe travels.” I hang up the phone and go for a glass of wine.
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      I don’t know where Tyler is, but I decide to plan on spending the evening alone. I fix a salad and grill some chicken to put on top and pour a second glass of wine. I sit alone in the kitchen while eating and listening to the music I put on the house’s stereo system. As I’m washing the few dishes I used, the back door opens and Tyler walks in.

      “Hey, I’ve been looking for you. Where have you been?”

      He moves toward the fridge and grabs a beer. Popping the top, he leans against the island and takes a drink while pointing toward the back of the property. “By the creek. I just needed a quiet minute alone.”

      Something seems off about him. His eyes are squinting and they’re surrounded by small wrinkles, and his jaw is flexed like he’s angry about something. His back is straight, and every muscle is hard like he’s preparing for a fight.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask, moving closer. I wrap my arms around his neck and his hand lands softly on my hip.

      He nods. “Yeah. I’m sorry I missed dinner.”

      I shake my head, still worried that he’s not telling me something. “Are you sure?”

      He doesn’t confirm or deny—just closes the small space between us and kisses me slowly and strongly.

      I close my eyes and squeeze him closer, deepening the kiss, wanting to show him that I’m here for him and that he can tell me anything. He reaches behind him, placing his beer on the island, before picking me up against him. My legs automatically wrap around his waist, and he carries me through the house and into the bedroom, the whole time keeping his lips moving with mine.

      He moves slowly and cautiously as he places me on the bed and crawls up my body. When he pulls away, getting himself on his knees between my parted legs, our eyes lock and something is exchanged. I can feel something, but I can’t put my finger on it. He seems sad, nervous, and afraid. I worry my lip, trying to figure out what’s going on.

      His eyes watch as his hands unbutton my shorts. He pulls them off slowly and tantalizingly. He picks up my ankle and slowly kisses his way up my leg. When he gets to the junction between my legs, he picks up the other and repeats the process. Emotion grows thick in my throat, and I want to cry. Yet I don’t know why. This feels different. We’ve fucked hard and fast, and we’ve made love slowly and softly, but this…this is different.

      All thoughts cease when his mouth finally lands on my clit, sucking and flicking his tongue against me. His hands hold me firmly by my hips, pushing and pulling me in a back-and-forth motion while his tongue laps me.

      He’s taking his time, wanting me to feel every motion, wanting to burn every action into my memory. When my release washes over me, my hands clench into fists, grabbing the bedsheets to hold myself in place. I feel like I’m spinning out of control. I cry out his name just as my release ends, sending tingles throughout my body.

      When he pulls away, he wipes my arousal from his lips and continues to kiss his way up my body, pushing and pulling clothes away from the both of us. His teeth gently nip the swell of my breast, and he cups them both in his hands, peppering them with hot kisses. His tongue swirls around my hard nipple before sucking it into his mouth. A whimper leaves my lips at the sensation. With our position, I can feel his hard length pressing against my slick folds, but he won’t thrust into me. It’s like he wants this moment to last forever. The longer he takes to claim me, the longer it will last, maybe even trapping us in this moment forever.

      “Tyler,” I whisper, nearly moan.

      “What is it, baby?” he asks, kissing up my neck and finally lowering his chest to mine, where I can finally feel all his weight pressing down on me—something I crave.

      A tear leaks out of my eye. “This…it’s different. I can feel it.” I take a shuttering breath. “I’m scared.”

      He shakes his head, kissing across my jaw. “I love you, Amy. I love you so fucking much,” he whispers just as his lips meet mine and he allows himself to slide inside me.

      The moment we connect, everything changes. He’s tender, but he’s rough, thrusting so hard it moves me up the bed. My nails dig into his back, and he lets out a deep growl.

      “You’ll always be mine, Amy.” He rocks his hips against me while his hands tour my body. “Always.”

      My thighs clamp around his hips as he thrusts into me, slowly but deeply, pushing me to the limits of pain—a beautiful, heart-wrenching pain. His hand travels up my side, tangling into my hair and pulling my head sideways so his mouth can claim mine once again.

      “I love you, Amy,” he says with another hard thrust.

      “I love you,” I moan out as the waves start crashing down on my body.

      Every muscle in his body hardens, and I feel his cock twitch inside of me. A warm liquid spills out, filling me and making me feel whole.

      I feel like we’ve exchanged something between us. Not just love, but ownership and love. I’m his completely. The only question is: is he mine?

      Yesterday, there was no doubt he was. But now something is different, and I feel like I’m left waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      When he pulls out of me, he rolls to my side and pulls me against his chest, tangling his hand in my hair while his lips press kisses to my forehead. He breathes me in deeply, like he’s trying to burn everything about me into his memory: my smell, my taste, my heat.

      “Tyler.” I place my hand under his chin and direct his eyes to mine. “Please, tell me what’s going on,” I whisper, filled with fear.

      His hand lands softly on my cheek, the pad of his thumb gently sweeping back and forth. “I love you, Amy. That’s all you need to know.” His mouth moves to mine once again, and while I want to give him all of myself with this kiss, I can’t. I’m filled with fear and nervousness, and a pain radiating from somewhere deep inside.

      He kisses me passionately and deeply. But this time, he’s not wanting to remember me. He’s wanting to make sure I remember him. Before I know it, he’s rolling me over and slamming into me again and again, making me call out in passion and in pain.

      He doesn’t leave me until the sun is coming up and I can no longer hold my eyes open. My body is spent, physically and emotionally. I feel drained, completely used up.

      Just as I’m drifting off to sleep, I feel him press his lips to my head. “I love you, Amy. Always remember.”
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      My eyes open and land on the clock that says 12:09 p.m. I groan and stretch, feeling sore and tired. I feel blissfully peaceful…until I remember last night. A sense of dread settles over me as I roll over to face him. Instead of finding him watching me or happily awake, I find a piece of paper instead.

      Amy,

      I’m sorry I have to do this in a letter, but I’m too big of a coward to tell you to your face. I can’t stand to see the pain reflecting in your beautiful blue eyes. Before I tell you the meaning of this, I want you to know without a shadow of a doubt that everything I’ve said is one hundred percent true. I love you. I love you like I’ve never loved anyone—even the person who turned me into the man you met, the broken man you repaired.

      You’re so much fun to be around. You’re beautiful and kind, and you have so much passion. You love wholeheartedly, and you forgive without any fear. Which is why I’m hoping you can forgive me for what I’m about to say.

      You’re such an inspiration to me, Amy. The way you handled everything with your mom was beautiful and loving—so you. It’s important to be able to love in life, but it’s also important to be able to forgive and move on. I haven’t been doing that. I’ve been holding a grudge, and that really eats away at your soul.

      So, when my father called me yesterday and asked me to come home and take my rightful place at the ranch, I had a lot to think about. I wanted to go on living the way I had been—with you by my side. But then I thought about that talk we had the day your mom came home. I told you that if my parents were to call and want to make up for everything, I’d like to be able to forgive them. I thought about the way you handled things with your mom, and I want to be like you, live the way you do: so full of love, understanding, and forgiveness.

      I never wanted to live without you, Amy. But I have to right the mess I’ve made in life. I have to go home and be with my family. My brother finally broke free of the ranch he never wanted, and my family needs me. If I don’t go, they could lose the ranch, and you know I can’t turn my back on that. It’s the only thing I ever wanted…until I fell in love with you, that is.

      I never wanted to hurt you, and I hope that one day you’ll be able to forgive me. I hope I don’t leave you as broken as I was when you found me. I hope that all your dreams come true, and that you’ll be able to move on with the person you’re meant to be with— a person who is right for you in every way I’m not. Please remember, I love you, Amy, and I’m sorry for everything.

      
        
        Love,

        Tyler

      

      

      

      Tears escape from my eyes and my breathing stops until my lungs tingle and burn for oxygen. Tyler’s gone. He left. And he couldn’t even tell me goodbye to my face. I feel my heart crack and weep for him. I feel my soul melt away, leaving nothing but a puddle of tears.

      A sob breaks free and I crumple the letter to my chest as I curl in a ball and sob, crying out his name over and over, begging God for this to be a sick joke. How could he do this to me—after everything we’ve been through, after everything I’ve been through?

      The deep, dark part of me that I always hide away smiles and says, you deserve this. You weren’t good enough for him.

      But over the last few months, I’ve learned to block her out completely. It was always the same voice that told me that I made my mother the drunk she was, that I’d never get my happy ending, and that I didn’t deserve to find love.

      Being with Tyler blocked that voice inside of me. I thought she had disappeared completely…until now. She’s back and he’s gone.

      I cry until my head hurts. I shake with sobs until every muscle is sore and weak. I hate myself until my body finally gives up and shuts down, pulling me into a deep sleep.
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      I wake when my phone rings, causing the ringing in my head to get louder.

      “Hello?” I answer the phone, unable to open my eyes.

      “Amy?” Vesper asks.

      With her voice, the tears start flooding from my eyes again, even though my head is begging them not to. I can’t take the pain in my head. I can’t take the pain in my heart.

      “He’s gone, Vesper. He left,” I cry.

      “I know,” she whispers. “He called Liam to let him know he’d need to find a new ranch hand. We’re heading back now so he can be replaced.”

      I can’t do anything but cry.

      “I’m so sorry, Amy. Just hang on. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I hear her sniffle on the other side of the line like she’s crying right along with me.

      I nod my head, even though she can’t see me, and hang up the phone. Rolling over, I cry myself to sleep.
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      I wake when I hear the door creak open. I look over my shoulder just in time to see Vesper climb up on the bed with me. She wraps her arm around my stomach and pulls me against her. I reach down and place my hand in hers, squeezing gently—but I’m so weak that it’s all the strength I’ve got.

      “I’m sorry, Amy,” she whispers. “I wish I could take away this pain for you.”

      I sniffle. “It’s okay.” It’s not, but I don’t know what else to say.

      “I think only time will heal. You just need to stay focused on other things: your mom’s recovery, and the opening of the coffee shop.”

      I nod, but none of that feels important anymore. The pain I feel is the only thing I can focus on.

      “What do you say we get up and have some dinner. Maybe some wine?”

      “I don’t have the energy to move.”

      “You have to eat, Amy.” She pulls away and stands. “Now get up, take a long, hot shower, and come downstairs. I’m feeding you whether you like it or not.” Without another word, she turns and leaves me alone—a feeling I should probably get used to.

      With a deep breath, I force myself to stand—feeling a little dizzy—and walk to the connected bathroom. I turn the shower on as hot as it will go and step beneath the scorching flow of water. The steam fills the room as I lay my head against the tile, remembering last night: the way he touched me so tenderly, the gasps and moans that escaped his lips, and his words right as I was drifting off to sleep, always remember.

      More tears fill my eyes and fall over the brims, even though I didn’t know I could possibly cry any more. I feel tired, mentally and physically. I have no energy to shower, let alone go downstairs and hold a conversation. Not only that, but I really don’t want to see Vesper and Liam together and happy. Even though I’m happy for her, it will only remind me of Tyler—not that I can stop thinking about him anyway.

      When the water begins to run cold, I turn it off and step out, wrapping a big fluffy towel around my quivering body. I wipe the steam away from the mirror and look myself over. My eyes are red and bloodshot with dark circles beneath them. My face seems hollow and lacking any color. My eyes are puffy and swollen. When I look at my lips, I get a quick flash of the way he kissed me last night. They tingle with the memory that causes my fingertips to trace them, wanting to hold on to the memory forever.

      When another sob leaves my lips, I turn away, unable to look at the broken woman staring back at me in the mirror. Walking into the bedroom, I slip into a pair of baggy sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Then I pull my wet hair up into a messy bun. Sliding my feet into a pair of flip-flops, I leave the room and go to find Vesper.

      She’s moving about the kitchen, cooking. Already, two glasses of wine sit on the table. I take a seat and lift one to my lips, drinking it faster than necessary, but it’s the one thing that will bring me relief—make me forget. Suddenly, I understand how my mom could’ve wasted so many years of her life.

      “It won’t replace him, Amy,” Vesper says, watching me from across the kitchen.

      I nod. “I know. But it will kill the pain and bring me a little relief for the night.” I stand and grab the bottle of wine, pouring another full glass. The whole time, Vesper gives me a disapproving look.

      A long breath leaves me. “Can you please just be my best friend right now? Don’t judge me and look at me like I used to look at my mother. Just…” A tear slides out. “Just have fun and get wasted with me.”

      Her eyes hold sadness, but she forces a smile and nods, moving in for a hug. “I’m sorry, Amy. Of course I can do that.” She pulls away. “Let’s eat some dinner, then I’ll get Liam to drop us off at the bar for a little while. How does that sound?”

      For the first time all day, a smile appears on my face. “Thank you.”

      We quickly have a quiet dinner, just the two of us. Then I leave the kitchen to make myself look a little more presentable. In my room, I sit down at the vanity in the corner, and apply all my usual makeup and straighten my hair. I pull out a pair of tight jean shorts and slide into them. Looking at myself in the mirror, they highlight all of my best features: my long legs, curvy hips, and plump ass. I pull off my sweatshirt and replace it with a white tank top that makes my tan appear darker. Turning away from the mirror with approval, I go to put on my shoes and realize all I have are my beat-up house flip-flops and a pair of brown cowboy boots. I slide on the boots with a shrug.

      When I get downstairs, Vesper and Liam are waiting by the door.

      “Dammmn, Amy,” Vesper catcalls.

      “You’re going to get yourself in trouble looking like that, Amy,” Liam tells me.

      I let out a laugh, already feeling a bit of a buzz from the wine I drank with dinner. “That’s exactly what I’m looking for tonight, Liam,” I say, walking past him and out the door.

      Liam drops us off at the bar, promising to stay close so he can pick us up when needed. I head straight to the bar to find Sarah behind it.

      “Hey, girl! I haven’t seen you in a while. What’s been up?”

      I place a hundred on the bar. “Bad breakup. I need shots.”

      She nods once, then turns for the bottle.

      Vesper and I sit at the bar, drinking shot after shot and chasing it with our beer. In thirty minutes, I feel alive and free. The weight of the day has fallen off and I can breathe for the first time. My lungs thank me. All day, it felt like I was only taking in enough oxygen to keep going—like it wasn’t reaching the bottom of my lungs. Now they feel fully inflated, taking away the pain in my chest.

      “You know, I don’t know why I settled down in the first place,” I slur, grabbing ahold of Vesper’s arm and dragging her to the dance floor.

      I lift my arms above my head and spin around to the beat of the music.

      “Amy, I’m glad you’re finally having some fun, but don’t you think it’s time to go?”

      I frown. “No way. I finally feel alive!” I grab ahold of her hand and force her to dance with me. At first, she’s stiff and not moving to the beat very much. But after several minutes, she loosens up and begins having fun.

      Before I know it, I find myself slipping into my old ways—smiling, laughing, and checking out the guys.

      “You know, maybe I need a rebound guy.”

      Vesper stops dancing and tugs me back to our barstools. “Amy, this isn’t just a random hookup you’re trying to get over. You and Tyler were in a relationship, and nothing will make that pain go away but time. Don’t go digging your hole any deeper. Forcing this will only end up hurting you. You have to heal.”

      Just the mention of Tyler’s name causes that pain in my chest to make itself known. But I refuse to feel it. I lift my beer bottle and finish it off.

      A man leans against the bar at my side. “I saw you dancing out there. You’re gorgeous, did you know that?”

      I smile. “What’s your name?”

      He dips his head forward as a greeting. “I’m Mason.”

      “I’m Amy. Would you like to dance?”

      He runs his hand through his dark hair and smiles. “I’d love to.” He holds out his hand, and I place mine inside.

      “Amy!” Vesper calls out after me, but I don’t turn around. I want to be free of the pain, even if only for a little while. I want to throw caution to the wind. I want to be free and happy. Why is that so bad? It’s not like I’m going home with the guy.

      Mason spins me around on the dance floor, pulling me against his chest. Our eyes lock and he smiles as we begin moving to the beat of the music. His strong arms hold me closely, and it feels wrong. Not bad, just wrong. His scent, his eyes, his smell, it’s all wrong.

      I shake my head free of the bad thoughts sneaking their way in and force a smile as I spin in his arms. His chest presses against my back, and his hands lock on my hips as he grinds against me. My heart begs to me stop, but my brain says to keep going. I don’t want him, but I want to get over Tyler—I want to be rid of the pain he’s caused.
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      Even though I know I don’t want this man, something won’t let me walk away. It’s like my subconscious won’t be happy until I’m completely broken. When he spins me back around and presses his lips against mine, that very thing happens.

      His tongue spreads my lips and slips into my mouth. He tastes of whiskey and cigarettes—completely wrong. His strong arms no longer feel good—now they feel like a prison that’s entrapping me. The air in my lungs is sucked out, and my head begins to swim. My stomach churns and my eyes burn with tears.

      I push him away, and he looks at me with surprise and confusion.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t,” I say as tears pour out at an alarming rate as I run from the dance floor and out the door.

      When I make it to the curb, I bend over and empty my stomach. Vesper comes running out, gently pulling my hair away from my face. I hear her talking to someone, but don’t realize who it is or what she’s saying until Liam pulls up a few minutes later.

      “What happened? Is she okay?” Liam asks, rushing from the car to my side.

      “She’ll be okay,” Vesper answers, helping me into the car.

      I collapse into the back seat and close my eyes.

      After what must be half the drive to the ranch, I hear Liam quietly ask, “What happened?”

      “She had too much to drink. I’m worried about her though. She was determined to be the old Amy, the one who went out, got drunk, and went home with a random person. And she even found someone to dance with. But then he kissed her, and she froze. It was like she was able to forget everything until that kiss. Then everything caught up with her. She’s really hurt, Liam. I don’t know how to help her.”

      “Fucking Tyler,” Liam cusses.

      After that, I block out everything else that’s said, and I picture last night…with Tyler.

      I wake in the morning with a pounding headache, unsure of how I got to bed. My stomach is churning, and I don’t want to do anything but sleep off this hangover, but I know I need some water and maybe some crackers to ease the ache in my belly.

      I sit up slowly, so I don’t make myself sick, and head for the kitchen. I zombie-walk down the stairs and into the dining room that leads to the kitchen. When I hear Ethan’s voice, I freeze.

      “What the fuck? I warned him that if he hurt her, I would kick his ass,” Ethan says, acid and anger lacing his words.

      “I don’t think he did this to hurt her, Ethan. But regardless, I’m worried about her. She’s not taking the news well.”

      “I guess all we can do is be there for her. Give her a few days to cry it out, and she’ll recover. I know my sister. She’s strong. She’s handled more than most people her age.”

      I take a deep breath and walk into the room, everyone’s eyes on me. “I’m fine. Y’all can stop worrying.” I step between them to grab a bottle of water from the fridge.

      When I turn around, they’re still staring.

      I take a drink, recap the bottle, and set it on the island. “Look, I just needed a day to fall apart. I did, and now I’m moving on. I swear. Stop worrying.” I look each of them in the eye, one by one.

      “Are you sure, Amy?” Vesper asks, placing her hand on my bicep.

      I groan. “Yes. God, I’m not a baby everyone needs to protect. It’s a breakup, and people have them every day. I will survive.” I pick up my water and head back to my room, opting to skip the crackers.

      I lie in bed and stare at the wall across from me, knowing that I have to get a grip. I have too much going on in my life to lie down and die. I have a business opening, and it needs my full attention. I don’t have time to waste my life pining for a guy who never really loved me.

      A part of me knows that isn’t true. But another part of me wonders how he could love me and leave me like this. Didn’t I mean anything to him? Couldn’t we have worked this out somehow—maybe agreed to be in a long-distance relationship? He could have come here every few weeks, and I could’ve gone there, met his family. If the long-distance thing worked out, somewhere down the road, we could have talked about me moving out there. I would’ve done that for him.

      Then I think about the new business I’m opening. Would I be able to give that up for him? And if I did, how would I ever pay back Liam?

      I guess all this thinking is a waste of time, anyway. He didn’t give me the option. He just left me as broken as he was when I found him.

      I guess at some point, I fall asleep, because Vesper coming into the room stirs me awake.

      “Hey,” I mumble, sitting up in bed.

      “How you are feeling, honey?” she asks sweetly, sitting down beside me.

      I shrug. “Okay, I guess. I’m coming around.”

      She nods. “That’s good.”

      “Yeah, I mean, it still hurts, but I guess I’m coming to terms with it, you know? There’s nothing I can do but accept it.” I let out a deep breath. “And I need to focus on the shop. It opens the day after tomorrow.”

      “I know!” she shrieks. “And we’ll be here for it since Liam still hasn’t found a ranch hand replacement.”

      I reach for her hand and take it in mine. “Thank you, Vesper. Thank you for being here for me and allowing me to make my mistakes while having my back. Who knows how last night would’ve gone if you hadn’t been there?”

      She leans in, pulling me in for a hug. “I love you, Amy.”

      “I love you too, Vesper.”
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      I end up going back home Thursday night and spending all day Friday making sure everything is up and running for the grand opening. When I wake on Saturday morning, I’m wired and don’t even need coffee.

      I get to the shop an hour early and get all the machines turned on. Lindsey and Brittany, the two girls I’ve hired, come in and take their positions.

      “Are we ready to open?” Brittany asks, pulling her black cap on.

      I take a deep breath and glance around the place. With a nod, I say, “Let’s do it!”

      She unlocks the door and flips the sign.

      I almost expect it to be like a cartoon, where the sign gets flipped and a horde of people rush in, smashing everyone and everything in their way, but that doesn’t happen.

      Instead, I pour the first cup of coffee and take it next door to Mr. Lally. I walk into his store and find him behind the counter.

      He looks up and smiles wide. “I was wondering if I’d see you today.”

      I hand over his cup of coffee. “I thought I’d bring you the very first cup.”

      He pulls out his wallet and I hold up my hand. “On the house.”

      He shakes his head and slips a dollar in my hand. “I want the honor of knowing my dollar is the one hanging on your wall for the next twenty years.”

      I smile. “Thank you.”

      I chat with Mr. Lally a while longer, then head next door. When I walk in, Vesper, Liam, Ethan, and my mom are all sitting around a table with a coffee in their hands. When they look up and find me, they all cheer, quickly surrounding me and giving me hug after hug.

      “I was your first customer,” Vesper beams.

      I pull the dollar from my pocket. “Nope, Mr. Lally bought the first cup.” I hand the dollar over to Brittany for her to put in the frame.

      “Come over here and have a seat,” Liam says. “You’ve worked hard on this place. It’s time you enjoy it.”

      Lindsey pours a cup of coffee and brings it over to me. I pull out a chair and sit down at the biggest table in the shop with my family and friends.

      Despite how happy and proud of myself I am, it feels like something’s missing. And I know it’s Tyler. He should be here celebrating with me. As everyone chats back and forth, I think about all the times I talked about this day with Tyler—how I explained how everything would look. His absence speaks volumes. I’ve only been without him for a couple days, but I know I’ll feel it for a lifetime.

      Loving someone as much as I loved Tyler…those feelings don’t just go away. Not only do I have to get used to having all this time again, but I have to get used to this feeling of always being alone. When we were together, even when I was alone, I didn’t feel alone. Now, loneliness is all I feel.

      I take a deep breath and take a sip of my coffee. When I look up, everyone’s eyes are on me. “What?”

      Liam puts his arm around my shoulders and gives me a little shake. “It’ll take some time, Amy, but I promise, it won’t always be like this.”

      I nod. “I know. Who knows, maybe one of these days I’ll be sitting right here when Mr. Right walks in?”

      “That’s the spirit!” He releases me and turns to Vesper.

      “So, are you two ready for this wedding?” my mom asks.

      “Three months and counting!” Vesper nearly cheers.

      I’m so proud of her. Just a few months ago, she didn’t seem very happy, but now, she and Liam are as close as they can be. I think they’ve both learned that to be in a happy relationship, they both had to give a little—make sacrifices. I would’ve done that with Tyler, given the chance.

      I shake my head to clear these thoughts, praying that it won’t always be like this—that I won’t miss him at every important moment I have in my life.

      Liam lifts his coffee cup into the air. “To Amy and all her dedication and hard work!”

      “Here, here,” everyone says, holding up their cups.
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      “Are you sure you have everything you need?” I ask Brittany as I’m gathering my things to leave for the day. “I won’t be able to come back. I’m the maid of honor. I’m very important in this wedding,” I joke.

      “It’s fine. We’ve got it covered. Get out of here and have some fun.” She waves me off.

      I smile and rush toward the door to get ready.

      The wedding is being held on the ranch: the ceremony outside, and the reception in the barn they’ve been transforming for months.

      When I pull up at the ranch, the place is already covered in people already setting up for the wedding. I grab my bag from the passenger seat and rush into the house and up the stairs to find Vesper pacing the floor in her wedding dress.

      I drop my bag on the bed and place my hands on her shoulders, looking in her eyes. “You love Liam. Just calm down and remember all the reasons why you’re doing this.”

      She nods and lets out a deep breath. “You’re right. I can do this,” she tells herself more than me.

      I offer up a reassuring smile. “It’s your day. Yours and Liam’s, so don’t let anyone or anything else matter, okay?”

      She nods, seeming to calm just a little. Suddenly, she looks me up and down with wide eyes. “What are you doing? Why aren’t you dressed? The wedding starts in twenty minutes!”

      I laugh. “I just have to put my dress on and I’m ready to go. I did my hair and makeup at the coffee shop. Chill.” I grab the bag containing my dress from the wardrobe, and head into the bathroom.

      I slip on the light pink dress and my brown cowgirl boots and look myself over. The dress is form-fitting on the bodice. There’s light beadwork that makes the top shine when the light hits it, and the bottom is loose and flowing, ending just beneath my knee. My dark hair flows down around me in loose curls, and my makeup is light, but done to perfection. I step out and Vesper inspects me.

      “You look so beautiful!” she gushes, pulling me in for a hug.

      “Are you kidding me? You’re the beautiful one here.”

      She blushes as she turns away and grabs our bouquets. “Are you ready for this?” she asks, handing over my flowers.

      “I’m ready. Are you ready?”

      She smiles and nods. “I think I am.”

      I walk past her and open the door. “Let’s do it then!”

      As we’re walking down the steps, Aria, Vesper’s sister, runs in the door. “God, I thought I was late!”

      Vesper laughs and pulls her in for a hug. “Glad you could make it on time, little sister.”

      Dillon walks up to my side—he replaced Tyler in the wedding. “Are you ready?” He offers his arm.

      I nod and force a smile, trying not to think of whose arm I should be on. “Yep.” I slip my arm through his.

      Aria meets up with Ethan, and they start walking outside, toward the aisle.

      As Dillon leads me down the aisle, I can’t help but to think of Tyler. I should be with him.

      These last few months, I’ve worked hard on moving forward without Tyler in my life. I’ve surrounded myself with friends and family and dedicated all my time to my growing business that’s doing extremely well. My mom started working for me as planned, and even though she’s still living with Ethan, she’ll be moving into her own apartment soon—in our building, so she’ll always have one of us when she feels the call of the past.

      I’ve even started dating here and there, refusing to turn back into the old me that only cared about hookups. Now, I’m focused on finding Mr. Right, and I don’t plan on settling until I know it’s one hundred percent right. However, living up to Tyler’s memory isn’t an easy task.

      Watching as Liam and Vesper say their vows, I vow to myself that that will be me one day. I’ll have all of this: my perfect match, the dream wedding, a happy ending. And if I don’t, it won’t be from lack of trying. That little voice in my head still tries to pipe in and tell me otherwise, but I refuse to listen to her anymore. The future is wide open, and I plan on taking every opportunity I can to get to where I want to be—where I deserve to be.

      After the ceremony, everyone moves into the barn. Liam and Vesper make the rounds to greet their guests, and I sit down with a glass of champagne, watching as everyone moves back and forth on the dance floor.

      I’m happy for Vesper, but I’m also a little sad for myself. I wish Tyler could be here to share this with me.

      Almost as if God heard my wish, movement catches my eye and draws it toward the darkened corner. Slowly, Tyler comes into view, wearing a black tux.

      My heart skips a beat and my breathing stops.

      I watch as he slowly closes the distance between us.

      “May I have a seat?” he asks, snapping me out of my daze.

      I shrug. “It’s a free country.” I pick up my flute and finish it off.

      “Amy, I—”

      “Don’t, Tyler.” I point my finger, silencing him. “I don’t know what you’re doing here. If you came here for Liam, he’s over there.” I point toward them, talking with their family. “But if you’re here for me, don’t waste your breath.” I stand and push my way through the crowd, heading outside for some fresh air and grabbing a bottle of wine on the way.

      Once outside, I look behind me to find that he isn’t following me. I can finally breathe easy. I can’t leave my best friend’s wedding, but I can’t go back in there knowing Tyler is here. So instead, I take a walk. I follow the old dirt road I’d driven down so many times before, until I get to the cabin that’s no longer being used. I don’t even look at it. Instead, I keep following the trail, through the forest, until I get to the opening.

      I bring the bottle to my lips and take a long swig. The fruity-bitter mixture overwhelms my senses and dulls the pain in my chest just a bit. I know I was wishing for him to be here, but this isn’t exactly what I wanted. I want things to be like they used to be. I wish Tyler never would’ve left. I wish he’d been here with me these last few months. I wish he would’ve come to this wedding with me and walked me down the aisle. I didn’t want this awkward meeting that’s making me leave my best friend’s wedding.

      I sit on a fallen tree and gaze out over the creek that’s slowly trickling downstream. Other than the sound of the water, it’s deathly silent. Not a creature moves. It’s so quiet, I can hear my own heartbeat and the air escaping my mouth with each breath. I lean my head back and look at the dark sky and the million little white stars. It’s a cloudless night, and the air is hot and sticky around me. The moisture in the air clings to my exposed flesh like a second skin, making me feel hot and amped up, unsure of how this night will end.

      The sound of a twig breaking behind me causes me to whip my head around in time to see Tyler stepping through the opening. The air in my lungs leaves in a rush, and my shoulders visibly fall. I turn my head back to the creek and take another drink, wanting to prepare myself for whatever this is.

      “I’d ask you if I could sit, but I’m afraid of the answer,” he jokes, sitting beside me.

      “What are you doing here, Tyler?” I ask, not removing my eyes from the flow of water.

      “I have a lot of explaining to do.” His voice is deep, and he sounds unsure and nervous.

      “Just…save your breath.” I stand and spin around to face him. “I don’t need to hear it.” I shake my head. “When you left, I was devastated. I cried for days. I just about gave poor Vesper a heart attack!” I lift my hand and motion toward the party. “But you know what? I got over it. I forced myself to get out of bed, and I went and opened my coffee shop, on my own. I didn’t need you then, Tyler, and I don’t need you now.” I begin to walk away, but he stands and tugs me back by my wrist.

      My heels on the uneven ground cause me to lose my balance—well, that or the wine—and I stumble into his arms, his chest pressing against mine. Our eyes lock in the darkness, and suddenly, I’m breathless. Why is my body responding to his touch this way? It’s completely betraying me. I want to hate him and hate his touch for hurting me as badly as he did. Why did my heart skip a beat the second his hand touched me? Why won’t my lungs work when I look into his eyes? Why is my stomach tightening in knots right now?

      “Please,” he whispers, breath blowing across my dry lips, “just hear me out, Amy.”

      With his words, the world begins moving again and I’m allowed to take a breath. I pull away. “If I listen to what you have to say, then you’ll let me walk away?”

      He nods. “If you still want to.”

      I laugh. “Oh, I’m sure I’ll want to. I don’t know what you could possibly say to change the way I feel about you now.” I walk around him, back to the log, and have a seat while taking another long drink.

      Tyler takes his place next to me and lets out a long breath. “My father called me after breakfast the morning I was at your place. He told me that James was going through something and that he was leaving. He told me he was sorry for the way everything went down in the past, and that he’s always known that I was the son who should have been given the ranch. He knew James had no interest in it, but it was stuck in his head that it should go to the oldest son. He asked me to come home to take over the ranch. He said he’d sign it over to me as soon as I got home.”

      He looks at me and takes my hand in his. I don’t bother pulling it away. Right now, I just want to enjoy the feeling of the tingles coursing through my body when he touches me. It’s been so long since I felt them. Even if things are over between us, I still want to feel the reaction he causes in me.

      “That day, I had some thinking to do. I thought about blowing him off—letting the ranch get taken away, letting him learn his lesson. But then I thought of you, and of all the work you were putting in with your mom.” He shakes his head and lets out a deep breath. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let the ranch I grew up on and loved get sold off to the bank. I made the decision to go home and take over ownership, even if that meant you’d hate me for the rest of your life.”

      I jerk my hand away, taking another drink. “Why tell me this? I think you explained it all pretty well in the letter you left.” I stand and scoff. “A letter! You couldn’t even tell me goodbye! Did I really mean that little to you?”

      “No!” He stands, closing the distance between us, but not touching me. “I couldn’t tell you goodbye. Don’t you understand? I knew that if I waited for you to wake up, I’d change my mind. I wouldn’t have been able to say those words to you. I loved you, Amy. I still do. And I hate myself for hurting you. I can’t even look at myself in the mirror without feeling the self-loathing that settles over me.”

      “Why are you back now then? You got away, Tyler. Why come back?”

      “I was home for nearly two months when James came back. He sat my father and me down and apologized for everything. He said that all these years, he’s resented our dad because he felt like he was held back and didn’t get to see the world—didn’t get to find himself. But the two months he was gone, he was searching for his place in life. It took leaving before he realized that he was right where he was meant to be all along. He wanted the ranch back.”

      “So what happened?” I ask for reasons I don’t understand.

      “I was pissed. I told them what I gave up coming home. I told my dad that he couldn’t give it back, that he’d already signed everything over to me, and I stormed out. James caught up with me and we had a long chat. We made a deal.”

      “What deal?”

      “He knew I wanted the ranch, but he could tell that I wanted you more. Even though I was home and had everything I thought I wanted, I was still unhappy. So he took out a loan, and bought me out of my half of the ranch.”

      “What does that even mean, and why does it have anything to do with me?” I shake my head to clear it of the wine fog I’m now in.

      “It means the ranch is no longer mine. I packed and moved back here over a month ago.”

      My face wrinkles. “A month ago?” My voice rises on its own. “A fucking month? And you’re just now letting me know this?” I turn to leave but he jumps in my way. His eyes are wide with fear and panic.

      “I knew you had to hate me after everything, and I knew that if I just walked into your coffee shop, you’d probably have me thrown out. I wanted to wait until I had things set up—until I had something that could show you how much you’ve inspired me.”

      A snort escapes. “Tyler…” I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes.

      “I took that money and came back here where I bought a ranch of my own—a ranch I want to share with you, Amy. I love you, and I want to show you that I’m not going anywhere ever again. The ranch is in rough shape, but I had enough money to get the loan, and enough money left over that I can get everything started up.”

      “That’s great, Tyler. I’m happy for you,” I whisper as I step past him, heading for the trail.

      “There’s a house on the property,” he blurts out, sounding scared and nervous. “It’s a cabin with a fireplace in the living room. There’s a kitchen big enough to cater any family holiday, and there are three bedrooms upstairs—one for us, and two more for our future family.”

      I freeze with his words, and he rushes up to me.

      “I want you, Amy. I want you and me together every day for the rest of our lives.” He pulls me against his chest, causing my body to feel like it’s been set on fire. “When I looked at that house, do you know what I saw?”

      I can barely move, but he sees my head shake.

      “I saw you in that kitchen, preparing our son’s first birthday cake. I saw the two of us sitting in front of that fireplace, holding on to one another like the world would end if we let go. And I saw two little kids running up and down the hallway—one little boy who had your eyes, and a little girl with your attitude.” He laughs. “That’s what I want, Amy. I don’t want my family’s ranch. I want you.” Without another word, he closes the distance between us, pressing his lips against mine.

      I freeze, not knowing what I want. More than anything, I want Tyler, but can I trust him? Could I survive losing him again in the future? This last time nearly broke me.

      He knows I’m not opening up to him, and he moves his hands to tangle in my hair, pulling me closer. His tongue intertwines with mine, and in this kiss, I can feel him pleading for me to forgive him. He’s begging me to forget the past and pick up where we left off. And he’s telling me how much he loves me while searching for the love I hold for him.

      And even though I know all of this, I’m still not sure I can let him back in.

      When he realizes that I’m not the girl who can be swept off her feet by a romantic kiss in the dark forest, he pulls away, hurt evident on his face.

      “I’m so sorry, Amy,” he whispers. “Please forgive me.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know if I can, Tyler.”

      He seems to crumble right in front of me, falling to his knees as he looks up at me.

      “I love you, Tyler. I do. I can’t deny that. But you hurt me. You hurt me more than I’ve ever been hurt before. And I’m just starting to heal. I don’t know if I can put myself on the line again like that.”

      He takes my hand, squeezing it tightly. “I know, and I’ll forever be sorry. I’ll completely understand if you can’t forgive me. I mean, I was broken when you found me. I was an asshole who did nothing but take advantage of you. And you pushed me to be the man I am today. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d still be that pathetic man I was a year ago. You gave me everything, and I did nothing but hurt you.” He takes a deep breath, bowing his head forward. “If you don’t want me, I’ll let you go—I’ll never bother you again.”

      He looks up at me with a challenging gleam in his eyes. “But I want you to tell me that you don’t love me.” He stands, looking me directly in the eyes. “Tell me you don’t feel the way your skin tingles when I touch it. Tell me your stomach doesn’t tighten with the sight of me. Tell me your heart doesn’t quicken when we kiss.”

      He wets his lips. “If you can tell me all of that, I’ll leave you alone, Amy.”

      I bite my bottom lip, thinking it over. My eyes fall to the ground between us. He places his finger under my chin and tips my head back. “I love you, Amy. And I’ll spend the rest of my fucking life trying to prove it to you.” He leans in, pressing his lips against mine once again, and this time, I can’t hold back. Even though my brain is telling me to run, my heart is keeping me locked in place.

      Tyler hurt me worse than I’ve ever been hurt, but he also made me feel the happiest I’ve ever been. I guess that’s what love is. It’s loving wholeheartedly. It’s taking the chance that the person you’re giving yourself to could hurt you—and it’s the way my heart quickens, my stomach tightens, and my heart skips a beat. Even though it will take some work to get back to where we were, I want that work. Nothing in life is worth having if it’s just given to you. You have to work to appreciate it.

      And I know nothing is worth as much to me as Tyler and the way he can make me feel.

      The second my mind is made up, he tightens his hold on me and kisses me deeper. I can feel this kiss, his love, deep in my soul. My arms wrap around his neck, pulling him closer, and his hands latch around my hips, lifting me up against him. The next thing I know, my back is pressed against a tree while his hands tour my body.

      “Tyler, we should slow down,” I pant against his lips.

      “I’ll stop if you really want me to, Amy,” he whispers against the skin of my neck as he peppers it with hot kisses. “But I’ve thought about this moment since I left you.” He presses his growing erection against my core, causing me to let out a soft moan. “And I think you have too.” His hand moves up my thigh, under my dress, and brushes against my center. When my nails dig into his shoulders, his fingers slip beneath the material and push into me.

      I take a loud breath at the sensation, relief finally flooding over me. Just knowing he’s right where he should be makes me want to release my orgasm. I can’t stop him. He’s right. I’ve thought about this moment repeatedly, and there’s no way I can stop now that it’s here.

      My hands push his jacket over his shoulders and he pulls away enough to shrug it off. Our hands are in a race to strip each another of our clothes. And the moment we’re both completely bare, he slams into me, claiming my body, heart, and soul once again.

      As he moves in and out of me, I think about how our lives are going to play out. He’s finally got a ranch of his own, and I can’t wait to move into the house he’s picked for us. I can’t wait until the day we finally get married and have children. It seems like everything is falling back into place. I’m finally getting my happily ever after.
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      “Are you sure this is the last of it?” Tyler asks, picking up a box and moving toward the door.

      “Yeah, that’s everything,” I answer, turning to look at my now-empty apartment.

      Just as I turn to walk out the door, I bump into my mom.

      “Hey, are you ready to move into your new apartment?” I ask, pulling her in for a hug.

      “You have no idea.” She smiles wide. “I love your brother, but I’m ready for my own place again.” She walks into the living room and takes a deep breath as she spins around. “The furniture truck should be here soon.” She walks closer. “I’m so thankful for everything you’ve done for me, Amy: getting me the help I need, forgiving me for everything, giving me a job, and now, letting me take over your apartment…”

      I smile and pull her back in. “You’re welcome. I’m just happy to have my mom back.”

      She presses a kiss to my forehead but pulls away when someone knocks on the door. We both turn to see someone from the furniture company walking in with a clipboard and a form she needs to sign for her new furniture.

      “I’d better go. I don’t think Tyler can wait another minute to get me into our new house.” I laugh.

      Mom holds out her hand. “Okay, sweetie. Don’t keep that man waiting any longer.”

      As soon as I walk outside and climb into the passenger side of the truck, Tyler picks up my hand and presses a kiss to the top. “Are you ready to start our future?”

      I can’t hold back the smile that takes over. “More than ready. I’ve waited for this day for as long as I can remember.” I lean over the center console and he presses his mouth to mine.

      [image: ]

      Twenty minutes later, we’re driving up the long gravel driveway. We both jump out when he shuts down the truck, but before I can make it to the front of the truck, he rushes around and picks me up, cradling me to his chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Carrying you over the threshold,” he replies with a grin playing on his lips.

      I roll my eyes. “I’ve already been inside, Tyler.”

      “I know, but today, this isn’t just my house. It’s our house.” He walks into the living room, and instead of putting me down, he carries me to the bedroom, softly dropping me on the bed.

      I let out a small squeal and laugh as I look at the smile forming on his face as he starts pulling off his shirt, revealing his rock-hard abs.

      My hands fly to my top to pull it away, but he crawls on top of me and tugs my hands away. “Oh, no.” He shakes his head. “This is my present to unwrap.” He grins and begins pulling away my clothes while his hands explore my body and his mouth delivers sweet kisses to every inch of skin he exposes.

      “I love you, Amy,” he whispers against my skin.

      “I love you too, Tyler,” I call out, just as his mouth finds the junction between my legs.

      Tyler and I have been through a lot. We’ve both been hurt and put back together. But when we’re together, we don’t feel like we’ve been glued back together. We make each other feel as if the other had never been broken at all. I hate to think about those three months we were apart, but I know we’re going to more than make up for it. Maybe that little bit of heartache is what it took to get our happy ending. And as badly as that hurt, I’d do it over and over again if it meant that this is what we’d end up with. Few people find someone who can make their heart beat faster, their lungs freeze, and their skin burn like it’s on fire, but Tyler and I did, and there’s no way we’re ever letting go again.
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            Brooding, hotter than hell and everything I shouldn’t want…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ethan Brighton, ex-military, soon to be cop and oh, my best friend’s older brother.

      

        

      
        You know the uptight boy scout, rule-following type? 

        Yeah, that’s him. 

      

        

      
        Me, I’m the wild child. 

      

        

      
        Fun-loving, free-spirited and independent.

      

        

      
        The type that drives him crazy and pisses him off.

      

        

      
        He’s determined not to notice me.

      

        

      
        Not to give in.

      

        

      
        But neither of us can resist the urge to take what we crave.

        The moment I had that first taste, I was addicted.

      

        

      
        Forbidden love is like a drug. 

      

        

      
        A drug that sets you free as it swims through your veins.

        But then the little world we’d created for ourselves came crashing down around us.

      

        

      
        And we were left to pick up the pieces and salvage what was left.

      

        

      
        Will I forever be his dirty little secret now that I’m carrying his baby?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Aria

        

      

    

    
      “Hi, Daddy!” I bounce up to him with a smile, hoping he doesn’t notice the time.

      “You’re late,” he states flatly, not looking up at me, only staring at the papers littering his desk.

      My shoulders fall as a deep breath slips past my lips. “I know. I’m sorry.” I’m trying to sound apologetic, but my tone is slightly off. My sweet smile—which always gets me my way—stretches across my face. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      He lets out a deep breath and pinches the bridge of his nose, clearly fed up. “Damn it, Aria,” he growls, “when are you going to grow up? You’re twenty-one years old, and you can’t even show up for work on time. What’s the excuse this time?” Finally, he looks up at me, disappointment and disdain clearly etched into his strong facial features.

      I cross my arms over my chest as I lean against the door to his office. I chew on the inside of my cheek, trying to think up an excuse that will appease him. There’s no way I can tell him I stayed out too late partying…again.

      A sigh leaves my lips as I let my arms fall to my sides while walking across the room and taking a seat across from him. “I was up late last night. I wanted to see if anyone was hiring any photographers. I filled out dozens of applications, and I think I reworked my resume at least a dozen times.” It’s not exactly a lie. I did do all of those things yesterday…before I got depressed from realizing I will never land my dream job, at which point I let off some steam by drinking entirely way too much.

      His angry features soften slightly, now easing away and morphing into a look of regret for judging me, and maybe a little sadness that his little girl is losing hope when it comes to achieving her dream. “Aria, you are a wonderful photographer. You just have to keep working hard, and one of these days someone will see how amazing you are. Don’t lose hope.”

      I nod my head once as I look at my fingers twisting together in my lap.

      “But don’t be late again either,” he adds on sternly.

      I finally look up at him as I force a small smile onto my face. “Okay, Daddy.” I walk around his desk and press a kiss to his cheek, then exit his office to get to work.

      I take my place behind the counter and start up the computer. When the register opens, I count all the money inside to make sure I have the right balance, then pin my name tag to my pink tank top. Checking the clock, I find that it’s ten a.m. I make my way over to the doors on either side of the pole barn office, and unlock them before flipping the sign to OPEN.

      Off in the corner is a small station that holds a coffee pot, disposable cups, and bottles of water. I open a few of the water bottles and fill the pot before starting it up for the day. I don’t know why my dad wastes his money on this stuff. The only people who really drink it are his friends who come to hang out and drink free coffee. But he says that back in his day, every place he went into had free coffee, and he believes in keeping things the way they used to be. He’s an old-fashioned man who can’t wrap his mind around the fact that the world is changing.

      As I’m sliding the pot back into the coffee maker, the bell above the door rings. I turn with a smile, expecting to see one of my dad’s friends walking in for his morning coffee, but freeze when my eyes land on a tall man with muscles for days.

      “Go-good morning,” I stammer. “Can I help you find anything?” I ask, walking closer.

      He removes his black hat and looks at me directly. My lungs freeze when I find he isn’t just any man. He’s Amy’s older brother, Ethan. I can’t help but look him up and down. He’s tall—much taller than I’d remembered—but I guess I’ve never really stood this close to him before. I haven’t even seen him since my sister’s wedding.

      “Hey.” He offers up a small smile. “You’re…Aria, right? Vesper’s little sister?”

      I nod as I cross my arms over my chest. “Yeah, that’s right. Are you looking for a tractor? You don’t strike me as the farmer type.” I nudge his arm with mine.

      When my elbow touches his, his back straightens. “Uhh, no, actually. I’m looking for a part-time job, and Ves said she remembered her dad mentioning that he was looking to hire someone.”

      He seems nervous. He won’t keep eye contract with me for more than a second and his whole body is tensed.

      “Aren’t you a police officer? Why would you want to work here?” I ask, walking away to take my stool behind the register.

      He follows me over, leaning against the counter. “Yeah, I got a job a few towns over, but they’re so overstaffed that they had to cut down my hours. I’m just looking for something to make up for the lost income.”

      I press my lips together and nod as my eyes greedily take him in.

      His angular jaw is flexing, and his biceps are bursting. He runs his tongue across his plump bottom lip, and it brings goosebumps to my skin. How had I not noticed how gorgeous he is? It seems impossible that a man who looks this good has managed to stay off my radar this long.

      “My dad is in the back. I’ll have him come out and talk with you,” I practically breathe out, suddenly finding myself breathless.

      “Thanks,” he mumbles as I stand.

      Before I walk down the hallway that leads to my dad’s office, I glance at him from over my shoulder. I can tell his eyes were on my ass as I walked away, but as soon as he notices me watching him, he pulls his eyes away, clears his throat, and stands up straight.

      “Dad?” I stick my head into his office.

      “Hmm?” he asks, not looking away from what he’s doing.

      “Ves sent someone over to interview for the job you’re wanting to fill.”

      “Oh?” His eyes pop up to mine and they’re wide with excitement. “That’s great!” He stands, and I lead him out onto the sales floor.

      “Good morning,” he says, walking over to Ethan with his hand held out to shake.

      “Good morning, Mr. Lawrence,” Ethan says, shaking my dad’s hand. “I’m Ethan Brighton. Your daughter, Vesper, told me you might be looking to hire someone.”

      “That’s right. I’m looking for a salesman to help out around here. Maybe even someone to help with the heavy lifting.” Dad pats his beer belly. “I’m not as strong as I used to be.” He lets out a laugh that reminds me of Santa Claus.

      Ethan offers up a polite smile. “I’d be more than happy to help you out.” He pulls out a small stack of folded papers from his back pocket. “I have my resume here, along with a few letters of recommendation, if you’re interested.”

      “That’d be great. Let’s go back to my office.” He holds out his arm, motioning for Ethan to head down the hall. “Aria, would you please bring us two cups of coffee?”

      “Actually, I’m fine with water, if you have it,” Ethan says, turning to look at me. He glances at my dad. “I’m not big on coffee anymore. Amy burned me out when she was trying out a few new recipes for her coffee shop.” He lets out a deep chuckle.

      Dad joins in on his laugher. “Not a problem.”

      As they head back to the office, I cross the room and pour a cup of coffee for my dad and grab Ethan a bottle of water.

      “Here you go, Daddy.” I set the cup down on his desk. He doesn’t look away from Ethan’s papers. He only mumbles a quick thank you.

      “And your water.” I turn and hand the bottle to Ethan.

      “Thanks.” He takes it with a polite smile, but I notice when his eyes fall from mine and drift slowly down my body. The look he gives me causes goosebumps to prickle my skin. My lips turn up into a flirtatious smile, but he quickly catches himself and wipes all emotion from his face as he forces his attention back to my dad.

      I take a few steps backward, out of the room, without either of them noticing me. Once I’m in the hallway, my face burns with embarrassment as I push myself forward, back to my post.

      The embarrassment coursing through my body causes my blood to boil. My face feels like it’s on fire, like my skin is slowly melting off. And for the life of me, I can’t figure out why. It’s not the first time I’ve been caught flirting, and it’s not the first time I’ve caught a guy checking me out. Maybe it was the way he looked so annoyed and disappointed when I flashed him a smile after he so obviously took me in. The heat of his stare suddenly went cold, ice cold, and I was left hot and bothered. It’s obvious he likes me—or if not me, my body, at least. But judging from how easy it was for him to turn it off, perhaps he doesn’t like that he likes me. Maybe he’s worried about putting the job in jeopardy? Maybe he’s worried about Amy and Ves? Or maybe he doesn’t like our age difference? It’s not like it’s taboo or anything. He couldn’t be more than ten years older than me.

      A deep sigh leaves my lips, blowing a lock of curls away from my face. I catch a glimpse of myself in the glass counter, and I study my reflection. Do I look too young? My big blue eyes are wide with confusion as I look at myself. My face is rounded—I guess that could make me appear younger than I am—but my bone structure is proportionate. There are angles and definition to my face that no child has. My lips are plump, red, and sexy. My long, dark hair is styled perfectly into soft curls. And if nothing else, he should be able to look at this body of mine and see that I’m not a child. My chest is big, and my low-cut top shows just enough to tease any man who may be looking. My tiny jean shorts show off plenty of leg and highlight my every curve. And the wedge sandals I’m wearing cause my legs to appear longer and more shapely.

      Just about every guy I know has wanted to get with me at some point. But maybe Ethan is different. He’s not a twenty-one-year-old guy, after all. He’s older, more respectable, responsible, mature. Maybe he only likes women who look polished and wear business suits. Should I try to make myself appear older than I am?

      The two men’s voices draw my attention away from my reflection and cause me to stand up straight. When I turn to look at them, Ethan’s eyes are on me, and they appear dark and full of desire. His jaw is flexed, and his body is hard like he’s just been shocked.

      “You can start first thing in the morning,” Dad tells him.

      He finally manages to pull his gaze from mine, directing it now at my dad. He forces a kind smile and nods his head. “I’ll be here. Thank you for this opportunity.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” Dad shakes his hand and gently pats his shoulder before turning and walking down the hallway, leaving us alone.

      I smile. “So, you got the job, huh?”

      He nods and pulls his hat from his back pocket, placing it on his head. “Yep,” he clips out.

      Butterflies take over my stomach and I tighten every muscle in my body to hold them at bay. “I look forward to getting to know you a little better.” I roll my eyes. “I mean, since our families seem to only be growing closer.”

      He presses his lips together and bows his head. “Until tomorrow, Aria.”

      Without another word, he pushes himself across the showroom floor and walks out, leaving me staring after him, wanting and wondering.
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          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      I knew this was going to be a bad idea. I really didn’t want to get mixed into all of this. I mean, Vesper and Amy are best friends. Amy is already living with Liam’s ranch hand, tying them together as a group, and now, I’m working for Vesper’s dad? Our lives only seem to be intermingling even more. I figured I’d swallow my pride and see about the job. I do need the money after all. What I didn’t expect was to find Vesper’s kid sister working there looking hot as hell. I mean, I’m a grown man and she’s in her early twenties. She’s basically a child. She’s younger than my little sister who I raised. Even if I can manage to keep my eyes away from her, it feels like she’s always going to search me out.

      She took every opportunity she could to get to me. She flashed me flirty smiles, her beautiful blue eyes drank me in greedily, and every time she caught me looking at her, her breathing would pick up, only making her big chest rise and fall faster.

      Climbing behind the wheel of my truck, I let out a deep breath, hoping to clear myself of all the confusion swirling around inside me. I lean my head back against the headrest and my eyes flutter closed. Behind my lids, all I can see is her and all the things I’d like to do to her. She’s young, and I bet she’s only been with guys her own age. I could show her a thing or two. I bet I could control her body better than she could. I can nearly feel myself sliding into her. I can practically hear her soft moans and pleas. I imagine how sweet she would taste, how delicious she would smell, how goddamn heavenly she’d sound praying for me to take her.

      I feel my dick harden with the mental pictures, and I grit my teeth before picking my head up and opening my eyes. Without looking at anything in particular, I start up my truck and tug my seatbelt across me. When I lean forward to shift into drive, I look up at the building and there she is, standing in front of the glass door, watching me. Her thick red lips are parted, and her eyes are locked on mine. The way she’s looking at me makes my heart race. It sets a fire to my body that makes me want to rip off my clothes in the hope of finding relief.

      Maybe this is a bad idea. I should leave right now and never come back. Keep my distance. I don’t know how long I can hold myself back. I shouldn’t want her, but I do—so fucking bad I can taste it like it’s my favorite dessert and I’ve been starving for weeks.

      That’s it. I can’t take this job. If I can’t trust myself to keep from touching her or thinking about her, then the best thing to do is be an adult about it. When I get home, I’ll call and let Mr. Lawrence know that I won’t be able to take the job after all. I’m sure he’ll understand. I’ll just have to find work elsewhere.

      I walk into my apartment a little while later and drop my keys onto the table. My keys slap off the hardwood, and it draws my attention down to all the bills stacking up. Fuck. I can’t not take this job. I’ll never survive without a full-time income. And Mr. Lawrence is willing to pay more than any other place in town. I’d be stupid not to take it. I’ll just have to keep myself in check. I’ll avoid her anytime she’s around. I won’t look at her. I won’t think of her. To me, she no longer exists. I’m a fucking trained soldier; I’ve been taught to deal with torture. I can deal with this. I just need to clear my mind first.

      I head deeper into the apartment and gather my things. It only takes me an hour before the truck is packed up and I’m hitting the road.

      A couple of months ago, I was still working full-time at the police station, and putting in overtime whenever I was given the chance. I had a modest amount of money stacking up, so I didn’t hesitate when I came upon an offer I couldn’t refuse. I bought a secluded cabin up in the mountains. It’s really a one-room shack, but it has everything I need to make a perfect hunting cabin. There’s a fireplace for heat, a full-size bed in the corner, a small bathroom, and a kitchenette. I couldn’t turn away from it. The property alone was worth the money: five acres of land and access to a flowing river full of fish. It’s my dream to one day turn the one-room shack into a full-size house. There’s plenty of property to start a garden, hunt, and fish. Everything I’d need to survive would be provided by the land. A laugh slips past my lips when I think about becoming the old man who lives alone in the woods.

      It takes me about an hour to reach the cabin, but I quickly unpack the truck and get to work. Keeping busy has always been the way I choose to keep my mind off things—even back when my mom was a drunk and I was the one raising my sister. I take out a bottle of bourbon and sit at the small table in the kitchen. I roll out the floor plans and start to work on the expansion. I draw a layout, adding in a staircase and three bedrooms upstairs along with a bathroom. Downstairs, I add in a dining room, expand the kitchen and bathroom, and add a porch that wraps around the entire cabin. It will probably take most of my life to build it, but at least I’ll have the plans done and ready. One thing at a time, I tell myself.

      I drink and I plan. I don’t even realize how late it’s gotten, but once I can no longer see the paper in front of me, I look at my watch to see it’s nearing five p.m. I light the lantern on the table and the room fills with a soft glow. I fold up the paper and cap the bottle before taking the lantern to the small bathroom for a shower, deciding that I should just crash here tonight given how much I’ve had to drink.

      I turn on the water and strip out of my clothes. Stepping beneath the hot flow of water feels amazing. It immediately relaxes me and eases the soreness in my neck and back from sitting in the hard kitchen chair for so long. When I close my eyes and dip my head beneath the water, a vision forms behind my eyes. I can only see tan skin and red lips. Quiet gasps fill my ears. Nails dig into my back as I thrust into her, filling her completely. She was made for me. Her body fits mine like a glove.

      My hand wraps around my length and slowly begins pumping. It only fuels my naughtiest fantasies. My breathing picks up, my heart pounds, and my muscles grow hard as my pace quickens.

      “Ethan, please. I need you. Right there.” She moans. “Don’t stop!”

      Before I know what’s happening, I’m spilling every last drop onto the shower floor. As my body calms down, my guilt picks up, eating me alive. How could I do that while thinking of her? I’m fucking disgusted with myself.

      Anger surges through my body as I step out and wrap a towel around my waist. I look at my reflection in the mirror, and something is off. I no longer look like the man I’m used to seeing. I look like a wild man who’s had his first hit of his newest addiction. My eyes are wide with fear, but excitement is also shining through.

      It was just a stupid fantasy, I tell myself. I can’t do anything about it in real life, so it was only a matter of time before it came out any way it could. I shouldn’t be mad at myself for this. I would be mad at myself if this didn’t happen and things between us grew to become that for real. Maybe this is what it will take to keep myself where I need to be: far away from her. At least my body feels like it’s getting what it wants—that’s the important part, right?

      I shake the thoughts from my head and exit the bathroom, falling onto the bed where I drift off to a deep sleep without any thoughts or dreams of her.
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      My phone goes off in the morning, and I quickly stand and pull on my clothes. Instead of packing up everything, I lock the door and make my way back into town. I quickly swing by my apartment, shower, and dress in clean clothes for the day before making a single cup of coffee to take to my mom. She’s been doing really well at keeping herself in check, but I like to keep an eye on her. I knock on the door and she answers it fully dressed and ready for work.

      She smiles and takes the cup I’m holding out. “I was wondering if you’d be stopping by this morning.” She turns and leaves the door open for me to walk in.

      “Why wouldn’t I? I’m here every morning.” I lean against the counter as she moves about, getting her things ready to go to work at Amy’s coffee shop.

      “Well, word has it you started working at the tractor supply store.” She glances at me from over her shoulder.

      I nod once. “I did. How’d you hear about that?”

      “You know my old friend Dean, don’t you?”

      I snort. “Yeah, Dean, the guy who spends all day, every day, at the bar getting drunk. The one who used to babysit us.”

      She laughs. “That’s the one. Anyway, I ran into him last night and he had just left the bar where…what’s Ves’ sisters name? Aria?”

      I squint and nod.

      “Well, Aria was there and she was telling her friends about how you’d just been hired on and were to start this morning.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Okay. Small towns, huh? Yes, I was hired there part time. It’s just something to make up for the loss of income from being knocked down at the station.”

      “Well, I’m glad you got a job you needed, but I think you need to be careful.”

      I stand up straight. “With what?”

      “With that little girl who works there, Ves’ sister.”

      I laugh. “Mom, she’s, like, twenty-one. Nothing is going on there.”

      She points her finger at me. “You just keep it that way. She’s too young for you, and word has it, she’s a little fast. You don’t need to get caught up with someone like that.”

      I shake my head, amazed that she feels the need to tell me this. “Mom, Aria is Ves’ kid sister. Nothing will happen. Not only is she too young for me, but I think our families are entwined enough, don’t you?”

      She presses her lips together and looks me up and down. “Mm-hmm, just wanted to point that out, Ethan. Come on.” She sets down her coffee cup and grabs her purse. “Walk me to my car.”

      I open the door and motion for her to go out first. I lock the door behind me then follow her to the elevator.

      “I know how you are, Ethan.”

      “What does that mean, Mom?”

      “It means I know you’ve always had a thing for wanting what you can’t have. This little girl…”

      “Mom,” I say sternly, “enough.”

      “Okay,” she mumbles, stepping into the elevator. “She’s trouble, Ethan. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Fine,” I breathe out, tired of this conversation already. I don’t even argue with her any longer because she’s right. I’ve always wanted everything I can’t have. And Aria is no different. She’s young and sexy, and she wants me. I could read it on her face. Just thinking about how easy it’d be makes my heart pound. But I push the thoughts away, refusing to give in.

      I walk Mom to her car, then jump in my truck to head to the store. Pulling up, the parking lot is empty and the sign on the door still says CLOSED. I park and shut off the truck, knowing I can’t get inside. I check the time on the dash. It’s going on ten, the time the sign says it opens.

      Out of nowhere, a little red two-door car whips into the parking lot so fast dust swarms my truck. It quickly parks up front, and Aria climbs out, rushing inside. I laugh and shake my head, guessing she’s running late.

      I climb out of the truck and walk in. The bell rings and she looks at me wide-eyed as she counts the money.

      “Dad’s not here yet. Please don’t tell him I’m late,” she pleads, eyes wide with fear.

      I press my lips together and head to the corner to start up the coffee pot so it looks like she’s been here long enough to get her morning routine done.

      “Thank you,” she breathes out.

      I nod once, but don’t talk to her—sticking to my plan.

      Seconds after the coffee has been started, her dad’s truck pulls into the parking lot. I walk out the door, unable to stand in the same room with her without looking at her or talking to her.

      “Good morning, sir,” I say as he steps out.

      “Good morning, Ethan.” Gary steps out. “My daughter here?”

      “Yes, sir.” I nod.

      “Was she late?”

      “Not to my knowledge, sir,” I lie with a shake of my head.

      “Let’s get inside and I’ll walk you through what you’ll be doing here every day. Sound good?” He leads me in the direction of the building.

      “Good morning, Daddy,” Aria says when we walk inside.

      Her words make my dick twitch. I don’t know why, but I’d love to hear her say those words to me, though perhaps a little more breathy, maybe even in a moan.

      I shake my head free of the thought.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” he replies, leading me toward his office.

      Inside, he sets his things down and turns to face me. “Now, basically, I’m needing a salesman for the showroom floor. I’m getting older and I’d like to have more free time instead of being here working every day. And while Aria can sell the shit out of some tractors, she can’t answer all the questions potential buyers could ask. So I’ll need you to study this brochure.” He hands me a thick booklet. “Now, while you’ll be spending most of your time out on the sales floor with Aria, there will be times when I’ll need your help with deliveries. We sell more than just tractors here. We have apparel, hats, and farm tools. All that stuff comes in on Fridays, so I’ll need you here every Friday morning. I hope that’s all right?”

      I nod. “Should be fine. I’m strictly nights at the station right now.”

      “Good.” He steps out into the hallway and leads me further into the building. “We also do certified repairs here. This is the garage,” he says, opening the door to the biggest garage I’ve ever seen.
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          Aria

        

      

    

    
      I’m in the restroom, looking myself over in the full-length mirror. I study my tight jean skirt, wedge sandals, and green tractor t-shirt I’ve tied up into a knot just above my belly button. I’ve also put a cut in the neckline, allowing some cleavage to show. I bend down to fix my ankle bracelet when the door opens.

      “Oh, shit,” Ethan says, quickly stepping back to check the sign on the door. The sign reads EMPLOYEE RESTROOM, not MEN or WOMEN.

      “It’s cool, Ethan. I’m done.” I adjust my shirt and smile, knowing he got a straight shot at my ass while I was bent over. His body is hard and rigid as I squeeze past him in the open doorway. My chest presses against his, and I look up at him as he looks down at me—straight down my shirt.

      “You know, we could do something like this at my place later.” I smile, knowing he’s not going to go for it, but also wanting to put it out there at the same time.

      “I—uh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Aria.” He finally takes control of his body and steps into the restroom. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      I look him up and down one last time before stepping out and leaving him alone. Standing on the other side of the door, I hear his heavy breathing as he locks it between us. I can’t help but smile as I walk away, happy that I got to him.
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      After work, instead of going home, I stop at the bar and order a Long Island iced tea. I suck down half of it the minute it’s placed in front of me, but decide to slow down and enjoy the rest now that I have a quick buzz going.

      “Hey, Aria,” Justin says, sitting next to me.

      I roll my eyes, but turn to face him with a smile. “Hey, what’s up?”

      Justin and I have had a thing going since high school. We would party together then hook up, but nothing past that.

      “Just broke up with Chelsea,” he replies, running his hand through his thick blond hair.

      I press my lips together and turn them downward. “Darn it,” I fake sympathy.

      He laughs and bumps his shoulder against mine. “Yeah, yeah, we’re all sad about it. But hey, that means we could…you know.” He grins while nodding his head up and down.

      I haven’t been laid since I graduated college a few months ago. A random hookup sounds like something I need, but someone catches my eye. Ethan. He walks in and sits at the end of the bar. I watch as he orders a beer and trains his eyes on the TV in the corner.

      “How about we catch up first?” I look up at Justin.

      “Sounds good to me. Want to dance?”

      “Sure.” I stand and slip my hand into his, and he leads me out onto the dance floor. He walks us to the center and pulls me against his chest. His green eyes meet mine, and he wets his lips.

      “You’re still as beautiful as you’ve always been.”

      I giggle shyly. “Thank you.” My eyes keep flashing over to Ethan’s back.

      “Why haven’t we ever been anything other than fuck buddies?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not that kind of girl, Justin. You know that.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not that kind of guy, but that doesn’t keep me from running back to you. Come on, Aria. You’ve had to have thought about it at some point. I mean, we’d make a great couple. You already know how amazing we are.” He flashes me a flirtatious smirk.

      “Well, if you want to take me home so badly, then shut up and convince me.”

      His mouth smashes against mine, and I can’t stop myself from pretending it’s Ethan kissing me. His tongue slides into my mouth and twists with my own. A shiver runs up my spine as my fingers thread into his hair, pulling him closer and deepening the kiss. When he pulls away, I nip his bottom lip gently.

      “Damn,” he breathes out. “You’ve never kissed me like that before.”

      I shrug one shoulder. “I guess I’ve grown up a little since the last time we did this.”

      “Yes, you have,” he whispers.

      My face heats up, but I step back. “I’m going to grab us another drink. Why don’t you find us a quiet table over in the corner so we can catch up?” I spin and walk away, shaking my ass a little more than necessary.

      I step up to the bar and place my order, pretending I don’t notice Ethan sitting right next to me. I look to my right, then to my left, where our eyes lock.

      “Oh, hey,” I mumble, faking surprise.

      “Aria.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He shrugs, but doesn’t tear his eyes away from the TV. “Just wanted to relax for a bit.”

      I’m handed two drinks and his eyes move down to look at them. “You here with someone?”

      “No. I just ran into someone.”

      “It wouldn’t be that someone who’s over there drooling right now, would it?” So he did notice me.

      I laugh. “Well, you declined my offer this afternoon. He didn’t,” I reply.

      He turns and looks at Justin sitting in the corner, eyes on us. “You can do better.”

      I turn to face him. My chest presses against his arm and he tenses.

      “Changing your mind?”

      “About what?” His attention is right back on the TV. It’s almost like he’s refusing to give in and look at me.

      “About my offer. I’m usually not this forward, Ethan, but I think we could be pretty amazing.”

      “You’re my little sister’s best friend’s kid sister. Does that not scream ‘wrong’ to you?” His jaw is flexing when his eyes finally lock on mine, and they’re clouded and squinting with anger.

      “Sometimes being bad feels pretty good, Ethan,” I whisper before turning and walking away.

      I quickly glance over my shoulder at him, and find him watching me, eyes filled with something he’ll never show me. But I can wait. It’s all a matter of time. He’s avoiding me now, but soon, he’ll go out of his way to find me, to talk to me, to touch me. And my heart beats with excitement just waiting for that day.

      Justin and I sit back and have several drinks while talking about what we’ve each been up to over the past couple years. We dance and laugh—genuinely having a good time—but I can’t stop thinking about Ethan. And my eyes seem to have a mind of their own. Even though I’m having a good time with Justin, they won’t leave Ethan for very long.

      Ethan seems comfortable sitting alone, drinking his beer, and watching TV. He never glances around or talks to anyone. He’s a loner and seems okay with that. I’d never be able to do that. Anytime I go anywhere alone, I always feel like people are watching me or judging me. He’s comfortable in his own skin—so unlike me. I’m always concerned about what people may be thinking about me. Can Ethan see that in me? Does he know how insecure I really am? Is that a turn-off for him?

      Ugh, I feel like I’m going crazy. Why doesn’t he like me?

      When he stands and heads down the hallway for the restroom, I jump up abruptly, causing Justin to look at me with confusion.

      “I’m going to use the ladies’ room,” I mumble, not bothering to tear my eyes away from the hallway Ethan just walked down.

      Once at the end, I lean against the wall and wait for him to come out. My vision is blurry and my skin feels hot and sticky. It’s now very obvious that I’ve had way too much to drink and I’m probably about to make an ass out of myself. The second I decide to save myself the humiliation, the door opens and he steps out, stopping suddenly when he finds me.

      “Aria?” he asks, confused as to why I’m standing here.

      Two seconds ago, I had decided not to do this, but now that I’m looking at him, the words slip out. “Why don’t you like me, Ethan?” I ask, unable to control myself as I stand up straight in front of him.

      “What?”

      “Why don’t you like me? I’ve never had to hit on a man this many times to get him to notice me. What’s the deal? Am I too ugly or something?” I feel my eyes tear up, but I’m not sure if it’s my insecurities bleeding out, or just the embarrassment I’m sure to feel for this later.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asks, anger drenching his words, and it shocks me. I was expecting sympathy, not hostility.

      “You’re nothing but a spoiled little girl who’s way too used to getting anything and everything you want. You’re so used to people groveling at your feet for time and attention, and it’s driving you crazy that I’m not doing that, isn’t it?” His brows are pinched together and his jaw is flexed in anger.

      I open my mouth, but no words come out. I’m shocked to say the least.

      “Well, guess what, Aria? I don’t want you. You’re a spoiled brat. So stop with the flirtatious smiles, batting your long, dark lashes, and sticking out your chest, hoping I’ll notice. Because I notice. But it’s not doing what you think it’s doing. All it does is scream ‘Look at me!’ and it’s pathetic.” He turns to walk away, but then pauses and looks me up and down. “And have a little respect for yourself. Dressing like that,” he motions toward my body, “and getting drunk every night with random men is asking for trouble. Grow up and act like an adult.”

      Without another word, he pushes himself down the hallway, leaving me alone.
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      I groan as I roll over, forcing myself to keep my eyes closed, because I know if I open them, the morning sun will blind me and make my head hurt even worse. I place the bend in my arm across my eyes as memories from last night come flooding back—especially all the mean things Ethan said. It angers me, yet at the same time, makes me happy. I mean, how dare he say those things to me? But maybe, just maybe, he said the things he did because, deep down, he really cares about me.

      I know he was probably thinking that if he pissed me off, I’d leave him alone. Truth is, it’s done the opposite. I’ve never had any guy in my life tell me to respect myself. If anything, they’ve wanted me to wear less, not more. Ethan’s the kind of guy I need. And he’s right. I need to grow up, stop partying with any man I can catch, and wear something that’s a little more appropriate—though still sexy!

      I think I owe Ethan an apology. I came off as clingy and insecure, and I barely even know the guy.

      I push myself from bed and trudge to the shower without opening my eyes. Once inside the windowless bathroom, I turn on the small light above the shower. It’s bright enough to allow me to see what I’m doing, but dim enough that it doesn’t kill my head. Opening the medicine cabinet, I quickly take two Tylenol and strip down for a shower.

      The pain medication has kicked in by the time I’m stepping out of the shower, so walking into my bright bedroom doesn’t make me wither in pain. Taking Ethan’s words into consideration, I pull on a pair of jeans and my green work t-shirt—the one I haven’t cut to show more skin. I style my hair in loose curls that frame my face, and add a touch of makeup—not a lot—just enough to highlight my big blue eyes and high cheekbones.

      I make a cup of coffee before heading out for work, on time for once. When I pull into the parking lot, Ethan’s truck is already there.

      Ha, he’s one of those always early types of people. I step out of my car and he steps out of his truck at the exact same time. We walk side by side to the door, but neither of us says anything. I unlock the door and let us both in. Immediately, I go to the register to start it up for the day, and he heads to the coffee pot like he did yesterday. Still, neither of us says anything.

      Once my name tag is pinned to my shirt and the register is open, I look up to find him done with the coffee. He’s just walking around the showroom floor, looking over the smaller tractors we have inside.

      I cross my arms over my chest and walk up to him. He stops, does what looks like a mental run-through, and looks at me. When his dark eyes meet mine, nerves pump through my body, but I push myself forward.

      “I’m sorry, Ethan,” I blurt out. “You were completely right about everything you said last night. I am used to getting my way, and I guess I am a little spoiled. And you were also right about my needing to respect myself.”

      He clears his throat. “I didn’t mean to blurt all that out, Aria.” With his words, my eyes jump up to look at him. “I was drunk and annoyed. You’re a beautiful girl, Aria. I don’t know how your dad feels about you dressing the way you do or hooking up with all those random guys, but I think you’re worth more than that. If you don’t respect yourself, no man will either. And all you’ll get is a dog who only wants you as arm candy rather than his equal.”

      I’m shocked and the words escape my mouth before I can stop them. “You think I’m beautiful?”

      He lets out a silent laugh. “I’m not surprised that’s all you heard.” He nods his head once, eyes wide like he really wants me to believe his words. “Yes, you’re beautiful, and very talented from what I hear. Don’t sell yourself short. Know your worth, Aria.”

      The bell above the door rings and I’m so dumbfounded that I’m lost in my own thoughts. Ethan walks away, leaving me alone with my cheeks burning with embarrassment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe myself. I tell her to cover up—that she’ll only catch worthless, horny men if she continues acting the way she does—and here I am, one of those men who wants nothing more from her than a quick, random, dirty fuck. I’d love to haul her ass into that employee restroom and bend her over the counter where I can sink into her and make her call me “daddy.” But I guess that’s why I’m saying these things to her. I know what’s out there because I am one of them: a worthless asshole who will only take from her. But on the other hand, less temptation may be a way to ease the pain she causes me. If I no longer have to worry about her perky tits bubbling over the top of her shirt, and if her long, sexy legs are covered, then I’ll have an easier time working here. I won’t screw this up by fucking my boss’ youngest daughter in his own place of work.

      Yeah, I did the right thing. For the both of us.
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      It’s a good thing I don’t get paid for how many tractors I sell, because then I’d rarely get paid. I find myself doing more errand-boy work than actually selling anything. I help Mr. Lawrence unload the truck, then I put everything away. I clean up the parking lot and wash the equipment that sits outside like a car lot, and I help out in the garage when I can—not that I can do much, since I’m not certified to work on tractors. I know nothing about them other than the fact that they’re used on farms. Growing up in this country town, you’d think I’d know something, but nope—nothing.

      I made sure to study the brochure that Mr. Lawrence gave me the day before. I read it over and over, and even gave myself a pop quiz. I still haven’t sold a tractor without help, but it turns out, Aria and I are a pretty good team when it comes to sales. She draws them in with her beauty and charm, and when the customer starts asking questions she can’t answer, I step in and give them the information they need to make an informed decision. To my surprise, Aria even agrees to split the commission with me instead of taking it all for herself.

      “Seriously, you don’t have to do that, Aria. You’re the one who made the sale.”

      “But I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t stepped in and helped me out. I insist. You did part of the work, so you should get part of the commission,” she argues.

      Mr. Lawrence steps out from his office. “Damn it, Ethan. Take the offer. When she’s right, she’s right, and there’s no changing her mind. My little girl knows what she wants.” Without another word, he steps back into his office.

      I look at her, and she’s smiling—blue eyes practically glowing. It feels like a double meaning to me. I know Mr. Lawrence didn’t mean it in any other way, but she’s made it very clear that she wants me, and I have a feeling she won’t give up until she gets what she wants.

      As I’m walking to my truck, my phone rings. I pull it from my pocket and answer it. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Ethan. Mark can’t make it in for his shift tonight. Can you come in and do patrols?” my boss, Ben, asks.

      “Yeah, sure. I’m just getting off, so I’ll swing by the house to change, then I’ll be in.”

      “Thanks, man.” The phone beeps, indicating the line went dead.

      I hop into the truck and drive straight home to put on my uniform, stopping by my mom’s to check in.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, stepping into her kitchen to find her standing over the stove.

      “Hi, honey. You’re just in time for dinner.” She picks up a plate and sets it in the middle of the table. The smell of pot roast overwhelms my senses and makes my mouth water.

      “I wish I could. You know how much I love your pot roast, but I got called in for a night shift.” I open her fridge and grab a bottle of water to take with me.

      “Didn’t you work at the dealership today?” She grabs a fork out of the drawer and sits at the table.

      “Yep, from ten this morning until five. Now I have to head to the station and pull an all-nighter.”

      “You’re working too hard, Ethan. You’re going to burn yourself out.” Wrinkles surround her eyes when she squints at me.

      “What else can I do, Mom? I can’t make it with one part-time job. And even if I could manage, I don’t want to. There are things I want in life. I want to remodel my cabin and make it my home. That’s not cheap.” I lean in and press a kiss to the top of her head before leaving for work for the second time today.

      As I’m heading for my truck, Amy pulls into the lot. I toss my things inside and wait. She parks the car and walks up to me.

      “Going to work?”

      I nod. “Yep, story of my life. What are you doing?”

      She shrugs. “Just wasting time. Tyler has been at an auction all day. He’s buying some livestock for the ranch. Hey, how’s the new job?” She pushes her dark hair away from her face.

      “Good. Different, but good.”

      “Aria driving you crazy?” She grins.

      I laugh and wave my hand through the air. “She was, but I think we’ve come to an understanding.” A bright light catches my eye and draws my attention to her hand. My eyes land on a big rock. “What the fuck, Amy?” I grab her hand and pull it closer to my face to see.

      She smiles wide. “Yep, congratulations are in order.”

      “I see that.” I drop her hand and pull her in for a hug. “Congrats,” I whisper while I still have her against me.

      “Thanks.” She pulls away. “Now I have to break the news to Mom.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be happy. When did he propose?”

      “Last night.” She smiles and her eyes glaze over as she looks at the ring on her finger. “He made us a picnic dinner then took me out to the barn. He had hundreds of little candles lit all over the place. We sat on a blanket in the center of the barn floor—surrounded by wine, flowers, and dessert. And then, he asked me to marry him after going on and on about how lucky he was to find me, how beautiful I am, and how he can’t wait to start a family.” She lets out a happy sigh. “It was a movie-quality proposal.” She laughs, and I join in.

      “Sounds like it. Who knew Tyler was a romantic? He gets points for presentation, that’s for sure.”

      She points her index finger at me. “That he does. Now I’m going to go tell Mom. You’d better be careful tonight. You have to give me away, and I need you in one piece.”

      I laugh. “I’ll be fine, little sister.”
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      I’ve been sitting on the side of this highway for what feels like hours now. It’s dark, and there isn’t much traffic. But with it being Friday night, I know that the only people out are the ones who are either coming from or going to work, or the ones who have spent their evening partying.

      I have a hot cup of coffee and a bag of Fritos in the passenger seat to keep me awake and give me something to do. I’ve never been one to snack out of boredom, but it’s easy to see why so many officers are overweight. These long, lonely nights do them in. Can’t do anything but sit and watch the world move around you.

      I finish off the last of my coffee and am about to head to a gas station to grab another when a car goes whizzing by me. Immediately, I turn on the siren and chase after it. It doesn’t take them long to pull over, but the second I step out of the car, my nerves skyrocket. It’s this moment that always scares me. I’m not a little guy, and I’ve been in more fights and around more guns than most people, but when you’re approaching a car, you never know what you could be walking up on. It could be a little old lady who didn’t realize how fast she was going, or it could be a drunk college kid, or in the worst-case scenario, it could be someone who has nothing to lose—someone who will pull a gun and shoot me just to get out of a speeding ticket.

      I tap on the window and the man behind the wheel rolls it down as the smell of alcohol drifts out. He doesn’t look at me at first.

      “License, registration, and proof of insurance, please,” I request.

      He digs around in his wallet and glove box and hands everything over. When he looks at me, I see his glassy, bloodshot eyes. It’s obvious he’s drunk. I look at the woman in the passenger seat. She’s hiding her face beneath her long, dark curls.

      “Have you been drinking tonight, Mr. Wilde?” I ask, shining my flashlight in his face.

      He squints against the bright light. “We were just at a party. I only had a couple, and that was hours ago.”

      I pull the breathalyzer off my belt. “Would you mind blowing in this for me?”

      “Oh, come on, man. Just write me a speeding ticket and let me go.”

      “If you refuse to blow, you’ll be arrested and held until a warrant is granted for a blood test. Drinking and driving is a serious offense, sir. You’re not only putting your life in danger, but also this young lady’s, and everyone else on the road, including me.” I shove it in his direction.

      He rolls his eyes, but finally gives in and blows.

      When the machine beeps, the numbers say exactly what I thought: he’s beyond drunk.

      “Do you know the legal limit, sir?”

      He shrugs.

      “Point-zero-eight. Do you know what your level is?” I try not to smile, but let’s be honest, I love busting people for breaking the law. I feel I’m doing my small part to keep people safe. “Point-one-two.” I fasten the breathalyzer back on my belt. “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m going to have to arrest you.”

      “What?” he yells.

      “Step out of the car slowly, sir, and put your hands behind your head.”

      With a loud puff, he steps out and places his hands on the back of his head. I quickly grab them and lower them behind his back, one at a time, and place the cuffs around his wrists.

      “Is there anything on your body? Drugs, weapons, anything that could poke me?” I ask before patting him down.

      “There’s a pocket knife in my right pocket, and my phone in my left. That’s it.”

      I reach into his pockets and take his belongings before walking him back to my car and placing him inside. Now, to deal with the passenger.

      I walk back up to the car and bend down to look inside. Imagine my surprise when I’m eye to eye with Aria.

      “Aria? What the fuck are you doing?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I was on a date.”

      Fuck. I stand up straight and call for a wrecker to pick up the car and for another police officer to pick up the guy in my car. I walk around and open her door.

      “Get out. I’ll take you home.”

      Quietly, she steps out, wearing a short black dress and sky-high heels. Her shoulders are bare, along with her legs. She must be freezing. I walk her back to my car and open the passenger side door, taking my coat and draping it over her shoulders.

      “Hop in,” I tell her, holding the door.

      She slides into her seat without a word.

      “Don’t be pushing any buttons in there, either,” I say, shutting the door.

      The wrecker arrives first and we watch them take the car away. Within minutes of the car being gone, Scott arrives to take the detainee off my hands.

      “Thanks, man,” I tell him as he’s sticking him into the back seat of his car. “I know the girl he had with him, and I know her father would be pissed if I didn’t see that she got home safely.”

      “No problem. I’ll see you back at the station,” he says, sliding behind the wheel.

      I watch him drive off before turning around and observing Aria in the car. The dome light is on and her eyes are wide with fear. I take a deep breath, but push myself forward. She doesn’t say a word as I slide behind the wheel and pull out onto the road. We’re halfway to town when she finally speaks up.

      “It’s not what you think, Ethan.”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything, Aria,” I state flatly.

      “Yes, you are. I could tell by the way you looked at me. You think I went to that party, got drunk, and was leaving with him. I mean, who wouldn’t? Same old Aria, right?” she scoffs. “Well, that wasn’t the case this time. We were seriously on a date. He picked me up and took me to dinner. While we were eating, his phone rang and it was one of his friends inviting him to a party. He asked me to go. I wasn’t hooking up, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Again, I wasn’t thinking anything other than I need to get you home. You don’t have to explain yourself to me—not until I’m slapping cuffs on your wrists, that is.”

      I didn’t mean that in a dirty way, but it’s the only thing I can picture now that the words have left my lips. My dick twitches, but I grit my teeth and will the thought away.

      “I wish you could see me. The real me,” she whispers.

      I take a deep breath, but don’t take my eyes off the road. “I do, Aria. You’re a twenty-one-year-old woman. You’re doing what you’re supposed to do. You’re partying and enjoying your youth. Nothing wrong with that. Hell, I did it too.”

      “Then why do you look at me the way you do?”

      I laugh. “And how do I look at you?” I quickly glance over to see her shrug.

      “Like I’m bad—like you need to stay away from me or something. I swear, I’m not a bad person.”

      I shake my head. “I know you’re not a bad person, Aria. You’re just…” I let out a long breath. “You’re bad for me, okay?” I pull into town. “Where’s your place?”

      She points for me to turn. “How am I bad for you?” She sounds offended and her voice goes an octave higher.

      “You’re young. You’re still figuring things out—what you want to do, who you want to be. I’m older. I already know what I want from life, and I don’t need to be hanging out with you and pretending I’m a kid again. I need to stay focused, and I know that if I let my guard down, you’ll get to me, and I’ll lose sight of what I should be doing. Make sense?”

      I pull into the parking space she pointed to. She unclips her seatbelt and turns to face me. “That doesn’t make any sense at all, Ethan. I see the way you look at me. It’s either with lust or disgust, and sometimes both. I know you want me, but I also know that you hate that you want me. I can see that you’re hanging on by a thread, and I know, one day, that thread will break.” She opens the door, but doesn’t get out. “I just wanted to point that out. I don’t want you blaming me when it happens; we both know it will.” She gets out and slams the door behind her.

      I sit, watching as she walks up the sidewalk and lets herself into her apartment. I watch the door close, the lights flick on, and the curtain sway gently as she moves around. I just sit and watch, completely fucking taken off guard.

      I guess she knows more than I’d hoped.

      She’s right.

      I’m hanging on by a thread that’s slowly unraveling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chaper 5
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      The weekend passes and Monday rolls around. Ethan and I work side by side, but neither of us mentions what happened over the weekend. I can’t help but watch him when he doesn’t know I’m looking. I can’t ignore the tingles that wash over me when he moves around the large tractor tires—causing every muscle in his body to harden and bulge. I stare at the way the sweat rolls down his biceps, the way he uses his forearm to wipe dust from his face, and the way his Adam’s apple bobs when he looks at me. That thread he’s hanging by is getting thinner and thinner. I can feel it, and I’m excited for when it finally snaps completely, leaving him falling. I’ll catch him.
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      Ethan runs out and picks up lunch for the three of us. Dad takes his back to his office, leaving Ethan and me to eat alone. We sit on either side of the glass counter. I open my salad and pour on the dressing, stirring it around to make sure it’s evenly coated. He unwraps his double bacon cheeseburger and pours out his supersized fries. The smell of the grease wafts up my nose and it smells heavenly, but there’s no way can I eat that. One burger and my butt grows a size larger. Ves was lucky—she took after our mom, who is still rail-thin. I, however, was lucky enough to take after our father who, let’s face it, is the same shape as a beach ball. I work extra hard to stay in shape.

      “God, the smell of your food is killing me,” I complain.

      He takes a huge bite and nods. “Yeah, they went a little heavy on the onions,” he says around a mouthful. “Sorry.”

      I take a bite of my crispy salad. “Don’t be. I wish I had ordered that.”

      His eyes widen. “You want some?” He grabs the plastic knife out of the grease-stained paper bag.

      “No,” I mumble, waving my hand through the air as I try to swallow the food in my mouth. “No way can I eat that.”

      He frowns. “Why not? You allergic or something?”

      I laugh. “I guess you could say that.” I point to the grease dripping from the burger. “I eat that, and my ass will grow to the size of Arizona.”

      He scoffs. “You’re telling me you don’t eat burgers?”

      I nod once. “I haven’t had a burger and fries since I was twelve.” I shrug. “Apparently, my period arrived and my ability to eat normal food left.”

      He rolls his eyes. “No way. Not from one burger,” he disagrees, shaking his head. “And it’s not like you’re fat. You could afford to gain a couple pounds. Plus, I’m more of an ass man, anyway.” He grins and winks.

      His words make my face heat up and I laugh and nod. “I’ll remember that.”

      I don’t know what’s happened over this past week, but Ethan is becoming easier and easier to talk to. He’s moved from downright ignoring me to openly flirting with me. However, when I flirt with him, he still seems a little freaked out. His eyes grow in size, his Adam’s apple bobs, and his body visibly hardens. He usually escapes at that point—thinking up some excuse to leave without acknowledging what I’ve said.

      We sit and eat our lunch while talking about work—specifically, inventory and how it’s done.

      Once we finish, I stand and throw my trash away. “So, you working again this weekend?”

      “No, I actually got the weekend off.” He points his finger at me. “So don’t go out with any drunk idiots, because I won’t be there to bail you out.”

      I smile and show him my palms. “I won’t. I swear. I think I’ll have a quiet weekend at home. You know, take a long, hot bubble bath. Pamper myself: a mani-pedi, maybe even a wax.” I lift a brow and he swallows down excess saliva like just picturing it causes him to drool.

      “Yep, I’ll probably be home alone all weekend long,” I say casually, hoping he takes it as an invitation.

      “Well, have fun. I’m going to get back to work.” He stands and tosses his wadded-up wrapper into the trash like he’s shooting a basketball. “I think your dad has a long list of shit for me to get done before the weekend.” He turns and pushes his way out the door, leaving me alone.

      I let out a long sigh, wishing he’d pick up on a hint and take me up on my offer.
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      It’s Saturday afternoon, and already I’m going stir crazy. I’m not a sit-at-home-and-relax kind of girl! Why did I say that? I go out. I visit family and friends. I shop. I get my nails done and go have some drinks. I don’t sit at home! But now that I’ve told him that, I want to stick to my word—just in case he has a moment of weakness and drops by. I’m pacing the hardwood floor with a glass of wine in hand.

      “Just call him!” I tell myself. “I could make up some stupid excuse, like…my internet went out and I can’t get anyone to come check it out being that it’s a Saturday.” I roll my eyes at myself. “No, that’s stupid. He’ll never buy it.” I set my glass on the table and throw myself back onto the couch.

      “This is sooo stupid. I shouldn’t be hanging out here, waiting for him to maybe show up. I should go out and do something!” I grab my phone and start scrolling through my contacts, then call one that feels promising.

      “Hey, Sandy! Want to hang out?” I ask.

      “Sorry. You know I totally would, but Jack has some special plans for this evening. I think he’s going to propose!” she squeals.

      “That’s great! Well, let me know how it goes.” I hang up the phone and stick out my tongue. I hate when all my friends have great lives and I’m still in the same place I was four years ago.

      I dial Justin. “Hey, got plans for tonight?”

      “Ahh, Are, I wish you would’ve called sooner. I do actually have plans. Sorry, babe.”

      “No worries. Get ahold of me later.” I hang up and call Ves, my last resort.

      “Hey, big sis. Want to do something tonight?”

      She giggles, but it’s not something I said. It’s something Liam did. Gross.

      “I can’t. Liam and I are in Alaska. Won’t be home until next week.” She giggles again. “Bye, Aria.” She hangs up on me.

      “Ugh, this sucks!” I cry out loud.

      I drop my phone and reach for my wine—my eyes settling on a tent in the corner of the room. I laugh. My dad got it for me for my birthday last year. I walked in with it, tossed it in the corner, and haven’t touched it since. Maybe I should go camping. It might be just what the doctor ordered. I could hang out in nature alone and think things over—like why Ethan flirts with me but doesn’t seem to like it when I flirt with him.

      This is crazy.

      I push myself up and get to work on packing the things I’ll need. I grab my sleeping bag and toss it into the corner with the tent. Then I dig out the old cooler I used to take to all the BYOB parties I went to, and I load it down with wine, ice, and some pepperoni and cheese cubes so I can have a snack later. I grab a lighter and slide it into my pocket.

      After loading up my car, I use my Bluetooth to stream YouTube videos through the car speakers. First video: how to camp. Unfortunately my reception keeps cutting out the higher up I go, so I end up missing most of the video.

      It takes me at least an hour to make it up the mountain, but I finally find the perfect camping spot. There’s enough land where I can safely camp, but it’s also on the side of the mountain, giving me the perfect view of the setting sun. First, I put up the tent and start gathering firewood, dried leaves, and grass.

      Once all the supplies are gathered, I pull out my phone to try to finish watching the video, but of course, I have no signal. With a sigh, I toss it into the tent and bend down, trying to remember what the video said so I can figure out the rest for myself. I stack all the sticks, leaving an opening underneath where I stuff all the dead grass and leaves. Using my lighter, I put the flame at the bottom and light the leaves. They go up in flames, and slowly, a small trickle of smoke drifts up through the wood pile.

      I want to dance and cheer because I actually did it, but then the fire starts to go out, so I lower myself to the ground and blow, remembering that from the video. The fire glows, and it slowly starts to take over the pile of wood. Before I know it, there’s a big warm fire burning directly in front of me.

      With that out of the way, I sit on the edge of the tent and pull my cooler closer. I take out the bottle of wine. Realizing I don’t have a glass, I drink straight from the bottle. As I watch the fire burn and drink my wine, my mind drifts off. And as usual, it drifts to Ethan: how sexy he is when his big biceps flex, how tensing his jaw causes butterflies to flutter away in my stomach, and how goosebumps prickle my skin when he licks his lips. I wish he would let me kiss him. I know that’s all it’d take to break through that wall he’s built.

      One kiss is all it’d take.

      One kiss to change both our lives.

      The wind picks up and causes a shiver to run up my spine. I guess I didn’t think about how much colder it’d be up on the mountain. I rush to my car and grab the small jacket I’ve had lying in the back seat. Pulling it on, I take my place by the fire and continue with my wine.

      When the sun fully sets, the temperature drops dramatically. I’m only out of the tent long enough to stoke the fire. Then I’m right back in my tent, surrounding myself with my sleeping bag while shivering uncontrollably.

      At some point I fall asleep, and when I wake, it’s completely dark. The fire went out. Fuck. No way am I going to be able to have a scavenger hunt in the dark, on the side of a mountain, looking for sticks to start the fire again.

      Fuck. This. It’s cold. This is miserable. I’m going home.

      I get out from under my sleeping bag and the cold bites into my skin. I scramble to roll up the bag, but decide I’ll come back for everything tomorrow. No way can I do this in the dark while I’m shivering uncontrollably.

      I unzip the tent and step out, surprised to find freshly fallen snow. I can’t fucking believe I did this. I can’t believe there’s snow! It’s only early October. I know nothing about camping, weather, or mountains. I never should have done this.

      I trek through the snow to my car and get behind the wheel. The car starts just fine, and cold air blows through the vents, causing me to shiver and silently pray for the car to heat up as quickly as possible.

      I put the car into reverse and back up until I can turn around completely. Slowly and carefully, I drive down the mountain. The farther I get, the more scared I feel. The road is completely covered. I’m terrified I’ll find a patch of ice and somehow end up plummeting to my death down the side of the rocky mountain. Each time a thought like that pops up, I turn up the radio a bit louder to drown out all those thoughts.

      I know I haven’t made it far considering I’m driving so slowly, but at least I’m warm. I look down for just a second to turn down the heat, when suddenly, there’s a loud crunching sound and a big jerk. I scream and hit the brakes. The car stops. My heart is pounding wildly in my chest and I’m now sweating. But I take a deep breath. “You can do this. You just ran off the road a little bit. Just back up, and you’ll be fine,” I tell myself.

      I shift into reverse and let off the brakes. The car doesn’t move. I hit the gas and the engine revs up, but the car still doesn’t budge. Fuck. I’m stuck.

      I get out and walk around to the passenger side to find my tire stuck in a deep rut. I slowly walk down—standing almost knee-deep in a snow-filled ditch—and try pushing the car backward. To be safe, I’m positioned in such a way that the car won’t roll on top of me if it breaks free. But it doesn’t move an inch.

      Tired and out of breath, I climb my way out of the ditch and get back in the car, trying again to back out to no avail. Finally, after stomping the gas several times without going anywhere, I put the car in park and look for my phone—only to realize I’ve left it in the tent.

      “Fuck.” I let my forehead hit the steering wheel. “I can’t believe this! I’m so stupid.”

      What am I going to do? I’m stuck up on the side of a mountain with no way to call for help. My breathing is now erratic and wild, and my heart is pumping twice as hard as usual thanks to the added stress.

      I guess I’ll just sleep here. In the morning, the sun will warm things up a bit, and I’ll walk back to the tent, pack up, and get my phone. Maybe when I’m back in the car with my phone, I’ll find a signal and can call for help.

      I leave the car running for heat, and crawl into the back seat to sleep and wait for morning.
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      Hours later, I wake, shivering once again. I let out a deep breath and can see the white puff of air in the darkness. I sit up and see the car is still turned on—I’ve just run out of gas.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I yell.

      I can’t do this. I can’t sit here and freeze to death. I’ll walk. I know there are homes and cabins scattered throughout this mountain range. Eventually, I’ll find someone who can help.

      I get out and pull my hood up over my head, zip up my jacket, and wrap my arms around myself as I walk down the mountain. It’s dark, but the longer I walk, the more my eyes adjust and the more I can see. It’s quiet other than the sound of the wind howling through the trees and mountain peaks, coupled with the crunch of snow beneath my feet.

      I’m freezing to the point my teeth are chattering and I know I’ve walked at least a mile, but I still haven’t come upon any houses or signs of life. After what feels like hours of walking, my whole body is sore from shivering and I can no longer feel my toes. The snow starts back up—now so thick I can hardly see a foot in front of my face.

      My face is numb and my cheeks burn from the cold. Tears are leaking from my eyes, then freezing on my cheeks before they can even fall all the way down. I’m tired. Sore. Frozen. Panicked. I’m numbly walking, not even paying attention anymore—just knowing that I have to keep moving. Lying down is not an option no matter how tired I get.

      I slowly walk around a curb, no longer able to walk at a normal pace. The snow has let up a bit, and I can see a cabin off in the distance. There’s a light on—a yellow glow shining through the two front windows. It’s so warm, I can practically feel it from here. Excitement burns in my chest, pushing me to walk faster, then to run. I stumble and fall through the snow-filled dips and ditches, but finally find the driveway that allows me to walk up to the front door.

      I lift my hand and knock on the wood so hard that the doorknob and hinges rattle. The door swings open.

      “Aria?”

      His voice draws my eyes up to him. Ethan. Of course it’s Ethan.

      “I-I,” I start, but he grabs me by the shoulders and pulls me inside, where it’s so warm.

      “What the hell are you doing up here?” he asks, pulling me against him in a big hug. “Fuck, you’re freezing. Come on.” He pulls me across the room and guides me down to the floor in front of the fire. Quickly—faster than I can even process—he throws a blanket over my shoulders and grabs my foot.

      “Wh-what arrrre you dooiiiing?” I ask around my shivers.

      “You need to take everything off to warm up. I’ll be surprised if you don’t have frostbite. It’s, like, two degrees outside!” he yells, removing my socks and shoes while I can’t do anything but shiver.

      He stands. “Take off your wet clothes and I’ll get you something to drink.” He walks away, to the small kitchen area.

      I quickly look over my shoulder at him to make sure he isn’t watching, then remove my jacket, shirt, and bra. I stand quickly and remove my jeans, leaving my hot pink panties on. I pull the blanket back around me and sit in front of the fire to warm up.

      He comes back with a lantern, a bottle of bourbon, and two glasses, causing me laugh.

      “I thought you were getting coffee, not liquor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      “Alcohol works better at warming you up,” I say, sitting on the floor next to her and pouring us both a drink. “What the fuck were you doing out there, Aria?”

      “I wanted to camp,” she says, raising the glass and taking a long sip. “Everything was fine until the sun went down. What is this place?” She looks around. “You live here?”

      I shake my head. “I live in town. This is just my hunting cabin.” I shake my head again, clearing it to get back to the point. “Why the fuck did you think today would be a good day to camp? Didn’t you see all the winter storm warnings on TV?”

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t even think to check the weather. I’m so stupid. And then my phone didn’t work. And I got my car stuck in a ditch. With no phone, I couldn’t call for help. I decided to sleep in the back seat until morning, but I woke up when I ran out of gas. I knew I couldn’t stay there with no heat, so I figured if I was going to freeze, I would take my chances and hopefully find someone who could help.” She holds her glass out for more. Her hands are still shaking, but she’s gotten her chattering teeth under control just enough to talk clearly.

      I fill both our glasses and watch as she drinks it like a pro. “You’re lucky, you know? You could have died out there.”

      “I know,” she mumbles.

      After a long silence, I turn to inspect her. She’s finally stopped shivering and her cheeks are glowing a light pink color instead of a bright, angry red. I laugh. “I can’t believe you were camping.” I shake my head and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Shut up.” She bumps my shoulder with hers. “I got tired of my quiet weekend at home. All my friends were busy, and you never got my hint, so...”

      “What hint?” I ask, confused, picking up my glass and finishing it off.

      “I told you I was going to have a quiet weekend at home…alone…” She holds out her glass and I fill them both.

      “Oh.” I nod once. “I got your hint; I just forced myself to forget about it.”

      She lets out a deep breath. “I thought we were past this. I mean, I know we don’t know each other that well yet, but we’ve been able to put everything behind us and talk and laugh at work.”

      “I know,” I agree, swirling the liquid in my glass.

      She must be getting annoyed, because she stands, holding her blanket around her body, her pink painted toes sticking out underneath. “So, what’s the deal? We’re friends, aren’t we?” Her eyes are stretched wide, and her perfectly manicured eyebrows arch themselves higher.

      “I guess so,” I reply.

      “You like me, don’t you?” Her voice is an octave too high.

      I swallow and close my eyes. “You know I do,” I breathe out, hating myself for admitting it to her.

      “Then what’s the big deal? You like me. I like you. Let’s do something about that.”

      I stand up in front of her. “What should we do about that, Aria? You know what will happen. Don’t make me say it.” Our chests are nearly touching. I feel something between us. It’s tugging me closer to her.

      “What? Say what?” she practically yells.

      “If I let myself feel what I know I’m already feeling for you, we’ll hook up. And yes, it would be fucking amazing, life-changing even. But then, you’ll want more. And I…” I grit my teeth and pull my eyes from hers. “I’m not that guy.” I turn and walk away, only to turn around to face her, happy I’ve at least put some distance between us. “You’ll be hurt and pissed, then your dad will fire me. Both our sisters will hate me. Our families are too close. Everything will be fucked up.”

      She steps closer, and the look in her blue eyes scares me—me, a man who’s been through the military, a man who weighs two hundred pounds, a man who walks up to strange cars almost every night with the chance he might not walk away. I can brave all of that. But this little one-hundred-twenty-pound woman scares the ever-loving shit out of me.

      “Ethan, I’m not the girl who does relationships. I don’t get clingy or demand more than anyone is willing to give me. And just so you know, I take what I want.” The blanket falls to the floor, and my eyes roam her hard, beautiful body: her long legs; her flat, toned stomach; her big, soft tits; her slender neck; her plump lips; all the way up to her blue eyes that are begging me to fuck her. My dick hardens, every muscle tenses, every bone freezes. I’m no longer able to walk away. I’m stuck, but she’s not. She’s closing the distance one slow step at a time.

      When she’s directly in front of me, she presses her bare chest against mine and reaches up, clasping her hands together around the back of my neck, pulling me in for a kiss. Her sweet lips press against mine, and her hot tongue that tastes of bourbon snakes into my mouth. She’s warm, soft, and sweet, and I can’t stop myself from what I’m about to do.

      My hands reach out and grab ahold of her hips, pulling her against me and picking her up in the same action. Her long legs wrap around my hips, holding me tightly. Our kiss deepens, moving at lighting speed. One minute we’re standing in the middle of the cabin, and the next, I find myself pressing her back against the wall. My hands travel her body, squeezing her luscious tits, and massaging her hips and ass. My fingers find the waistband of her panties, and they pull the fabric away from her stomach.

      I break the kiss, resting my forehead against hers. “Tell me to stop, Aria,” I beg her. “You have no idea how many times I’ve pictured fucking you until you beg me to stop. Once I start, there’s no stopping me. Don’t let me do this,” I plead. My mouth lands on her jaw, kissing its way down her body.

      “God, Ethan, please don’t stop. Don’t ever stop,” she moans.

      I suck her hard nipple into my mouth and flick my tongue against it until she cries out. Already, her knees are shaking and her lips are quivering. I knew I could do this to her: make her go crazy with lust. I drop to my knees and pull her panties down her thighs in one swift motion. Her trembling hands lace through my hair, pulling me closer as my mouth closes in on her clit.

      My right hand takes her left thigh and drapes it over my shoulder, giving me even more access to her beautiful body. My tongue runs between her lips, spreading her arousal as I flick her hard nub back and forth. With every flick of my tongue, her muscles tighten, her lips part, and she gasps.

      I want to take my time with her. I want this to last as long as fucking possible because it can never happen again. This is all I’ll ever allow myself—this one night—a night in which we’re lost to alcohol and a burning yearning that consumes us both. There are no prying eyes. Here, we can’t be found or judged. We can just be: the last two people on earth, a man and a woman with needs and desires. Here, nothing is wrong.

      Her fingers, which are threaded into my hair, start to tighten and pull, jerking my head backward. Her hips begin gyrating, moving her sensitive clit back and forth across my tongue. My hands rush to her hips, stopping her movement so I have control.

      She moans, practically a cry for help. “Ethan, please!” she calls out, releasing my hair to pull her own.

      “Please what, Aria?” I ask, pulling my mouth away from her and replacing it with my hand. The sick side of me wants to watch her face as it contorts with the pleasure I cause her to feel.

      Her eyes pop open when I slide two fingers inside her. “I need you, Ethan,” she whispers.

      “This is a one-time thing, Aria. We tell no one. Ever. Understand?”

      Her lips part with her heavy breathing, but her head nods as her eyes lock on mine.

      Without needing words, I stand and pick her up against me. My mouth finds hers as I move us over to the bed. Her legs wrap around my hips as we fall on top of it. Her arms encircle my neck, keeping me close, but I break the kiss and pull away, studying her surprised expression. Without breaking our stare, I lean back and unfasten my jeans. Her eyes finally fall from mine, dropping down to watch as my hands free myself. When I’m fully exposed for her, she licks her lips as she gets herself to her knees.

      A gasp leaves my lips when she reaches out and takes me in her soft hand, pumping slowly and teasingly. She opens her mouth to say something, but I’m afraid whatever it is will ruin this moment, so I shake my head no, and she understands without argument.

      I reach for her, my hand threading into her long curls and pulling her lips against mine. Her hand doesn’t stop pumping while her mouth doesn’t stop giving. Slowly, I lower her back to the bed once again as I take my place on top of her. While I want this to last, it seems she can’t wait to get started. Her hips move upward, causing my hard dick to slide between her slick folds. My hands hold firmly on her hips, keeping them still as I grind my hips into hers. The second my cock feels her silky soft skin, something inside me breaks: my willpower. It completely shatters and goes flying into a hundred tiny shards. There’s no way I could ever gather every piece. I’m a broken man now, and all I can do is deal with it. There’s no going back.

      “Are you sure about this, Aria?” I ask with my eyes closed, not able to bear the thought of seeing her face when she tells me to get off of her.

      “Fuck me, Ethan,” she says, voice strong and sure.

      When I hear my name leave her lips, I pull back and thrust forward. The tip of my dick pushes through her barrier and dives deep inside her with ease. The moment I’m inside her, we both let out a moan of relief. I’m afraid to move. All I can do is remain completely still, otherwise I may go over the edge too soon. Every muscle in my body is hard and rigid, holding back every movement I could make that could possibly force me to let my release go. As I work on regaining my composure, her muscles tighten around my dick like a vise.

      “Ethan, please. You feel too good to stop now. Can’t you feel it?” she whispers, lifting her hips and lowering them before repeating the process.

      “I can feel it.” I lower my mouth to hers and kiss her deeply as I let my muscles ease. I melt into her. “You were made for me, Aria,” I whisper against her lips as I pull back and thrust inside her again. “You fit me perfectly,” I groan in relief. I’ve never in my life been with a woman who was a better fit. Aria is so fucking tight it makes me want to come immediately. But she’s enjoying the way I fill her. She’s not asking me to slow down or be softer. She’s not withering in pain. Her face is showing nothing but the pleasure my body is bringing hers.

      She pushes against my chest, and before I know what’s happening, she’s rolling us over and taking her place on top of me. Slowly, she slides down my length. Her head dips back and her lips part as a loud moan escapes. She teases me by slowly moving her hips up and down.

      I’m completely stunned that she would take the lead like that. In all of my daydreams about her, I was the one fucking her until she begged me to stop. I never thought she’d be the type to take control, but fuck, it feels better than I could ever imagine.

      I grab ahold of her hips and squeeze them to try to maintain this high I’m riding on. Naked bits of flesh poke out between each of my fingers from squeezing her so hard. She may even have bruises tomorrow, and that thought only makes me hotter. I’d love evidence of me left on her skin.

      I sit up, putting me face to face with her. She wraps her arms around my neck and doubles her pace. Her tits are moving up and down right in front of my face, and I can’t hold myself back. I lean forward, catching one in my mouth as my hand comes up to massage the other.

      She continues to move, going faster and faster. Each second that passes, the faster she moves, the heavier she breathes, the more she calls out. I feel her muscles clamp down around my dick and her arousal nearly soaks the both of us. Her movements are no longer smooth. Now they’re rough and jittery.

      When her soft moans quiet and her body relaxes, I flip us over and take my rightful place on top. It’s time to make her beg. It’s time to show her that her body belongs to me. It’s time to make every last dirty fantasy come true.
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      Goosebumps prickle my skin to the point that it feels like it’s freezing and burning at the same time. My lungs scream for oxygen. My heart beats hard and fast. I’m being pushed to the edge of the earth, and I know that if I fall over, I’ll forever be changed. But I don’t care. I want to know the feeling of Ethan claiming my body. I want to know what it’s like to be safe in his strong arms. I want to feel his heat, his intensity, and his passion.

      Usually, during a random hookup, it’s straight to the point. It’s fast and meaningless. But this is different. Ethan isn’t rushing through. He’s taking his time with me. It’s like he wants to remember every touch, every taste, every smell. He wants every moment burned into his memory as much as I do.

      Just looking up at him as he moves in and out of my body is enough to make me spiral out of control. The way his eyes darken when they lock on mine, the way his jaw flexes, the sound that escapes his lips when he thrusts into me and rocks his hips upward, hitting that perfect spot—it’s everything. He’s no longer Ethan, a cute guy I work with. Now, he’s everything. He’s the air I breathe, the tears I cry, and every movement I make and will make. He doesn’t know this, but he owns me.

      His strong hands massage my entire body: my breasts, hips, thighs, and ass. His mouth switches between smashing against mine to pressing kisses to my jaw and neck. When his teeth scrape my sensitive skin, shivers shoot up my spine.

      When I shatter, he pulls away and flips me over to my stomach. Using his hands, he jerks my hips upward and places his erection at my entrance once again. I’ve never in my life had sex this long before. I’ve never gotten off this much at one time either. But Ethan was right—once he starts, there’s no stopping him. He’s a monster in bed, taking what he wants, but somehow, making me want it too.

      “I told you I wouldn’t be able to stop, Aria,” he says, sliding back inside me. With the position change, he feels bigger, like he’s going even deeper. Gently and slowly, he pulls out and slides back in. His hand comes around my hip so his fingers can rub circles around my clit. No man has ever owned me this way before.

      My face is smashed into the pillow, and I can’t do anything but close my eyes and enjoy the pure bliss he’s causing me to feel. His hand falls away when he picks up his pace, causing his balls to slap against my sensitive clit. I can feel and hear my heart pounding, the bed banging, our skin slapping, and his deep grunts and moans.

      “You’re so fucking sexy, Aria,” he growls out as he moves faster. “You have no idea how hard I’ve had to work to keep this sexy ass out of my head.” He pulls his hand back and smacks me on the ass, adding to my pleasure.

      A moan escapes my lips, along with a quiet plea.

      “What do you need, baby?” He grinds his hips into me.

      I don’t even know what I need right now. I’m completely lost. “You!” I cry out just as my release starts to build.

      “You have me,” he whispers, doubling his pace just as his thumb applies pressure between my cheeks.

      I scream as my release explodes and washes over me. My lungs stop breathing, my head swims, and all I can do is cry and enjoy the overwhelming sensation that’s taking over my body. His hips jerk hard and he lets out a deep moan.

      Before the earth starts moving for me again, I find myself on my side, wrapped in his arms, with his heavy breathing blowing against my neck and cheek. We’re both breathless, unable to talk or move. Neither of us can do anything but rest, and allow our bodies to settle and our minds to wrap around what we’ve just done.

      It feels like it takes forever before our breathing is back to normal, but finally, I take a deep breath and roll to face him. He looks ashamed when his eyes lock with mine. I place my hand on his jaw, forcing him to look at me, not at his boss’ daughter.

      “It’s okay, Ethan,” I whisper in the near-dark room that’s lit only by a small fire still flickering in the fireplace.

      He shakes his head once. “It’s not okay, Aria. It’s wrong.” He lifts his head as his left hand comes to settle on my chin. “And I’m nowhere near ready to stop.” His mouth smashes against mine, and I willingly open for him. I lift my leg and drape it over his hip, pulling his middle closer to mine. Almost immediately, he hardens. I can feel it pressing against my thigh. I can feel the wetness of arousal, and I have no control when I roll on top of him and slide down his length for the second time tonight.

      This time, I want control. I want to make sure I have him so wrapped up in me, he won’t remember how wrong this is. He won’t care. I want to make damn sure he can’t deny me again. Using both hands, I reach behind me and pull my hair away from my neck, holding it atop my head as I continue with my movements. I look down to see him watching me. His thick lips are parted and his eyes are taking me in like I’m too good to be true. His hands on my hips tighten and he quickly lifts his hips, hitting that spot in me that has my eyes fluttering closed.

      “I’ve never done this before, Ethan.”

      “Done what?” he whispers.

      My eyes open and lock on his. “Had a hookup that’s lasted this long. I don’t want to be without you. I just want you moving inside me for the rest of my life.” My muscles tighten around his length as a swirl begins taking over my stomach.

      His hands squeeze my thighs as his hips begin moving up and down, meeting my movements. My lips part and a loud gasp leaves them.

      “Oh my God, Ethan,” I whisper. “I’m going to come again,” I cry, and it only makes him thrust up into me harder and faster as the intensity in his eyes burns brighter.
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      I wake in the morning, and for a moment forget where I am. My eyes flutter open and all I see is cedar paneling. The memories of last night hit me, and my face burns with embarrassment. Oh my God. I can’t believe that actually happened.

      Ethan leans in and softly presses a kiss to my back. “Good morning,” he whispers.

      I roll over with a smile in place. “Good morning.” I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer. One of his strong hands lands on my hip, gently massaging it while his lips tease every thought in my head.

      “I thought last night was a one-time thing?” I ask with a smile as my eyes flutter closed to enjoy the sensation he’s stirring inside me once again.

      “We haven’t left this bed yet. It’s still a one-time thing…until our feet hit the floor.” He rolls us over, taking his place on top of me.
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      When I wake for a second time, he’s nowhere to be found. I sit up and look around the one-room cabin. There’s a fire burning bright in the fireplace, coffee and breakfast waiting on the table in the kitchen, and my clothes hanging close to the fire to dry, but no Ethan.

      I stand with a sigh and walk over to my clothes, suddenly realizing how sore I am. There’s an ache in my sex that’s painful, yet surprisingly exciting at the same time. My legs are sore, as are my back and arms. I’m not sure if it’s from the freezing cold hike I took last night, or if it’s just the remnants of our lovemaking.

      I quickly pull on my t-shirt and long socks and walk over to the table to pour myself a cup of coffee. I take a sip and it’s still piping hot. The old wooden chair scrapes across the floor when I pull it back and take a seat. Opening the platter in the center of the table, I find warm blueberry muffins. I take one and place it on the plate in front of me. As I pick at the muffin and sip my coffee, I think back on last night and wonder if it will change things between us.

      It only happened because I agreed to his condition that it would only be a one-time thing. And I plan on sticking to my word. I just wonder if he will go back to being cold toward me, or if he will at least be able to keep the friendship we’ve been building at work. I know one thing more than anything else, though: Ethan owns me in a way no man ever has or ever will. If he doesn’t want me, I’ll learn to deal, but he’s already ruined me. No man will ever compare.

      When the door opens and Ethan walks in, a cold gust of wind blows through the room, and it makes me shiver.

      “Good. I was hoping you’d found breakfast,” he says, shrugging out of his coat.

      “It’s delicious. Thank you.” I offer up a small smile.

      He returns the gesture and sits across from me, pouring his own cup of coffee.

      “I thought you were sick of coffee.”

      He shrugs as he grabs a muffin for himself. “I am, but it’s cold as fuck out there and it’s too early to drink anything harder. It looks like it snowed a good two feet last night, but it was probably more like six inches. I’m glad you found me when you did. If you hadn’t…” he shakes his head once. “Well, I’m just glad you did.”

      My face reddens. “Me too.” In more ways than one.

      We’re both quiet as we sit and eat. It’s like neither of us knows how to act. Do we act like nothing happened last night? Do we go back to being friends, or do I need to get out of here as quickly as possible?

      “I should probably get back up the mountain and pack up so I can call a tow truck to get my car.”

      “Your car is here, fully packed. I found your phone in the tent. It was dead, so it’s charging in the truck.” He motions outside.

      “You packed up everything for me and managed to get my car unstuck?”

      He nods with a laugh. “And just so we’re clear: wine, pepperoni, and cheese are not survival foods.”

      I join in on his laughter. “Well, I wasn’t packing to survive anything. I just wanted to go out and relax with a boatload of wine. I thought it’d be a nice night. I wanted to lie back and watch the stars while drinking way too much and warming my feet by a fire.”

      “No more camping by yourself, Aria. Promise me. If you want to camp, I’ll take you camping—the right way.”

      I sip my coffee and keep my eyes downcast, afraid to look at him. “You will?”

      “I’ll do everything. All you gotta do is show up. I’ll pack, I’ll cook, I’ll set up. Got it?”

      My smile stretches across my face. “Deal.”

      Finally, I chance a look at him and find him watching me from beneath his lashes, but his smile is still in place.

      “Ethan?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why are you acting like this? I wasn’t expecting…” I let my sentence drop off.

      “Expecting what?” he questions.

      “This.” I motion toward the table. “I wasn’t expecting breakfast and coffee. I wasn’t expecting you to go pack up all my stuff for me or bring me my car. I know what I agreed to last night.”

      He looks a little surprised, and maybe even a little mad. “So, what, Aria? You just thought I’d spend the evening fucking you and then I’d kick you out in the morning without so much as breakfast?”

      I roll my eyes. “No. I didn’t mean that. It’s just that…”

      “What?”

      “I’ve had more hookups than relationships, Ethan. And none of my hookups ever resulted in a romantic breakfast together. No guy has ever hung my clothes by the fire to dry, or stuck around for more than five minutes after we woke up—if he slept over at all,” I add on.

      “It sounds like you’ve been dealing with a bunch of assholes, Aria,” is his only reply.

      Finally, I let the subject drop. “I enjoyed spending the evening with you, Ethan.”

      I watch as his chest visibly falls with the deep breath he lets out. “I enjoyed spending the evening with you too, Aria.”

      I stand, causing the chair to scrape against the wood floor again. He watches me with wide eyes as I close the distance between us. I sit on his lap, straddling him as I wrap my arms around his neck. “I know our feet have hit the floor and our time is up, but—” My words are cut off by his mouth pressing against mine.

      He knew I was going to ask to stay in our make-believe world a little longer, and it looks like he wants to stay here just as badly as I do.
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      “Will anyone miss you?” I ask, breaking the kiss.

      She shakes her head, causing her mess of dark curls to fall all around her face. “Ves is out of town, and I don’t usually see my parents on the weekend. As long as I’m at work tomorrow, everything will be fine.”

      “That’s all I needed,” I mumble, moving back in to press my mouth to hers as I stand and carry her back to my bed, where I’d like her to stay forever.

      We fall down onto the mattress, and I crawl up between her parted knees. We get one more night of our make-believe world—a world where only she and I exist, a world where it’s not wrong to be together. It’s a place where I live in her, and she only lives for me. I’d love to keep her tied up in my bed all day long, just waiting for the next time I slide deep inside her. Rolling my hips, I slide inside easily, and she lets out a sigh of relief. My hands hold her hips firmly, keeping her right where I need her.

      “I don’t want to leave you for the rest of the day,” I whisper.

      “I don’t want you to either,” she says against my lips.

      My mouth turns up into a grin, but I don’t stop kissing her. I can’t. She’s a woman I shouldn’t want, but I want her like nothing I’ve ever wanted before. Somehow, she’s gotten under my skin, and every minute I’m not inside her, I itch uncontrollably. She’s my addiction—my drug of choice.

      The rest of the day, we’re either in bed or making love in every inch of the cabin: in the shower, on the kitchen table, in front of the fireplace, against the wall, and on every surface that can support our weight. Eventually, we pull apart long enough to have a quick dinner of cheese, pepperoni, and wine in front of the fireplace before tangling together once again.
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      I wake when I feel her move beside me. She stretches and lets out a groan. “Ugh, I’m so sore. I don’t even want to move.”

      “Then don’t,” I tell her, wrapping my arm around her stomach and pulling her back to my chest.

      “It’s going on seven a.m. and we both have to be in by ten. We have to get moving.”

      This time, I groan. “I guess it had to come to an end eventually.”

      “But we’ll always have the cabin—our place, our world, where no one can find us,” she whispers, landing a soft kiss to my lips.

      “This is our little secret. Here, it’s just us. Nobody else matters.”

      “Deal,” she says, kissing me once more.

      We manage to pull away from each other, and we both quickly dress.

      “Oh, my car is out of gas,” she says, freezing with her hand on the doorknob as we’re walking out.

      “I put gas in it yesterday. I always keep some stocked up.”

      “Thank you.” She smiles and wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me in for one last kiss before we step out of our world.

      Her tongue slips into my mouth and tangles with my own. It teases every sense and nerve ending. It boils my blood beneath my skin. It makes every muscle tighten. It’s how I know that I’m in deeper than I ever thought I’d be. And all it took was one kiss—one kiss I couldn’t manage to pull away from. One kiss that led to the weekend that has forever changed my life.

      I pull away before I no longer have the ability to. “Are you ready to go back to the real world?”

      She giggles. “No.”

      “Me neither,” I say, opening the door and allowing her to step out. “I’ll follow you down the mountain and into town. I’ll see you at the shop.”

      She shoots me a smile before sliding behind the wheel of her car.

      I get into my truck and twist the key. The engine roars to life, and I shift into drive. I wait until she takes off, then follow her down the mountain and into town where there’s more frost on the ground than snow. I can see why she wasn’t prepared for snow.

      It’s easy to forget that the weather on the mountain is different from the weather in town if it’s not something you have to deal with every day. I’m just thankful that she found me when she did. I’d hate to think of the way the weekend could’ve turned out if she hadn’t. And apparently, it’s exactly what needed to happen. The devil knew I’d never make a move. He wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be able to turn her away. Now, I’m more wrapped up in her than I should be. But as long as our alone time doesn’t happen outside of that cabin, we’ll be all right. Our families are the only ones who would have a problem with us anyway. And no one but me comes to the cabin. It’s our safe place.

      I honk the horn when she turns right to head to her apartment, and I continue driving south for mine. I pull into the parking lot and let myself inside. Mom has already left for work, so no need to take her a cup of coffee. Instead, I quickly shower and dress, then make a dash for my truck.

      I still have plenty of time before I need to be at work, and since I missed my mom this morning, I stop by the coffee shop for breakfast before going in for my shift.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Mom says when she sees me walking in the door.

      “Good morning to you too,” I laugh, dropping some cash on the counter. “Can I get two coffees and two blueberry muffins?”

      Mom lifts her eyebrow. “Two? Someone is awfully hungry today.” She rings it up and takes my money.

      “One is for me, and the other is for…”

      “Aria?” she asks.

      “No! Mr. Lawrence, my boss. I promised I’d bring him a cup of coffee from Amy’s coffee shop one of these days. He’s never been in.”

      Great. Now I’m lying to my own mother.

      “Mm-hmm,” she mumbles, handing me my change.

      “Can you add a little white chocolate to one of the coffees, please?” I ask, sticking the change in my pocket.

      “Oh, Mr. Lawrence likes white chocolate, huh?”

      “He’s just amazed with all the fancy stuff they can do nowadays, that’s all.” I can’t help the grin that appears when I lie.

      She places her hand on her hip. “You foolin’ around with that girl, Ethan?”

      “Mom,” I breathe out, shaking my head. “Nothing is going on. We’re friends, that’s all. And not even ‘let’s hang out’ friends. We’re work friends, and that’s it.”

      “All right. If you say so,” she mumbles, handing me a bag with the muffins. Seconds later, she slides two coffees across the counter.

      “Dinner tonight, Ma?”

      “Seven on the dot. Amy and Tyler are coming too.”

      “See you then.” I push out the door and climb back into my truck.

      It’s only nine-thirty when I pull up to work. Aria’s car is already in the lot. I grab our coffee and muffins and walk inside to find her behind the counter.

      “Hey, I stopped and grabbed some muffins and coffee, if you’re interested.”

      She smiles, and it makes my heart skip a beat. I feel like I haven’t seen her in days, even though I spent the entire weekend buried deep inside her.

      “Thank you,” she says, sitting behind the counter and taking a sip of coffee.

      I hand her a muffin and she begins picking at it. It’s only now I realize that she never did eat the muffins I had at the cabin either. Then it dawns on me: her diet.

      “You don’t eat muffins, do you?”

      She smiles. “Of course I do. See?” She takes the biggest bite I’ve ever seen her eat.

      I shake my head. “No, you don’t. You don’t eat normal food. I’ve gotta remember that.”

      She laughs. “I do to eat normal food. I just try to eat healthy.”

      “What do you eat? I want to know so that the next time I surprise you, I’ll actually get something you’ll eat.”

      “I’ll eat anything you bring, Ethan. I’m not that bad.”

      “Aria,” I warn, “just tell me what you like.”

      She lets out a deep breath. “For breakfast, fruit, yogurt, and whole wheat toast with sliced avocado. And smoothies are always good.”

      “Healthy.” I nod. “I gotta remember that.”

      She laughs and picks up her coffee to take a sip.

      “But I have to admit, I go a little overboard with coffee. What calories I don’t eat, I drink in a single coffee, which is why I don’t go out for coffee much. It’s just a special treat every once in a while.”

      “Well, I’m glad I got something right.” Without thinking, I lean forward and capture her mouth with my own.

      The minute our lips touch, we both freeze. How easy it is to forget that someone could walk through the door at any second, even though it feels like we’re alone.

      I pull back. “I’m sorry. I just…I wasn’t thinking.” I shake my head and she covers her lips with her fingertips. “I guess it’s just going to take some time to get used to this arrangement.”

      She nods. “Yeah, I mean, we’re not together or anything, right?”

      “Right.” I nod and start walking backward for the door. “I’m going to get started. I’ll catch up with you later.” Without another word, I push through the door and get to work. Embarrassment floods my body and it annoys me. How could I fuck shit up already? I should’ve stuck to my word and not touched her. But fuck, she’s it for me. Too bad it has to be hidden.

      I shake my head free from thoughts of her. I need to clear my mind and focus on work. I’ll never get anything figured out if I overthink it again and again. Right now, our only agreement is that when we’re at the cabin, we’re together. When we’re not, we’re not. The end. Seems easy enough, right?

      I keep myself busy by dusting off the tractors outside and arranging them to make room for the two new ones that are coming in tomorrow. When I walk back in the shop around noon, Aria is bending over the counter, talking to a customer with a wide smile on her face. It’s something I’ve seen her do countless times over the last couple weeks of working here, but now, something about it pisses me off. Jealously flares up in my chest, causing stomach acid to bubble up my throat.

      She’s flirting with him to make a sale, and even though I know it means nothing to her, it eats at me.

      “Hey, can I help you with anything?” I ask, coming to a stop next to the man who’s probably old enough to be her father.

      She has a thing for older men, I remind myself, then bite the inside of my cheek since I’m now pissed off thanks to my own insecure thoughts.

      “No thanks. I think this beautiful young lady here answered all my questions.” He looks at her with a smile and a wink. “I’ll be back next week.”

      She nods. “Okay, Jeff. See you then.”

      “Have a good afternoon,” he says, waving at her as he pushes through the door.

      “What was that about?” I ask, looking at him.

      “He’s coming into some money and needs some new equipment. Why? What’s up?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I just felt like I was interrupting, that’s all.”

      She scoffs and I can practically hear her roll her eyes. She’s quiet for a second then says, “Dad left for the day.”

      Finally, I tear my eyes away from the man’s back to see her wide smile. It’s only been one day and I’m already willing to throw away our deal. The image of bending her over in the restroom comes to mind.

      I grab her wrist. “Come on,” I say, dragging her toward the restroom as she giggles behind me.
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          Aria

        

      

    

    
      The following evening I’m just stepping out of the shower when I hear someone knocking on the front door. Tightly wrapping my towel around my body, I walk through the apartment and look out the peephole. It’s Ethan.

      I pull the door open with a smile. “What are you doing here?”

      The next thing I know, I’m in his arms—legs wrapped around his hips with his lips on mine. “I don’t know what you did to me, but you won’t get the fuck out of my head, Aria,” he says against my lips.

      I kiss him deeply as excitement swells inside me. I pull away. “What happened to only in our place?”

      He shrugs as a grin plays on his lips. “Well, this is your place. Why can’t it be our place?”

      “I can’t argue with that logic,” I agree, pulling him back in for a long kiss I can feel in the tips of my toes.

      My phone begins ringing and I push against his chest until he puts me down. He sits on top of the counter while I answer my phone.

      “Hello?” I answer, watching only him and getting hotter the longer I check him out.

      “Ari, we’re going out. Amy and I are almost on our way,” Ves says.

      “What? Going where? I just got out of the shower. I’m not even dressed!”

      “I got back early, and we haven’t hung out in forever. So, girls’ night out! Get your ass dressed. We’re heading your way shortly.”

      “From where? I need time to get ready,” I argue.

      “We’re leaving the ranch in five minutes. That gives you an hour. Now, get to work and look hot. We’re finding you a man tonight,” Ves jokes before hanging up.

      I roll my eyes and set the phone down. “You have to go.” I grab his wrist and pull him from the counter. “Ves and Amy are on their way right now.”

      “When will they be here?” he asks, spinning around and pulling me against his chest.

      “One hour, and I have to get dressed. Apparently, Ves got back early so it’s girls’ night out.”

      “On a Monday?” He pulls me closer, landing a kiss on my lips.

      I nod, needing to pull away, but not wanting to. Instead, I deepen the kiss, knowing it will have to last me the rest of the night, and probably the rest of the week.

      I pull back. “We have to stick to our word, remember? You don’t want anyone to know what we’re doing. If we keep acting careless like this, everyone will know. Do you want that?”

      “Right now, I only want you,” he mumbles, pulling me back in and picking me up. He spins us around until he can place me on the edge of the kitchen table—his hands pulling my towel away and exposing all of me to him.

      “We don’t have time, Ethan,” I whisper, lying back so he can have his way with my body.

      “I’ll be quick,” he whispers back, his mouth landing on my needy clit.

      Before I know it, I’m spiraling out of control and he pulls away, only to slide deep inside me. All I can hear is our loud breathing and the sound of my wooden table sliding back and forth on the floor.

      Finally, after several long moments of being lost together, he lets out a deep moan and his dick twitches inside me. I feel him explode and fill me with every last drop.

      For only a second, we take a moment to enjoy our high together, but the moment ends all too soon. It has to, or we’ll be caught by our sisters. He removes himself from me and holds out his hand to help me to my feet.

      He turns his back to me while he positions himself back in his jeans and I wrap my towel back around my body.

      “So, tonight…are you going to be coming home alone?” he asks, and I can hear the nerves sinking through his usually cool exterior.

      “Yes,” I tell him, completely sure.

      He falls into my kitchen chair. “What are we doing, Aria?”

      I lean against the counter. “Whatever you want to do, Ethan. But if you don’t leave soon, everyone will know what we are and aren’t doing. And right now, we’re doing more than we aren’t, if that makes sense.” I feel my brows draw together from confusing myself.

      He lets out a laugh as he stands and steps up to me. “Okay, a conversation for another time then.”

      I nod once and lean in to press a kiss to his mouth. “Bye,” I whisper against his lips.

      “Good night, Aria,” he says quietly. He gives me one last kiss, then pulls himself away with a groan, like leaving me is killing him.

      When he leaves, I head to my room to get dressed. I’ve just pulled on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve shirt when I hear my door open.

      “Ready or not, here we come!” Amy yells.

      “Back here!” I holler back from my closet as I slide my foot into a boot.

      They both walk into my room. “Time to celebrate!” Amy says, fanning her face with her left hand.

      “Oh my God!” I jump up and down when I see her sparkling engagement ring. “You’re getting married?”

      She smiles and nods. “Yep, that means you’re the only single one left. Time to find you a husband,” she jokes, but takes my hand and pulls me toward the door.

      “Wait a minute.” I jerk my hand away. “I’m twenty-one years old. No way am I even thinking about a husband right now.” Unless, of course, that potential husband is Ethan. I think my eyes glaze over when I think about all the ways he controls my body.

      “Duh, Aria. We know you’re not going to find your husband tonight, but what’s the harm in looking?” Ves says, picking my towel up off the floor and hanging it on the hook on the back of my bedroom door.

      I snort and turn to face the mirror to add a touch of makeup. I add some lip gloss and a bit of mascara to make my eyes pop. I don’t have time to do my entire face, but I never leave the house without something.

      “Looks like Aria has already been playing with her future husband,” Amy says, pinching my neck.

      “Ouch!” I cry as I pull my hair away and see the bright red hickey on my neck.

      Ves laughs and covers her mouth. “Aria! Who gave you that?” Already, she’s reaching for me, pulling my hair back and rubbing the hickey back and forth in a futile attempt to wipe it away.

      I smack her hands away. “Don’t worry about it. You guys don’t know him.”

      I grab the tube of concealer and attempt to cover it up. “There—that’s better, right?” I turn to face both of them.

      Ves agrees, but Amy just rolls her eyes and laughs.

      Once we’re all in the car, our first stop is a fancy restaurant a few towns over for dinner and drinks. After we all order, Amy turns in my direction.

      “So Aria, are you going to tell us who you’ve been spending all your time with?” Amy asks, picking up her cocktail and taking a sip.

      I wave my hand through the air. “It’s not worth mentioning, okay? It’s just this guy I’ve been hooking up with for a while now. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just,” I take a deep breath, “hooking up, I promise.” I show them my palms.

      Ves points her finger at me. “You’re being careful, right?”

      I scoff. “I’m not a child; of course I’m being careful.”

      Ves’ eyes grow in size. “You’re my little sister. I just wanted to make sure. If you’re not ready for marriage, then you’re definitely not ready for a baby.” She picks up her glass of water.

      “God, I know. You’re my sister, not my mom.” I lean back in my seat, turning my head so I’m no longer looking at my sister.

      “Ves, I’m sure she’s got everything covered. You know what you’re doing, right, Aria?” Amy asks.

      “I’m not saying that she doesn’t. I just wanted to make sure. I mean, we both know how responsible Aria has been in her life. She almost dropped out of high school, then almost flunked out of college, and now, she’s working for our dad at the dealership instead of putting his money to good use by getting a job in the field she actually studied. That sounds completely responsible to me.” Sarcasm drips from her every word as she rolls her eyes and crosses her arms over her chest.

      I take a deep breath to release the anger I’m feeling. “Well, I’m sorry I’m not as perfect as you!” I cross my arms over my chest and shake my head. “I knew I shouldn’t have come. We do nothing but fight and argue because you feel like you can tell me how to handle my life. When are you going to accept that it’s my life and I’ll live it how I want?”

      “Probably the minute you decide to grow up, Aria. I mean, who is this guy you’re randomly fucking? What do you know about him? Is he clean? Do you make him wear a condom? If you get pregnant, and I hope to God it doesn’t happen, but if you do, will he man up and take care of you and a baby?”

      “Did I ask you all this shit when you and Liam were just hooking up?” I throw back at her.

      “That was different.” She points her finger at me.

      “How? How was that different?”

      “Because I’m older. And I tried to have a random fling with one guy. It wasn’t my pattern. I didn’t do it over and over with a line of men. It was one guy, Aria. And you see how that played out. We’re married now.”

      I shove away from the table. “I’m out of here.”

      “Aria, wait!” Amy says, chasing me to the door. “I’m really sorry. Ves is going through a hard time right now. Liam is gone a lot. And I think they got into a big fight because she came home and he didn’t. Just don’t hold it against her, okay?” Her eyes are pleading with me.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Amy.” I push the door open and walk through, leaving them both in the restaurant.

      I’ve walked for what feels like a mile, and the anger has in no way settled. What gives Ves the right to treat me like I have no say in my life? I’m not doing anything she hasn’t done. And of course I’m on birth control—and have been since I got my first period! I can’t believe she’d think otherwise.

      I’m kicking rocks as I’m walking down the sidewalk. Finally, I pull my phone from my pocket and call Ethan.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey.”

      “What’s the matter? I thought it was girls’ night? You don’t sound like you’re having any fun.”

      “I got into a fight with Ves and I’m walking home. Can you pick me up?”

      “Where are you?”
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      “Want to tell me what you and Ves got into a fight about?” Ethan whispers in my ear as he pulls my bare back to his chest and wraps his arm around my stomach.

      “I don’t even know. She just…she acts like she’s my mom sometimes.”

      “I’m sure she’s just looking out for you,” he coos in my ear.

      “They saw the hickey you left on my neck, and they freaked out and wanted to know who I’ve been hooking up with.”

      “You didn’t tell them, did you?”

      “No! Of course not. And that made her all pissy. She wanted to know if we were being safe, if you’re clean, and if you would man up if shit went south.”

      I feel him freeze against my back.

      With a deep breath, I roll over to face him. “I’ve been on birth control since I was twelve. We’re covered. Nothing to worry about,” I assure him.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t even think of being safe,” he breathes out. He releases me and pushes himself up. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he pulls on his boxers and stands to pace the floor of his bedroom.

      I sit up, watching him go back and forth. “It’s okay, Ethan. I get the shot every three months. And with other guys, I’ve always used a condom, so I’m clean. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      He shakes his head. “I think we’ve been moving a little fast, Aria.” His hand comes up to run through his short dark hair. He’s obviously panicking.

      I get up and stand in front of him. “Ethan, there’s nothing for you to worry about. I promise.” I close the distance between us—my hand cupping his cheek and directing his lips to mine. I kiss him softly, but deeply. “Take me back to bed?” I whisper.

      His forehead rests against mine, and our eyes are locked together, watching the emotions change in each other. Slowly, he nods. His lips find mine again, and he lifts me up against him to carry me back to bed.
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          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      It pisses me off that we haven’t even been together a week, and already our world is starting to come crashing down. Nothing is out in the open yet, and if it’s up to either of us, it won’t be. Why can’t the universe just let us be? We’re both adults. We know what we’re doing and we’re happy. Why complicate things by throwing our families in the mix?

      To be honest, I have no idea how Amy will react. She’s always been protective of me. She didn’t like any of her friends paying attention to me growing up. Back then, it was like I belonged to her, and I guess since I was the one keeping her alive, that made sense. But now, she’s all grown up and living her own life. She’s getting married and will probably be starting a family of her own soon. Would she really care about Aria and me?

      But what about Ves? I’ve known Vesper since she and Amy became best friends in grade school. In a way, I was her older brother too, but there is such an age gap between Aria and me that I wasn’t around her when we were younger. Would Vesper hate that the guy who watched over her growing up is now banging her little sister?

      With Aria asleep on my chest, I hate to think about the people in our lives finding out our little secret. In moments like these, this is exactly how I want the world to end: just the two of us together. I could die a happy man right now. I have no idea how she’s gotten under my skin so much in just a few days. I guess it started weeks ago when I walked into the dealership. She was annoying, flirty, and downright mouthwatering. She wouldn’t back off, even when I snapped. She knew what she wanted and didn’t stop until she got it. Those are all admirable qualities. But how can we stand against all that’s stacked against us?

      I squeeze her tighter and press a kiss to the top of her head, enjoying this moment with her and knowing that it will end too soon. I drift off to sleep—a place where we can be together like anyone else in the world without having obstacles in our way. I can see myself marrying this woman one day. I can see our children and how our lives would play out. But deep down, I know it’s all a daydream. It’ll never happen. Eventually, she’ll see that she can do better than me, or our families will find out, and we’ll end. We have an expiration date, but what I don’t know is when we’ll expire.
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      Over the next week, we’re careful about being seen together and how we act around each other. The only person who even sees us together is her father, and that’s because we can’t not be around each other at work. But while we’re there, there’s no flirting or touching. And as it turns out, it’s a major turn-on, especially when we meet up at night and spend the rest of our time wrapped around each other. Vesper and Aria haven’t made up yet, but Amy tries keeping the peace between the two of them. Aria has told me a few things that Amy has said, but as far as I know, no one has gotten to the bottom of what’s really wrong with Vesper. In the meantime, Aria says she’s fine keeping her distance. She wants Ves to apologize, and I understand that, but I also understand having to step back and learn your new place when the sibling you raised is all grown up.

      It’s a Thursday night and Aria and I are cuddling together on the couch, watching a movie. I scarf down a pizza while she politely eats a salad. Her phone rings, pulling my attention away from her long, sexy legs that are crossed at the ankle.

      “Hello?” she answers, grabbing the remote and hitting pause.

      She’s quiet while the other person talks, and now, the room is so quiet I can make out Amy’s voice. “I’m coming to get you. Where are you?” she says on the other end of the line.

      Aria’s eyes dash over to mine. “I’m having dinner with a friend. What’s up?” She sits up and sets down her salad on the coffee table in front of us. She then leans toward me and holds the phone between both our ears so I can hear more clearly.

      “Something is going on with Vesper. She’s been acting weird since she got home. And don’t you think it’s weird Liam didn’t come with her?”

      “I mean, yeah, she seems a bit off, but Liam is always on the go.”

      She breathes deeply. “I don’t know, Ari. I was with her today, helping her out at the clinic. She’s training a new receptionist and I volunteered to help since I still rock at that job. And while I was there, she got sick—like, she got pale and sweaty and nearly fell off the stool from being so dizzy, then ran off to the bathroom to puke.”

      “Since when did she need a new receptionist?” Aria asks.

      “The one she had up and quit last week. I’ve been filling in over there. Why?”

      “Well, maybe that’s why she came home and Liam didn’t. You know Ves, her business is her life. If there’s an emergency, she would leave kids in a burning building to rescue it,” she laughs.

      “Yeah, I guess that could explain why he didn’t come home,” Amy agrees.

      “And as far as her being sick, maybe she picked up something while traveling, or ate something that didn’t agree with her. I think you’re making something out of nothing, Amy.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” she admits.

      “Look, I know that it’s killing you that we’re not talking right now, but we’ll get over this. We’re sisters. We fight, and then we make up. It’s what we do.” Aria smiles.

      Amy growls. “I don’t like it.”

      Aria laughs even more. “Just imagine how our mom felt. She actually had to live with us,” she jokes.

      “Fine. But seriously, if you two haven’t talked by next week, we’re having an intervention. Got it?”

      Aria shakes her head, but agrees. “Good night, Amy.”

      “Night, Ari.” Amy hangs up and Aria drops her phone on the couch between us.

      “Sisters are the worst,” I say with a laugh.

      She rolls her eyes. “You got that right.” She picks up the remote and resumes our movie, then goes back to eating her salad.
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      It’s Saturday night and, unfortunately, I have night patrol. I’m sitting in the patrol car, parked on the side of a dark highway, when my personal phone rings. I look at the screen and see the picture of my girl. It brings a smile to my face.

      “Hey, baby,” I say softly into the phone.

      “Whatcha doin’?” Aria asks in a whisper.

      “Sitting in the patrol car. Why are you whispering?”

      “Your stupid sister talked me into hanging out with her tonight. Imagine my surprise when I showed up and found my sister here too.”

      I let out a deep laugh. “You’re at Amy’s?”

      “Yes,” she groans. “I wish you didn’t have to work. I never would’ve agreed to come here. Then I could’ve avoided all this silence.”

      “I wish I wasn’t working too. I know where I’d be right now.” My dick twitches.

      I can practically hear her smile. “Where’s that?”

      “Deep inside you.” Just thinking about it makes me hard.

      “Mmm,” she nearly moans.

      “What are you doing right now? You sound like you’re being naughty.”

      “I’m in the bathroom, leaning against the door while my hand slides down the front of my pants.”

      I think my eyes double in size as I quickly unfasten my belt. “You’re playing with yourself?”

      “Mm-hmm. Except in my mind, it’s not my hand. It’s yours.”

      I quickly undo my belt and take myself in hand and begin pumping slowly. “Tell me about it,” I beg.

      “We’re at our place, sitting in front of the fireplace. The fire is hot—too hot—so we start taking off our clothes.”

      “What else?” I ask, pumping quicker and harder.

      “Then I crawl onto your lap and slide down your hard cock.” Her voice is quiet and thick. A soft moan slips past her lips.

      “Your hands are on my hips, picking me up and pulling me down. Harder and faster.” Her breathing is loud and labored, and so is mine. The harder she breathes, the faster I pump. She struggles to choke out the rest of the scenario between moans and rapid breathing. I’m so close, and I can tell she is too. Our release hits us both at the same time as we both quietly moan into the phone.

      I quickly clean up my mess with a napkin I saved from dinner. Tossing it on the floor, I right myself and lean my head back. “God, baby, I needed that. I feel like it’s been days.”

      “Me too. What time do you come in from work in the morning?”

      “Around six. There’s a key on top of my door.”

      “Good. I’ll be waiting in your bed when you get home. If you’re a good boy, I’ll even save you some time and take my clothes off myself.”

      I smile. “I’m always a good boy.”

      “I’ll talk to you in the morning. If I make it that long,” she jokes. “Bye.”

      “Bye, Aria.” I hang up the phone and a deep breath leaves my lips. What the fuck happened to me? How did I get so wrapped up in this girl? How the fuck did I ever think I’d be able to avoid her?

      I’m lost in thoughts of her when a bright light hits me in the eyes—blinding me. It’s a car, coming straight at me, and they’re going fast. I look down and unbuckle my seatbelt. Everything is in slow motion. I look up as my hand reaches for the door handle. I hear the sounds of smashing metal and shattering glass. I get the door open, but it’s too late.

      Everything goes black.
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      I hear sirens. A blinding pain takes over my body. My eyes crack open, and all I can see are flashing red and blue lights. Something wet hits my face. I flinch and turn my head.

      “He’s moving!” someone yells.

      “Stay still, officer. You could have a spinal cord injury. The ambulance is on its way. It’s almost here.”

      “What…happened?” I ask, using all my energy to find my voice.

      My ears fill with a ringing sound, and my vision gets fuzzy around the edges. I try to move, but I can’t.

      I can’t move.

      I can’t feel anything other than pain.

      Rain pelts me in the face, and I turn my head from side to side. Something in my back pinches, and pulls me back under.

      I’m surrounded in darkness once again.
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      I quickly use the bathroom and wash my hands before heading back out into the living room.

      “You were gone a while,” Amy says. “You still seeing that fuck buddy of yours?”

      “Why am I here, Amy?” I ask, ignoring her question and flopping down on the end of the couch.

      She sighs, but sits on the opposite end while Vesper sits in the lounge chair. “This needs to stop with you two. You’re sisters. Now, make up!” she orders.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” Ves points out. “I wasn’t doing anything but showing how much I care for my little sister and her well-being.”

      I roll my eyes. “Vesper, you need to realize that I’m an adult now. I can handle my own life.”

      “I know you can. It’s just so easy to screw up sometimes, you know?”

      I feel my brows draw together. “Screw up? What are you talking about? You and Liam are like soulmates. What did you screw up?”

      Her eyes fall, watching her fingers that are knotting together in her lap.

      “What’s going on, Ves?” Amy asks, falling to her knees at her side. She takes her hand while studying her for the answers she’s not giving us.

      Ves begins to cry, and I find myself doing the same as Amy. I stand, walk over to her, sit on the floor at her feet, and hold her other hand. “What’s going on? You’re scaring us. Is everything okay with you and Liam?”

      “We got into a big fight. I left and came home, but he had some work to do. And I haven’t heard from him since. I think he’s regretting marrying me. What if I screwed up too much? What if he wants a divorce?” Tears are now flooding her eyes and rolling down her cheeks.

      “What was the fight about, honey?” Amy asks.

      Vesper takes a deep breath and looks at me. “I found out that I’m pregnant and ended up snapping at him over something so stupid I can’t even remember. I took a home pregnancy test. I still haven’t been to the doctor, so I don’t know how far along I am, and I still haven’t told Liam.”

      My mouth drops open. So that whole meltdown about using protection wasn’t about me screwing up; it was about her screwing up.

      “Oh my God, Ves. That’s awesome!” Amy says with a wide smile in place.

      Vesper nods. “I freaked out. I mean,” she releases our hands and stands to pace back and forth in front of us, “we haven’t talked about kids. I’m not ready for kids yet. He’s still traveling all the time, and I have two animal hospitals. I’m just freaking out. I mean, how can I handle it all: a husband who travels, enough jobs for ten people, and a baby?” She shakes her head clear and wipes the tears from her eyes. “He doesn’t know. He still doesn’t know. I picked a fight and left. And he hasn’t called, so I haven’t been able to tell him.”

      I stand and walk up to her, placing my hands on her shoulders and leveling my eyes on her. “Vesper, you are going to be a great mom. I know you will, because you’ve always been there when we needed you. And you’re so loving with every animal you meet. And when it comes to Liam, I know he doesn’t know yet, but he’s going to love being a father. He loves you, and he’s going to love this little baby too. You just have to calm down and call him.”

      “You think it’ll be okay? You don’t think I’ll fuck everything up?”

      I smile and shake my head. “There is no way Vesper Lawrence is going to fuck anything up. That’s my job, remember?” I laugh and bump my shoulder against hers.

      She laughs and pulls me in for a hug. “Thank you, Aria. And I’m sorry for freaking out on you at dinner. I wasn’t meaning to pick a fight. I’ve just been so scared.”

      “It’s okay. I love you, sis.”

      “I love you too,” she whispers. “So, you guys really think I should call him and tell him I’m pregnant?”

      Amy stands. “No, call him and tell him you’re sorry about the fight. Ask him to come home, and when he comes home, tell him in person. Nobody wants to be told over the phone that they’re expecting a baby.” Amy smiles and pulls us both in for a hug.

      All negative things fall away as we turn on a movie and eat a pile of junk food. We’re laughing and having a good time, and in the end, I’m glad Amy tricked me into coming. When the night winds down, I pack up and head to Ethan’s apartment. I unlock the door and put the key back in place before walking in and locking up behind me. I rush to his room and strip off my clothes, then jump into his soft bed. His scent engulfs me. It feels like he’s here with me—I smell him so strongly. Finally, I pull back the blankets and crawl beneath them.

      I hear the door unlock and I smile, thinking he’s made it home early. I push the blanket down my body so that when he walks in, I’ll be the first thing he sees.

      The bedroom door opens, but it’s not Ethan who walks in. It’s his mother.

      I scream and quickly pull the blankets around me as I jump from bed. She screams and jumps back until she sees that it’s just me.

      “Aria! What are you doing here?” she asks, covering her heart with her hand.

      “I’m…we’ve...” My brain stops working. “What are you doing here?” I motion toward her.

      My question seems to remind her about why she’s here, and she jumps into action, opening Ethan’s closet and pulling out a duffel bag. “There’s been an accident.”

      My blood runs cold. “What kind of accident? Where’s Ethan? Is he okay?” I can hear the panic in my voice.

      “A drunk driver smashed into Ethan’s cruiser a little while ago. He’s been taken to the hospital, but he was unconscious.”

      “Oh my God,” I cry. I release the blanket and it falls around my feet while I rush to get dressed, not caring that Ethan’s mom can see me naked, or acknowledging that she now knows what we’ve been up to. Ethan is all that matters. Tears fill my eyes and flow down my cheeks.

      I’m done dressing the same time she’s done packing and we both rush for the door. She stops and turns toward me. “Do you need a ride?”

      “No, I have my car here.”

      She nods once. “He’s at Moresville Hospital, two towns over.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, now just moving around robotically instead of thinking anything through. I lock and shut the door behind us.

      “I guess I’ll see you there,” she says, spinning around.

      “Mrs. Brighton?”

      She turns to face me but doesn’t say anything. She just clutches the bag in her hands.

      “No one really knows about us yet. So, would you mind—”

      “I’ll keep your secret, Aria.” She turns and leaves without another word.

      By the time I get to the hospital, Mrs. Brighton, Amy, and Vesper are all in the waiting room. Amy rushes up to me and grabs me in a tight hug. “Thank you for coming, Aria.”

      “Of course,” I whisper, trying to hold it together as I hug her back.

      She pulls away and sits between Vesper and her mother. I sit next to Vesper and stare at the floor.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, sis. You and Ethan must be becoming friends since he’s working with Dad.” Vesper doesn’t act like she’s picking up on anything, just noticing the fact that I’m here, and work is really the only link I have to Ethan that she knows of.

      I nod. “Yeah, we’re…uhh…becoming closer. He works with Dad a lot more than me, but we’ve talked a lot.” I force a smile and nod my head, hoping she doesn’t ask how I found out about Ethan being in the hospital in the first place.

      “Mrs. Brighton?” a doctor says as he rushes into the waiting room.

      “Yes.” She stands up quickly.

      Amy and Ves stand with her, but I can’t move. I know if he delivers bad news, I’ll fall to my knees in pain and tears.

      “I’m Dr. Brown, the doctor attending your son, Ethan.”

      “How is he?” she quickly asks, holding on to Amy for dear life.

      The doctor nods his head once and presses his lips together. “He’s stable. He has lacerations covering his body, but there are no broken bones. He’s been seen by a spine specialist, and we believe that, during the crash, Ethan was jarred to the point that a nerve in his neck became pinched by a herniated disk. We’ll know more for sure after further tests and possible surgery.”

      “What does that mean? Will he be okay?” she asks.

      I find myself holding my breath until my lungs burn.

      “He’ll be fine. The injury may require surgery in the future, but it would be a minor, non-invasive surgery. Right now, we’re hoping it will heal itself with rest and medication.”

      I suck in a large breath of air just as the rest of them let out a sigh of relief.

      “His cuts are being cleaned and dressed at the moment, but we’ll have him in a room soon and you’ll be able to see him.”

      I sit back in my chair and breathe heavy to catch my breath, thankful that Ethan will be okay.

      “I’m so happy and relieved that he’s fine,” Amy breathes out as tears rush down her face.

      “I knew he would be, Amy. He’s strong and hard-headed,” Vesper says, rubbing her hand as a yawn takes over.

      “You should go,” Amy says. “You’re sensitive right now, and it’s late. You need to get home and get some rest. You too, Aria.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I insist.

      Amy stands. “Aria, he’s fine. I’ll tell him you were here. Can you take Vesper home for me? We were supposed to have a girls’ night, but I really want to see my brother and I know she needs the rest.”

      I look from Ves, to Amy, then to Mrs. Brighton. Vesper and Amy look confused, but Mrs. Brighton looks pleased that our lie might finally come out.

      I force a smile and nod. “Okay. Come on, Vesper.” I hug Amy. “You’ll tell him I was here?”

      “Of course,” she answers, but looks confused as to why it matters so much.

      “Tell him I’ll be by tomorrow.”

      “Okay, get some rest, both of you,” Amy says as we walk away.

      It’s going on two a.m. when I’m pulling back up to the hospital. I took Ves home and have been sitting in the parking lot waiting for Amy and her mom to leave so I can go in and see Ethan. Finally, both of them leave for the night and I rush inside the quiet hospital.

      I go back to the floor we were on, and rush to the nurses’ station. “Ethan Brighton, please. He’s the officer who was brought in by ambulance from a drunk driving accident.”

      The nurse looks at me. “Weren’t you here earlier?”

      It dawns on me that I need to say I’m family so they’ll let me in to see him. “Yes, with my mom and sister. I just had to take a friend home. Can I see him, or is it too late?”

      She smiles kindly. “He’s in room 203, but please don’t stay long. He needs his rest.”

      “Of course. Thank you,” I say, running down the hallway.

      I come to a stop when I find his room. I freeze and my heart pounds so hard I can hear it in my ears, but I push myself forward, excited to see him, but also afraid of what I might find. I step through the door and it softly clicks behind me. The room is dark, with only a small light shining in from the open bathroom door and soft street lights bleeding through the blinds.

      When my eyes land on his form lying completely still in bed, I suck in a loud breath, and tears immediately fill my eyes. Too quickly, they overfill and fall over, dripping from my cheeks. Ethan is a big man: 6’5” and at least 200 pounds. He’s all muscle and bulk, but lying in that bed, I’ve never seen him look so small or frail.

      My hand comes up to cover my mouth, hoping to keep the tears in. He needs his rest, and I don’t want to wake him. I sniffle without thinking, and the sound causes his eyes to open.

      He smiles weakly when he sees me. “Hey, you,” he whispers in a hoarse voice.

      I can’t talk. I can’t say anything. I just rush to him and fall into the chair beside his bed, taking his hand in mine. His handsome face is littered with small cuts and bruises. His lip is busted and swollen. His right eye is black. I lean forward and press my lips to the top of his cut hand.

      “Shhh.” He grabs my hand and pulls me up, but I fight him. “No, I can’t. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He lets out a deep chuckle. “You can’t hurt me, Aria. Now, lie down with me,” he orders.

      After taking a moment to think it over, I nod and climb onto the bed and cuddle to his side, but I do so slowly and carefully.

      “This isn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my evening.”

      “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so scared.” I squeeze him gently.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Aria. I’m fine—just a little beat up. I’ll get released tomorrow.” His strong hand runs up and down my arm.

      I lift my head and twist to look up at his face. My hand cups his cheek tenderly. “I was so afraid I was going to lose you. And then, I had to come here and try to keep it together, because why would Vesper’s little sister be worrying so much about Amy’s older brother?”

      He lets out a deep laugh again, but it turns into a cough. “I’m sorry, but you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

      “Your mom knows,” I blurt out.

      “What?”

      “I was in your bed. Naked. She came in to get a bag of clothes for you, and she found me. She’s the one who told me about the accident.”

      He raises his left hand and rubs his eyes. “That’s just great.”

      “She promised she wouldn’t tell.”

      “I don’t even care right now. I just want you.” He pulls me forward and our lips meet, soft and strong. He kisses me deeply and passionately through the bruises and swelling. I try to make him stop, but he persists. Something about this kiss is different. It’s not like our usual kisses. It’s not a soft and quick kiss to keep anyone from seeing. It’s not the hot, hard kisses we share when we’re making love. This kiss is soft and slow and strong. It’s love. It’s relief. It’s being thankful. It’s everything.

      His tongue swirls around mine, and it feels like he’s savoring me. It causes my stomach to tighten and goosebumps to take over my skin. It makes me want to climb on top of him and take every last inch of him. But he’s hurt, and he needs rest, so I break the kiss.

      “I’m going to have to go soon.” I rest my head on his chest.

      “Go back to my place. I get released tomorrow and I want you there, taking care of me.”

      A smile tugs at my lips. “You do?”

      “Of course I do, Aria.” He pulls me back in for a quick kiss. “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he promises.
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          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready to go home, big brother?” Amy asks, stepping into my room and dropping her duffel bag of a purse into the chair with a thunk.

      I nod and sit up slowly. “More than ready. You have no idea how much you love your own bed until you’re forced to sleep somewhere else.”

      Mom walks in and starts gathering my belongings and stuffing them into the bag she brought yesterday. “The nurse is bringing up the discharge papers now. It won’t be long. You want to stop and grab something to eat on the way home? I know how much food you can put away and how horrible the slop is here.”

      The only thing I want is to get home to Aria. “Nah, all the meds they doped me up with have messed with my head. I just want to go home and actually get some sleep.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry; I plan on staying with you until you’re all better!” Amy beams a wide smile.

      “What? No!” I yell unintentionally.

      Mom grins but turns her back to us to hide it, and Amy looks confused and alarmed.

      “I mean, I’ll be fine. I’m a grown man. I can take care of myself. Plus, you have a new business to worry about and a wedding to plan.”

      Amy scoffs. “Mom, tell him he doesn’t need to be alone right now.” She waves in my direction, one hand on her hip that’s sticking out—something she does when she’s being bratty and not getting her way.

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine, dear. He can take care of himself.”

      The nurse wheels me to the door in a wheelchair and helps me into the car. While I have no broken bones, I’m unbelievably sore and the neck brace I have to wear is uncomfortable. I have to move slowly so I don’t hurt myself. Amy and Mom help me up to my apartment, and Amy unlocks the door while Mom helps me inside. She places my bag on the kitchen table.

      “I’ll go turn down the bed for you,” Amy says, rushing down the hallway.

      “No, Amy, it’s fine!” I try, but she doesn’t listen.

      “Serves you right,” Mom says, taking down a coffee cup. “What did I tell you about that girl, Ethan?”

      “Mom,” I breathe out as I slowly sit in the kitchen chair.

      “I told you not to get mixed up with her, didn’t I? And what did you do? You went and started up a relationship with her. It’s not good for your job, and it’s not good for your sisters. What happens when you two break up, huh? It will put a rift in their friendship. It’s blood or friendship. You know family always chooses blood. And I’d hate to think of what that could mean for your sister’s business since Liam and Vesper are part-owners. Did you even think about these things, or were you just concerned with your manhood?”

      “Mom, that’s enough. I’ve lived my entire life without you having to parent me. Don’t you think it’s a little too late to start now?”

      Amy walks back into the room. “What are you two fighting about?” She leans against the wall and crosses her arms.

      Based on her relaxed expression, I’m guessing Aria isn’t here.

      “Nothing. I’m going to bed. Thanks for the help, sis.” I stand and pat her on the shoulder.

      “I was going to make you some tea,” Mom says.

      “I’ll pass.” I open the front door. They both take the hint and head out.

      I stand in the open doorway and watch them until they’re in the elevator, going down, then I snatch the spare key so they can’t come back in. Locking the door, I head to my bedroom. Amy has the bed turned down, but there’s no Aria in sight. I carefully remove my shirt and sit on the bed, causing the springs to squeal with my weight. The closet door creaks open, and I look up to see Aria stepping out, wrapped in a sheet.

      I smile and reach for her.

      “Are they gone?”

      “They’re gone.” I pull her down onto the bed and curl up beside her, pressing kisses to her skin.

      “What if they come back?”

      “I took the spare key so they can’t get back in. We have nothing to worry about,” I say around more kisses.

      She giggles and wiggles farther away. “Ethan, you’re hurt. You need to rest.”

      “Fuck rest. I need you.” I pull her back against me, allowing my hands to slide beneath the sheet and tour her trembling body.

      “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. The doctor said you have a pinched nerve, and that if it doesn’t heal with medication and rest, it will require surgery.”

      “Aria, I could have died.” I level my eyes on her. “Fuck rest. Fuck surgery. All I want is to enjoy the fact that I’m alive, and that I have you. Okay?”

      She presses her lips together as she looks at me from beneath her long lashes. “Okay. But let me be on top.”

      “Now you’re talking,” I laugh out, rolling slowly to my back.
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      The week passes, and my cuts, scrapes, and bruises have mostly healed. However, my body is still slightly sore, and my neck is killing me. Since my first day home, I’ve taken it easy. I wear my neck brace, I take my anti-inflammatory medication, and I rest. The doctor says only time will tell if I’ll need surgery or not, but I can already tell that this isn’t going to heal on its own. Every time I turn my head, that nerve gets pinched and it creates a wave of pain so strong it turns my stomach. Tingles run up and down my back and I get dizzy. Even though I hate the neck brace, it’s easier to keep it on than to accidentally turn my head and have to deal with the pain and sickness it brings on.

      Aria has been great with the whole thing. She knows we can’t spend our time the way we usually do, and since no one knows about us, we have no choice but to sit inside and watch TV. And I know she must hate that. Aria was always a party girl. She liked to stay busy and keep moving. She was always out drinking with friends, shopping, or getting spoiled by everyone in her life. But since I’m out of commission, there isn’t much of any of that right now. It puts her on edge, and it pisses me off that I can’t give her everything I know she needs. Deep down, I’m afraid she’ll end up leaving me for a man who can do those things. She deserves it, really. She’s done nothing but work and take care of me. She needs a break.

      “I have an idea,” she says beside me.

      I turn my upper body to face her since turning my head is no longer an option. “What?”

      “Let’s take a trip or something. We can’t go out together here, and I’m seriously tired of sitting in our apartments. Let’s get away for a little while and go someplace where nobody knows us.”

      “And how are we supposed to explain that? We both just happen to go out of town at the exact same time?”

      She shrugs. “They would have no reason to believe we’re together,” she points out.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a deep breath that causes pain to shoot through my neck. “Aria, I would love to, but the truth is, there isn’t much of anything I can do right now. Every time I move, I’m in pain.”

      “Ethan,” she breathes out, “I love being with you. I enjoy the time we spend together, but aren’t you getting tired of having to hide? If we’re going to do this, I want to do it right. You know—go out on dates, and be around our family and friends. I feel like you’re ashamed of me.” She stands, hands on her hips as she stares me down.

      “Fuck, Aria.” I roll my eyes and rest my head against the back of the couch, and even that shoots a lightning bolt through my head and down my back. My fingertips go numb. “I’m not ashamed of you, but what happened to ‘I’m not the girl who does relationships. I don’t get clingy or demand more than anyone is willing to give me’? Remember saying that? Shit is fucked up right now, and the fact that I’m hurt doesn’t help matters.”

      “I guess we don’t have a lot in common if we’re not fucking, huh?” Her voice is bitter and her face is pinched with anger.

      “Aria, please don’t do this right now,” I beg.

      “I’m sorry, Ethan.” She shakes her head. “I’m just going stir crazy. I have to get out of here. I need a break.”

      “Then go. Leave and find something fun to do. God knows you deserve it. You’ve done nothing but take care of me.” The words weren’t meant to sound condescending, but they did.

      She scoffs. “Fine.” She grabs her jacket and purse. “I’ll talk to you later, Ethan.” Without another word, she rushes out the door, leaving me sitting on the couch in pain and confused about what just happened.
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      After the accident, I have to take time off from work to give my neck a chance to heal. Since I haven’t been able to leave the apartment, I haven’t seen or heard from Aria since she stormed out last week. I’ve called and she doesn’t answer her phone. I’ve sent text messages and emails, and still, nothing. It’s becoming all too clear that Aria and I are done. Even before I got hurt, I treated her like a dirty little secret. No wonder she thinks I’m ashamed of her, or that she isn’t good enough to be seen with me. Really, it’s the other way around. She should be embarrassed to be seen with me—a guy who did nothing but use her for sex, who never even took her out to dinner, and who hid her away like she did something wrong.

      Anger fills my chest at my stupidity. What the fuck is wrong with me? Why didn’t I recognize a good thing when I had it? Why didn’t I see how much I was addicted to her—and not just the sex, but her smiles, giggles, soft touches, and seductive looks? I miss talking with her. I miss watching her sleep. I miss locking the door to my apartment and just getting lost in our world. But it wasn’t our world. It was everyone’s world, and I made her think she wasn’t good enough for it.

      My phone rings and I pick it up quickly, hoping it’s Aria. I’m in such a hurry, I forget to check the caller ID.

      “Aria?”

      “Aria? Why would Aria be calling?” Amy asks.

      A deep breath leaves my lips in a hurry—disappointment washing over me. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for her to call regarding something at work,” I lie. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s a party tonight, and I figured you were probably tired of being stuck in that apartment all alone. Want to come? There will be drinks and food,” she tries bargaining with me.

      I let out a short laugh. “No, I’m not feeling up to a party.”

      “Oh, it’s not a real party. It’s just a small get-together. Vesper is pregnant and she’s announcing it to the family tonight. It’s just close friends and family.”

      Family? Ves’ family will be there. Which means Aria will be there. “Oh, all right. Why not? Can you pick me up? You know I can’t drive yet.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll be there in an hour. Get off your ass and shower. I bet you stink.” Amy laughs then hangs up the phone.

      I let the phone fall from my hands as I pinch my t-shirt between my fingers and lift it to my nose.

      She isn’t wrong.

      With a deep breath, I stand and head for the shower, needing to clean up and look good to see my girl. I don’t even know what I want to say. “I’m sorry” is at the top of that list, but I still don’t have a solution for our problem. My mom was right when she said I was putting Amy’s business in jeopardy by dating Aria. If everything goes south, not only will I lose Aria for good, but it could also come between Amy and Vesper. I’d ruin everyone’s lives. Is that a chance I can take?
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      “Seriously, why are you moping? This is a happy day, remember?” Vesper says as she bumps her shoulder against mine.

      I light another candle and place it on the table for the party. “Can I talk to you about something without you judging me or making me feel like shit for it?”

      She inhales loudly. “Of course, Ari.” She takes my hand and tugs me into the living room. We both sit on the couch, facing each other.

      “So, I started having this random fling.”

      “Uh-huh. With whom?”

      My eyes cut in her direction. “That’s not the point.” My eyes widen, hoping she gets how serious this is and doesn’t ask again. “Okay,” I take a deep breath, ready to spill it all, “there’s this guy I really like. Like, I really, really, really like him.”

      She smiles and nods. “Okay.”

      “But the thing is, we shouldn’t really be together. There’s an age difference, and there are just so many people between us that if we get together and break up, it would affect more than just us, right?”

      She nods.

      “So, we agreed to do what we do in secret. It’s been going on for months now. And while I never thought it’d go on this long, I never expected to fall in love with him either.”

      “I don’t know why anyone thinks they can hook up over and over and expect that feelings will never get involved. You know that’s how Liam and I got together, don’t you?”

      I laugh and nod.

      “And Tyler and Amy!” Her eyes are wide, her way of saying, Hello? Don’t you pay attention?

      “I know. But it wasn’t the plan. We had this attraction that we couldn’t ignore any longer, and trust me, we tried. We really tried.”

      “Okay, so what’s the problem, Aria? You want more and he doesn’t?”

      I nod once, eyes downcast. “That and…” I take a deep breath, preparing for the next words I need to say—words that I have yet to say out loud or even really acknowledge. “I’m pregnant, Vesper.”

      She inhales loudly and quickly as her hand flies up to cover her mouth. “Aria, no!”

      I nod, tears filling my eyes. “I just found out a few days ago. We got into a fight last weekend, and I haven’t talked to him since. He doesn’t know.”

      She leans forward, placing her elbows on her knees and using her hands to hold her hair away from her face. “I can’t believe this, Aria. What are you going to do?” Finally, she sits up and looks at me.

      I shrug. “I haven’t decided yet.” I let out a long breath to calm myself. “I mean, what choice do I have? I either have the baby and raise it, or I give it up for adoption. But do I tell him?”

      “You have to tell him, Aria. Don’t take his choice away from him. He has a say in this too.” She reaches over and takes my hands in hers. A smile tugs at her lips. “Plus, can you imagine our kids growing up together? They’d be just like you and I were: close in age and always together.”

      Her words make me smile. I hadn’t even thought of that. Already, I’m picturing two little girls running down the sidewalk and jumping into puddles in their Sunday best just like we did. I see one little girl with red curls just like Vesper, and one little girl with my dark hair and Ethan’s dark eyes. My heart swells.

      “We’re here!” Amy says, walking in the front door and breaking me from my thoughts.

      We? Who’s we? I stand and wipe the tears from my eyes just in time to see Ethan walk in behind her.

      Fuck. I know the only reason he came here is because I’ve been avoiding him this past week. At first, it was because I needed time to think. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to continue with the way we’d been doing things. I love him, but if he can’t even tell his family about us, then does he really love me? But then I found out about the pregnancy, and I couldn’t call him—not until I made up my mind about what I wanted to do. Until this very moment, I didn’t know. It all suddenly made sense as I talked to Ves. Of course I want this baby. Even if she doesn’t have a daddy in her life, she will have a mommy who loves her like crazy. She’ll have a cousin who will be like a sibling, and of course, Aunt Vesper and Uncle Liam. Not to mention Amy, Tyler, whatever kids they have, plus Mom and Dad. This baby will have plenty of love, whether Ethan is in the picture or not.

      Vesper immediately grabs ahold of Amy and drags her into the kitchen, probably to fill her in on the news, leaving Ethan and me alone. He looks at me and I see his Adam’s apple bob.

      I point at his neck. “You’re not wearing your brace.”

      “I hate that thing,” he replies, sliding his hands into his front pockets. “Aria, can we talk?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but then my parents and Liam walk in. Dad and Liam are having a discussion about farming equipment, and Mom is rattling nonstop as she heads toward the kitchen to find Ves.

      “Hey, Ethan,” Dad says, holding out his hand to shake.

      “Hello, Mr. Lawrence,” Ethan says, shaking his hand and giving me the chance I need to get away.
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      I manage to dodge Ethan for most of the evening. We have dinner and Vesper and Liam announce their good news, making Mom cry and Dad smile and pat Liam on the back for the job well done. The whole thing makes me cringe. I mean, our dad is basically cheering Liam on for screwing his daughter and knocking her up. I can’t be the only one who sees it this way!

      But it makes me wonder what their reaction will be when I finally tell them they have not one grandchild on the way, but two. Just thinking about it makes my nerves kick in. My stomach rolls and my mouth waters. I know I’m about to lose my dinner, and I quickly get up and rush to the bathroom, making it just in time.

      After several minutes of kneeling in front of the toilet, I stand and flush it before moving to the sink to rinse my mouth. Opening the cabinet, I find a bottle of mouthwash. I pour a little into a paper cup and gargle until my mouth feels minty fresh. Someone knocks on the door, and before I can answer, it opens…and in walks Ethan.

      I spit out the mouthwash and turn to face him. “Please, not now, Ethan.” I hold up my hands in front of me.

      “Just hear me out, please,” he begs, stepping in front of me when I try to step around him.

      “I miss you, Aria,” he whispers, stepping up to me and cupping my cheek with his hand, forcing my eyes to his. His thick lips are only inches from mine, and even though there’s a lot between us right now, I want to feel them against mine, and be reminded of how good he makes me feel.

      “I understand why you’re angry with me, and you have every right to be. I made you feel like you weren’t good enough to be seen with me. And you know that was never my intention. I want you. I’m just afraid that if we don’t work out, it’ll ruin my sister’s life.”

      I feel my eyebrows pinch together. “Amy?”

      “If I hurt you, you’ll tell your sister. Then it’ll cause a fight between Vesper and Amy, and your sister and Liam are part-owners of Amy’s coffee shop…”

      “Ves and Liam would never hold that over Amy’s head,” I tell him, suddenly understanding why he’s been so adamant about keeping our relationship a secret.

      “I hope they wouldn’t, but you never know for sure. I don’t care if your dad fires me. It’s not my life I’m worried about screwing up—it’s yours, and our families’. Don’t you understand?” His eyes are pleading with me.

      “I do understand, Ethan,” I breathe out, my eyes fluttering closed.

      The next thing I know, his lips are pressed against mine, his tongue sliding into my mouth. Instantly, I want to push him away, because there’s still so much we need to talk about. But my body melts into his. I no longer have control of my thoughts or my hands. All I can do is stand here and kiss the man I can’t get out of my mind.

      His hands land firmly on my ass, squeezing gently yet firmly at the same time. Slowly, they run down my thigh and back up, lifting up my dress. His fingers wrap around the waistband of my panties and yank them down my legs.

      “You have no idea how badly I’ve missed you,” he whispers against my lips as his hands work to free himself from his jeans. “And how badly I need you,” he adds on, grabbing my hips and lifting them so my ass rests on the edge of the countertop. As much as I want to be angry and resist him, I can’t. I’m a slave to his love.

      His forehead is against mine, eyes locked with mine as he gets me ready before he slides into me. I hold on to his biceps as a relieved breath leaves my lips. His mouth smashes against mine, and he pumps into me fast and hard. We’re both letting out soft moans and pleas, but they’re muffled by the other’s lips that haven’t stopped kissing. It’s obvious he’s missed me, and it’s obvious I’ve missed him, even though I’ve been trying to deny it. I can’t ignore this man, and haven’t been able to since he walked into Daddy’s shop that very first day. He demands my attention without even realizing it.

      His hands tour my body, massaging and squeezing every inch while his hips never tire. He rocks against me one last time, and we both fall off the edge of the earth together in a downward spiral.

      We break the kiss to catch our breath, but neither of us moves. We’re stuck in place. Like this—connected—we’re one person in our own little world, but the second we part, we’re two people who could never work in this world. Neither of us wants to leave the little bubble we’ve created.

      “Ethan? Where are you?” Amy asks, opening the door, but Ethan catches it from opening, allowing her to see only a crack of his face.

      “I’ll be out in a second. Go warm up the car. The cold makes my neck hurt,” he adds on just to sell it.

      “Oh, okay,” she agrees, turning and leaving so he can shut the door.

      “I’m sorry. I completely forgot to lock the door.” He releases me, and we both rush to right our clothing.

      “Ethan?” My heart pounds so hard I can hear it in my ears, above the ringing.

      “Yeah?” he asks, looking up at me.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He freezes, eyes wide, mouth hanging open. “You’re…”

      I nod once. “Pregnant.”

      He crumbles, falling into a sitting position on the toilet, elbows on his knees, hands in his hair, eyes downcast. This is not how I wanted to tell him, but it just came out of my mouth.

      My stomach is in knots waiting for him to reply, to acknowledge what I’ve said. My breathing is rushing in and out of my lungs at an alarming rate—so quickly that it feels like my head is floating somewhere above my body, no longer attached.

      “How? How’d this happen?” he finally asks, looking up at me.

      I shrug. “I don’t know.” My eyes begin to fill with tears. “I’ve been on birth control for years. I’ve never missed a dose.” I squat down in front of him, locking my eyes on his. “I guess it’s just not one hundred percent, you know?”

      He shakes his head and stands, causing me to fall backward. Luckily, the wall catches my back so I don’t tip over completely.

      He tries pacing back and forth in the small room, but it’s too small. I can tell he feels trapped from the wild look in his eyes, the way his jaw is flexing in anger, and the way his hands are drawn up into fists.

      “I’m sorry, Aria. I…I just…I can’t do this right now,” he finally gets out before turning and leaving me alone in the bathroom.

      A sob escapes, but I push it away. He just needs time. I’ve known for a week and I still need more time to process what this means. I wish I could say his reaction is a surprise, but I can’t. I’ve heard stories of the way he grew up. Deep down, I know he never really wanted to be a father. But I never really wanted to be a mother, yet here we are.

      I wipe the tears from my eyes and stand to study myself in the mirror. Forcing a smile to my face, I exit the bathroom, bumping into Vesper.

      “Oh, hey.”

      Her arms are crossed over her chest and she nods toward the front door. “He’s the father, isn’t he?”

      My mouth opens to deny it, to fight to protect our secret, but no words come out. The tears I’ve been holding back finally overflow my eyes and run down my hot cheeks.

      She knows the truth. She doesn’t say anything or judge me. She just pulls me in for a hug—a hug I need more than anything else right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      She’s pregnant? Pregnant! How could this happen? How could I be so fucking stupid? Why didn’t I see this coming and avoid it? I’m not fit to be a father. I mean, what kind of example did I have growing up? My father ran out on us, turning my mother into a full-fledged alcoholic and leaving me to raise my little sister when I was still a kid myself.

      I ran away from being a parent when I left for the army. I told myself that I was doing it to help support my family, but the truth is, I just wanted to escape my life. I wanted to be away from my drunk mother. I wanted a little sister, not a daughter. I wanted to be a kid, but once that was all taken away, I just wanted out. This time, there’s no getting out. I’m going to be a terrible father. I don’t know the first thing about taking care of a baby.

      “What’s going through that head of yours?” Amy asks on our drive home.

      “What?” I ask, tearing myself away from my thoughts.

      “You seem upset or something. Everything okay?” Her eyes flash from the road, to me, and back.

      I swallow down the fear that’s stuck in my throat. “Uh, yeah.” I shake my head. “I’m just tired. All the pain medication, you know?”

      She nods once, and I get the impression she doesn’t believe it, but she doesn’t press further.

      We ride home in silence, not speaking again until we tell each other goodbye as I climb out and head up to my apartment. When I step inside, everything hits me full force.

      I fall to the couch and stare up at the ceiling. What the fuck am I going to do? What’s she going to do? Does she want to keep this baby? Has she considered adoption? If she does keep the baby, does she expect me to be a part of their lives? I’ve only recently gotten my life back. I was trapped for so long that I had to join the army to break free. Then I spent twelve years in the army doing everything I was told. It’s my time. This is my life.

      I stand and start packing my things. I need to get away. I need time to think.

      I’m at the cabin an hour later. I start up the fireplace and light the lantern for some added light. I grab my bottle of bourbon and fall to the floor, leaning my back against the brown leather recliner as I doze off, watching the fire burn bright.

      I bring the bottle to my lips and tip it back, letting the warm liquid flow into my mouth, where I swallow it back quickly. I usually keep track of how much I drink. With a mother like mine, it’s something I’m always aware of—afraid that her past will become my future. But tonight, I need to get blackout drunk. I need to put things into perspective. I need to think about every angle in this fucked-up life of mine.

      Why isn’t my life mine? Why was I even born? I’ve done nothing but take care of everyone around me. And the first chance I get to actually live for me, I fuck it up. I’m not a family man. I’m a loner. I want to be the crazy hermit who lives in the mountains. I never pictured myself settling down and starting a family. If anything, I saw everyone around me moving forward in life while I ignored the world.

      I just want to be alone.

      I take drink after drink, not realizing how drunk I’m actually getting. My vision is already doubling, my entire body is numb, and all thoughts of Aria and our baby have been erased. Now it’s just me alone in my cabin, just like I wanted it.

      But there’s this feeling in my chest that tells me something isn’t right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.

      My phone rings and I pull it from my pocket and answer without looking at the screen. I’m so drunk, I probably wouldn’t be able to make out the number or focus on the photo anyway.

      “Hello?” I slur into the phone.

      “Ethan?” Aria asks, letting out a sniffle.

      “I can’t talk right now, Aria. I just need time to sort all this out. How long have you known?”

      “A few days. I needed time to process and decide what I wanted to do.”

      My anger spikes. “So you’ve already decided without even talking to me?”

      “It’s my body, Ethan. It’s my baby. So, yes, I’ve made my decision.”

      “And that decision would be?” The air halts in my lungs as I hold my breath and await her answer.

      She lets out a long breath. “I’m keeping the baby, Ethan. I’m really scared, but I have a good support system here. I have my parents and Vesper. And Ves will be having a baby too, so our baby would already have a little cousin to play with. They could grow up together and be as close as Vesper and I are. They’d be more like siblings than cousins.”

      I shake my head and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I can’t believe you made up your mind without me. I mean, did you consider what I would’ve wanted at all?”

      “No.”

      I scoff.

      “I didn’t mean to discredit your feelings, Ethan. I just made up my mind based on what’s right for me, whether you’re involved or not.”

      “You don’t think I’ll be involved?” I ask, letting my anger and alcohol get the best of my better judgment.

      “I didn’t say that, Ethan. You’re twisting my words around. I’m just saying, if you want to be in our lives, great. If not, I understand, and no hard feelings.”

      Tears fill my eyes and I shake my head, now annoyed with myself. “I have to go, Aria.”

      “Bye, Ethan,” she whispers, hurt leaking through her words, and only making me hate myself even more.

      I knew I’d end up doing this: hurting her. That’s why I tried avoiding her as long as I did. I knew I’d fuck shit up, and I’d end up hurting her after I’d taken what I wanted. I fucking hate myself for fucking everything up.

      I tip the bottle back again, letting it pour into my mouth.

      “Ves, you’re pregnant! Move before I hurt you. I’m going to rip his balls off!” Amy screams from somewhere outside.

      What the fuck? What are they doing here?

      I set the bottle on the floor and push myself up, stumbling to the door. The moment I pull it open to see what’s going on, Amy comes barging through.

      “What the hell, Amy?”

      She points her finger at me. “You’ve been fucking my best friend’s little sister?”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. My shoulders fall and my head lolls forward, eyes on the floor. “Yes,” I answer, not proud of my actions.

      “And now she’s pregnant?” She’s still yelling.

      “Yes,” I answer in a monotone voice.

      Ves comes up to the door and steps inside. “Sorry, it’s cold out there.” She steps between us and takes a seat in the chair by the fireplace.

      “What the fuck are you going to do, Ethan?” Amy asks, stealing my attention away from Vesper.

      “I don’t know, okay? I don’t fucking know.” I slam the door closed and start pacing the floor in front of the fireplace. Vesper just sits back and watches me.

      “How can you not know?” Amy steps in front of me, stopping my pacing. “You know exactly what you need to do. Question is: are you man enough to do it?”

      My teeth clench together tightly. It sends a wave of pain through my jaw. “Back off, Amy,” I warn.

      “No!” She pokes me in the chest. “After everything we’ve been through, after growing up the way we did, you don’t know what to do?”

      “I didn’t ask for this, okay? I never wanted to be a father!”

      “And Aria wanted to be a mother?” Her eyes are squinting at me in anger. “What happens between you and Aria in the future is between you and Aria, but you will be there for that baby!” She begins walking closer to me, causing me to walk backward until I’m backed into a corner. “You won’t allow this vicious cycle to continue. You will man-the-fuck-up and be a dad to this baby, because this baby doesn’t deserve to be abandoned the way we were. Aria doesn’t deserve to have all the responsibility fall solely on her.” She takes a deep breath, her way of cooling down and getting control over her emotions. “Now, get in bed and sleep it off. Tomorrow, go home, shower, and go to Aria to work this shit out. Be a couple, don’t be a couple, I don’t care, but you can no longer think only of yourself. You gave up your right to run away the moment she got pregnant with your child.” She spins toward the door. “Come on, Ves.”

      Vesper stands and they both walk out without another word. With a deep breath, I do what I’m told. I stumble over to the bed and fall on top, pulling the blankets around me. It’s been weeks since I’ve been here, but the blankets still smell like her. Smelling her perfume causes a string of memories to take over my brain. Visions of her smiling at me form behind my eyes. She’s changed so much over the short time we’ve been together. Before, she was a party girl who slept around with any guy she could. She stayed out late, got into trouble, and dated complete losers. But the moment we hooked up, something about her changed. It’s like when you finally see what it is that you really want—when you finally see that you have something to work toward. She saw something in me that I still don’t see in myself, but maybe I could. Maybe I could be the man she sees in me.

      Before I can think too deeply about what I need and what I should do, the alcohol wears me down, and I drift into a deep, dark sleep.
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      I wake in the morning with the worst hangover I’ve ever had. My stomach is churning and gurgling, and when I open my eyes, my head fills with a sharp pain. I groan and roll away from the light, which only seems to upset my stomach more. My mouth begins to water, and I rush for the bathroom just in time to empty my stomach.

      After throwing up everything I had inside me, my mouth fills with the horrible taste of soured alcohol. I stand, brush my teeth, and rinse my mouth with mouthwash before going for a shower. I turn the hot water up all the way and sit down, sweating out any alcohol that remains in my system. I lean my head back against the wall, thinking about everything that happened yesterday.

      Then it hits me: I was so scared of being a shitty father that I almost turned into one. I have deep scars inside me that my father left behind when he took off, and the fear of doing that to my own kid was crippling. I was so scared I’d run, that I ran. A deep laugh escapes my lips when I realize this. It’s funny how that happens. Fear makes you do the stupidest things sometimes. In my case, it made me do exactly what I didn’t want to do.

      I stand and wash quickly, now knowing what I have to do.

      I have to go to Aria and beg for her forgiveness, and make sure she knows that she can count on me—that I’ll never leave her alone again. I want her. I love her. I’ve known for a while now, but I’ve just been too scared to say it. I want her by my side for the rest of my life. I want to rebuild this cabin for our family. I don’t want to be the loner man in the woods. I want to see my kids growing up on this property. I want to build a treehouse in the woods with them. I want to come home every night to her. Only her.

      I dress quickly and rush from the cabin. Jumping in my truck, I twist the key and it roars to life. Shifting into drive, I hit the gas and the truck jumps forward, carrying me toward my future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Aria

        

      

    

    
      I wake in the morning and look around me, confused. But then remember that I crashed at Ves and Liam’s. I let out a sigh of relief, then sit up. My stomach turns the moment I’m upright, and I find myself rushing for the bathroom to empty what’s left in my stomach from last night’s party.

      Once I finish, I rinse my mouth and head downstairs. Vesper and Amy are in the kitchen, cooking breakfast.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead. How you feeling?” Amy asks.

      “I just puked my guts up, but other than that, great.” I flop down onto the barstool at the island.

      Amy sticks out her bottom lip. “Look, Ari, I know about you and Ethan,” she confesses.

      My eyes cut to Vesper and she tries to avoid eye contact as she stirs the scrambled eggs.

      “I’m not mad,” Amy says, bringing my attention back to her.

      “You’re not?”

      She shakes her head. “Why in the world did you think I would be?”

      I shrug. “It was more Ethan than me. He was worried that if things didn’t work out between us, then you and Ves would get in a fight and that could put your coffee shop in jeopardy.”

      Amy scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Liam made sure that could never happen…not that Vesper and I would ever be that vindictive.” She leans over the counter and takes my hand in hers. “Ethan just needs time to come around. I know he’ll do the right thing—he’s just gun-shy because of the way we grew up. He’s afraid he’ll let down his own kid the way our dad let him down. You understand?”

      I press my lips together and nod. “I do. But I talked to him last night and told him that I’m having this baby whether he’s in our lives or not. I gave him an out if he’s looking for one. Now, it’s just time to wait and see.” I bite my lower lip, afraid that he’ll take the chance I gave him.

      Amy offers up a small smile and shakes her head. “Just give him time to process. He won’t let you down, Aria. I know Ethan. He’s a good guy when it comes down to it. He just takes a while to process things.”

      “Thanks, Amy. I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.” She laughs. “Now, let’s eat breakfast.”
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      I spend the day with Amy and Vesper, and don’t get home until after five p.m. I ride the elevator up to my floor, and when I step off, I find Ethan sitting on the floor with his head resting back against my door.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask, noticing a dozen roses lying on the floor beside him.

      “Since this morning.” He stands, grabbing the flowers off the floor as he does so.

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      He shrugs. “I was afraid you’d avoid me after I made such a mess of things last night.” He holds out the flowers. “Can we talk?”

      “Of course,” I whisper, stepping forward and unlocking the door to let us in. I lead us through the kitchen and into the living room where I sit down. He slowly crosses the room and sits at my side, dropping the flowers onto the table. He sits with his elbows on his knees as he leans forward and stares at the floor.

      “I’m sorry about my reaction last night. I was just…surprised.”

      “You seemed angry,” I correct.

      He nods. “I was.” He turns to face me now. “Not with you, but with myself.”

      “For getting me pregnant?” I feel my brows pinch together.

      “No,” he breathes out. “Well, yes,” he says, taking my hand in his. “I was terrified that I was going to turn into my dad. I never wanted a kid because I couldn’t bear the thought of fucking up some kid’s life the way my dad did.” He lets out a deep breath, then stands and starts pacing in front of me.

      “This isn’t coming out right.” He stops and turns to face me once again. “My whole life, I’ve had to take care of someone else. I had to raise Amy when I was just a little boy. I had to take care of my mom. My whole life, I’ve lived for someone else. I mean, fuck, I basically had to sell twelve years of it to the military just to get away. Then, finally, my time was done. I was released and I thought this is it, you know? This is finally my time. Amy is an adult and in her own relationship. My mom is finally sober and able to live without anyone watching her. I thought, finally, it’s my turn to live.” He laughs as he walks around the coffee table and flops down beside me. “I wanted to work on the cabin and live there full-time. I wanted to hunt and farm the land. I wanted to be the crazy breaded old man who lived on the mountain and never came down. I wanted to be a loner because I’ve never been alone. I’ve always had my mom, my sister, my troops—always someone else to watch out for. So, when you said you were pregnant, I freaked out. The dream I’d been working toward was suddenly shot out of the water.”

      “Ethan,” I interrupt, but he ignores me.

      “I went to the cabin to think things over. I sat there on the floor, watching the fire burn while drinking waaaay too much. And you know what I realized?”

      I shake my head.

      “I don’t want to spend my life alone.” He drops down to his knees and crawls up to me, his hands landing firmly on my hips. He pulls me closer to the edge of the couch. “I’m in love with you, Aria. And I’ve known it for a long time. I’ve just been stupid and wanted to bury those feelings deep inside myself because I knew to love someone meant taking the chance of being hurt.”

      I place my hand on his cheek and look into his eyes, studying him for any answers he might not be giving me.

      “I want you. I want our baby.” He presses his lips to mine, and already, I’m lost. “Will you take me back, Aria?” he asks between kisses that trail down my jaw and neck. “I promise, I’ll never hurt you again. I’ll always be here for you and our baby. No more secrets. I’ll tell your family. I’ll shout it from the rooftops if you want. But please,” he pulls back to look into my eyes, “please, take me back,” he begs.

      I sit up, forcing him to sit back on his knees. “You love me?”

      He nods and swallows down his fear, causing his Adam’s apple to bob. “I do. I love you, Aria. I’ve never loved anyone before, but you’ve got me. You’ve had me since that first day I walked into the dealership and saw your smile.”

      “I love you, too,” I whisper.

      His smile stretches across his face, and he pulls me in for a long, deep kiss. It’s a kiss I can feel all the way down to my toes—a kiss that lights every nerve ending on fire as tingles take over my body.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer. His hands move up my thighs and under my ass to support my weight as he picks me up against him and carries me to my bedroom. Our kiss doesn’t break until we’re in my room and he kicks the door shut behind him as he spins us around and presses my back to the door.

      He releases my ass and sets me on my feet as he slowly lowers himself to his knees, lips kissing their way down my body. My stomach muscles tighten when his lips touch my belly button, where he lovingly presses a kiss. It’s not meant as something naughty as he descends my body. It’s like he’s kissing his baby for the very first time, and it does something to me. It engulfs my body in a fire that can’t be extinguished—a fire that lights up my chest and warms my heart and soul. This sweet heat tells me that everything will be okay.

      His hands work on pushing my jeans down my thighs. Finally, his mouth finds the junction between my legs, and his tongue runs between my folds, causing me to jerk and cry out. The sound that escapes my lips only seems to fuel his fire. Now, his hands are massaging my thighs and ass while his mouth doubles its pace. His tongue flicks back and forth across my hard, sensitive nub. A tornado begins to swirl around in my stomach, making every inch of my body break out in goosebumps and tingles. When he slides two fingers into me, that tornado explodes and rains down on me hot and heavy.

      My eyes fall shut as my breathing halts in my lungs, unable to do anything but relish my release and the way he can control my body. He doesn’t stop even after my climax ends. He works even harder to prompt another. But I lace my fingers into his dark hair and pull gently until he follows my lead.

      I drag him up my body by his hair, all the way to my lips. He kisses me with blinding passion and tugs me closer. Picking me up, he carries me to bed, where he begins ripping his clothes from his hard, muscular body.

      Everything moves so quickly. My shirt and bra are tugged off and discarded, and he’s completely bare. His hands and mouth travel my body at lightning speed. I’m lost in passion and love—absolute heaven. His strong hands pull my thighs further apart as he settles between them. Without warning, he slams into me, and I let out a scream of pleasure and pain all mixed into one like a deliciously balanced cocktail—strong, sweet, and savory. My nails dig into his back, pulling him closer, making him go faster and harder. The room is filled with the sounds of my bed hitting the wall, our bodies smacking together, and our hushed cries of passion.

      “I love you, Aria.” He slams into me with so much force that my back slides up the bed. “And I’ll spend the rest of my life proving it to you,” he adds on, rocking his hips and teasing that spot inside me that begs to be touched time and time again.

      “I love you, Ethan,” I whisper around the gasps of pleasure escaping my lips with his every move.
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      My eyes open and strain against the bright morning sun. My body feels sore and tired—like it’s drained of all its energy—but then I remember last night, and excitement washes over me. I roll over and find him awake with his eyes on me. The second our eyes meet, his light up and his lips form a smile.

      “I was wondering when you were going to wake up. It’s almost noon,” he says, rolling to his side, his hand landing on my cheek as he moves in for a soft kiss.

      “Someone wore me out last night,” I say against his soft lips.

      He chuckles. “I’m sorry. I just…” he pulls back enough to fully see my face. “I just really wanted you to know how sorry I was, and that I’ll never have another moment of being unsure about us or our future.” His thumb traces my lower lip slowly back and forth, until he leans in and kisses it.

      Happiness swells in my chest. It feels full—too full. The pressure that started in my heart now moves lower, into my stomach. I pull away just as my mouth begins to water.

      “Oh no,” I mumble as I scramble out of bed and dash into the bathroom. I fall to my knees in front of the toilet and go through my morning routine.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I look up to find him leaning against the door frame, completely naked from the night before.

      I shiver from my naked legs being on the cold tile. “I’m fine. Just our little bundle of joy making itself known.”

      He helps me to my feet and I quickly rinse my mouth with mouthwash.

      “Come on. Get back in bed and warm up. I’ll get you some water and crackers to help settle your stomach.” He takes my hand and leads me back into the bedroom. He helps me climb into bed, then pulls the blankets around me.

      I lie back and watch as he pulls on his boxers and jeans, then leaves the room.

      Even though I’m sick, I still smile.

      When he returns with a glass of water and a pack of crackers, he takes his place beside me and pulls me against him. As I nibble on a cracker, his fingers softly move up and down my back, soothing me.

      “Ethan?”

      “Hmm?” he asks.

      “We have to tell my parents.”

      “I know.”

      I roll over to study his expression. “When do you think we should do it?”

      He shrugs. “The sooner the better. I’m sure your dad will notice you running from the counter to the restroom every morning.”

      I bite my lower lip. “I think he already has.” I snuggle into him. “When are you coming back to work?”

      “I have to get released from my doctor first, and I doubt he’ll do that until after the surgery.”

      I look up at him. “You’re going through with the surgery?”

      He nods once. “I have to. I can’t live every day in pain. It changes you. It makes you bitter and unbearable to be around. My temper is short, and if I continue taking these pain pills, I’ll be no better than my mom was.”

      I press a kiss to his lips. “I’ll be with you every step of the way,” I promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      Aria and I spend most of the day in bed. I bring her food to snack on, and we make love several times. We’re back to being lost in our own little world. Finally, around four, we leave the warmth of her bed to shower.

      “What do you think about maybe inviting my parents over for dinner to break the news to them?” she asks as I’m washing her hair.

      “I think that’d be a good idea. Get everything out in the open.”

      “Are you ready for that?” Her voice sounds so unsure.

      I shrug as I begin rinsing the shampoo from her hair. “My mom already knows. So does Amy, Vesper, and I’m assuming Tyler and Liam. Might as well tell your parents before anyone else has the chance. It’d be better if they heard it from us. I don’t want them to think we’re hiding it from them.”

      She nods. “You’re probably right. How fast can you run?” She smiles wide.

      I let out a nervous laugh. “Why?”

      She shrugs one shoulder as she turns and grabs the bottle of conditioner. “My dad used to run track, but old age has gotten to him. Was just trying to figure out who’d win.”

      I laugh out loud and pull her in for a kiss.
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      I wasn’t nervous about telling her folks before, but as the day drags on, I become more and more anxious.

      Aria invites her parents over for dinner, but they already have reservations. Instead of canceling, they invite us to join them. Aria, being the worrywart she is, thinks her dad won’t try to kill me if we’re in public, so she quickly accepts.

      “Are you sure about this? Breaking the news to them in public?”

      “Oh, this is the best way,” she says with wide eyes as she sits at her vanity and applies some makeup.

      I let out a long breath and straighten my tie. “You know, I wasn’t anxious, but watching you nervously clean your house all day has gotten to me. Your nervousness is like an infection that’s gotten beneath my skin and infected my brain.”

      She laughs. “I’m sorry. I’m just…really scared.” She turns in her seat so she’s looking at me instead of the mirror.

      I sit on the edge of the bed. “Why?”

      She takes a deep breath. “I’ve always been the fuck-up. Vesper is their angel. She got good grades, went to a fancy college, runs her own business, got married to a freaking multimillionaire, and now she’s having a baby. She did it right. I, on the other hand, got bad grades, almost flunked out of college, and have been in more trouble than Ves ever thought about. I party, come into work hung over, and still don’t have a career. Nor am I married or plan to be anytime soon. I’m even fucking this up.” She hangs her head.

      I reach out and place my hand on her cheek, directing her eyes to mine. “You’re not a fuck-up, Aria. And your parents don’t think that. You’re free-spirited. You’re passionate and creative. Ves is book smart and strait-laced. You’re both different, and that’s good.”

      “You don’t think they’ll care that we’re doing this all out of order?”

      “Is there an order?” I joke.

      She cocks her head to the side. “You know what I mean—having a baby without being married or even having plans to get married. They don’t even know we’ve been dating.”

      “There is no right or wrong way, Aria. Your parents love you, and they’ll love this little baby just like they’ll love Vesper’s baby. One won’t be more important than the other. But they may need time to adjust to the news like I did. So don’t worry if they aren’t on board right away, okay?”

      She forces a smile and nods. “Okay,” she whispers.

      An hour later, we’re pulling up to the restaurant and Aria is so scared, her hands are shaking. I pick up the hand closest to me and press a kiss to the top. “It doesn’t matter what happens in there tonight. I still love you, you still love me, and we are going to have this baby and live happily ever after, okay?”

      She takes a shaky breath but agrees.

      We walk into the restaurant and are taken to the back table where her parents are already sitting. Both of them stand—her dad shaking my hand and her mother offering a hug before we sit down.

      “How ya doing, Ethan?” Gary asks, eyes flashing back and forth between Aria and me.

      “Not too bad. I’m still in a lot of pain if I’m not careful, and I’ll have surgery to fix the pinched nerve in my neck in a couple weeks. It can’t come fast enough, I tell ya.” I turn my attention to her mom. “Mrs. Lawrence, how are you doing? You’re looking lovely tonight.”

      She smiles and it causes her cheeks to brighten. “I’m very well, thank you for asking, Ethan.” She adjusts her white dress. “But if you don’t mind me asking, what is the meaning of this?” She motions between the two of us. “When Aria called and invited us to have dinner with you two, I must admit I was quite surprised.”

      Aria and I look from each other, to her parents, and back.

      “Well, Mama, Ethan and I have been seeing each other for a while now,” she admits.

      Gary’s expression doesn’t change. He’s like stone. I watch Kim, Aria’s mom, and note that her mouth drops open as she looks between the two of us with one hand over her heart.

      “Are you okay, Mama?” Aria asks.

      Kim clears her throat and gathers her wits about her. “I’m just surprised. Don’t get me wrong, Ethan, you’re a good man—I’ve always admired the way you helped support your family—but there is quite an age difference between you and Aria.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Ten years.” I look at Aria and take her hand—holding it in mine on top of the table. “But you’ve raised a very mature, beautiful, kind woman, Mrs. Lawrence. Aria and I didn’t even know each other until I started working at the dealership, but we hit it off right away.” I turn to look at Aria. “I’ll admit, I tried keeping my distance, but there’s just something about her that pulled me in no matter how hard I fought it.”

      Finally, I turn my attention back to her parents. “And if you know me at all, you know that I would never let anything happen to her. You see, we didn’t tell anyone about us at first because we were afraid we’d get this reaction from everyone, and we didn’t know if things would work out between us. But we’ve both come to realize that neither of us wants to live without the other. This isn’t temporary. I love your daughter, Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence, and it’d mean the world to me—to both of us—if you could support our decision.”

      Kim smiles as she glance between the two of us. “Oh, after a speech like that, how could we not?” She laughs and stands to move between us, bending down and hugging us both. When she takes her seat, Aria and I both look at Gary, who still hasn’t moved.

      “Daddy?” Aria asks.

      He clears his throat and picks up his drink, throwing it back. “Ethan,” the word is clipped out in anger, “I don’t know what to say.” He scoffs. “I don’t know what either of you expected me to say.” He looks around at the three of us. “I mean, you’re ten years older than my daughter—my youngest daughter, I might add. She’s not ready for a serious relationship. Hell, she’s not even ready to come to work on time.”

      “Gary!” Kim chastises.

      “No!” He drops his fist down on the table, making the ladies jump and the liquid in our glasses slosh around. “Don’t ‘Gary’ me. This is absolutely ridiculous. The girl is twenty-one years old, and she has no business getting into a relationship with a thirty-one-year-old man. Nothing good can come of this.”

      “With all due respect, sir, this isn’t open to discussion. We are together, whether you like it or not.” I level my eyes on him.

      I hate that the evening has been brought to this. Aria and I are both consenting adults. It’s not like I’m twice her age. It’s not like I’m only using her for sex…anymore. It may have started that way, but it quickly turned into something else—something that even I wasn’t expecting.

      He rises to my challenge and stands. He pulls his wallet from his back pocket, drops some bills on the table, and looks down at Kim. “My appetite has now been ruined, and I’m ready to go.”

      “Daddy!” Aria stands, eye to eye with her father.

      “You, young lady…” He points his finger at her. “You’ve always been full of shenanigans, but I never expected this.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t mean to disappoint you, but we didn’t call this dinner to tell you about our relationship.”

      “Then why did you call this dinner?” Kim asks, standing and pulling her coat on to leave with her husband.

      Aria looks down at me, and I quickly stand at her side, wrapping my arm around her shoulders to let her know that I’m here and I’m not leaving. No matter how they react.

      “To tell you that I’m pregnant, and I’m keeping the baby—we’re keeping the baby,” she corrects.

      Her mother gasps and her father grinds his teeth. He holds out his arm for his wife, and when she steps up to his side, he looks at me. “Don’t bother coming back to work, Ethan. You’re no longer welcome there.” Without another word, they both walk past us to leave.

      Aria lets out a deep sigh before leaning into me. I pull her in for a hug and hold her close. “It’s okay. They’ll come around. I promise,” I whisper.

      When we get home, I fix a hot bubble bath and light a dozen scented candles around the bathroom.

      “What’s going on?” Aria asks as I cover her eyes and lead her down the hall.

      “You’ll see.” I walk her into the bathroom and remove my hands, letting her see the tub full of bubbles and all the candles.

      She gives me a sad smile. “You didn’t have to do all of this.”

      I pull her against me. “Yes, I did. You deserve something relaxing after the night we had.” I press my mouth to hers, and my hands get busy removing our clothes.

      Finally, we slide into the tub, her back pressing against my chest. I wrap my arms around her, resting my hands on her flat stomach, but wanting to feel like I’m also holding our baby. My whole word is right here in my hands.

      Suddenly I can’t remember why I was so freaked out about this to begin with. How could this scare me? Having a woman who loves me, having a child who’s part her and part me—evidence of our love—shouldn’t have scared me. I never should have run from this. I should have been running toward it.

      I press my lips to her neck. “Don’t think about it, Aria.”

      “It’s hard. I’ve never seen my father look more disappointed.”

      “He’ll come around, baby.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “He will. Just give him some time. Let him adjust to the news. He’ll see I’m right for you, and that you’re the best thing for me.”

      She spins around and climbs into my lap, wrapping her hands around my neck as her lips close in on mine. I pull her closer and deepen the kiss.

      “I’ll never get enough of you,” I whisper against her mouth as I stand with her in my arms.

      She lets out a squeal as I stand and walk to the bedroom.

      “Ethan! We’re all wet!” she yells as we fall onto the bed.

      “Who cares?” I ask, crawling up her naked, wet body. “I have to have you right now, Aria. I don’t have time for a towel.” I pull her thighs apart and position myself between them. “I’m going to fucking explode if I’m not inside you soon.” Taking myself in hand, I guide my tip between her slick folds. When I find her opening, she rocks her hips and I slide inside, right where I need to be. Home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Aria

        

      

    

    
      Today is my first doctor’s appointment, and I’m so excited to see my baby. It’s been a week since we broke the news to my parents, and so far, nothing. Every day at work, Daddy avoids me. He will answer any question I have, but he won’t go out of his way to start a conversation unless it’s work-related. As much as it bothers me that our relationship is strained, it doesn’t put a damper on my feelings toward Ethan and our baby.

      Ethan looks like a nervous wreck as I’m lying on the table, wrapped with a sheet. I’m still too early for a normal ultrasound, so the only way to see the baby and get an exact measurement is to do the transvaginal ultrasound.

      “Are you ready to see your baby for the first time?” Dr. Cruise asks when she steps in our room with a nurse.

      “Yes, we can’t wait!” I turn and look at Ethan while holding out my hand. “Can we?”

      He takes my hand and steps up to my side. “We’re both looking forward to it,” he tells her.

      The nurse dims the lights and I lay back, placing my feet in the stirrups. They roll a cart closer to me, then slide a condom over the wand. The nurse applies some jelly, then the doctor guides it up the sheet.

      I take a deep breath when the coldness slides into me, and Ethan’s grip on my hand tightens. He gives me a look that says, are you okay? But I smile and nod before turning my attention to the small screen.

      “There it is. There’s your baby,” the doctor says, pointing at a little image on the screen.

      “Aww, it looks like a diamond ring.”

      Dr. Cruise nods. “It does. Exactly what we’d expect it to look like at six weeks.” She presses some buttons and takes some pictures, then she hits a few more buttons and we get to hear the baby’s heartbeat. It’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard, and it brings tears to my eyes. “We’re all done.” She removes the wand and Ethan helps me to sit up.

      As I adjust my paper gown, the nurse hands me one of the printed pictures. The doctor removes her gloves and washes her hands before pulling out her prescription pad. “I’m going to write you a prescription for some prenatal vitamins, including some iron and B12 supplements; your blood work stated you were a little low. Make sure you take the vitamins with food every morning. They can cause you to feel nauseated, and I’m sure you have enough of that already.” She smiles, handing over the pieces of paper. “Also, the iron works better if you take it with some orange juice. It helps your body break it down and absorb it. Before you leave, set up another appointment in a month for your twelve-week mark.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Cruise,” I say, unable to tear my eyes away from our first baby picture.

      “Have a good day,” she says, stepping out of the room to allow us a moment.

      “Can you believe it?” I ask, looking up at Ethan.

      His eyes are watering, but he quickly wipes away the moisture. “She’s going to be beautiful. Just like her mama.”

      I smile as my heart skips a beat. “Or he’s going to be as strong and handsome as his daddy.”

      He leans in and gives me a long, slow kiss.
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      While Ethan goes to his doctor’s appointment for his neck, I take the sonogram picture over to show my mom. I know she may not be excited about it, but I am, and I want to share that with someone.

      My nerves pick up the moment I pull into the driveway and see the winter wreath hanging on the door. I keep my eyes trained on it as I walk up the sidewalk: blue and white snowflakes, glitter, and silver tulle adorn the green leafy wreath.

      I knock on the door, thankful that Daddy’s truck isn’t home. Mom answers, and her face brightens when she sees me.

      She pulls me in for a hug. “Aria, I’m so glad you came by. I didn’t like the way we left things.”

      “I didn’t either,” I agree when she pulls away.

      She leads me into the kitchen and pours each of us a hot cup of tea. I remove my coat and hang it over the back of the chair. “I have something to show you.” I pull the picture from my coat pocket and hand it over when she sets my cup down on the table.

      Her eyes tear up looking at it and she covers her mouth with her hand. Slowly, and without taking her eyes off the picture, she sits down. “Is this what you want, Aria?”

      “Of course it is, Mama.” I sit beside her.

      “You’re not just doing this because you feel like you have to? You love this man and you want this baby with everything inside of you?”

      I smile. “I do. I love Ethan. He’s a good man, Mama. He’ll take care of us.” I place my hand on my still-flat stomach and look down. “And when it comes to this baby, I already love him or her. It’s funny how you don’t know what you want until you have it, you know?” I look back up at her.

      She nods and places the picture on the table as she looks at me. “I know exactly what you mean,” she agrees, taking a sip of her tea. “I know your father isn’t happy about the news, Aria, but give him some time. You know your dad. He’s always right about everything, and no one can talk him into anything.” She smiles. “You’re a lot like him, you know.”

      I scoff. “I am?”

      She nods. “You are. When you say you want something, I believe you. You’ve always known what you wanted. You’ve never been the picky type who only wants what they can’t have. You know what you want and you go get it. And you cherish it once it’s yours. Your father is the same way. That’s why the two of you butt heads as much as you do.”

      I pick up my cup and take a sip. “But he and Ves seem to click so well. They’re the same. They both have a one-track mind for their work and they never settle. It took me years to decide on photography, and I still don’t have a career in it.”

      “You think your dad knew he wanted to sell tractors when he was your age?” She laughs. “That was his dad’s dream, not his.”

      “What did Daddy want to do?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Don’t you dare tell him I told you this, but he wanted to be an actor.” She laughs. “He was good-looking enough, and he wasn’t bad at acting. He was in several local plays. He had a manager, but nothing ever came of it. When I found out I was pregnant with Vesper, he gave it up and opened the dealership like his father had begged him to do for years. So that wild streak you have, that’s all him, honey.”

      “Do you think he’ll come around—that he’ll accept Ethan and me as a couple and love this baby?”

      She leans forward with a kind smile as she pats my hand. “He already has, sweetheart. You just have to give him time to realize it.”

      Mom and I sit and drink our tea while talking about everything. As it turns out, Vesper is only a couple weeks ahead of me, which means there’s a good shot the babies could be born around the same time.

      When the sun starts to set, Mom and I call it quits for the night. She hugs me before I step out the door. I’m halfway to my car when Dad pulls up in the driveway. Seeing him causes me to freeze. He steps out of the truck and slowly walks over, eyes locked on mine.

      “Aria.” He nods a hello.

      “Daddy,” I reply, wrapping my arms around myself to stay warm.

      “Look, Aria, I’m really sorry about the way I acted at dinner the other night.”

      I press my lips together and wait.

      “It was completely uncalled for. Ethan is a good guy, and I know he’ll take care of you. I was just surprised is all. But it wouldn’t have mattered if it had been Ethan or a guy your own age. I’m just not ready for my little girl to settle down yet, let alone have a baby. You have so much life ahead of you. I just don’t want to see you settle, cupcake.”

      His nickname for me brings down all my walls. “I’m not settling, Dad. Ethan is it for me. I’ve known for a while now. The baby wasn’t planned, but he or she is welcome all the same. I know Ethan will take care of us, and I know he’ll be a good daddy to this baby.” I pull out the picture and show him.

      The moment he sees it, his eyes tear up. He smiles, but covers it with his fist. “This baby is going to be beautiful, Aria.”

      “Thanks, Daddy.” I lean in and give him a hug. He squeezes me closely, then pulls away. “You’d better get going. It’s getting cold and dark. You don’t need to be out driving. A storm is supposed to be coming through and the roads could get dangerous.”

      I slip the picture back into my pocket. “Okay, Daddy. I’ll see you later?”

      He nods. “I’ll see you later.” He smiles before turning and heading for the door.
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      “How’d your appointment go?” I ask Ethan when he walks in to find me attempting to cook dinner.

      He shrugs out of his coat and hangs it up by the door. “Surgery is scheduled for next week. Did you see your mom?”

      I nod. “I did. And my dad.”

      “And?”

      “Mom is excited about the baby. Dad is coming around. He’s talking to me again, and seems happy that he has another grandchild on the way. The issue wasn’t with you. He said he just wasn’t ready to see me settle down yet. His reaction would have been the same if I had brought in a guy my own age.”

      Ethan wraps his arms around me and gives me a kiss. “I knew he’d come around. Now we can put all our energy into watching this little one grow while we start getting things ready for its arrival.”

      I laugh. “We need another name other than it.” I laugh.

      “Hmm, how about monster?”

      I pull back quickly. “Monster?”

      He laughs. “Yeah, you know, because this baby snuck up and scared the shit out of me.”

      Giggles take over as I rest my head on his chest. “Monster sounds good, for now.”

      Ethan ends up helping me finish dinner, and we both sit on the couch and watch TV while we eat. Afterwards, I kick my feet up into his lap, and he gently massages them while I drift in and out of sleep. I didn’t even do anything today, but I can’t get enough sleep. It’s like my body is using every last ounce of energy I have to grow this little baby.

      I wake later and find myself in bed. I roll over and Ethan’s eyes are open. “You were out like a light. You didn’t even wake up when I removed your shoes or jeans.”

      I let out a tired giggle. “You took off my jeans?”

      He shrugs. “Jeans aren’t comfortable to sleep in. Oh, and I told my super that I’ll be moving out soon. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Oh, you want to move in here?”

      “Well, yeah. I figured we’d have to get a bigger place with the baby on the way anyway. And you don’t need the stress of moving while pregnant. I can pack up the few things I have and live here while I work on the cabin. That is, if you want me to. I know we haven’t talked about living in the cabin yet, but that’s my dream, Aria. I want us to live there. I want to raise our children there. There’s so much room to grow. It’ll be perfect for a family.”

      I smile. “Children?”

      He pulls me closer. “Now that I’ve been thinking about it, I want more than one. What do you think?”

      “It sounds perfect, Ethan.” I press my lips to his, and he tugs me closer—like he can never get enough of me.
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          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      I wake in the morning to find at least a foot of snow on the ground. I quickly write Aria a note saying I’m running to the store, and head out. I clean off my truck and get behind the wheel. I always leave my neck brace in the passenger seat so I can put it on while I’m driving. Normally, just sitting or sleeping doesn’t bother my neck. It only hurts when I forget that it’s hurt and I turn it—something I often have to do while driving. The brace, at least, reminds me that I am hurt—that I should be careful and turn my head slowly while using my peripheral vision as much as possible.

      I make a mental list of things I want to grab from the store. I don’t want Aria driving on the snow and ice, so I want to make sure we have everything she could need. Driving by the dealership, I find Gary’s truck parked out front. Without thinking too much about it, I turn in, wanting to have my own conversation with him about our current situation.

      I walk in and the first thing I hear is a loud, “Damn it!” I take a few steps inside and find him fighting with the coffee maker. Aria always makes the coffee, so I’m sure he’s completely lost without her.

      I rush up to him. “Let me help with that, sir.”

      He takes a step back and watches every move I make.

      “Thank you, Ethan. I’ve never worked this damned machine before.”

      I chuckle. “It’s not a problem. What are you doing open today? When Aria said she didn’t have to work today, I figured you were closed due to weather.”

      “I called her this morning and told her not to worry about coming in. I didn’t want her driving on the roads. What are you doing out?”

      “I’m on my way to the store. I figured I’d stock up the kitchen so Aria wouldn’t need to venture out in this mess.” I finish up the coffee and it starts to brew.

      “Huh, looks like we both had the same idea.” He steps past me and I follow him to his office where we both sit down.

      “Listen, sir…”

      “No, Ethan. You listen.” He leans forward in his seat, resting his elbows on his desk. “I see the way you look at my daughter. I know you love her. But the question is, will you continue to love her? She’s brought home a lot of boys over the years—I’m used to seeing her with man after man—but none of them have ever knocked her up.”

      I nod. “Sir, I love Aria. I was stupid before. I didn’t want to look inside myself and see what I truly felt for her. But this baby has changed everything. Initially, it made me act like a complete ass and run away for fear of screwing up. But then I realized that the fear I was feeling was turning me into the exact person I didn’t want to be: a screw-up. I want Aria. I want our baby. And I want the life we’re going to build together. And I’m sorry about what I said at dinner. I didn’t mean to be so…blunt.”

      “I’m glad you were, Ethan. It showed me that you’re willing to stick up for my daughter, even against me. I like that about you. I know you’re a good guy, and I know you’ll take care of her. I just want to make sure you both know that even if you don’t work out, you’re having a baby, which will tie you two together for the rest of your lives.”

      I nod. “I know that, sir, but I wouldn’t worry about that too much. There’s no way I’m ever letting her go.”

      He holds out his hand to shake. “And here I was thinking I was only giving you a job,” he jokes.

      I shake his hand and we both stand, walking back out to the sales floor. Gary goes straight for his coffee.

      “I have one more question for you, sir.”

      He turns around to face me, coffee in hand. “What’s that?”

      I reach into my pocket and pull out a small box. Opening it, I show him the contents. “I’ve come to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      He smiles and pats me on the back. “If it’s okay with her, it’s okay with me,” he says, looking down at the ring in my hand.

      “Thank you.”
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      After the dealership, I swing by the grocery store and pick up everything Aria has been craving this past week. I walk it all up to the apartment in one trip, nearly dropping everything in the middle of the kitchen floor. I pull off my neck brace and slowly roll my neck to loosen it up, but that action shoots more pain up the back of my head and down my back.

      I hear Aria in the bathroom, already losing the contents of her stomach.

      I grab a bottle of water and some chicken-flavored crackers and head down the hall. “I come bearing provisions,” I say, sticking my head in the doorway.

      She looks up at me, eyes watering and looking pathetic, until her eyes land on the crackers.

      “Thank God!” She stands and rinses her mouth before taking the box from my hand. “Who knew this would be the only thing to settle my stomach?” She tears into the box and walks to the living room to lie on the couch.

      I laugh. “Who knew anyone but old ladies ate those things?”

      “Shhh!” she tells me, turning on the TV. “You didn’t get any pickles, did you?”

      I nod. “Yep, and I got vanilla frosting like you wanted last night.”

      Her nose scrunches. “That doesn’t sound good anymore.”

      I laugh and bend down for a kiss. “Well, it’s in there if the craving strikes again. In the meantime, I’m going to get things put away. You relax and eat your old-lady food.”

      She smiles then turns to watch TV and enjoy her crackers.
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      It’s the day before my surgery and my neck hurts so much, I can’t even bear to move. I’m lying in bed, shades drawn, because now my head also hurts. It hurts to move. It hurts to lie still. And now that my neck has pissed off my head, it hurts to think.

      I hear the door open quietly, but don’t move to see who’s coming in. I already know it’s Aria, but I can’t afford the pain it will cause me to look. I feel the bed gently give, like she’s climbing up beside me. The next thing I know, her hands are working on unbuttoning my jeans.

      “I can’t, baby. I’m sorry. I’m just in too much pain.”

      “Shhh, this is just for you,” she whispers, freeing me from my jeans and sliding me into her mouth.

      Air hisses through my teeth when I feel my tip hit the back of her throat. Her mouth works me up and down, followed by her hand. Each time, she sucks harder. My muscles tighten, my neck cries in pain, but I no longer care. Fuck, does my girl know how to give head and make me forget about everything else.

      When her other hand comes up to cup my balls and gently massage them, my climax breaks free. I quickly push her away, but she reaches up and finishes me off with her hand. My eyes fall closed once again as I revel in the pleasure she’s caused me to feel—happy to escape the pain for a little while. She quickly cleans up, then comes to lie at my side.

      “Why’d you push me away? You don’t like to finish like that?”

      I let out a short laugh. “It normally doesn’t bother me to, but you’re carrying my baby. I don’t even want to think about what that means.” I laugh again, causing her to giggle.

      “Thank you, baby. I needed that,” I whisper into her hair as I pull her closer.

      “I thought you needed to get your mind off of tomorrow. I know how nervous you are about the surgery, not to mention all the pain you’ve been in this week.”

      “I should’ve been wearing my brace more. I just fucking hate that thing. I feel like I’m being choked. And I’m not that kind of kinky,” I joke.

      She lifts her hand, combing her fingers through my hair over and over. It’s quiet and dark. She’s warm and comforting, and the way she touches me helps me to relax. Before I know it, I’m in a deep sleep.

      We both wake in the morning to go to the hospital. I’m not allowed to have any food or liquids until after the surgery, so Aria skips making coffee. We both dress and head for the door, but I stop and grab a bottle of water and her crackers.

      “What are you doing? You can’t have that,” she points out as we’re heading for the elevator.

      “It’s for you. I can’t eat. You can, and you need to feed our baby. Not to mention, your morning sickness will kick in soon and you’ll need these crackers.”

      She smiles and pulls me in for a kiss. “I love you.”

      Just hearing her say those words makes me smile. “I love you too.”

      We get to the hospital and we’re immediately sent to the same-day surgery department where I’m given a gown and a bed.

      “I can’t believe your mom and Amy aren’t here,” Aria says, doting on me by fluffing my pillow, adjusting the blanket, and nervously picking at anything she can.

      “I didn’t tell them.” I take her hand in mine. “You’re all I need.”

      Her anxiety visibly falls away. Her shoulders are no longer held back and her muscles relax as she bends down to give me a kiss.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my lips.

      The smile that always appears when she says those words stretches across my face. “I love you too.” I lean in for one last kiss.

      A nurse comes into the room, breaking the moment between us.

      “How are you feeling today?” she asks sweetly as she steps up to the computer to view my chart.

      “Hungry,” I reply.

      “Pain?”

      “Only when I turn my head.” I quickly look up at Aria, who’s nervously biting her lower lip.

      “Well, hopefully we’ll be able to get that fixed for you.” She pulls a vial and a needle from her pocket and scans it into the computer before shutting it off and turning toward me. “This is just a little something to help you relax. You won’t be put out completely until you get into the operating room.” She sticks the needle into the vial, then injects it into my IV.

      When she’s done, she disposes of everything and sticks her hand under the automatic hand sanitizer dispenser. “Someone will be back to get you in a few minutes.” With a smile, she turns and walks away.

      Aria sits on the edge of the bed. “How you feeling?”

      My vision begins to get fuzzy, and I feel overwhelmingly happy and relaxed. “I feel sooo awesome. You think we have time for a quickie?”

      She giggles. “No.” She smiles and shakes her head.

      “Oh, come on,” I plead.

      The door opens, stealing my attention.

      “Good morning, Mr. Brighton. Are you ready to go back and get this over with?” a male nurse asks.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I reply, grabbing Aria’s hand and pressing a kiss to the top.

      The man unlocks the brakes on the bed, and begins pushing me out the door.

      “I’ll be here when you get back!” Aria calls out.

      My heart is pounding and my stomach is in knots. It feels like the acid in my gut is bubbling. I’m nervous, but the medication I’ve been given is also keeping me calm and relaxed. My mind is ready to run, but my body is so comfortable, I don’t even want to move. The last thing I see before my eyes close are the doors to the operating room.
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          Aria

        

      

    

    
      When Ethan is taken back to the operating room, I’m asked to sit in the waiting room. I grab my purse and the bag containing his clothes and head out. I stop in the cafeteria and pick up a cup of coffee and a muffin, then begin my walk to the waiting room.

      When we checked in, Ethan was assigned a number. On the wall is a big TV. It shows the progress of each number—aka patient. I find Ethan’s number on the screen and see that it says he’s in the OR. I find myself a chair that’s directly in front of the screen, so I know when he’s being moved into recovery. I sit down and sip my coffee and pick at my muffin, but the baby isn’t feeling it, and I end up pulling out the crackers that Ethan brought for me. My stomach begins to settle, and I laugh and shake my head. This kid isn’t even born yet and already he’s causing me grief.

      My phone rings and I pull it from my purse.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, sis. What are you up to?”

      “Sitting in the waiting room. They just took Ethan back for his surgery. What about you?”

      “Ethan’s surgery is today? I wonder why Amy didn’t mention it.” She sounds concerned.

      I roll my eyes. “Because Ethan didn’t tell her or his mom. He didn’t want them to worry.”

      “You’re there by yourself?”

      “Yeah, it’s not a big deal.” I don’t mention how scared I am.

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      “Ves, you don’t have to. I’m fine, really.”

      “I know you’re fine, but I’m coming anyway. I know you, and you freak out about the smallest things. I’ll come and keep your mind off it all.”

      I smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she says, hanging up the phone.

      It’s not long before Vesper walks in. She’s in the beginning of her second trimester now and she has a tiny little bump that looks adorable on her small frame.

      I stand and pull her in for a hug. “Thanks for coming.” We both sit down. “It’s a simple everyday surgery, but you’re right, I am freaking out.”

      She smiles sweetly. “He’ll be fine. Let’s just keep your mind off it, huh?”

      I eat a cracker. “Okay. Want some?”

      Her nose scrunches. “No way. This kid is going to kill me. He doesn’t like me to eat anything.”

      I point at my stomach as I nod. “This is the only thing my baby wants me to eat. Seriously, try it.”

      She takes a deep breath but accepts the cracker. She smells it to make sure it’s not going to turn her stomach, then pops the small cracker into her mouth and begins chewing. “Wow, that’s actually better than I thought it’d be.”

      I laugh and hand over the box. “I never liked these things until I got pregnant. Now it’s the only thing that makes the morning sickness go away.”

      “You know, I’ve been thinking, we should have a double baby shower! How cute would that be?”

      My eyes widen with excitement. “That would be so much fun. These babies are going to be like siblings.”

      “I’ve been doing some research on themes, games, and things to do at a baby shower. I even printed out a couple ideas and brought them along—thought it’d help keep your mind off Ethan.” She pulls out some papers and hands them over.

      “I haven’t even thought about the baby shower yet. You’re always so on top of everything.”

      “Are you guys planning on staying in your tiny apartment?” Vesper asks, eating another cracker.

      I shrug. “Ethan wants to expand his cabin and live there. I think we’re going to stay in my apartment until the cabin is good enough for us to live in. Right now, it’s basically a one-room shack. So we have to, at least, build another room before we move in. Hopefully by the end of the summer it will be ready. That is, if he recovers well from this.”

      Vesper opens her mouth to say something, but a nurse walks up to us. “Excuse me, you’re with Ethan Brighton, correct?”

      I stand quickly, my heart now hammering away because the screen hasn’t changed to say his surgery is over. “Yes, is everything okay?”

      She holds up her hand as a way to ask me to stay calm. “There has been a slight complication, but the doctor has faith that everything will be okay.”

      I nod. “What’s going on?”

      Vesper stands at my side, placing her hand on the middle of my back for support, letting me know she’s here with me.

      “Ethan isn’t reacting to the anesthesia as well as we’d hoped. His blood pressure dropped, and he almost went into cardiac arrest. The doctor was able to get it back up with medication, and he wants to continue with the surgery. He’s being closely monitored as we speak. As long as he responds well to the medication, there’s no reason the surgery won’t be a success. However, if he crashes again, we’ll have to stop the surgery. We just wanted to let you know.”

      I nod, not fully understanding. I’m so worked up, I can’t process her words. “But he’s okay?”

      She nods. “Everything is going well. I’ll come back as soon as I know more.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble, falling into my seat. Vesper sits beside me and wraps her arm around my shoulders. “He’ll be okay. Just try to relax.”

      I nod and focus all my attention on my breathing.

      “I should probably call Amy and let her know,” Ves says as she stands. Before walking away, she stops and looks down at me. “Are you going to be okay while I’m gone?”

      I nod. “Yeah, she said he’s okay now.” I take a deep breath. “Hopefully, he stays that way. Go let Amy know what’s going on. I’ll be fine.” I wave her on.

      She turns and walks out, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      I find myself praying to God that he will be okay, that the medication keeps his blood pressure up, and that the surgery will be a success. I’d hate for him to have to live with that pain for the rest of his life. Most days, he does pretty well—ignoring it and carrying on with a normal life. But some days, the pain is so intense that he can’t get out of bed. I know he wants to be present in this life we’re building, but how can he do that if he’s always in pain? Then again, I’d rather have to deal with the pain than lose him altogether.
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      It’s another hour of losing my mind, but the nurse finally comes back and tells us that Ethan’s surgery is complete and that’s he’s in recovery.

      Finally, I can breathe.

      Amy, Vesper, and I are allowed in his room. When we get there, his eyes are open, but he’s still out of it from all the medication. I rush up to his side. “How are you feeling?”

      When he sees me, he smiles. “Great.” His eyes are bloodshot and glossed over. “You’re pretty,” he tells me, cheesy smile never leaving his face.

      I giggle. “Thank you.”

      “Hey, big brother,” Amy says.

      Since he’s in a neck brace, he can’t turn his head, but his eyes move in her direction. “Who’s that?”

      Amy steps up to his side. “It’s your sister.”

      “I have a sister?”

      We all laugh, and he looks back at me. “And who are you?”

      I smile. “I’m your girlfriend.”

      “You’re my girlfriend?” His eyes get wide with excitement.

      I nod. “Yep. And we’re going to have a baby.” I rub my stomach.

      His smile explodes now. “You’re my girlfriend and we’re having a baby?”

      We all giggle and I nod.

      “This is the best day ever!”

      A nurse walks in. “The medication will wear off soon, but he really should rest. He won’t be discharged in this condition.”

      “I’ll be back in a little while. Why don’t you take a little nap before we go home?” I lean over and press a kiss to his forehead.

      His eyes are already drifting closed.

      The three of us head back to the waiting room so Ethan can sleep off his high.

      “He thought you were pretty,” Amy says, bumping her shoulder against mine as we walk.

      I laugh. “I guess that’s a good thing.” Relief washes over me. Finally, I can breathe again knowing he’s going to be just fine.

      “I’d say so. He didn’t even know who you were, and he still wanted to take you out,” Vesper adds on.

      I collapse into a chair with them sitting on either side of me. “You can relax now, Are. Your baby daddy is safe,” Vesper says with a smile.

      “Yeah, are you guys going to get married or what?” Amy asks.

      I laugh. “We haven’t even discussed marriage yet. But I wouldn’t say ‘no’ if he asked.”

      They both giggle as my mind drifts off, thinking about our wedding day, our future children, our home, and how our lives could be. My chest no longer feels heavy with fear. Now, it’s light and full of happiness, looking forward to starting our future together.
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      It’s nearing two p.m. when we make it back home. Ethan is tired and sore, and traveling wasn’t easy on him. The medications made him sick to his stomach, and he spent the entire ride home vomiting up stomach acid.

      I help him into the house and to the bedroom to lie down. I sit on the edge of the bed, remove his shoes, and pull the blanket up around him.

      “Do you want me to make you some soup? Maybe some food in your stomach will help.”

      “That’d be great. Thank you.”

      I slip out of the bedroom and head to the kitchen to warm up some soup. By the time I’ve made up a tray of soup, crackers, water, and Jell-O, and am walking back into the room, he’s fast asleep. I set the tray on the bedside table and slip back out, wanting him to get some rest.

      I sit on the couch and watch TV while looking over all the papers Vesper gave me regarding the baby shower. I search on my phone for things to add, and make a list of things to get. After several hours, I go back to check on Ethan. He’s awake, sitting in the dark and eating his now-cold soup.

      “You want me to warm that up for you?”

      “It’s already gone,” he says, slurping up some Jell-O.

      I laugh and pick up the bottle of pain medication, handing over a pill.

      He pops it into his mouth and gives me his empty tray, relaxing back into the bed.

      “Want me to bring the living room TV in here for you?”

      He pats the bed and I slowly and carefully crawl up beside him. The second I’m in his arms, I relax. “I was so scared when that nurse came out and said you had a reaction to the medication. I thought I was going to lose you.”

      “You’ll never lose me, Are.” He squeezes me closer, and I can’t do anything but thank God everything worked out.

      “Promise?” I whisper.

      “I swear,” he says with a voice strong and sure.

      My eyes drift closed. I relax and breathe him in: his rich, deep scent that reminds me of chocolate and sunshine—my two favorite things.

      “Hey,” he breaks the silence.

      “Hmm?” I mumble, not bothering to open my eyes.

      “Will you do me a favor?”

      “What?” I lift my head to see him.

      “In the top drawer of the dresser, there’s an old wallet of mine. Will you get it for me?”

      “Okay.” I push myself up and open the top drawer. “Where is it? I don’t see it.”

      “It’s toward the back.”

      I dig around until I feel the smooth leather beneath my hand. Picking it up, I take it back to the bed and hold it out.

      “Open it.”

      I unfold the wallet, and even in the darkness, something sparkles. My breath catches in my throat.

      “Ethan, what is this?” I say with a gasp as I reach into the wallet and pull out a diamond ring.

      “It’s my promise that you’ll never lose me, that I’ll always be here for you, and that I’ll always love you. Will you marry me, Aria?”

      My eyes fill with tears, but I can’t answer him. I’ve lost all control of my body and I can’t find my voice.

      “I wanted to plan something special, but right now seemed like the perfect time.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, surprise evident in my voice.

      He lets out a deep chuckle. “Of course I’m sure! I love you, Aria, and I want you by my side for the rest of my life as my wife.” He reaches up and takes the ring from my fingers. “Will you marry me?” he asks again.

      I fall to my knees beside the bed. “Yes! I’d love to marry you, Ethan.”

      He slides the princess-cut diamond ring onto my finger, and I have to remind myself not to hurt him as I leap toward him for a kiss.

      He grunts and laughs against my lips, but he kisses me back with so much passion and love, I can’t stop.

      I manage to take my place beside him once again without breaking the kiss. “I love you, Ethan.”

      “I love you too, Aria,” he whispers against my lips.
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      “Do you want to know the sex of the baby?” the woman holding the sonogram instrument asks.

      Aria looks up at me. “What do you think?”

      I shrug. “It’s up to you.”

      “Can you write it down instead of telling us?”

      She smiles and nods. “Everything is looking just perfect. Right where you should be at twenty weeks along.” She uses a rag to wipe off the gel, then turns the light back up. “I’m going to step out and write down your little secret. You can get situated and pick up the envelope on the way out.” She opens the door and steps out, leaving us alone.

      Aria sits up and uses the towel to wipe off the remaining gel, then adjusts her clothing. “Do you want to know whether you’re having a daughter or a son?”

      I pull her against me for a kiss. “I don’t care either way, as long as I have you and this little baby, everything will be perfect.”

      We leave the room and stop at the front counter where we’re handed a sealed envelope. Aria takes it and studies it on our walk to the car. On the drive home, she moves it from hand to hand, like she can’t decide.

      “Okay, you look and tell me. I’m too nervous.” She’s practically bouncing in her seat.

      I take the envelope from her hand and rip it open. I peek inside and see a piece of paper along with a sonogram picture.

      “Are you sure you want to know?” I glance at her from the corner of my eye.

      “Yes!” She nods. “No!” She shakes her head. “But it would be nice to know what color to buy things in.” She takes a pause. “But that kind of ruins the surprise.”

      I laugh. “Think about it.”

      I drive home and throw away the paper, then hide the picture so she can’t snoop and find it in a moment of weakness. Then I call the bakery and order a single cupcake with frosting in the center. The color of the frosting will reveal the sex of the baby.

      “Go take a long hot bath, and I’ll pick up some dinner.” I give her a kiss before I turn around and leave again.

      I swing by the bakery and pick up her cupcake, then run by her favorite restaurant and pick up some Bourbon Street chicken and mashed potatoes with garlic butter—the only thing she’s been craving for the last two months.

      When I get back to the apartment, she’s just stepping out of the tub. I set the table and light some candles.

      “What’s all this?” she asks, walking into the living room in nothing but an oversized t-shirt and socks.

      “I wanted a special dinner.” I walk over to her and massage her shoulders as I lead her to the table. “Our lives are about to get crazy. Construction is beginning on the cabin tomorrow, and we’re going to be having a baby, and then moving. I just wanted to take every free second we have to be us—to enjoy each other and fall in love all over again.”

      “Aww, you’re such a sweetheart. Is that Bourbon Street chicken?”

      I laugh. “You know it is.”

      She sits and I scoot her chair up before sitting down across from her.

      I can’t keep a straight face when she takes her first bite of chicken. Her eyes close and a soft moan escapes her lips.

      “You’re getting a little too serious with that chicken,” I joke.

      She swats me on the arm. “Shhh, don’t interrupt.”

      I laugh and shake my head before digging into my own.

      “So, do you have any names in mind?”

      “How can I pick a name if I don’t know the sex?”

      “Pick one of each, I guess.” I shrug.

      “How about I pick girl names and you pick boy names?”

      I nod. “Okay. How about James?”

      She smiles and thinks. “How about Jemma?”

      “I like Jemma. What about Charles?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “That sounds too grown-up. How about Stephanie?”

      “I like Stephanie too. What about Matt?”

      “I like Matt. It’s cute. We could call him Matty when he’s little, or Matthew, then Matt when he gets older. Although, I’d probably call him Matty for my entire life.” She laughs. “Okay, another girl name…” She thinks it over. “Oh, I got it! Danielle, after your middle name, Daniel, and Gray, my mom’s maiden name. So Danielle Gray Brighton. We can call her Dani.” She beams a wide smile.

      I nod. “I like it. And if it’s a boy…Grayson Daniel?”

      She giggles and claps her hands. “That’s it. Those are the names!”

      I hold up my glass of tea and we clink our glasses with a “cheers!” before taking a drink.

      After dinner, we both clear the table. That’s when she spies the cupcake box on the counter. “What’s this?” she asks, picking up the box.

      “It’s a little surprise I picked up for you.” I place the dishes in the sink and turn to face her. “You see, this box is like Pandora’s box, because what’s inside will tell you something you’ll never be able to forget. So only open that box if you’re ready for the information it holds.”

      She gives me a sidelong glance, but slowly lifts the lid. Her mouth drops open. “It’s a plain white cupcake.”

      “Take a bite,” I urge.

      She picks up the cupcake and sets the box down. Slowly, she bites into the cupcake. It tastes so good, her eyes close and she makes the same noise she did at dinner. Then her eyes open, landing on the colored frosting inside. They widen and she jumps up and down. “Grayson Daniel!” She tosses the cupcake into the box then runs up to me. “We’re having a boy!” She pulls me in for a big hug.

      “We’re going to have a son,” I whisper, tilting her head back and pressing a strong kiss to her lips.

      “I love you, Aria,” I tell her, picking her up and carrying her to the bedroom.

      “I love you more, Ethan Daniel,” she giggles, using my middle name that will soon belong to our son.

      I lay her gently on the bed and climb up her body, right between her thighs, pressing kisses along every inch. She’s nearly shaking and panting before I can even slide into her. But the second I do, she lets out a gasp that tells me I’m right where I should be. Home again. She’s my home. Our son is my home. And I’ll never be lost as long as I have them by my side.

      We spend the rest of the night wrapped up in each other, only stopping to catch our breath before losing ourselves all over again.
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      In the morning, we both get dressed to meet the contractor at the cabin. I had plans to do all the work myself, however, after all the time I had to take off for my neck injury then surgery, I lost a lot of time. I knew I’d never get it done by our deadline, especially with going back to the station full-time and having a new baby.

      Aria hates that I’m now a full-time police officer, especially after the accident, but it’s something that’s ingrained deeply inside of me—something I can’t ignore. I’ve spent my life taking care of people and making sure they’re safe. I even tried running away from it. But now I know that it was all a test. It was training me for my future. Being a police officer is more than just a job that comes with a little bit of authority. It means upholding the law, helping people, keeping them safe, and stopping the bad guy: everything I seem to stand for no matter how much I wanted to run away from it.

      We get to the property and the contractor is already there with his crew. The men are busy taking measurements while Aria and I meet with our contractor, Mike, in the kitchen to go over the blueprints. We’re expanding the floor level, sectioning it off into a kitchen, living room, dining room, bathroom, and laundry room. Then we’re adding a whole second story where there will be three bedrooms, and two more bathrooms. Aria has even picked out the color scheme and tile samples.

      Mike shows us the landscaping plans as well. The backyard will include a patio with a massive yard for the kids to play in. There will be a rock fire pit and built-in grill for the warm summer months. The side of the house will be our garden, and the front will have bushes and flowers, along with a new sidewalk and wraparound porch. The plans are drawn up to look like a picture-perfect painting. Down the road sometime, we plan to add a pole barn garage.

      “What do you think?” I ask, pulling her to my side.

      “I think it’s going to be beautiful.” Her cheeks turn pink and her eyes shimmer with excitement. “How long will the work take?” she asks, looking at Mike.

      “Eight to ten months, roughly,” he replies.

      “That will give us plenty of time,” she says.

      “Time for what?” I ask.

      “Time to work on baby number two.” She looks up at me shyly and I can’t do anything but laugh.

      Finally, it feels like everything is coming together. I have my cabin, my perfect job, a beautiful fiancée, and a baby on the way. Life couldn’t get any better. I never thought I’d have my happily ever after—even when I thought all I wanted was to live on this mountain all alone. My life has brought me nothing but disappointment, that is, until I walked into that tractor dealership. I shake my head now thinking about how stupid I was to ever think I could resist her. And I thank God every day that I couldn’t. She’s given me more in these last few months than I’ve gotten out of my entire life: happiness and love.
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        Several months later…

      

      

      “I can’t wait to have everyone together,” I tell Ethan as he’s in the kitchen preparing all the snacks.

      “It will be nice to have everyone together one last time before our lives go crazy,” he says, walking into the living room with soda and cups.

      The couch has been pushed to the far back wall, and the coffee table has been pushed over to the side. The floor is covered in yoga mats, blankets, pillows, and bean bag chairs for our movie night. Every surface is covered in junk food: popcorn, chips and dip, finger sandwiches, candy, and drinks.

      Ves and Liam walk in, and Vesper is just as big and miserable as I am. “I love the idea of us all getting together, but when it came time to actually get up and come over here, it was a different story,” she says, giving me a hug.

      I laugh. “Tell me about it.”

      “Hey, Ethan. Aria, you’re looking beautiful as always,” Liam says, shaking Ethan’s hand and then giving me a quick hug.

      I laugh. “You’re being kind. I look like a beached whale.”

      Vesper bumps me with her elbow. “He’s working on his pregnancy manners. He’s finally getting the hint that telling pregnant women how big they’re getting isn’t nice.”

      My mouth drops open with my gasp as I turn to look at him.

      “I thought it was a compliment. You know, like ‘hey, your baby is growing beautifully,’” he tells Ethan.

      Ethan laughs and shakes his head.

      “Come on, Ves, all the snacks and pillows are in here.” I grab her elbow and pull her into the living room.

      We both sit on the floor with our big pregnant bellies between us, sharing a bowl of popcorn, when someone knocks on the door. A second later, I hear Amy and Tyler walk in. Amy runs into the living room and falls to the floor beside us.

      “I have big news!” she squeals.

      “What?” Vesper asks, sounding far from excited, but hey, we’re fat and it’s hard getting excited.

      “I can’t tell you yet.” She turns and yells at Tyler. “Come on, and bring Ethan and Liam with you!”

      All three guys walk in and take their places beside their women—all of us looking at Amy and Tyler.

      “So? Are you going to tell us the big news?” I ask.

      “Did you two finally pick a date?” Ethan asks his sister.

      She rolls her eyes. “There is no rush to get married,” she tells him.

      “Well, technically, we did pick a date. It’s just that now, it’s getting postponed.”

      The four of us start yelling.

      “What do you mean postponed?” Vesper yells.

      “Make an honest woman out of her,” Liam says.

      “You better not be backing out, man!” Ethan joins in.

      “Guys!” Amy yells, silencing the room. “The wedding has been postponed because…” she looks at Tyler, then they both look at us. “We’re pregnant!” they both yell together.

      Everyone cheers.

      “That’s so amazing, Amy!” Vesper says with happy tears flowing. “All our kids are going to be so close. They’ll get to grow up together, just like we did.” She’s full-blown bawling now.

      Liam lets out a quiet laugh and shakes his head, then rubs her shoulders and whispers tenderly in her ear to calm her down.

      I reach over and take her hand. “I’m so happy for you, Amy.” I nudge Ethan with my elbow. “And you, Uncle Ethan.”

      He leans over and gives his sister a hug. “Congrats, sis!” He pulls away and smacks Tyler’s shoulder. “You better get married quickly, man.”

      “Ouch!” I cry, holding my belly.

      Everyone stops. “What? Are you okay? Is the baby okay?” Ethan asks in a rush.

      “I don’t know. I just had a really sharp pain.” I wince. “Ow!” I hold my stomach and lean forward a tad.

      “Oh my God! Are you in labor?” Vesper asks, grabbing my arm.

      “It’s too early. I still have two weeks until my due date.”

      “Lucky! I’m already three days past mine!” She stands. “Come on, Ethan. Let’s get her to the hospital.”

      “But our movie night!” I cry as Vesper grabs one arm and Ethan grabs the other to pull me up.

      “We can have movie night anytime, Are,” Amy says, standing with us.

      Suddenly, it sounds like someone just knocked over a glass of water. Vesper gasps and exclaims, “My water just broke!”

      I spin around. “You’re in labor, too?”

      She smiles wide and nods. “Come on! Let’s go have these babies!”

      Amy squeals. “Eek, two babies!”

      Ethan grabs our packed bag from the corner and Liam holds on to Ves. The whole time, Vesper is directing Amy on what needs to be done. “Call our moms and tell them Aria and I have both gone to the hospital.”

      “Amy, can you lock up for us?” I ask as I’m being pushed out the door.

      “Don’t worry, guys. I’ve got everything covered.”

      Ethan helps me into the car just as another sharp pain cuts through me. I scream and squeeze his hand.

      “Ouch, Aria, you’re hurting me!”

      I think I growl as I turn and give him a dirty look. He clamps his mouth shut and looks at the ground until the contraction passes. When I can breathe again, he helps me the rest of the way into the car and runs to get behind the wheel.

      “Man, it must be a full moon or something. What are the chances of both of you going into labor at the same time?” he asks with an amused smile.
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      “Push!” the doctor yells at me.

      “I am pushing!” I yell back.

      Ethan is silent. When I look over at him, his face is pale and he’s sweating bullets.

      Another contraction hits and I push as hard as I can, but it doesn’t feel like anything happens. “I can’t,” I cry, laying my head back.

      Ethan pushes my hair away from my sweaty forehead. “You can do it, baby. If anyone can do it, you can. Catch your breath and let’s try again.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t. I can’t do it.”

      “Push!” the doctor yells.

      I lift my head and push with everything I have. Pain slices through me and I cry and scream.

      “Okay,” the doctor says, stepping back, “it’s time to move into the OR. I’m sorry, Aria, but we’re going to have to perform an emergency C-section. The baby’s heart rate is dropping.”

      “What?” I ask, tears leaking from my eyes.

      “It’ll be okay. We just have to move fast.” Everyone starts moving more quickly than I can process.

      “Ethan!” I cry out as they wheel me away.

      “I’ll be right here,” he says as a nurse walks up to show him where he needs to be.
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      What feels like hours later, I hear the baby cry. “It’s a boy!” the doctor yells.

      Tears fill my eyes and stream down my cheeks. I look over at Ethan and tears are overfilling his eyes. He kisses my cheek. “You did it. I knew you could do it.”

      The nurse holds up the baby on my side of the curtain for us to see. He’s absolutely beautiful. He has dark blue eyes and a head full of dark hair, just like his daddy. Ten fingers. Ten toes.

      “He’s beautiful,” I cry.

      “Just like his mama,” Ethan whispers, kissing my cheek, jaw, and neck.

      As the doctor and nurses work to get us both cleaned up, I look at Ethan. “How’s Ves?”

      “She’s good. I saw Liam on my way down here. They had a little girl, born just minutes before they brought you back.”

      I smile. “What did they name her?”

      He grins. “Aria Marie. They’re going to call her Ari”

      My heart swells with love for my sister and her new little girl, my niece. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “I can’t wait to meet this little guy,” Ethan says as they bring the baby around.

      Watching him hold our son opens my heart to a whole new emotional level. I’m crying and smiling at the same time. I’m overjoyed and proud. I’m filled with fear and happiness, but above all, love.
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      “It’s time to go home, little man,” I coo as I lay Grayson down to dress him.

      Someone knocks on the door and Ethan stands to open it. Liam comes walking in, pushing Vesper in a wheelchair, Arie in her arms.

      “We’re about to head out, but I wanted to introduce you to your niece,” Ves says.

      “Oh my goodness, look how adorable she is!”

      Vesper hands me Arie, and Ethan picks up Grayson to hand to Vesper.

      “Oh my gosh. They’re both so perfect,” she gushes.

      “They are,” I agree, looking down at my new niece. Her little eyes are closed, and her pink hat is pulled down over her forehead. I lift it up to find a small amount of peach fuzz for hair. Her complexion is tan, taking after her daddy, but she has her mom’s cute button nose and long fingers.

      “She’s so adorable.” I look up at Ves, who’s in awe as she looks down at Grayson.

      “So is he. I can’t decide who he looks more like—you or Ethan.”

      “He’s too cute to look like me,” Ethan says. “That’s all Aria.”

      I smile and motion for Grayson. Ethan takes him and hands him to me. I hold both babies. “Arie, meet your little cousin, Grayson. Grayson, meet your older cousin, Arie. Now you two are going to love each other like siblings and be as close as you can be. And when Arie gets her first boyfriend, you get to beat him up, Grayson.”

      Everyone laughs. “Hey, I didn’t think of that,” Liam says with a smile. He leans over and picks up his hand, making Grayson give him a high five. “You’re going to be my little spy, aren’t you?”

      I laugh and hand him his daughter. “Can you believe this? Both our babies born on the same day, only minutes apart.”

      “It’s perfect,” Ves agrees.

      “Yeah, until they have to share everything, that is,” Ethan adds on.

      Mom and Dad both walk into the room, and before Vesper and I know it, we’re both baby-less. The grandparents snagged them the moment they walked in and now refuse to give them back.

      I can’t help but watch them with the babies. Both are talking and cooing to the babies, not paying us, their children, any mind at all. They love those little babies already.

      Amy and Tyler walk in with two bouquets of flowers, then put them down quickly to rush to Mom and Dad’s sides to look at the babies.

      I sit back and look at my family. Everyone is so happy and in love. We all have our own lives: Vesper and Liam have a new baby, multiple businesses between the two of them, and plans to jet-set around the world. Amy and Tyler have a new home, an upcoming wedding, and a baby on the way. And Ethan and I have a new baby, a house being built, and a wedding to plan, not to mention, many, many more babies.

      This is my family now: one big, happy family. And I know that no matter where we are, we’re always going to be together. I couldn’t ask for anything else.

      Ethan sits down on the bed and wipes away a fallen tear. “What’s the matter?”

      I shake my head and laugh. “Nothing. I’m just so happy. Look at all of us. Just a few years ago, we all had our own separate lives. And now, here we are, all together and happy. We’re a family.”

      He leans in and kisses my forehead. “We’ve always been family; we just didn’t know it at the time.”

      “I love you, Ethan,” I whisper.

      “I love you too, Aria.”

      He leans forward and kisses me deeply, forgetting the fact that we’re in a packed hospital room, that my parents are right there, and that our newborn son is in the room. Right now, it’s just us and our love that’s overcome everything thrown in its way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Aria

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eight Months Later…

      

      

      “Seriously, Aria, you have to calm down. I don’t know why you’re so nervous,” Vesper says as she places my veil on my head.

      I stand back and look myself over in the full-length mirror. My dark hair is styled in loose curls—the top half pulled back by small beaded barrettes. My dress fits to perfection. The bodice of the dress is form-fitting, showing more cleavage than I’d like—but since I’m still breast-feeding Grayson, nothing can be done about that. Actually, it’s no more than I used to show, way back before Ethan and I got together, but now, it’s more than I’m comfortable showing. The skirt on my dress is long and flowing. There are tiny beads sewn into the hem, making it sparkle when the light hits it. I turn and examine the open back of the dress. I let out a deep sigh of relief just from seeing myself in it, happy that I somehow managed to lose all the baby weight with the time frame I gave myself.

      “I’m not nervous to get married,” I reply, stepping closer to the mirror to fix my red lipstick. “I’m just nervous because everyone is going to be watching me.”

      Vesper laughs. “You don’t want to be the center of attention?” She acts shocked, but then wipes the expression away and smiles sweetly. “You’ve really grown up, you know.”

      I laugh. “Don’t remind me.”

      Her brows pinch together. “Why not? Aren’t you happy?”

      I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. “Of course I’m happy. I love Ethan and Grayson more than anything. And now that the cabin is done and we’ve moved in,” I motion around my master bedroom, “I can focus more on opening my photography studio. I never dreamed I’d actually be here: getting married, having a baby, and about to open my own business. If only I could find the right location,” I add on.

      Vesper smiles. “Everything will work out, Are. I promise. But for now, just focus on this day: your wedding day.”

      “Thank you, Ves. For everything.”

      She pulls me in for a hug. “Are you ready?” she asks when she pulls away.

      I nod. “I am.”

      Ves leads me down the stairs and opens the back door. There’s a long white rug that runs down the length of the back patio and out into the yard where everyone is sitting, with Ethan at the end of the aisle. My heart hammers away in my chest as my dad steps up to my side.

      “It’s showtime,” he whispers in my ear. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? My truck is right out front.”

      I nudge him in the ribs. “Stop it, Daddy. You know I’m ready.”

      The music starts up and Tyler and a very pregnant Amy walk out first, followed by Liam and Vesper. Finally, it’s time for my grand entrance. Dad leads me down the aisle and I feel my face heat up, knowing everyone’s eyes are on me. But I don’t look at them. My eyes are glued to Ethan and the smile on his face. He looks so excited and happy and proud. His dark eyes are sparkling, and his jaw is cocked like he’s grinding his teeth—his way of holding himself back. It’s taking every bit of willpower he has to stay in place and let me come to him.

      When we make it to the end, Dad passes me over to Ethan, whose shoulders visibly fall with relief.

      I laugh. “Were you worried I’d run away?”

      He chuckles quietly. “It wouldn’t have done any good. I’d just chase after you,” he jokes.

      “We’re gathered here today to bring these two people together in holy matrimony,” the officiant starts.

      At this point, I daze off, lost in Ethan’s eyes and the way they sparkle when the sunlight hits them. He knows I’m not paying attention and he smiles, and still, all I can do is stare at him and thank my luck stars he’s mine.

      “Aria,” Ethan starts his vows, “neither of us is the person we were when we met. I was closed off, selfish, and afraid. You were wild, carefree, and crazy beautiful. I knew then that if I wanted my life the way I’d been planning it, I needed to avoid you.” He laughs. “But I’m so glad I couldn’t stay away. You demanded my attention, and once I gave in, I couldn’t look away. You pulled me in with your charm, generosity, and beauty. You’ve changed my life for the better, and now, I can’t imagine living the life I thought I wanted. You and our son are my life now. You’re the only thing I want, and I know that I can do anything as long as you’re by my side. I promise to be by your side in the good times as well as the bad. And I promise to love you until the end of time.” He slides the ring onto my finger, and I’m prompted to recite my vows.

      I clear my throat. “Ethan, you were the man I knew I wanted, even if I had to convince you that you wanted me.” Everyone laughs. “But I didn’t realize how badly I needed you. You walked into my father’s dealership one day and forever changed my life. Suddenly, my future—which was always so blurry—became clear. You’ve taught me so much. You’ve taught me to love myself and to never settle. Just know that I’ll never be settling with you. You were the star I dared to reach for. You light up the sky for me like no one ever has. With you, everything is brighter and crystal clear. I vow to light your way the way you’ve lit mine. I vow to stand by your side, no matter how dark times get. And I vow to love you with every piece of my heart.” I slide the ring onto his finger.

      “You may—” the officiant starts, but Ethan doesn’t need permission to kiss me. He jumps the gun and pulls me in, pressing his lips against mine. The crowd laughs and cheers, and the music starts up, indicating we’re supposed to be walking down the aisle, but neither of us cares. We’re back in our own world where no one can reach us.

      My hands hold his lapels, keeping him close while his hands are on either side of my face. I’m lost in his deep, rich scent, the mint taste on his tongue, and the beat of his heart, which is pounding against his chest so hard I can feel it. I know I’m the reason it’s beating wildly. And he’s the reason mine is racing right alongside his.

      “I now pronounce you man and wife,” the officiant says to the crowd, and finally—but all too soon—Ethan pulls away and we turn to view all our guests. Everyone is on their feet, clapping and cheering as he takes my hand and leads me back down the aisle and into the house. Two guests close the doors behind us, giving us a moment of peace, and Ethan spins me around as I land in his arms.

      “I love you, Mrs. Brighton,” he mumbles, leaning in for a kiss while he backs me into a corner.

      I smile. “I love you too, Mr. Brighton,” I whisper against his lips.

      His hands find my waist, and he picks me up as our kiss grows more urgent. I can feel him pulling and tugging at my dress and I break the kiss and smack him away.

      “What are you doing? We can’t have sex here.”

      “Why not? It’s our house, isn’t it?” He moves back in.

      I laugh and sidestep him. “Yes, but we have guests out there. Not to mention, we still have pictures, and if I take this thing off, it’s never going back on.”

      “Good. I’m looking forward to tearing it off.” He wags his eyebrows at me.

      I snort and slap him away. “Let’s get back out there, hubby.” I hold out my hand.

      He takes a deep breath, straightens his jacket, and places his hand in mine. “Let’s do it.” He opens the doors and we step out to find only the wedding party since the rest of the guests have moved over to the tent for the reception.
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      It’s going on five p.m. when we sit down for dinner. My stomach is so queasy, I don’t even know if I’ll be able to eat the meal I’ve dreamed about for months. The steak on my plate is covered in a garlic mushroom sauce, and the mashed potatoes look light and fluffy. The vegetables are green and crisp, and the wine looks sweet. My mouth waters, and I know that even though I’d love to eat all this food before me, baby number two won’t like it one bit.

      Ethan stands and taps his knife against his wineglass, which contains grape juice. “Excuse me, everyone. We’d like to say a few words.”

      Everyone quiets down and I stand to join my husband.

      “We’d like to take a minute to thank everyone who came out here today. You all mean the world to us. It really means a lot to be able to share such an important day in our lives with all our family and friends. Each and every one of you played such a huge part in getting us to where we are now: parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, friends, and children.” He pauses. “Speaking of children, we should probably tell you: we’re expecting baby number two!”

      The whole tent erupts in loud cheers and laughs. Ethan pulls me close to his side just as Mom hands me Grayson. Flashes start going off and Ethan and I look at each other with smiles, knowing that this is the perfect family moment. This time next year, we’ll be a family of four, and neither of us could be happier.

      Once everyone calms down, we all sit to enjoy our meal. Since Grayson is eight months old, he’s desperately trying to eat anything he can get his hands on. He sits on my lap and chews on my fingers, which he’s managed to cover in mashed potatoes.

      “Dada!” Grayson cries, reaching for Ethan. I pass him over and he laughs and smiles like Ethan is his whole world.

      “Come on, sis,” Vesper says, pulling me up. “It’s time to throw the bouquet.”

      I stand but Liam steps between us. He holds up a finger. “One thing before you get too busy.” He reaches into his suit jacket and pulls out an envelope.

      I press my lips together as he places it in my hand. “What’s this?”

      Ethan steps up to my side, still holding Grayson.

      “It’s a wedding present from Vesper and me. Hope you like it, but if you don’t, blame Ethan,” Liam says with a laugh.

      I look at Ethan and he winks at me before nodding his head, motioning for me to open it.

      I slide my index finger into the opening and tug it open. Inside is a piece of paper. Confused and excited about what it could be, I pull it out and unfold it.

      “It’s the deed to your new photography studio!” Ves gushes.

      “What? Where?” I’m speechless.

      “Right next door to Amy’s coffee shop. The office supply store is shutting its doors at the end of the month, and then it’s all yours,” Liam says, wrapping his arm around Vesper’s shoulders and pulling her to his side.

      My mouth drops open. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t accept this. It’s too much!”

      Liam waves his hand through the air, dismissing the thought completely. “It’s nothing, Aria. You deserve it. Ves has shown me some of your work and it’s all amazing. In fact, I have a few connections in Los Angeles. They’re always looking for great photographers for their online magazine and marketing business. The pay is great, you get to make your own hours—as few or as many as you want—and you get to work from home. I’ll give you their info later.”

      Laughter bubbles up and pregnancy tears fall freely.

      “Don’t cry,” Vesper says, lifting her hands and wiping away my tears. “You’re going to ruin your makeup.”

      I laugh; she would be worried about something like that. “Thank you guys so much. I can’t explain how much this means to me.” I lean in and pull them both to me for a hug.

      Vesper smiles. “Now, let’s see whose wedding we’ll be attending next, shall we?” She pulls me up to the makeshift dance floor and all the ladies line up. I spin around and everyone counts down.

      “Three! Two! One!”

      I throw the bouquet and spin around to see who caught it, unable to hold in my laughter when I find Amy front and center, flowers in hand, with red, glowing cheeks.

      We cheer and clap, and I pull her in for a hug. “Better hurry up or those babies will beat you.”

      She rubs her big belly that’s home to not one, but two babies: a boy and a girl. “That’s okay. We can wait a couple of years.”

      My eyebrows skyrocket. “A couple of years?”

      “I’m having two babies, Aria! It’s going to take a while before I can fit into a wedding dress.” She laughs.

      “I’d say you could borrow mine, but I think Ethan has plans to tear it off later,” I say around a laugh.

      She scrunches her nose. “Eww, gross.”

      The music starts up and I take her hands in mine. “Come on, dance with me!”

      We begin moving our hips and swaying to the music, but she suddenly jerks away, holding her stomach. “Ow. Ow. Ow. Find Tyler now! These babies are coming!”

      I laugh and jump up and down, but quickly gather myself enough to tell the DJ to announce it over the loudspeaker.

      “Tyler, please come to the DJ booth. You’re about to become a dad!” Chris, the DJ, announces.

      Again, everyone claps and cheers loudly.

      Tyler rushes up front and sees Amy. “Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head. “No—the baby’s coming! Get the car. NOW!”

      He rushes away and Ethan and Liam hold Amy’s hands and walk her to the driveway.

      “Man, this family picks the best days for giving birth,” I joke, referring to the movie night we’ve yet to make up.

      “Call us and send lots of pictures,” Vesper tells Amy as she’s being placed in the car. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Tyler and Amy head for the hospital, and Liam and Vesper go back to the tent for the babies—Ves is on baby duty tonight so Ethan and I can spend the whole night alone.

      Ethan wraps his arm around my shoulders as we watch Tyler and Amy speed down the drive. He leans his head against mine. “Can we skip out of this party now? I love that dress, but I think I’d love it torn up on the floor better.” He offers up a smirk.

      I laugh and pull him in for a kiss. “Take me away, Ethan,” I whisper against his lips.

      “Gladly,” he replies, picking me up and carrying me into our new cabin.

      We’ll make it back to the party later, but right now, I just want to celebrate with my husband—a man I know I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving; a man who has already become a better father than his own; and a man who knows there is no darkness we can’t light up together.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keep Reading For The Castille Hotel Series!

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Business & Pleasure

          

          CASTILLE HOTEL SERIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BOOK 1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Novel

          

          By

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ALEXIS WINTER

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Never mix business and pleasure

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Don’t sleep with the sexy, arrogant, manwhoring boss.

      

        

      
        Don’t drool every time you look at his perfectly chiseled face and rock-hard body.

      

        

      
        But mostly…don’t let him know you want him just as bad.

      

        

      
        Easy enough, right? WRONG.

      

        

      
        Never in a million years did I think the sexy, mysterious stranger at the airport would stalk me and hire my design firm to redo his hotel chain.

      

        

      
        I hate that I know the way he tastes…the way his lips feel against mine.

      

        

      
        I hate that I still want him even after hearing him ram his headboard against our adjoining hotel room wall.

      

        

      
        Mostly…I hate that I’m falling for him.

      

        

      
        Can a no-strings-attached fling blossom into actual, head-over-heals love?

      

        

      
        Or will a tragic accident ruin our chances forever?
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            Chapter 1

          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      Life has a funny way of not turning out the way you thought it would. Sometimes it’s irony, other times it’s a full-blown quarter-life crisis staring you in the face at twenty-five years old…in an airport bathroom.

      It’s crazy how one minute, you have your entire life planned out, and in a few short hours and a few impulsive, if not reckless, decisions later, your life has jumped the tracks and is now aimlessly barreling ahead at full speed.

      I splash cold water on my face and take in a few deep breaths, hoping it will calm the symphony of butterflies in my stomach. My knuckles have gone white as I grip the edge of the sink, willing myself to stay calm and pull it together. I hardly notice the endless stream of fellow travelers coming in and out.

      Once I’m calm enough, I reach into my purse and pull out a few makeup items to freshen myself up. What’s that stupid quote about giving a woman the right lipstick and she can conquer the world? Yeah, okay, show me that color, please. The woman who penned that never had a quarter-life crisis in a public restroom.

      After a little self-care and a mental pep talk, I feel good enough to emerge from my hideout, if only to make a beeline for the nearest bar. I feel a buzzing in my pocket as I exit the restroom and pull out my phone to check my messages.

      “Uggghhh, goddammit!” I groan petulantly as I read the ‘your flight is now delayed’ text from my airline. I even throw in a foot stomp for emphasis as I roll my eyes and grab my bag, heading off in search of that bar.

      Locating a decent-looking watering hole, I pull up my bag to a barstool and dramatically flop onto the seat. The bartender gives me a nod as if to say he sees me and will be over in a moment. I don’t even need to look at the menu to know what I want.

      I wasn’t a big drinker in college, despite a stressful double major and a demanding internship. I enjoy a nice glass of wine now and then, but when I need to calm my nerves or feel a buzz, I always go for a dirty vodka martini with extra olives. I rattle off my order to the bartender when he finally saunters over, barely giving him the chance to get out his pleasantries.

      The bar is dimly lit, even for an airport. It’s located in a more obscure part of the terminal and seems to be the bar people go to when they have a long layover or are stuck with a shitty delay like myself. I barely have the first sip of my very overpriced martini when I feel the familiar presence of a once-popular frat boy lingering near me. Why do they all feel the need to douse themselves in enough mediocre cologne to offend anyone within a fifty-yard radius?

      I set my drink back down when he leans himself against the bar, half-pressing himself against my arm as if personal space is a thing of the past.

      “Looks like you could use another,” he says as he sloppily points to my very full martini glass.

      “I haven’t even had a full drink of this one yet but thank you.” I smile politely but turn away quickly so as not to encourage him. This isn’t my first rodeo; I am very aware of the effect I have on men. I was blessed by the genetic gods with piercing blue eyes and naturally thick blonde hair. I’m not Barbie height, merely five-six, but I don’t have to do much to keep my hourglass figure and perky C-cups. I can’t complain, and I certainly don’t take it for granted, but it pretty much attracts douchebags like it’s their job. Sometimes I feel bad for them that they can’t seem to resist a full-breasted blonde woman. Very predictable, and very pathetic.

      My friends had given me the nickname Barbie since I was about thirteen years old. At the time, I had outgrown pretty much everyone in my grade and was the only middle schooler that stood head and shoulders above everyone else and had a full chest. Unfortunately, I stopped growing that same year. When I was younger, I was mortified by the attention my body got me; it was awkward as hell to be the only fifth grader wearing a sport’s bra at recess to play kickball.

      “So where you headed to? You live here in Dallas? I’d love to take you out sometime if you do. Or, hey, even if you don’t, I’d fly to take you out!” He gestures wildly as he speaks, almost too confident that his offer to take me out will surely melt my panties and leave me begging him for happily ever after.

      “No, no, I’m not local, and you haven’t even asked my name or introduced yourself, but you want to take me out?” He quickly jumps in and cuts me off, thrusting his hand out to grasp mine.

      “Trevor—”

      I hold up my hand to stop him as I interject, “Don’t bother. I won’t remember it, and I won’t be accepting the offer to hang out. I have had one helluva day, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to drink this overpriced and watered-down martini in relative peace, ok?” I smile to soften the blow, but it doesn’t seem to help.

      He rolls his eyes and backs away with his hands in the air as if to say he surrenders. Something tells me he’s probably been in trouble for his behavior in the past.

      “You know, you blonde bitches are all the same. Your loss, sweetheart,” he slurs. I lift my martini glass to him with a huge grin as I turn back around to face the bar and drown my sorrows.

      Relieved to no longer be gagging on the syrupy-sweetness of his cologne, I drum my fingers on the bar, unsure of what to do with myself or my time. Normally, I would be elbows deep in a design, but since I had unceremoniously walked in on my ex banging someone else, I wasn’t exactly in the headspace.

      “That was a pretty brutal rejection; you seem well practiced at it though.”

      I haven’t even noticed the man sitting to my left. There is an empty stool between us, but he clearly overhead my conversation with cologne boy. I turn my head to give him a snarky remark, but my words catch in my throat and I quickly down two large gulps of my martini. The liquor burns my throat, but it allows me the few extra seconds I need to gather my thoughts.

      This guy looks like he walked out of a catalog called Sexiest Men Alive. I know that’s a stupid way to describe someone but imagine all those guys that are in luxury car commercials and Ralph Lauren ads. The ones that somehow look like they work on Wall Street, are a secret agent, and could also be the leader of the free world while saving babies in their spare time…that’s this guy. It looks like the Greek gods hand-carved this guy to be their fucking mascot.

      He cradles a tumbler of amber liquid as he shoots me a coy smile, waiting for my response. His hair looks like waves of dark chocolate with a dusting of gray at the temples, and his eyes are the most vibrant green I have ever seen. The way his tailored suit hugs his body, I can imagine he keeps himself in amazing shape. Realizing I’m staring uncomfortably long at this stranger, I smile and shrug my shoulders at him, clearly still at a loss for forming coherent thoughts like a functioning adult.

      “Cheers to a shitty day. I heard you tell Trevor over there that you had a helluva day and I can commiserate with you there.”

      “Who?” I can feel my face wrinkle in confusion.

      “The lovely gentleman that just approached you,” he says, gesturing with a nod towards the table of rowdy frat guys.

      “Oh! Sorry, I guess I didn’t even catch his name.” I shrug my shoulders again as if this is the only form of primitive communication I’m capable of. I usually wasn’t so callous, but like I told Trevor, today is not my day.

      He lifts his almost empty glass in the air towards me and then swallows down the rest of the liquor. Almost without hesitation, the bartender scurries over and offers him another drink in a fresh glass.

      I raise my martini back to him and take another long sip. “The fucking worst,” I mutter almost to myself.

      “Swap stories? Wallow without judgment?” he asks with a raised eyebrow and a sexy smirk.

      I look down at my phone to check the time. “Might as well since my flight has been delayed for three hours.”

      He slides off his stool and settles back onto the one closest to me. He leans in, holding out his hand to me. I reach my hand out to meet him, very aware of my grossly sweaty palms. Of course, he smells fantastic. Like a fucking fantasy: expensive and refined with notes of sandalwood and oud.

      “Vincent Crawford.” He shakes my hand firmly as he raises an eyebrow as if to ask my name in return. A current of electricity travels through my body at his touch. Yup, this is the kind of guy who could completely fuck up your life in two-point-five seconds.

      “Alison. Alison Ryder,” I say, trying not to stare at his full lips.

      “Well, since I offered, I’ll go first, then you can decide how much you want to share to make me feel better about whining to a stranger.” I laugh a little as he moves the glass back and forth between his hands.

      “So, I work for a luxury hotel chain based in Chicago. I am currently in the middle of an acquisition in London and another possible one in Toronto. I am actually on my way to Canada now to meet with the current owner of a hotel there, after which I go home for a week or so, then off to London.”

      I sip my martini as he continues to expound on his travel plans that will be taking place over the next several months and the time it took to get everything organized.

      “So anyway, my executive assistant that helped me plan all of these trips was supposed to travel with me, but today, she up and quit because she fell in love and eloped. This caused a chain reaction of events: since she quit, she didn’t confirm my travel plans with my private jet, so they ended up submitting flight plans too late to get approved. Now I’m stuck on a commercial flight, which is getting me into Toronto at an ungodly hour, if it departs in the next hour as scheduled and causing me to miss my initial meeting.”

      I can see he is getting more and more exasperated, although he’s barely changed his cadence or demeanor, remaining calm. He’s clearly a meticulous and punctual man who doesn’t appreciate being late or having his schedule interrupted.

      “Jesus, that sounds like a nightmare. I’m sorry. Is your boss at least being understanding about everything?”

      He stares into his glass as he swirls the remaining liquor around before downing it. He shakes his head as he swallows. “Sorry, I forgot to mention, I am the boss. I own the company, so it’s just frustrating me more than normal that I am now stuck with no assistant to help me as I manage this possible new acquisition. Normally I’m very easy going, I like to think of myself as laid back, but when it comes to the reputation of my company, I can’t help but get a little riled up.”

      “Hey, I get it. I’m very type-A, so I can imagine how frustrating that would be. When’s your next trip after this one? Do you have time to hire an executive assistant before then?”

      “I’ll be in Toronto for four days, so I’ll have about ten days to interview and hire a new EA before flying to London for other business. I sent an email to my vice president’s secretary to see if she can help me get the ball rolling. The hard part will be finding someone willing to travel all over the damn globe almost immediately after starting. I prefer to build trust with someone before exposing them to such confidential information and putting those kinds of demands on them. Anyway, at this point, I’m just complaining. Your turn,” he says, raising his empty glass to me.

      “Well, we did agree we would wallow without judgment.” I finish the rest of my martini before launching into my story.

      “Funny enough, I am also from Chicago. Well—originally I’m from North Dakota, but I moved to Chicago for college and stayed because, well, it’s Chicago!” I’m rambling like a ditzy high schooler, my hands gesturing a bit wildly. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, the frazzled state of my nerves, or the sexy stranger that has me acting completely out of character.

      “I’m an associate at a very prestigious design firm, Madeline Dwyer Designs…I did my internship there through undergrad and then worked my way up from junior associate to associate…working towards senior and then partner, or maybe owning my own firm someday. My fiancé is a senior associate at a big law firm, about to be made partner. He and I have been together for six years. I met him when I was still in school. I was working through my internship and went to a local bar where the lawyers from his firm frequented. He was a junior associate at the time.” I let out a big breath to gather my thoughts and try to slow the two martinis from going straight to my head.

      “So anyway, he proposed seven months ago, and we set a date for June of next year. Recently, his firm’s Dallas office took on a huge class-action lawsuit, and they needed some help so Brian, my fiancé, volunteered to go. He took a few of the interns with him, and they’ve been there for a few weeks. My boss asked me if I wanted time off to fly down and see him for a few days, and naturally, I jumped at the opportunity. I missed him and hadn’t seen him for so long.” I feel myself rambling, so I take another deep breath to steady myself.

      “So, short story long, I showed up to his hotel last night to surprise him and found him with one of his interns. He had her bent over the desk in the room and was giving her the business end of a deposition, if you know what I mean!” I snort, half at my punny joke and half to emphasize my point.

      Vincent smirks a little at the comment. “I did not go to law school, but I can deduce what that statement means.”

      “I didn't even say a word to him; I just turned around and left the room. I was shocked and didn’t even know what to do. He followed me and tried apologizing and giving every excuse in the book from ‘it’s not what you think,’ to ‘it’s your fault because you haven’t come to visit me here.’ I just took the ring off and handed it back to him, er—maybe I threw it at him; I can’t recall. We live together, so that’s another nightmare I have to figure out when I get back. I haven’t told my sister or my boss.”

      Shock registers on his otherwise passive face. “You win. Not that it’s a competition, that sounds rude, but fuck. You’ve had one shitty day. Not to pry, but did you suspect anything?”

      “I wouldn’t say I suspected infidelity but…the truth is I was settling. I think I was aware of that; I just didn’t want to admit it. When I met Brian, things were great; we were young and in love and all that. But now…” I feel my words slurring together. I am wildly out of character at this point. Miss Type-A, always in control and uptight, is letting it all out to a complete stranger. I rub my hand over my face, most likely smearing my makeup. “I mean, I still love him…it just fucking sucks to put your trust and faith in someone and have this entire life planned out and they just throw you away for someone that ‘didn’t mean anything.’” I make sure to use dramatic air quotes to emphasize my point.

      I look over at him as I shrug my shoulders in shame. He’s unsure of what to say, but his eyes are sympathetic to my situation.

      “I feel like a privileged asshole complaining about this stuff. I’m sorry.”

      He reaches out and brushes a stray section of hair behind my ear. It startles me, and I’m sure the emotion shows on my face as he pulls his hand back quickly.

      “I’m sorry, I hate seeing a beautiful woman cry.” His eyes drop to my lips briefly before he turns back to face his drink.

      “Well, Alison, you do have a right to be unhappy about where your life is going; privileged or not, we all deserve happiness. The important thing is, if you are unhappy, you have to be willing to be uncomfortable to change it. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck in the same situation complaining about the same things over and over. The big question now is, what are you going to do?”

      I let out a deep sigh as I look up toward the ceiling. “I don’t have a fucking clue, Vincent.” I can feel my phone vibrate in my pocket again as the bartender sends me over another dirty vodka martini. I nod a thank you and reach into my pocket. “Finally! My flight is scheduled to depart in the next thirty-five minutes; looks like my delay was cut short. My section should be boarding soon.”

      Vincent checks his watch and then pulls out his phone. “Lucky you. Looks like my flight is still delayed with no scheduled departure.”

      I throw a few bills on the bar top and stand up to gather my things. “Thanks for being my airport therapist. It was nice to talk so freely to a complete stranger, admitting things that I haven’t even said aloud to myself.”

      “Happy to listen. It was lovely meeting you, Alison Ryder.”

      He gives me a crooked smile as he reaches into his pocket again and pulls out his business card.

      “In case you need someone to drink an overpriced martini and have another therapy session with when you get back to Chicago.” I smile and take the card from him; our fingertips briefly touch, sending a current through my body. Just as I turn to walk away, he pipes back up.

      “Oh, and if you’re looking to completely uproot your life, I’m looking for an assistant.” I laugh, unsure if he’s serious, but a little intrigued at the idea. I won’t lie: the thought of jet setting around Europe for several weeks on someone else’s dime sounds like a dream job…especially if it means spending time with him every day.

      “Thanks again, Vincent. It was great meeting you. I hope you get everything sorted and can find a replacement assistant soon. Best of luck on the acquisition!”

      I grab my suitcase and make my way toward my gate. I know I just met the man, but weirdly I feel a little sad walking away from him. A small part also questions if he really just hit on me after telling him I found my fiancé cheating. The thought of Brian makes my stomach churn…I feel like a piece of shit too. I’m still coasting on the realization that my six-year relationship is over and my heart’s broken while I’m fantasizing about a complete stranger.

      I am technically now homeless and single…I just need to get on my flight and let my thoughts marinate in the vodka now sloshing around my brain.
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      I was two glasses of scotch in when I saw the petite blonde come barreling into the airport bar. She was breathtaking and looked as though she were ready to rip a few heads off. She didn’t seem to notice me as she waved the bartender over and ordered her dirty martini.

      She looked a bit disheveled, but I could see from her fitted pencil skirt and silk blouse she had a taste for fashion and knew how to dress for her body. It was only a matter of minutes before the shark approached.

      I watched as she handled her own like a pro. I have to admit; it was even a little intimidating to see such a gorgeous woman own her looks and not feel she owed anyone anything for it. I didn’t feel a bit sorry for the overzealous, drunk asshole that though he could get to her with just an offer to buy her a drink. Guys like him give us all a bad name. A woman wants to feel important and special, like she’s the only one in the room. I have a talent for it; I won’t lie. I’ve never once struggled to get a woman to notice me, or into my bed.

      I was more than a little curious to know what series of events brought her to this moment. Being that I was stuck at the airport for god knew how long, I figured it couldn’t hurt to make small talk with a stranger. Especially someone as gorgeous as her.

      “That was a pretty brutal rejection; you seemed well practiced at it though.” I raised my glass to her and watched as the look of disgust melted off her face when she saw me. Yeah, I have that effect on women. I reached over and introduced myself to her, offering to swap stories.

      I let my eyes drop from hers down her long, slender neck. She’s delicate and smooth: the kind of woman you can’t help but want to see beneath you gripping the sheets and calling out your name.

      I listened intently as she described her day. My assistant quitting certainly didn’t seem like that big of a deal once I listened to her detail how she just caught her fiancé cheating on her. While I couldn’t relate to that situation, it was exactly why I preferred my “relationships” to be quick and easy…no emotions, no commitments, just sex. At least, that’s what I told myself. I’d never considered anything more until I started watching everyone around me find ‘the one.’

      I wasn’t sure what it was, but something about her intrigued me. Her beauty was something to be admired, but it wasn’t that. She was driven and ambitious; she just needed a little guidance…someone to mentor her.

      When I was her age, I was mentored by a man named Hershel Fitzsimmons; he was what they called a ‘wolf of Wall Street.’ Powerful and intimidating but never disrespectful or one to waste your time. He was direct and honest, and that bothered a lot of people, but it got him to the top of his financial game. I watched him be genuine and honest with his clients and partners over the years, and I knew that was the kind of man I wanted to be. I never wanted to betray the trust of the people who helped me build my success.

      I pull out the pocket watch that Hershel left me when he died. He always told me, ‘Never waste anyone’s time because time is the only thing we can’t get more of.’ It’s a constant reminder of how far I’ve come since the days when I was washing dishes in the back of an ancient diner to put myself through college and supplement my scholarship to Dartmouth. The road from New Hampshire to Chicago was a long one and seemed eternally uphill. The even longer road had been the one I’d gone down to get from being abandoned as a toddler with my nearly destitute grandparents by a drug addict of a mother, to being the fourth-richest person on the North American continent. It sure as hell hadn’t been because I was timid and afraid to go after what I want. I’m a man who doesn’t understand the word ‘can’t.’

      I learned from a very early age that the only way I was going to get what I wanted in life was to go after it with wild abandon. I’d gone after my first hotel like a cheetah after a gazelle…nothing but pure determination, precision, and the realization that failure wasn’t an option.

      At twenty-five-years-old, I had talked enough investors into giving me money to buy a bankrupt hotel in the middle of Chicago’s Magnificent Mile and renovate it, turning it into one of the most sought-after accommodations not only in Chicago, but all of North America. I put everything I had into making that happen, and my motto was, “Work hard, play even harder.”

      I knew what it was like to go to bed hungry, to not know if you’d have a roof over your head, to have nobody to depend on. The day I made my first thousand dollars, I promised myself I’d never take a single breath for granted again.

      The cost of my constant dedication to building my business was a lack of personal relationships. I watched as my best friend Nate Baldwin had met and fell in love with his now-fiancée Elise, both of whom worked for my company. Nate as CFO and Elise as my in-house legal counsel. I love giving Nate a hard time about being completely pussy whipped, but the truth is I’m envious of him and what he has with Elise.

      While we were working on our degrees at Dartmouth, I had watched him jump from date to date just as I had. Back then, we made bets with one another about who could get the most numbers in one night or could bring a girl back to our dorm the quickest. It’s not like I set out to be a playboy asshole who never settled down, but somewhere along the way, life happened, and here I am.

      I pull out my phone, typing in the name of the design firm she mentioned: Madeline Dwyer Designs. I flip through the images on the website, clearly a high-end establishment with several well-to-do clients in the Chicagoland area. I click on the ‘our staff’ link and scrolled down till I see a familiar face. There she is: Alison Ryder, associate designer.

      I let my thumb hover over the number of the firm for just a brief second before dialing, I glance at my watch hoping I still catch someone in the office since it’s almost six.

      “Madeline Dwyer Designs, this is Tiffany speaking; how may I direct your call?”

      “Hello, Tiffany. My name is Vincent Crawford. I’d like to speak with Madeline directly please.”

      “I’m sorry Mr. Crawford, do you have an appointment with Miss Dwyer?”

      I’m not one for name dropping, but in a situation like this, I’m not above doing it either. “No, I don’t, but I’m the owner and CEO of Castille Hotels. I’m looking to hire her firm to take on a massive contract to completely redesign several of my hotels.”

      “I—I’m sorry, Mr. Crawford, let me make sure she’s in her office and I’ll put you through.”

      I drum my fingers on the bar top as I wait to be patched through. Nate would give me hell right now if he knew what I was about to do.
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      I chew nervously on my pen cap, reading and re-reading the text on my phone while I sit at my desk in my cramped office. I refocus, tossing the pen on my desk and twirling a long strand of my hair around my finger. I’ve been told over the years the habit is unbecoming and makes me look desperate and ditzy, but I always do it when I’m feeling particularly stressed.

      “Knock, knock. You okay, Ali? You look like you’ve had about six espresso shots for breakfast.” I look up to see my coworker Chloe smiling at me with a look of slight concern on her face.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m good. Great. Why, what’s up?” My sad attempt at masking my anxiety is betrayed by how squeaky I sound.

      I won’t lie: the fact that I am always defending against the dumb blonde stereotype and that I’m the youngest junior designer at this firm has given me a bit of a chip on my shoulder, and I am determined to not let first impressions be last impressions. Sometimes it means I get a little too wrapped up in being the perfectionist I am. Like right now, for example. It also makes me second guess my abilities and confidence in my job. Something I hate greatly.

      Chloe still stands in the doorway to my office with a look on her face, waiting for me to elaborate on why I’m so jumpy.

      “I got a text from Madeline first thing this morning telling me she needed to speak with me. She’s cleared her calendar and wants me to make it a priority.”

      Chloe glances at the watch on her arm. “And you’re dragging ass because? It’s almost nine-forty-five already; that’s not exactly making it a priority to Madeline Dwyer.”

      “I know, I know. I’m just—avoiding it? What if I’m getting canned?”

      Chloe’s crossed arms drop to her sides. “You can’t be serious, Alison. You are the best designer in this office besides Madeline. We all want to be you! You need to grow some balls and realize how amazing you are.” She cocks her hip and points her finger in my direction with conviction.

      Maybe she’s right…I have worked my ass off to land my dream job, and I should be more confident in my abilities and judgment. I stand up sharply, smoothing the front of my shift dress and grabbing my iPad. “You know what? You’re right! I am a professional, modern woman!”

      I walk swiftly around my desk and high-five a laughing Chloe as I make my way confidently towards Madeline’s office.

      “That’s right, girl! You got this; woot-woot!” Chloe calls after me as I raise a fist in the air.

      Right before I round the corner, I turn to face her again, “Oh, and I’ll be grabbing those last few boxes from your place this weakened. Thanks again for letting me stay with you. Tell Stan he’s a trooper for putting up with two women for that long. I owe you a lot of wine.”

      Madeline Dwyer is everything I want to be. She’s cool, calm, completely put together, and knows her business like no other person in the city of Chicago. She started this business on her own in her twenties, while she was still in college, no less, and has run it on her own ever since, rising to become one of the premier design firms in the country.

      This firm is her baby, and because of that, she values the people she hires; nobody gets in unless Madeline hand-picks them. It’s probably the reason that Madeline is still single well into her forties despite the plethora of men who try to work their way into her life.

      I feel my heart in my throat. I try replaying Chloe’s words in my head over and over, but my nerves are starting to get the better of me again. I wait patiently outside of Ms. Dwyer’s office for her executive assistant to summon me into the largest office in the building: one with a corner view that looks out over the whole city…naturally. It makes the room that I work out of look like a closet. Those are the perks when you run an entire company instead of just being a newbie designer in a huge firm. It also lights a fire under my ass to work my up.

      For all my drive and ambition, the truth is, I’m still new to this game. I am the youngest designer in the firm, barely older than the interns. I was one of those interns just a few years ago. I loved interning here. Madeline gave us every opportunity to learn from her, and I jumped at it. I was burning the candle at both ends in those days, but it paid off. I received an offer letter before I even graduated from college.

      “Ms. Dwyer will see you now.” Her assistant Sophie doesn’t even look up from her desk as she hangs up the phone and calls me into the office. I push open the large door, swallowing to get the knot in my throat as I walk into the room. Madeline is sitting in the chair behind the desk with a folder in hand, her glasses resting at the end of her nose as she studies whatever paperwork is inside.

      “Have a seat, Alison.” She puts the folder down, grabbing her glasses off their perch and uses them to point to the chair opposite her. I slide into place, trying not to look as nervous as I am. My legs feel like a baby deer’s as I lower myself to the chair.

      “Morning, Ms. Dwyer.” I can hear my voice wanting to shake, but I fight back and refuse to let it come out of my throat. I am a strong, confident, modern woman who is talented, driven, and deserves success.

      “Morning.” She picks up the file and passes it over the desk to me. I reach for it, opening it and reading the words printed on the title page. Castille Hotels is emblazoned across it in what I recognize as Madeline’s careful and ornate handwriting. I flip through it for a moment before looking back up at my boss in confusion.

      “I don’t understand. Is this a new project?”

      “We have a new client, as you can see from the information in that folder. Castille Hotels is in the market for a designer to plan renovations in several of their locations. They contacted me the other day, and I thought this might be a good chance for you to prove yourself.”

      Her voice is calm and even, betraying nothing of what is going on behind the gray-blue of her eyes. Madeline’s hard to read on a good day, and this morning caught me entirely off guard. I can feel my eyes growing a little wide, despite my determination not to show Madeline how off-kilter all of this has thrown me.

      “I don’t understand. I’m almost done with the staging designs for the new Adam Mitchell furniture store you gave me last week, but it’s just the initial designs. There’s still so much to do.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” she says with a casual flick of her wrist. “I already spoke with Chloe, and she was more than happy to take that project over for you. I also called the client, and they were happy to work with Chloe again. She helped them years ago when they opened their flagship store.”

      I nod as she speaks, still trying to come to terms with the fact that she just handed me the opportunity of a lifetime. I take a deep, calming breath. “I mean…this is a huge job, and if you think I’m up to the challenge, then I’m going to be up to the challenge.”

      I look from the folder to my boss, steeling my features and owning the fact that I am capable. In reality, I want to jump on top of the chair and scream with excitement. Most designers have to work a decade before they are handed an opportunity like this.

      “Fair enough. I wouldn’t have offered you the job if I didn’t think you were up to it.” Once again, Madeline’s stoic features give nothing away. “It’s going to require a lot of travel. Mr. Crawford has already said it will all be at his own expense. You’ll be using his private jet and staying at his hotels.” If she considered how intimidating this is for me, she certainly doesn’t give anything away.

      “So when do I start?” I close the folder and place it on my lap. There will be a lot of research to do, and I plan to start as soon as I walk out of this room and back to my office. There isn’t a chance in hell I am going to screw this up by going into it unprepared. Looks like my nights and weekends just got booked up for several weeks.

      “Right now, but your first meeting with the client isn’t until tomorrow at his headquarters on Michigan Avenue. You have an appointment at ten. The address is in the folder. Sophie has sent you an invite on your calendar, and she’s given you access to all of the folders on the network.” She nods towards the door, bending to pick up a pen from the desktop and jot something down on a piece of paper. “Now go get started. As of right now, this is your only account. Make it count, Alison.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get right on it,” I say, standing up and leaving the room quickly, pulling out my cell phone out to immediately start searching for information on the company. I barely make it out of Madeline’s office and around the corner before I let out a squeak of excitement and run toward the elevator bank.

      I’ve heard of Castille Hotels before. You’d have to be living under a rock not to know who they are. Luxury hotels that are found on nearly every continent on the face of the planet are hard to miss. When you live in the city where the brand was founded, it is even harder to have never heard of them. I know less about the owner of the company, but a quick search will fix that.

      My breath catches in my throat as I click on Google images. Holy shit, it’s the guy from the airport bar! Mr. Crawford, Madeline’s voice rings in my head. I scurry back to my office and grab my purse, rummaging through it frantically until I find what I’m looking for. I pull out the business card he’d handed me and flip it over. There on the back in gold embossing is the emblem for Castille Hotels. I must have been too inebriated to have noticed it.

      Vincent Crawford is only thirty-six years old, but he is already a freaking billionaire. I take a moment to look at his face in the photos; the airport bar was dark and didn’t do him justice. He’s gorgeous, actual perfection. The kind of guy who would make you abandon everything you ever believed in for one kiss. His thick, dark hair flops carelessly over one eye in one photo, his sparkling teeth set perfectly against his plump lips.

      I scroll through his Wikipedia page. Apparently, he didn’t come from money. Everything he has is self-made. There’s pretty much zero detail on his actual childhood or family; most of it is details about his business and crazy personal life. I flip back to the Google images page and see a string of photos of Vincent with models and actresses draped across his arms, never the same one twice.

      I sit back heavily in my chair as I take in the photos of him. “I was definitely drunk to have no not realized his level of fuck-me-sideways-hotness.” I roll my eyes as I flip through the photos. “So cliché.” The other photos are of him skiing down mountains in Europe, skydiving, jumping off a bridge in Australia with nothing but a bungee rope tied to his ankles.

      “Failed Tinder date?” Chloe reappears in my office doorway with a smile on her face.

      “No, this new guy I’m going to be working for.” I flip the phone around, so she can see what I’m looking at. She steps into the room and grabs my phone, flipping through the images.

      “Daaaaamn, he is one tasty morsel!” She whistles as she admires a shirtless photo of him on a beach in the south of France.

      “A little too predictable don’t you think? Models ten years younger than him and million-dollar cars.” I wrinkle my nose in fake disgust. Is this really the same guy I met at the airport? He seemed so different…so normal, unlike all these pictures.

      “Someone sounds jealous…or intimated, maybe? Congrats on the job, by the way. I told you you’d be fine.”

      “So you knew? Thanks for taking on the Mitchell file, by the way.” I’m tempted to bring up the fact that I met the man at the airport, but then I worry how that will look. I meet this random guy at the airport, then he hires the firm, and I just happen to get the job?

      Chloe has been working at the firm for close to ten years; she just solidified her place as Madeline’s top designer and is now managing the interns. And she was my knight in shining armor that let me bunk with her for a few weeks until I found a new apartment.

      “Yeah, Madeline ran it by me. I thought it would be the perfect opportunity to get your feet wet. And no worries about the Mitchell file; that’s what I have interns for,” she says with a wink before heading back down the hall.

      I sit back in my chair, not letting the fact that Mr. Sex-on-a-stick-airport-fantasy is actually kind of a playboy and not exactly the kind of man I’d date. Maybe Chloe is right; I am judging this guy. Besides, he’s a job. I wasn’t hired to date him; I was hired to work for him.

      My idea of a wild Saturday night is getting Chinese takeout to eat while binge-watching old B-rated horror movies or catching up on work. While I don’t expect to spend any personal time with the client, I like to have an idea of the person and their interests; it helps me get a feel for their sense of style and design.

      This is how I once again wind up in my office with a strand of hair wound nervously around my finger. My first meeting with Vincent was less than impressive. I was a half-drunk bumbling mess. That is not the image I want to portray to my clients. My future at my firm and in the industry most definitely depends on my performance on this assignment. If it works out, this is going on my resume for the rest of my career. If it doesn’t, I am likely to be blacklisted from working for anyone in Chicago for the next decade.

      I catch my bottom lip in between my teeth and bite down hard before letting out a long sigh. There is a lot on the line with this job. I have to keep my head down, mind open, and make sure the client is happy. I don’t need to be best friends with the man; I don’t have to like him. I just have to decorate his hotels and make one hell of an impression. This could be the launching pad for me to not only solidify my name in the design world, but to make connections that later help me establish my own firm.

      Picking up a notebook and pen, I jot down a few quick notes from image searches of the list of locations I’m starting with. Eventually, the entire chain is going to be redecorated, but for now, they are starting on their oldest locations, needing to get them up to date.

      It has been ten years since he purchased and started his first location here in Chicago. It is past due for an update, and I already have a few ideas. I need to look through the location and get a feel for the way things work and flow in the hotel. The decor needs to be more than just beautiful. It needs to be comfortable and functional as well.

      A lot of people could make a room look amazing. Looks most certainly aren’t everything. Madeline understands that better than most. If a room isn’t usable, if in the end, it isn’t a space someone can feel comfortable working or living in, then it is a failure. Interior design is a balance between art and function, everything that I love, and in the end, it is the space itself that tells me what it needs.

      I finish jotting down some notes, glancing at the clock; it is lunchtime, and there isn’t much more I can do while my stomach is completely empty. I’ve not only done a thorough search of all the material that the internet can provide about both Vincent Crawford and his company, but I’ve filled my iPad with inspirational photos and colors that I can share with him during our meeting tomorrow. The rest is going to fall into place when I take a tour of the property and get a feel for the layout.

      I click back to the open Google images tab and scroll through more photos of him. I think back to the airport when he reached up and brushed a strand of hair back. I let my eyes close for a moment and wonder what would have happened if I had leaned into his hand. Maybe we would have shared a few passionate, secretive kisses before I dashed off to my flight. Suddenly my eyes shoot open, and I can feel my face blushing. Thank god things didn’t go that far; I can’t imagine walking into his office tomorrow with that being our last moment together. I need to stay focused!

      I grab my phone, tapping out a quick text to my little sister Janelle.

      Hey, J. Want to grab a bite to eat? I’ve got a lot to talk to you about.

      Janelle is a lot more than just my baby sister; she is the person that I trust most in the world. The two of us have been best friends since childhood. It is Janelle that keeps me sane and grounded most days. We are opposites—night and day, that’s for sure. Janelle’s light-hearted take on the world is the thing that balances out my serious moods and insane focus. She is the live-in-the-moment, don’t-take-the-world-too-seriously type. Something I struggle to embrace. If anyone can help me relax a little, it is going to be Janelle.

      My phone goes off almost immediately. It is a Monday. Janelle should be in class for the next half-hour, but of course, there is always the chance that she skipped it and will be free for the rest of the day, or that she is simply replying from the back of the lecture hall.

      Yeah, babe. Meet me at our restaurant in half an hour?

      My initial reaction is to tell her to either pay attention or get her ass to class, but one thing I’ve learned over the years with Janelle is she’s going to do whatever the hell she wants. I smile to myself and type out a response.

      Great. See you there. xo

      I grab my bag and make my way to the front desk, telling the receptionist I am going to lunch and if anyone comes looking for me to send me a text. In all likelihood, no one is going to be looking for me, but I feel guilty for skipping out on work for a long lunch break, no matter how much I might need it. I am going to be out of the office a lot in the next few weeks though. There is no telling when I’ll be back in once this project kicks off, and all my work can be done from home.

      I keep reminding myself that Vincent Crawford is my only job. I make my way to the closest train station to catch the L and head off to the bistro that Janelle and I love. This is going to be a long job and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I can’t wait to tell her about it.

      [image: ]

      “Okay, I’ve got a garden egg white omelet with a side of fruit?” My sister raises her hand as the waiter smiles and places it in front of her.

      “And the cookies and cream pancakes with extra whipped cream and a side of bacon and hash browns?” I raise my hand even though I am the only other person at the table.

      The waiter gives me a bit of a shocked looked as he sets my plates down. Annoyed by his perceived judgment, I snap back, “I’m stressed, okay.”

      “I’m sorry about that. Thank you so much; it all looks delicious,” Janelle says to the young man as he scurries back to the kitchen.

      “Okay, Alison, time to put your big-girl panties on and stop scaring people. Technically, you dumped Brian; just saying. Plus it’s been a few months; why is this happening all the sudden? Eat your fifteen-thousand-calorie lunch and get your game face on because we are going to brainstorm how to get your life on track and how to get over that sack of shit.”

      “What are you even talking about? This has nothing to do with that asshole. I’m work stressed.”

      “Oh, sorry. Tell me what’s going on; you said you had a lot to talk about?” she says, quickly changing the subject.

      “Yeah, so…this is kind of a crazy story, but I met this guy at the airport in Dallas while my flight was delayed.” I launch into the entire story, trying not to elaborate on the fact that he looked like a walking wet dream.

      “Oh my god, Ali, that’s amazing! Congrats!” She lifts her glass of orange juice to cheers me. “Now let’s get back to that part where you said he’s handsome. Are we talking handsome as in older man that could be our dad’s age or handsome as in he’ll fuck you until you call him daddy?”

      I roll my eyes; I knew she’d pick up on that detail. “Honestly, Elle, he’s the kind of guy that only talks to me because he’s trapped in an airport bar and bored out of his mind…and one thousand percent the fuck-you-until-you-call-him-daddy type,” I say, pulling out my phone to show her the pictures.

      She gives me a little smirk. “So, wait. What are the odds that you meet this guy and then, bam, he hires your firm? Did you tell him you worked there?” She reaches for the phone before slamming her hand down on the table with a straight up screech. “LORD HAVE MERCYYYYY!”

      I nod, swallowing the large bite of pancakes I just snarfed down as I snatch the phone back from her and give a polite, apologetic smile to people around us. “We’re in public, Elle!” I scold as she looks around without a care.

      “But yes, I casually mentioned it. I didn’t think he was listening that closely, but I guess he was. Anyway, worked out in my favor that Madeline put me on the contract.”

      Elle’s eyes shrink to slits. “Riiiight, she just happened to put you on the contract. Twenty bucks he called asking specifically for you.”

      “Cheers to me! I am going to kick ass on this job!” We both raise our glasses, but I can’t help but wonder if that’s true.
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      My office overlooks The Loop, directly across from the first hotel I bought ten years ago. It’s one of my favorite things to look at in this city. To me, it shows that no matter where you come from, if you put your mind to it, you can achieve unbelievable success.

      “Mr. Crawford, there’s a Miss Alison Ryder here to see you from Madeline Dwyer Designs,” my temporary assistant says. A huge smile spreads across my face. I am excited to see her again, curious if she’ll be shocked to see me or if she Googled me when she received the assignment from her boss.

      “Send her in, Gretchen.”

      I run my hands through my hair and settle back into reading the document laid out across my desk: a deal for buying a location in Toronto that needs updating and upgrading.

      Toronto is the perfect location for another of my hotels. It is close to the Canadian Tire Motorsports Park, and I’ve been looking for a new place to house some of my cars. Not to mention the number of businesses and events in Toronto. It is just screaming for me to add one of my luxury hotels, even if the competition in the area is steep.

      One of the older hotel owners was shopping for a buyer to liquidate some of his assets, and I had been the first person his agent had called. I always put out feelers in the area before I establish a new location. I’ve learned over the years that it’s easier to flip an older property than to build from the ground up, especially with luxury lines. I pay good money to be told when something like this comes available in certain cities. That’s why I hired Madeline’s firm. I have expanded at a rapid rate over the last several years, and it’s time to flip the properties I’ve acquired.

      I hear the office door open and close before looking up to see Alison enter the room. She looks different from what I remember, younger actually, and even more drop-dead gorgeous than I registered at the time. Her blonde hair is pulled into a tight knot at her neck, and it is safe to say that not a hair is out of place. Her clothes are immaculate, from the freshly starched white button-down to the red pencil skirt that matches the heels that grace her feet.

      I’ve seen more than my fair share of ‘hot.’ I’ve had it in my bed more times than I care to count. Alison has a different look, a determined look that says she has something prove. I can see it in the shrewdness in her gray-blue eyes and in the way she holds herself.

      I push myself up from my chair and walk around the desk, offering the young woman my hand.

      “Good morning, Miss…well, I’m afraid they didn’t tell me your name,” I joke. I raise an eyebrow but don’t even try to keep the corners of my mouth from curling up into a smirk. I am already amused by the look on her face as she takes my hand, and I can’t help but notice her eyes drop from my hand to my crotch. I grin; I would love to know exactly what is going through that pretty head of hers. She realizes I noticed and her eyes dart up to mine as her cheeks blaze bright red.

      “Pleasure to see you again, Mr. Crawford. I see you got a new admin?” She smiles with amusement as she shakes my hand before dropping it, moving to hold the tablet she’s brought with her against her chest. I still feel a charge of energy when she touches my hand; I’m curious if she feels it too. If so, she gives nothing away. She looks like an honor student on her first day of school. Already prepared to be the teacher’s pet and ace the class. I motion for her to take a seat in one of the chairs across from my desk.

      “Just a temp for now. Job is still open if you’re interested?”

      “I’ll consider it.” She gives me a pathetic grin before continuing, “I have to admit, I was a little shocked when my boss called me in and told me that you were looking for an interior designer. I understand you’re looking to update several of your hotel locations?” She opens the iPad and begins to flip through files.

      “Well, when you mentioned that you worked for a prestigious firm in Chicago, it reminded me that my old assistant had been working to find us a designer to redo several of our locations. I figured it was a sign we were meant to meet.” I flash her my best charming grin, but she doesn’t seem to take the bait. I want to ask her why she seems so different from that night at the airport…was it the booze? Maybe the whirlwind of all of the events that had taken place that day? Gone is the carefree woman who wasn’t afraid to tell off the drunk dude who tried hitting on her, and in her place is a stoic, if not demure, young woman.

      “Ms. Dwyer thought I’d be a good fit for the job. I must say, it’s a very large and in-depth project. I’m excited to get started working with you.” She doesn’t miss a beat, keeping her calm exterior as she speaks. I don’t tell her that I asked for her specifically. I think the owner was reluctant to send over someone so fresh, but I demanded she be the one I work with.

      Straight to business: that’s how she is going to be. I have to admit, her uptight demeanor amuses me more than it should. I may have to break the ice a little.

      “Pleasure to be working with you.” I walk away from her and over to the bar on the far side of the office. “Can I get you a drink? Vodka martini perhaps?”

      If straight to business is what she wants, it is the last thing she is going to get. I take my time pouring myself a shot of aged whiskey before turning around to face her.

      “No, thank you, Mr. Crawford. I don’t drink very often, and not before noon.”

      “Only at airport bars with strangers.”

      I can see the lack of enthusiasm on her face.

      “Well, I’d hate to have you break your ‘never before noon’ rule so I guess we can pick that back up later.” I throw a wink at her as I walk back over to the desk with a low chuckle.

      “Thanks again for keeping me company at the airport. I must say, I appreciated our encounter and was sad it ended so soon.”

      Her posture is stiff as she pulls on the hem of her skirt. “Mr. Crawford, did you call my firm and ask for me specifically to work on this contract?”

      I was waiting for this question. “Yes.” She stares at me, blinking rapidly.

      “Why?”

      “Why not? I was in need of a designer, and when you mentioned your job, I took the chance.”

      “Yes, that makes sense, but I am merely a junior designer. Why not have one of our senior associates handle this? Why did you ask for me?” I can tell there’s an unspoken question there.

      “Because I want you.” I can see her swallow hard. “I liked your tenacity when I met you, and I only want you touching my assets.”  It’s a cheap innuendo, but it works, as she shifts again in her seat.

      Working with her is going to be a trip; lucky for her, I welcome a good challenge. I’m sure Alison did her due diligence and Googled me. I’m aware of what pops up though I don’t make it a habit to research myself anymore. It is only a half story. I always love when someone thinks they know who I am based off something they read or saw about me online, not that I feel any judgement from her. Perhaps my own insecurities getting the better of me.

      Keeping half of myself secret is one of my greatest pleasures. Let them all think I’m a typical playboy and daredevil looking for my next conquest or adrenaline rush. I know the truth, and those closest to me know it as well. Something inside me wants to let Alison know the truth, too, but if she is going to assume she can learn about me from what she reads online, then I will let her have her little illusions for now.

      “Well, thank you then for allowing me this opportunity. I know our initial meeting was very unorthodox and I was completely out of sorts, so I don’t want you to think that is the kind of approach I will be taking with this position.”

      “Oh trust me, Alison, I don’t doubt your abilities for a second. In fact, I’m confident you can handle any position I put you in.”

      Two seconds after seeing her again and I am already picturing those red heels up by my ears and my name tumbling from her full lips…fuck me, this is going to be hard.
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          Alison

        

      

    

    
      I stare at myself in the floor-length mirror, smoothing out my outfit and making sure it isn’t stuck in any ill-fitting spots. I know it’s a silly thing to enjoy about a job, but I love being able to express myself a little through fashion. I meet with clients pretty regularly, so of course, it is encouraged. I slick on a pinky-nude gloss to finish off my polished look.

      I have an entire zoo of butterflies in my stomach as my Uber makes its way over to Castille Hotels corporate office. I’m always nervous meeting first-time clients, but they usually aren’t men that can make me throw my moral code out the window with one look. Not to mention, the last time I saw Mr. Crawford, my hormones shot into overdrive and I felt the need to squeeze my thighs together for some sweet relief.

      Pulling up to the building, my nerves only heighten. An imposing edifice with Castille Hotels emblazoned in gold letters across the top. I can’t help but wonder…compensating for something?

      I take a deep breath and shake off my nerves as I enter the building and make my way to the reception desk. “Uh, hi, my name is Alison Ryder. I have an appointment this morning with Mr. Vincent Crawford.”

      The petite redhead behind the desk doesn’t miss a beat. “Please sign in on the iPad, Miss Ryder.” She motions to the one mounted to her left. “Here is your visitor’s badge; please wear it in a visible spot for the duration of your visit. Mr. Crawford’s office is on the top floor; you’re going to want to go through the turnstiles behind you and take the first bank of elevators to your right. Once you reach the top floor, take an immediate left, and a Mrs. Windmeyer will be there to show you to Mr. Crawford’s office.” She gives me a curt smile and nod as if to signal that the conversation is over.

      “Thank you,” I say as I finish signing in, then turn around to follow her directions. My heels click on the marble floor as I follow a group of employees to the elevators. By the time I reach the top floor, I am the last person on board. I nervously step out and look to my left to see a small, white-haired lady waiving me towards her desk. I look around the floor as I make my way toward Mrs. Windmeyer.

      “Hello, Miss Ryder; lovely to meet you.” She stands and gives me a hearty handshake for such a small woman. “You have such a cute figure; I remember when I looked like that.” She winks at me as she ushers me toward the massive solid oak doors of Mr. Crawford’s office. She knocks as she pushes the door open. “Mr. Crawford, there’s a Miss Ryder here for your appointment.”

      I turn and thank her for the lovely compliment as I enter Vincent’s office. It is more in line with what I pictured than the sterile outside. Everything looks as if it were handpicked for him. Rich mahogany, deep jewel tones, and gold accents surround the room. It is opulent and classy without being gaudy. Clearly, he paid a pretty penny for this office.

      Vincent stands and walks around his desk to greet me; I hadn’t realized the first time we met how impressive his stature was…just like the building he had picked for his business. It isn’t just that he is uncharacteristically tall or built, but the way he carries himself commands your attention. His three-piece Savile Row suit is impeccably tailored and for some unknown, godforsaken reason, my eyes drop to his crotch!

      I knew what I was getting myself into when I entered Vincent’s office. At least, I thought I did. I was a little unprepared for what Vincent Crawford was like in real life. Offering me a drink at ten in the morning threw me off kilter. I was almost kicking myself for not taking it when he went back to his desk. But then again, what kind of impression would that have made?

      He isn’t the same guy I met at the airport, but then again, I was entirely out of character then as well. Maybe he was, and I was too wrapped up in my pity party and alcohol to clearly remember the events. One thing is for sure though: he’s even hotter than I remember. He has to be well over six feet, and his silky hair and piercing eyes are a deadly combo. Part of me wants to rip that expensive suit off his rock-hard body and pick up where we left off at the airport.

      “So, I took the liberty of doing some research on your hotel chain.” I pull two folders out of my bag, handing him one and keeping the other. There is a lot of detail with this job to get through, so setting expectations with him and getting him to focus is paramount to success.

      “I included some of my previous projects in that file, a small portfolio, if you will, of my design career. I’m sure you have your ideas and visions for this renovation; just think of me as your professional guide in this journey.”

      Vincent doesn’t say anything as he flips through the documents, glancing over them quickly. “Well, Miss Ryder, I’m very impressed. I think you went above and beyond in your preparation for this meeting. I get the sense that this is how you operate in all facets of life?”

      “Uh, yeah…yes. You could say I’m a bit of an overachiever. My fiancé calls me a very organized and compassionate psychopath,” I say as a nervous laugh escapes my lips.

      “Fiancé? You two have mended things?”

      “Er…ex-fiancé. Sorry, I’m still not used to saying that.” I fidget with the file. It’s been a few months since I ended things with Brian, but that word still creeps in now and then.

      “No need to apologize. I probably shouldn’t have inquired anyway; none of my business.” There is a moment of awkward silence before he places the portfolio on the table between us.

      “I suppose you’ll want me to start here in Chicago?” I shoot him a look across the desk, then glance back down at my file, making sure to keep my voice and demeanor strictly business.

      “Yes, Chicago first, then New York, Denver, Hawaii, and Iceland. Maybe a few other locations after that. We can work out travel plans as we go, I suppose. I’ll be sure to have my secretary copy you on all travel arrangements.”

      I jot down the list and avoid letting my eyes go wide at the last few destinations. It wasn’t everyone who could say that they were going to get paid to go and stay in a luxury hotel at any of those destinations as part of their work. It was one of the perks of the job, in this case. Though something about the last sentence catches me off guard.

      “We?” I stop typing and glance up at Vincent, narrowing my eyes. “Does that mean you’ll be coming with me, Mr. Crawford?”

      I hold my breath, hoping the answer is no. That would make this job so much easier than it is shaping up to be, but something tells me I’m not going to get the answer I am looking for.

      “Well, that is the plan.” The chuckle in his voice is clear. He isn’t even trying to hide it this time.

      “Well then…” I clear my throat again and try to take the surprise out of my reply. “I suppose we’re going to be working together for a long while.”

      This is going to take an adjustment. I already feel like an adolescent with her first schoolyard crush sitting in his office. Sneaking glances at the way he’s rolled his sleeves up to expose his defined forearms or the sharp cut of his jawline. I had hoped the traveling would come as a stress reliever with all of the extensive work this contract includes, but now I’ll be an anxious mess with my guard up the entire time.

      “I promise not to be too much of a boss, Alison. I’m sure you know that I’m a fan of having a good time. Or didn’t you read that about me in all of your research?” He gestures towards the tablet in my lap. He is mocking me now, judging from the tone of voice and the look in his eye. As frustrating as he is, I keep my composure and give him the fakest smile I can muster.

      “I’m sure we’ll get along famously, Mr. Crawford.” I put emphasis on the Mr. It doesn’t escape my notice that he refused to use the same formality with me. I’m not about to let him think I am comfortable around him by calling him Vincent; this relationship needs boundaries.

      “Oh, I’m certain of it.” He shoots me another seductive grin, running his hand through his vibrant hair. Why does he have to be so good looking? It would have been a lot easier to hate him if he weren’t so disarming.

      The photos online don’t do the playful light in his eyes justice, or the way his face twitches involuntarily into that smile that makes my core clench. If I could kick myself, I would. That little voice inside that keeps my head on straight is screaming at me to stop lusting and stay focused. I just need to listen.

      “So, I have some ideas I’d like to discuss with you about each of the hotels along with this file. Overall, they have a similar feel, but I want each of them to have their own details. The colors and decor should match the city that they’re located in. Some of the buildings are historic, and it would be a shame to lose that history. It’s going to be vital for you to visit each hotel and the surrounding cities. Each of them should feel like a luxurious but integral part of the city they’re in.” His face lights up as he speaks about his hotels; I can feel the passion in the tone of his voice.

      “What would be perfect for Chicago is going to be ridiculous in Iceland and so on. I know I’ve thrown a lot at you this morning but for the moment, do you have any questions?” He raises an eyebrow. The idea of creating custom designs for each location is exciting, and the fact that he seems to have a clear vision for each one is promising and should make my job easier.

      “Just one. When would you like to head over to the first hotel?” I put my focus back on the tablet in my lap, opening it to the calendar to thumb through my appointments, ready to put in a date that is going to work with his schedule. In the end, I am at his disposal.

      “Why not right now?” He stands up while gesturing toward his office door.

      “Oh, uh…ok.”

      I was expecting him to suggest something later in the week. Maybe him giving me the contact information to get in touch with the hotel manager to make an appointment. Instead, he’s grabbing his suit jacket from the coat rack in the corner and shrugging it on over his shoulders while I scramble to gather my things.

      He glances back at me while I’m still stuck in the chair, working to gather my items and place them strategically in my shoulder bag.

      “Are you coming?” The look on his face is simultaneously annoying and enchanting. I scramble up from my seat, rushing over to join him.

      “Of course, Mr. Crawford. You’ll have to excuse me. I wasn’t expecting you to want to get started right this minute.” I follow him out of the door and to the elevator bank across from his office without a word from his secretary we pass on the way.

      Maybe that’s what working for this man means. You have to roll with the punches and be ready to fly by the seat of your pants, ready to jump off a bridge or out of an airplane at any second. I had hoped all my research would keep me one step ahead of Vincent Crawford, and I feel like I am already failing miserably.

      “Starting today is not a problem, is it? Did you have somewhere else you needed to be?” The elevator dings and opens smoothly, almost soundlessly, in front of us. He places his hand on my lower back, ushering me into the box. His fingertips feel like they’re going to burn through my shirt.

      I shake my head as if that will help, stepping aside to let him hit the button for the ground floor. His arm brushes against my shoulder as I stand next to him. It’s not enough that he’s rich and powerful, but his looming stature and confidence seem to permeate the entire space.

      “No, sir. You are my only focus until this job is complete.” I almost hate to admit it to him, but he ought to know that the firm is putting as much effort as possible into his project.

      “Oh?” I can hear the smirk in his voice without bothering to look over at his face. “Well, I’m flattered, but I’m certain you have something else to take your focus, at least during your free time.”

      There is a question there without him asking it. No, there isn’t much else to take up my focus or time. I have a few friends, my sister being the main person in my life. I don’t have a dog or a cat, not even a house plant that is going to wither while I am away. It is depressing to admit it. Now that I am single, I have all the time in the world.

      Maybe he is trying to find out some more info on the ex-fiancé situation. I had completely forgotten that I confided in him about that. I can feel a red blush creeping up my neck at the memory.

      “I’m free to travel wherever and whenever, Mr. Crawford, and trust me when I say that there’s nothing that’s going to be a distraction from my work. I take my job very seriously, and I want to reassure you that I will be fully dedicated to this project.”

      I keep my focus on the doors of the elevator and am more than a little relieved when they open. Being that close to Vincent Crawford had been more than I was prepared to handle.

      “Well, in that case, I can’t wait to use you to your fullest capabilities,” he says as the doors open and I trip, spilling my belongings all over the floor and falling right into his arms.
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      I reach my arms out just in time as Alison catapults out of the elevator. Her bag and papers scatter across the floor as my right hand grabs her side, and my left hand lands squarely on her right breast.

      “Oh my god, are you okay?” I ask as she scrambles to regain her balance and adjust her top and skirt. I quickly pull my hand back as we both look down at its resting place.

      “Yes, sorry, I think my heel got caught on the space there.” She’s clearly embarrassed as bends down to gather her things.

      “Here let me help you.” I pick up the papers that flew out of her bag and hand them back to her.

      “Shall we?” I reach out my arm to her, trying to make light of the situation.

      “I’m sure I can manage it; thanks though.” An exasperated smile spreads across her face as we make our way from the elevator and out of my office to the hotel lobby across the street.

      “I love this hotel, even if it is starting to show its age,” I say as we push through the large glass revolving door and into the grand lobby area. I can see her taking it all in, her mouth hanging open a bit as she spins in a circle.

      “I have a confession; I’ve never actually never been inside here,” she says with hesitation.

      “Well, lucky for you, you have an excellent tour guide.” I lean in a little closer, placing my fingertips against the small of her back.

      “The lobby is beautiful in a classical way. The partially tiled floors in Italian marble and carpet are a bit dated, as you can tell. I’m also not the biggest fan of the heavy, floor-to-ceiling drapes or the rich velvet that seems to drown this place.” She nods as I speak, her eyes dancing around the room while she takes photos with her iPad.

      “Honestly, the bones of this hotel and lobby are magnificent. The dark, imposing reception area is a tad overwhelming and could be a little intimidating to guests,” she says, dragging her hand along the smooth wood. I watch her dainty fingertips skitter over the desk and nearby pillar, imagining what it would feel like to have her wine-colored nails dragging across my bare chest.

      What doesn’t always meet the eye of the observer, but I notice, are the distressed carpets and upholstery. The carpet is worn from foot traffic, and the colors belong in the decade they were picked out in. Other people might not see it, but I have an eye for detail in my hotels, and it is clear Alison is on the same page.

      I watch as she works furiously, taking notes on her tablet and using a stylus to sketch something here and there as we walk around the lobby without speaking. She doesn’t need me next to her, but I don’t want to walk away. She is in her element, and it is fascinating to watch.

      “What’s going through that beautiful head of yours?” I lean over her shoulder to see what she is sketching as she chews her bottom lip.

      “You know, I work better without someone in my space. Feel free to go about your day; I’ll reach out if I need something, Mr. Crawford,” she says dismissively.

      She’s on edge. She gives off tension with every word she says. Just the tone of her voice tells me everything I need to know, but it is fun to watch her get flustered by my questions.

      I raise my hands and step away from her, watching her wander off, discovering the nooks and crannies of the hotel for herself. I lean back into a column to watch her; women like her always let part of themselves out for the world to see when they really love something, and it is clear that she loves her job.

      She is poking her head behind the curtains to study the architecture of the windows, leaning down to study the patterns in the marble floor and columns up close, and furiously jotting things down with the stylus that never leaves her right hand. There is no way I am going to interrupt her again.

      “Observing the interior designer in her natural habitat?”

      Nate walks up behind me, startling me out of my focused attention on Alison and back into the real world.

      “Sorry, old man, I didn’t mean to surprise you.”

      “No apologies necessary. I was just lost in thought.” I turn my attention back to Alison, who is sketching over near the other side of the lobby as she stares at the front desk. I try to play off the fact that I’m staring at her, but it’s too late; Nate follows my gaze and lets out a soft whistle, jabbing me in the side.

      “What are you two wolves leering at?”

      Nate continues to laugh as he turns to face Griffin Carlson, the hotel’s chief of marketing.

      “Oh, I see. Let me guess. That’s the new decorator you were supposed to meet with this morning.” Now both men are staring at Alison as I try to downplay the situation.

      “Hey, Thor, what brings you down from the heavens to hang with us mere mortals?” Griffin smiles; since the day he was hired almost a decade ago, Nate and I have called Thor. It is an homage to his Norse heritage as well as his looming stature and striking blue eyes and blond hair.

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “She’s gorgeous. I hope you noticed.”

      “Oh, I noticed. I’m not blind. While I appreciate the ribbing, boys, you know she’s not my type.”

      Nate shakes his head and shoves his hands in his pocket, letting me know he knows I am full of shit.

      “Tell me, Vince…what about her ‘isn’t your type?’” he says with dramatic air quotes.

      I roll my eyes and return my gaze to where Alison is still furiously taking notes.

      “I won’t deny that she’s beautiful, Nate, but she’s something else. She is one insanely uptight woman. You know I prefer them dumb and easy. Can’t lie though; the thought of getting her to let that hair down and unbutton a few buttons is very tempting. Oh, and she keeps calling me Mr. Crawford.”

      “Ohhh, Mr. Crawford, is it? Should I be calling you Mr. Crawford these days, Vince?” Nate’s loud laugh carries across the lobby, bouncing off the marble pillars.

      “Very funny, Nate. Just keep on calling me the same old insulting names you usually do, alright? And let's not forget just how ridiculous you got when you found out Elise was into you.”

      Nate nods and slips an arm around my shoulders. “Something tells me you’re going to be in a lot of trouble with this one. I can’t wait to meet her. So why don’t you go ahead and start introducing me before I do it myself and embarrass you?”

      I know the bastard means it, too. Any chance Nate gets to make an ass out of me, he jumps at it.

      “Gentlemen, if I’m not interrupting? Vincent, I need to speak with you about this year’s internship program when you get a chance. If you could have your executive assistant reach out to mine to schedule something?” Griffin keeps his hands clasped firmly behind his back as he speaks to me.

      “Yeah, of course, Grif.” His jaw is set in a firm, clenched line. “Man, you gotta learn to relax. When was the last time you got laid?” Griffin’s back stiffens a little, and he lets out a small exasperated sigh.

      “On that note, gentlemen, I’ll be on my way.” He gives a curt nod and makes his way across the lobby.

      “Come on. I can’t have you making a fool of yourself in front of her. You’ll have her running off screaming, and then I’ll have to find someone who isn’t half as good looking to get the job done to avoid a repeat performance.” Nate says as we walk away from the column I’ve been leaning against and towards the grand piano at the far end of the lobby where Alison is set up for a moment.

      “Excuse me, Miss?” Nate stops when he realizes that I haven’t even told him her name before he marched over here to introduce himself.

      “Ryder, it’s Miss Ryder,” I interrupt before she can reply. I see a look of annoyance flash across her face. I like that look; it means I am getting under her skin.

      “Alison, let me introduce the CFO of Castille Hotels, Nate Baldwin. Nate, this is Alison Ryder, our new designer sent over by Madeline Dwyer Designs to whip our hotels into shape.” The terse look on her face melts the moment she turns to greet him.

      She holds out her hand to Nate, who promptly bows and plants a kiss on the back of it like a scene out of a Victorian romance novel. I can’t help the eye roll that display earns. Nate’s an absolute ham when it comes to women. He only has eyes for Elise, but he can’t stop the comedian that comes out when he’s around any woman, especially someone new.

      “You’ll have to forgive my best friend here, Alison. He has no idea how a beautiful woman is meant to be treated. He’s far too used to the riffraff Hollywood types he spends all his time with.” Nate grins over at me before returning his attention to Alison. “I, on the other hand, was not raised by savages.”

      He releases Alison’s hand as he stands up, giving me a wink.

      I am surprised when she laughs at Nate’s little stunt. I haven’t heard her laugh before. It is intoxicating, but a tinge of jealousy echoes through my body at the way she responds to him. Nate was right; this is going to be trouble.

      “Well, I appreciate the gesture. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Baldwin. I…”

      Nate stops her in mid-sentence. “Nate. Call me Nate, and I’m going to insist you call him Vincent or Vince or anything but Mr. Crawford. You’re going to have me looking over my shoulder for his grandfather to see what I’m in trouble for now.”

      She laughs again. What is it that Nate has in this whole situation that has escaped me? She’s had her guard up against me since she walked into my office, but Nate has her laughing after a few sentences. I certainly never had an issue getting a woman’s attention before, but this one is a firecracker.

      “Alright, Nate.” She emphasizes his name, seeming to struggle with the informality, but at least she is loosening up a little bit. Now to figure out how to get her to loosen up even more.

      “You’ll have to forgive Nate; ever since being diagnosed with a micropenis, he has to overcompensate with ridiculous behavior.” I can’t help but get a jab in at his expense.

      She looks back over to me, her body instantly going stiff. I can’t figure out if she hates me or what, but that shell is back up the instant her gaze meets mine.

      “Well, he deserves a gold medal being best friends with you, Mr. Crawford, I’m sure you’re better for having him around though.”

      “Oh, he’s smarter than he looks, Alison, though I’m sure you’ll figure that out sooner or later. Now if you’ll both excuse me, I have some work I have to get done before lunch. Do make him show you the rooms upstairs himself.” He smiles over at her again with that boyish grin. “There isn’t a better tour guide in the building than Vincent. Look forward to seeing you again. Don’t have too much fun.”

      I shake my head as Nate heads back to his office.

      I turn back to Alison, giving her a smile. I’m determined to crack through that icy exterior.

      “So, shall we?” I offer her my arm, which she stares at blankly. “I promise I don’t bite…unless you’re into that,” I say a little lower, and I swear I see a soft blush creep up her neck.

      This time, she takes my arm as we make our way to the elevators.
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          Alison

        

      

    

    
      This is turning into the longest day that I can remember. It is just now approaching lunchtime, and it feels like it has been ages since I walked into Vincent Crawford’s office. It doesn’t help that there is a war between the two halves of my brain regarding how I feel about him.

      “So, the rooms we are going to see are vacant at the moment. I’ll show you one of the standard rooms, an executive suite, and a presidential suite so you can see what you’ll be working with.” I nod once again, clutching my iPad tightly to my chest. I am hearing what he is saying, but my damn body is betraying me again. All I can think about is how perfectly he fills out his tailored suit. The way his eyes stare at me like they’re burning a hole in my own. I squeeze my thighs together as the tip of his tongue darts out to lick his tempting lips.

      His eyes catch mine, and I can tell he knows I’ve been staring at his mouth. Shit! So much for subtly, Alison.

      “Actually, before we go on this tour, we should grab some lunch,” he says reaching to push the lobby button to take us back down.

      “No!” I half-shout in a panic while smacking his hand away from the button. “I—I have a busy schedule later, so I’d prefer to see everything now.”

      “I thought you were one hundred percent devoted to me during the duration of this contract,” he says with a smile as he slips his hands in his pockets.

      “I—uh yes, I am. I just forgot I had a previously scheduled thing tonight right after work, so I had planned on skipping lunch anyway.” I could hear the stupidity in my excuse as the words tumbled from my mouth.

      “Well, I’d hate to disrupt your schedule,” he says with a laugh that tells me he isn’t buying into my bullshit.

      I’m usually great at turning myself off to focus on what I prioritize, but right now, that isn’t working at all. I am having to do everything I can to keep my attention on taking notes about the rooms and not on noticing how masculine he smells or how his dark hair keeps falling over his forehead, or the way his long, thick fingers keep pressing against my lower back as we step into the first room.

      “The only thing that we won’t be changing are the beds. I handpicked them to ensure the best quality sleep. Trust me; I tested out multiple options before making my decision. I’m nothing if not efficient when it comes to breaking a bed in,” he says, throwing me an exaggerated wink.

      And there it was…something that could have gone without saying, but it still makes me a laugh a little. His innuendos are anything but subtle or original. I’m not sure if that makes it pathetic or less aggressive, but it’s a little funny, to say the least.

      “Well, would you look at that: she can smile. I was starting to take it personally that only Nate got that pleasure.”

      The room is beautiful, with no luxury spared. There is no denying that this place was designed with opulence in mind. In most hotels, the rooms would have been better than average, but this is one of the premier luxury hotel chains in the world. They needed to be excellent in every possible way. The last time they’d been re-done was ten years ago when Vincent had originally purchased the property, and when they were completed, they must have been cutting edge.

      Little things were starting to show here as well—wear on the furniture and carpets, fixtures that had lost their shine—and there was Mr. Crawford’s vision of the hotel to take into account.

      Chicago is known for its modern architecture: the clean lines and grid patterns that dominated the skyline, making everything sleek and geometric. Steel and brick are at every corner in this part of the city, and the buildings are tall and sweeping, making somebody feel as if they are in a man-made canyon when they walk down the street.

      My brain is flooded with a million ideas, starting with the color palette. “While this place was designed with luxury in mind, the intensity of the deep reds and golds are a thing of the past. I see something entirely different for this renovation. Clean lines, muted colors, with an emphasis on black and white, allowing the structure of the building to be the shining star. It will bring to life that sleek, sexy, sophisticated idea you mentioned.”

      Keeping my eyes glued to the tablet or the features of the room kept them from taking in Vincent’s structure instead.

      I’m lost in thought as he rambles on. I can see a slight shadow of stubble that has started to develop on his jaw. The slight rasp in his otherwise deep, baritone voice.

      At the moment, he’s talking about the state the hotel had been in when he’d purchased it. He was only twenty-five at the time, a year younger than I am currently. I can’t imagine getting together the resources to buy an entire building at this age. I am still only renting an apartment, not even capable or ready to purchase a condo, let alone a block-sized building.

      “Come here.” I turn around to see him sitting casually on the edge of the bed.

      “Why? You look like a creep rubbing the mattress. Stop it.” I can’t help but smile as he strikes a ridiculous pose on the bed, trying to encourage me to come over.

      “I just want you to experience the DreamCloud Luxury mattress. Trust me; this will make you never want to leave your bed.”

      I walk over slowly, turning around and sitting down on the mattress. He’s right; it feels fantastic. It hugs my hips and cradles me, making me feel like I’m sitting on a cloud.

      “It’s nice,” is all I can manage to squeak out. My mouth suddenly feels like the Sahara. Does he realize the effect he’s having on me?

      I look over at him; he’s closer than I realized. My eyes drop nervously from his eyes to his mouth and back up again. Is it my imagination, or is he leaning in closer? I swallow hard and snap my attention back to the center of the room, ready to get back up.

      “Lay back.” He grabs my iPad from me and stands up before I can protest, pushing against my shoulder. I catch myself on my elbows before I fall completely back.  “Just lay back for a minute. I promise, I won’t tell anyone that I got you on your back the first day.”

      I don’t hide my annoyance as I scramble off the bed and snatch back my tablet. “I’m going to use the restroom; I’ll be right back.”

      I lock myself in the restroom and let my back rest against the door as I catch my breath. “Fuck! What the fuck!” I whisper as I turn on the cold water and stick my hands under it. I look at myself in the mirror. Gone is the perfectly polished Alison from this morning; now my eyes are hazy, my lips look full, and my skin is flushed. “Oh my god, I look turned on! Get a hold of yourself!” I say, dramatically pointing a finger at my reflection.

      “Alison? Did you say something?” I can hear Vincent asking from outside the door.

      “No, no sorry just—coughing. Felt a little parched is all,” I say as I open the door and breeze past him.

      “So, shall we head up to the top floor so I can take a look at the penthouse?”

      The amused look on his face confuses me. That stupid smirk he keeps throwing at me is infuriating. It makes me feel insecure, like he’s teasing me, but when he opens his mouth to reply, I can feel my cheeks heat up with embarrassment at my suggestion.

      “Well, if you’re that eager to head up into my apartment here, then by all means.” He leans forward to press the button on the elevator, causing the hand he has against my back to drag a little too low for comfort.

      I’m exasperated at the thought of being in his apartment, as well as at the feel of his fingers so close to my ass!

      “But…I…we…it’s not necessary, Mr. Crawford. Unless we’re decorating your apartment, too?” I can feel myself blushing. I internally curse my fair skin for betraying me. Being alone with him in an assortment of random hotel rooms was difficult enough. Being alone with him in his apartment is going to be excruciating. As much as my brain is warring with itself, I know that even if presented an opportunity to pounce on him and rip his expensive suit off, I’d never act on it. He is right; I am uptight and rigid, something I am growing to hate about myself.

      “No, I insist. I don’t think it needs updating, but I could always use a professional opinion.” He leads us into the elevators, scanning a key card at the reader before pushing the button for the penthouse floor.

      “You’ll have to excuse me for the security up here, but the doors do open directly into my living room. It wouldn’t do to have guests pop in on me wearing my boxer shorts and watching a football game some random Sunday evening, now would it?” He laughs and glances over at me as we begin to move upwards one last time. I flash a small smile, acting as if I wasn’t just picturing him half naked and sprawled across his couch.

      “That would be unfortunate. I…” I am cut off by the doors opening into a huge apartment that takes up the entire top floor of the hotel. Everything is open, all the way to the windows that make up the wall. It looks out over the city with the most breathtaking view I’ve ever seen. The space is decorated immaculately, but that isn’t what catches my attention. I walk straight over to the windows, my heels clicking against the marble floor. I’m marveling at the city beyond and completely forgetting whatever it was I was about to say.

      “So, Alison, what do you think?” he says, walking up behind me as he slides his hands in his pockets. The deep tenor of his voice echoes in the open space. “It’s the best view in the city, and it’s all mine.” I almost forgot where I was for a brief moment before he spoke.

      “I have to admit, I’m jealous. My apartment overlooks a scenic alleyway from the fourth floor. My favorite part of the view is the stray cats fighting over the rat carcasses, but I’m also a little bit biased there since I grew up with a cat for a pet.” I grin, hoping I convey the joke in the tone of my voice.

      He doesn’t respond. I look over at him and am once again overcome with another wave desire to kiss him. I bet he knows exactly how to handle a woman’s body. How to make me fall apart and scream his name. He looks at me as if he has the same thought running through his brain. He takes a step closer to me as his eyes drop to my mouth.

      “It’s gorgeous,” my breath hitches in my throat as I quickly turn my attention back toward the windows. I am certain I am not going to be able to look at him without doing something stupid. I can feel him moving behind me, and I can’t take it any longer. I turn around to pull him to me, but he’s walking away, towards the bar.

      “What can I get you to drink?” He’s removed his suit coat and tie and unbuttoned a few buttons on his shirt. I can see the tan skin of his neck and the small thatch of dark hair peeking out. I lick my lips, dragging my bottom one through my teeth as I picture myself slowly unbuttoning his shirt even further.

      The sound of ice hitting the glass snaps me back to reality as he sets it on the counter in front of him. I glance up from the glass to his face and start to speak when he interrupts me.

      “Don’t tell me it’s too early to drink again, Alison. It’s after noon, and you made me work through lunch. Just loosen up and have a drink with me. I promise to be a gentleman. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, but we can afford to take a minute to relax and toast to all of the amazing work you’re going to do for my hotel chain.”

      He reaches out and grabs another of the short glasses in front of him, dropping a pair of ice cubes in it and topping them off with the same whiskey he was drinking before passing it over to me. I take the glass, glancing down at it and back up to him before I agree.

      “Alright, one drink. That’s it, and then I need to get started on these sketches. I have some ideas for your hotel I’d like to capture while they’re fresh in my mind.”

      “One drink isn’t going to give you amnesia.” He laughs and raises his glass, waiting for me to do the same. I raise mine to his before tipping it back and nearly choking on the burn of the strong liquid. I clear my throat, swallowing and coughing as I try to play off the fact that I might be dying.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I’m a lightweight, Mr. Crawford,” I say between coughs, looking back down at my glass as if it’s going to help me out.

      “Enough with the Mr. Crawford bullshit. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been calling you Alison since you walked into my office back there. I think it’s pretty safe for you to call me Vincent. I can promise you I’m not going to fire you for using my first name. In fact, I insist you don’t call me Mr. Crawford again for the rest of the time we work together. You can call me Vincent, maybe bastard if the mood hits, but not Mr. Crawford.”

      He takes another long drag of the whiskey, chuckling as he sees the look of shock on my face. “The only time I allow a woman to call me Mr. Crawford is if she’s on her kne—”

      “Okay, Vincent, our meeting is concluded,” I say, interrupting him before he finishes that statement. I take another long swallow of the whiskey, not noticing the burn as much this time now that my throat is already numb.

      I walk closer to him and place the glass back on the bar as I meet his eye line. “I’ll reserve the other names for after we know each other a little better.”

      Fuck, a little whiskey and I sound like I’m coming on to him. It half sounded like a pickup line, like I have plans to “get to know” him better in the future. A smile spreads across his face, and I can tell he’s about to say something stupid. I throw up my hand to interrupt him.

      “I only meant that I was going to be working with you for a long time to get all of these hotels done. Nothing more.” Shit, this whiskey has gone straight to my head. I could kick myself for blowing off his lunch offer earlier.

      He laughs outright, and I can feel the heat rise in my cheeks. It is the opposite of the reaction I was hoping for. The last thing I need is to encourage his behavior.

      “Oh, I hope we do get to know each other better, Alison. I hope to prove I’m not half as bad as you think I am, or that I’m much worse. I’ll leave that up to you to figure out.” He refills his glass, adding a little more to mine before handing it over to me again. “So here’s to a beautiful working relationship. Cheers.”

      “Here’s to getting the job done right.” I grab my glass again and lift it to him. It is the closest I am going to get to saying the word “relationship” regarding Vincent Crawford, and whatever happens, I am dedicated to making sure this gets done right, both for my sake and for the design firm. I owe Madeline that much for having faith in me. I just hope I can come out of all of this in one piece.
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          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      I watch Alison’s delicate neck as she swallows the rest of the whiskey before she sets the tumbler back down on the bar.

      “You don’t need to be so in control, Alison. I promise I’m not trying to set you up for failure.” I can see her shoulders drop.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been…jumpy today. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me but I thi—”

      “It’s because you’re attracted to me.” I watch as shock settles over her face.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, it’s beca—”

      “No, I heard you. That is not why!” Her face is bright red, and she places her hands firmly on her hips.

      I set my glass on the bar top and reach for hers to do the same. “Alison,” I say, stepping towards her. “I’m attracted to you. I have been since the second I laid eyes on you at the airport. You’re stunning.” I reach up and brush a small wisp of hair that has loosened from her bun. Her eyes, big and bright, look up at me as I tower over her.

      “I—I…” She’s scrambling for words as her eyes drop from mine to my lips. I reach out, slipping my hand behind her neck as I pull her lips to mine. They’re soft and supple, with a hint of whiskey lingering.

      Her arms stay rigid at her sides, but I don’t relent. I place my other hand on the other side of her face, cradling her cheek as I begin to move my mouth over hers. Slowly, she starts to come undone. Her hands reach up against my chest and fist my shirt as our tongues dance together. A soft whimper escapes her as I lightly bite her lower lip before dragging my tongue across it, followed by another kiss. I suck her tongue back into my mouth, caressing it with my own, but as quickly as it started, she’s pushing me back.

      “No, no, this can’t happen. I’m…I work for you. This is unprofessional.” Her chest heaves with her words.

      “It was just a kiss, Alison. We’re two adults that are attracted to one another; there’s nothing wrong with wanting to explore that.” I place my finger under her chin and lift it. I lean down again, slower this time as I gauge her reaction.

      She grabs the back of my neck, crashing my lips to hers as her firm tits press against my chest. I reach down and pull her skirt up to her waist, grabbing her thighs and lifting her until she wraps them around me, grabbing her ass in the process.

      I back us against the bar as I deepen the kiss. I want to consume her, to own her. Our breathing is loud and labored as we both devour one another. I set her on the bar, reaching between her milky thighs to feel the wet triangle of lace at the apex. The sound of glasses clinking against each other snaps her back to reality.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god.” She buries her hands in her face as she pushes me away again. “This was a mistake. I can’t do this.”

      She pulls her skirt down and straightens her shirt before reaching for her bag and iPad to leave.

      “Alison, wait.” She turns back to face me.

      “I’m not asking for anything from you. I know you just got out of a relationship and I’m not exactly the kind of guy to offer one, but it’s okay to enjoy each other, in whatever capacity that may be.”

      She gives me a curt nod before turning on her heel and leaving.

      [image: ]

      The sun is sinking below the horizon as I watch it from one of the chairs near the bank of windows on the west side of the apartment. This is one of my favorite places to sit at the end of the day, especially these summer nights when the sun sets at an hour I’m not in the office or attending a dinner.

      But tonight, I am not paying attention to the colors that play across the sky. I am thinking about the events of the day, the way Alison jumped almost every time I approached her, the way her soft, pouty lips felt against mine. At one point, I ran my hand up her arm while I was kissing her, and she is the softest woman I’ve ever felt.

      I think I’m starting to realize there is far more to my fascination with Alison than the novelty of her. It isn’t just that she is beautiful. If I wanted a beautiful girl on my arm, I could have called one of a few dozen numbers in my phone. The truth is, I haven’t stopped thinking about Alison since I met her weeks ago in Dallas. The attraction was instantly there, but the fascination, the obsession kept growing.

      It also isn’t that Alison is whip-smart either. I didn’t get this far in life by surrounding myself with stupid people, even if I joke with Nate about the women I tend to date; I pride myself on being able to see potential in people. One of the first things I did once I established my business was to create an internship program for bright, young minds. I wanted to nurture that in the younger generations.

      After Alison had left, I did my research, as far back as I could find. I found out who her father was, learning that he owns his own law firm back in the small city she’d grown up in and that her mother is president of the local junior league. Her younger sister is a student at the University of Chicago, the same school that Alison and their father had attended. Both girls were legacies of the school. It would have been easy to think that she was nothing more than a girl who’d had her way in life paved for her before she even started.

      However, she’d been top of her class, graduating with a 4.0 in dual degrees of art and interior design. She’d earned a full scholarship, based on merit alone. It was impressive, even on paper. In person, I immediately knew it was earned. She might not have come from the same background I did, but she had worked her way to where she was, whether her family had been there as a safety net for her or not.

      I am shaken out of my thoughts by the sound of my phone ringing. I glance at the screen, laughing to myself when I see my best friend’s name pop up on the caller ID. I need a friendly ear to talk out what is running through my mind before I get so lost in my thoughts, I run off to go surfing in South Africa. I pick up the phone without a second thought and don’t wait for a greeting to start the conversation.

      “Alright, buddy. I know you’ve been waiting all day to take a shot at me about this morning. I’m surprised you didn’t call before now.”

      I can hear the loud, clear laugh on the other end of the line. His laugh is unapologetic; it brings back memories of the two of us growing up together, doing all the stupid things that teenage boys do between the times we were buried in books and getting ready for college entrance exams.

      “I decided you needed time to get through with Alison and then process whatever the hell seems to be going on in your head right now. And before you say a word, yes, I noticed—the entire lobby noticed. And don’t say it’s just her looks because you were staring at her something fierce, man. I can’t blame you there. She’s gorgeous, but she’s a pistol. You’re going to have your hands full, and I’m going to enjoy watching every minute of it I can.” I drag my hand over my face in exasperation before speaking again.

      “Fuck me, man. She is…something else. I’m ninety-nine percent sure she hates me with every fiber of her being.”

      Nate laughs even harder now. I would be laughing at Nate if he were in the same boat; he was in the same boat just over two years ago, actually. Back when he’d met Elise, she’d hated him and for good reason. In fact, she despised him so much she made it her vendetta to see that man suffer. I’m pretty sure she would have castrated him if she could have gotten away with it. Now, I couldn’t imagine him with anyone else.

      A brief wave of embarrassment washes over me as I picture what I must have looked like today, following her around the lobby like a puppy. I’m completely screwed.

      “I hope you enjoy watching me get shot down because I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m about the most disgusting man on the face of the planet.”

      “Nah, she’s just not used to your particular brand of charm yet, bro. I’m sure you’ll convince her like you do every other woman.”

      “Did you see the way she looked at me? It was like I was something vile stuck on the bottom of her shoe. Besides, she’s got a job to do. I should leave her alone and let her focus. And we both know I’m not looking for anything serious; she just happens to tickle my fancy at the moment.” I drum my fingers on the wooden arm of the chair, debating if I should tell him about the events that transpired just a few hours earlier.

      “Right, and that’s why you’ve canceled all your appointments next week to go with her to New York? You can try to convince yourself you wanted to go out there and go skydiving or whatever else it is you’re telling everyone you’re skipping out to do, but you’re not going to be able to convince me that you have any motives other than being out there with Alison.”

      I begin to reply, but I can’t lie to Nate, even if I am trying to lie to myself; he knows me too well. I take a deep breath, letting it out in a long exhale without saying a word. In the end, I decide not to tell him about the kiss. Something insides me feels like it would be betraying her trust and I don’t want anyone else meddling in things.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Go on and tell everyone else whatever it is you need to but be honest with yourself. It’s good to see someone who makes you try. I was getting tired of models and actresses who don’t know how to spell Chicago, much less find it on a map.” The amusement in his voice would be irritating if he weren’t right.

      A small chuckle escapes my lips. “Well, I think we both know she won’t have a problem with your litmus test. That being said, I’m pretty sure she can manage well enough in just about any situation. However, if being able to spell the name of the city where we live is your only requirement, then you overshot the mark with Elise. She’s vastly smarter than you!”

      “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure Elise is smarter than all of us put together. That’s why I snatched her up. I figured out she was the whole package and decided I didn’t want anyone else to get ahold of her before I could. Maybe you could take some lessons on that front.”

      “Ha! Might I remind you that Elise proposed to you because you were dragging ass!” That is one story I’ll never let him forget or live down. He is lucky he found a determined woman who loved him that much.

      “Yeah, yeah, well, I already had the ring, so potato, potato. Even if Alison thinks you’re a useless and an arrogant asshole, at least you know she’s not interested in you for your money, right?”

      I rub my fingers across my eyes, letting out a soft groan. “I mean, she’s not particularly interested in me at all other than as an employer, and I ought to keep it that way, but fuck me, she is one helluva woman.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. I’ll remind you what you said later, when the time comes. See you tomorrow.” The other end of the line goes dead, and I turn my attention back to the skyline.

      The sun has sunk below the horizon, and the lights of the city are flickering to life. I love this view but my mind is a little torn tonight. In a few days’ time, she and I are set to fly out on the company jet to New York, the first of several locations we are going to together.

      I keep telling myself that it is going to be strictly business. I simply want to oversee the progress at each of the hotels and make sure that Alison has whatever she needs to get her work done. I am going to let her get to business without too much interruption, but if an opportunity arises to get to know her better, I won’t miss it for the world. Then again…maybe she wants a strong, confident man to give her some direction.

      That thought immediately has me rigid in my suit pants. I move to adjust my rock-hard cock. I let my head fall back and imagine her on her knees in front of me.

      “Mr. Crawford, is there anything I can do to please you?” I can hear the words tumbling from her full red lips. That pink tip of her tongue darting out to wet them before she wraps them around the head of my dick.

      I groan and open my eyes, downing the last of my drink before feeling like a sick piece of shit for objectifying her like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      I have been completely lost in the job for several weeks now, spending almost every minute I have in the office drafting up drawings and combing through fabric samples and furniture catalogs to find exactly what I’m looking for. After my last encounter, I’ve been avoiding him like the plague. I’m still in shock that it happened, that I know how he tastes, how his body feels pressed against my own. I snap out of my thoughts before I get lost in a long daydream like I keep doing.

      Now that I’m settled in at my new place, I feel better, at home at least. Work is spent dodging Vincent at the hotel. I’m often running from room to room and back to the lobby to check on the renovations while Vincent pops in to make sure I have what I need.

      My office back at Madeline Dwyer Design is full of samples, and so is the bag I carry home each night, but I’ve found almost everything I was looking for. I need to get as much done as possible before I fly out to New York with Vincent.

      At least that is what I am telling myself. I am highly motivated to knock this project out of the park. It is, after all, my chance to not only impress Madeline and cement my place at the firm, but it is also an opportunity to impress Vincent. Having a recommendation from someone like him would grant me carte blanche in this industry. This job is huge. It is going to take every ounce of creativity and concentration to make sure that things go smoothly, and the designs are flawless. Madeline always reminds her designers not to let personal vision overpower what the client wants, but she also reminds us that we were the trained professional and it is okay to let a client know what worked and what didn’t. We are like a personal guide through design land, helping to get the client from their vision to the end goal.

      I grab my phone off the table, checking my messages again. I shot a text off to Janelle an hour ago about being out of my mind, but she still hasn’t replied. That isn’t much of a surprise. It’s a Friday night, and Janelle is probably out doing something a lot more fun than stewing in her dorm room.

      Janelle is a knockout, always the social butterfly and life of the party and never one to pass up a good time. She loves everything about life—at least everything that makes her feel like she is alive. Unlike me, she doesn’t feel like she has anything to prove. She’s changed her major three times before settling into the English program with a marketing minor, and even now, no one is quite certain that is where she is going to end up. Janelle keeps saying that she just wants to experience everything that life has to offer before she settles.

      It is the sound of banging on the door that takes my concentration from my work and brings it back to the world around me. I didn’t even realize it was dark out. The last time I looked outside, the sun was just setting, casting a beautiful pink and orange haze through the room.

      I push up from my desk and go to the door. “Who the hell?” I say pulling the door open cautiously. There is Janelle with a bottle of wine in one hand and a bag full of Chinese takeout in the other. I shouldn’t be surprised.

      “So, you said you felt like you were going crazy. I figured you needed something to take the edge off, and I can’t think of anything better than red wine and MSG to wind down after a hard week. Besides, you’re leaving for New York tomorrow, and this is my last chance to see you for a while.”

      She leans against the wall, blonde hair pulled into a ponytail and feet clad in a pair of black sneakers, nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet when she moves to come into the apartment.

      “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever, Ali; what gives? That job sucking you dry yet?”

      I smile and move to one side to let my sister in; this girl always knows how to make a situation better. I ought to have known the radio silence meant Janelle was up to something. Last time I sent her a text about being sad because my boyfriend forgot my birthday, she went radio silent, then showed up dressed in a full clown costume and face paint, making balloon animals.

      “Something like that. You know you didn’t have to come over here like this. I know it’s Friday night and you’re still young…but I’m so glad you did. If I stare at that computer for another minute, I’m probably going to go insane.” I flop down into one of the dining room chairs and rest my forehead in my hands.

      “I’m also a little stressed about this trip tomorrow. I have no idea how I’m going to spend a week with Vincent Crawford without going crazy either. This is going to be a long week.”

      Janelle is cracking open the bottle of wine while I complain. She fills two glasses almost to the rim before taking a long swig straight from the bottle. I promptly take two large gulps before diving into the bag of takeout.

      “Well, first of all, you are also young. Just because I’m younger than you doesn’t mean you’re an old lady yet so get that shit out of your head.” Janelle points at me with her glass before raising it to her lips and taking a long drink.

      “If you keep up that stupid attitude, next thing you know, I’m going to find you in a nightgown surrounded by fifteen cats. You seriously need to stop thinking that being responsible and having fun are mutually exclusive. Live a little, Ali; it’s sad how much time you spend buried in your work.” I take another drink as she walks over to the table and rubs my arm. I know she’s right, but it’s hard to change.

      “I know, I know. It’s just…ugh. I’m at such a pivotal point in my career, Elle; I need to prove to Madeline and Vincent that they can trust me on this job. It’s just hard when he’s so god damn infuriating!”

      “Is he that bad? What’s he been doing?” She takes a big bite of her eggroll and looks at me intently.

      I take another gulp, finishing off the wine in my glass, uncertain of how much to tell her. The two of us are best friends; we have been since we were kids. Janelle is only three years younger than me, and we were inseparable until I left for college.

      There was a reason that Janelle had come to join me in Chicago when it was her turn to go to college, too, and it wasn’t because our father was an alumnus. Janelle has been the one who’d talked me through every last one of the relationships that ended in the past ten years, from my first boyfriend back in sophomore year of high school through my most recent dumpster fire of a failed engagement. She also knows my tells well enough to know when I am trying to hide something.

      I glance at the floor as I watch her pause, put the glass down, and look me over with a long sigh. I can tell I don't need to say anything else.

      “Dear God in heaven, he tried to sleep with you, didn’t he?”

      “What? No!” I lie. “Yes, okay, maybe a little; we kissed. We made out. He had my legs wrapped around his waist and his massive, hard cock pressed again me, okay!” Janelle is laughing while clapping her hands in excitement. “But seriously…the way he kissed me. It would make a sinner blush.”

      “So, what’s the issue? You struggling to remove your judgment about him from the situation? Or you worried it won’t fit?” she says with a stupid grin on her face.

      I groan and put my head down on the table, unable to look her in the eye. She knew before I even opened my mouth, so there was no point in denying it. I am not ready to audibly admit that I am attracted to the man…or that I can’t seem to control my body’s reaction around him, or that I want nothing more than to have him rip my clothes off, spank me, and make me call him daddy.

      “Yes, but he’s a total playboy, Elle; god knows how many women he’s been with or where his dick has been last. Also, WILDLY UNPROFESSIONAL!” I shout, waving my arms around erratically. I lay my head back down on the table like it will help make my problems disappear.

      “So, what you’re telling me is that you’re getting paid good money to go on an around-the-world trip with a hotter-than-hell billionaire to do the job that you love—a billionaire who specifically stalked you, found your firm because he clearly wants you, and thinks your clearly capable of taking on this massive job—and all you can say is he’s a total jerk? Oh, and he’s got a huge dick and knows how to kiss you into next week.” She laughs and grabs a fork, prying open one of the containers she’d brought with her and stabbing a piece of the chicken that lay on top. “You are some kind of stupid, sis.”

      I take a long breath and chance a glance up at her from over my folded arms, nodding a little. I am unable to come up with a good explanation for why I am the way I am.

      “Janelle, I cannot just go prancing around the world like I’m some fucking princess on vacation with her billionaire man. This is my career and reputation that I have worked so hard for. I cannot fall for this emotionally unavailable and complete cliché of a playboy!”

      The amused look on Elle’s face is maddening. She is barely fighting off another laugh. “I’m serious, Elle. There’s nothing fun about any of this. I’m in crises mode here. Clearly, you don’t know me that well,” I huff, grabbing the wine bottle and filling my up my glass again.

      “Oh, I know you pretty damn well, Ali. I know you’re not going to do anything fun if it means setting a single toe out of line or doing anything less than what’s expected of you. I just think you’re insane for not just having the time of your life while you go traipsing around the world on Vincent Crawford’s dime. And I’d have a hard time keeping my hands to myself if that one was willing. I’m just saying is all. You need to let loose and have a good time for once in your life. I’m not saying sleep with the dude if it makes you that uncomfortable; just have a good time for once! Where is always following the rules going to get you?”

      That grin on her face is so typical of her. Janelle lives for a good time. She would enjoy this a lot more than me. I envy her.

      “Well, I’m hoping it’s going to get me into a promotion and a nice job at the firm so I can move into a nicer apartment for starters.” I stab at the food in front of me with a huff.

      “Oh my god. Like you’re not going to do a good job, Alison. You’re better than everyone at that firm and Madeline knows it. If she doesn’t, then she’s an idiot. The fact that she put you on this account says it all. She didn’t have to say yes to Vincent Crawford. You need to give yourself some credit. And please, stop acting like you have to be the saint because I’m the sinner of the family.”

      I shake my head. “Yeah, well, the best way to convince her that I’m not as good as she thinks is sleeping with a client.”

      “Sleeping with a client?” I can hear the faked shock in Janelle’s voice. “Why, whatever do you mean, Miss Ryder? I was just suggesting that you might make the best of your upcoming trip and enjoy the sights that each city has to offer.”

      “Save it. I know exactly what you meant. You’d be in so much trouble if you were me, and you know it.”

      “Seriously though, Ali, I’m not saying sleep with the guy. I get that’s a conflict of interest and unprofessional or whatever. I’m just saying loosen up, go on an adventure with him if he invites you, and try not to act so uptight around him…like you always are. You can be friendly with your clients; it’s ok. I promise you won’t catch cooties.”

      “He did...” I focus on eating the food in front of me, not sure I want to admit what I’m about to say to her.

      “He did what?”

      “He kind of offered like a friends-with-benefits or no-strings-attached type thing.” Janelle’s face turns completely serious as she leans across the table and grabs both my hands.

      “What exactly did he say? I can’t believe you almost didn’t tell me this!”

      “He said something about how he doesn’t do relationships and that we could just enjoy each other in whatever capacity that may be.”

      She throws her hands in the hair, tossing mine up along with hers. “Oookaaay, screw what I just said; you need to bang the shit outa that man! Seriously, Ali, you are not going to get an offer like this again. I mean…wow. Silver platter,” she says as she holds her hand out as if there were a tray and points to it. She fans herself dramatically.

      I snort at her comment and almost choke on my food. Raising my hands above my head as I cough and laugh at the same time. I put my head on the table again, trying to recover.

      “Don’t die on me, Alison. Just promise me one thing,” Janelle says as she leans down, brushing a stray hair behind my ear.

      “What’s that?” I clean my chin with the napkin and grab some water.

      “Consider his offer. Don’t over think it; just go with what feels right, and if being intimate with him doesn’t feel right, don’t do it.” I smile at her sweet sentiment.

      “I do, however, hope you get the chance to choke on his huge co—” I jump up before Janelle can finish her statement.

      “Stop teasing me about him!” Janelle jumps up from the table and runs as I chase her into the next room.
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          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      New York has always been one of my favorite hotels to visit. It doesn’t hurt that the Long Island Skydiving Center is just a quick trip away from the hotel. It has been too long since I’ve jumped out of a plane. I’ve been itching to since deciding I was going to be accompanying Alison on this trip.

      I pull up outside Alison’s apartment, about to step out of the car when I see the door to her building open and her bustling out.

      “Let me help you,” I say as I jog up the sidewalk to grab her bag.

      “Thanks, you’re a little late.” I can’t help but smile at her extreme attention to detail.

      “You know, your type-A psycho behaviors are really starting to grow on me,” I say with a wink before turning the car on and letting the engine roar to life.

      “This car is so impractical; you could have told me we’d be in a convertabllllle!” She draws the last word out as we launch into traffic.

      When I decided to drive my 1968 Aston Martin convertible, I knew I’d catch shit from her, but I love this car.

      It’s a quick drive to the airport, and since we’re taking my private plane and aren’t leaving the country, it’s a relatively quick and painless process. Once boarded, it’s just a two-hour flight, during which I plan to try my hardest to get her to agree to join me in skydiving once we reach New York.

      “So how do you feel about heights?” I ask as we settle into our seats. At least I can pretend it is under the pretense of making sure she isn’t scared of flying at first. The question doesn’t throw her too much off guard as she glances out the window.

      “Not too bad. I mean, I’ve flown plenty of times before.” I laugh, reaching for a bottle of water the flight attendant hands me.

      “Well, I was asking because I’m planning on going skydiving on Long Island while we’re in the city, and I was hoping you’d join me.” I try to act entirely nonchalant as I raise my bottle of water at my suggestion, but the look of horror on her face tells me it is going to be a flat-out no.

      “I…I…” She is stuttering, stumbling over her answer.

      “Relax, Alison; it’s not like I asked you to pilot the plane.” I reach over and place my hand on her arm, immediately regretting it. The warmth of her bare skin makes my mind instantly wonder what it would be like to feel other parts of her warm, soft body. Images of our bodies tangled together as my tongue explored hers come rushing back to me.

      “I was just hoping that you’d come skydiving with me. You’re free to say no, but I think you’d have an amazing time. Long Island is only an hour and change away, so once we land, we could zip over and board another plane.” I take another sip of water, keeping my focus on her face as I wait for her reply.

      “Umm…” She fidgets with her fingers and shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Crawford, I mean Vincent.” I can see her cursing herself internally as she speaks. “I’m not a fan of falling out of planes on purpose.”

      By now, the plane is taxiing out onto the runway, and the pilot is making his announcements and preparing for take-off.

      “I mean, I don’t plan on falling out of this one, but with the proper equipment, falling can be fun, Alison. Trust me: I’d never offer you anything but the best.”

      “I’ll pass. Thank you.” She glances back out the window, ignoring me as the plane moves to take off. Silence falls between the two of us, but I can see her grip on the armrests as we ascend. She is a little more bothered by heights than she cares to admit.

      “If you won’t come skydiving with me, at least join me for dinner.” Her eyes get that wide look again, like I’ve just asked her to jump out of this particular plane right now without a parachute. I am not sure how to take that. I just asked her out for dinner, not out for a night of wrangling poisonous snakes. She’s still on edge since our make-out session.

      She clears her throat, opening the bottle in front of her and taking a sip of water. She looks back out the window before answering me.

      “While I appreciate all the offers, Vincent, I’d prefer just to order room service tonight and settle in. I have several emails and things I need to go over for the Chicago location still. I do appreciate at the offer though.”

      “Is this because of what happened between us? Alison, I don’t want you worried that every time I invite you to do something I’m just trying to get in your pants.”

      “You mean you’re not trying to get in my pants, Mr. Crawford?” Her comment takes me aback. A sly smile spreads across her face, and for the first time in my life, I think I feel a slight blush creeping up mine.

      “Well, since you ask, yes, Miss Ryder.” I lean forward in my seat, resting one elbow on my knee as I reach my hand up to touch her chin. “I am trying to get in your pants. In fact, I can think of little else besides imaging how sweet it will be when you finally surrender yourself to me and allow me to sink into your tight, wet core.”

      Her tongue darts out to wet her lips as her throat bobs with a hard swallow. I can see she’s nervous, but I’m not done. I want her to know without question what I want to do to her.

      “I want you panting, begging me for release.” I reach up and rub her earlobe between my thumb and forefinger, causing her eyes to flutter. “I want to hear my name on these lips.” I move my hand from her to drag my thumb across her lower lip. “And just when you think I’m done, when you feel like your body can’t possibly handle any more pleasure, I’m going to bring you over the edge, over and over again.” I lean in just a tad further and ever so softly press my lips to hers before pulling away quickly and settling back in my seat.

      “Did that answer your question?” I look over at her to see that she still hasn’t moved.

      “Mmmhmm.”

      The rest of the flight is uneventful, almost silent. She focuses on the drawings on her tablet, making sure that she has everything in line for back in Chicago before she starts things in New York. I catch up on my email and current events the rest of the flight. As much as I want to, I decide against idle small talk in favor of giving her space. I want those words to simmer in her head.

      After we land, I usher Alison to the car I had scheduled to take her to the hotel while I make my way to catch the next train to Long Island. That’s how I find myself, sitting in a tiny passenger plane, wearing a bunch of gear, while the instructor pulls the door open.

      I don’t have to go through all of the basic training since I’ve been jumping for years now. They just let me rent the equipment and run through a quick reminder on safety procedures before we boarded the plane with a few first-timers. The others are new to this; most of them are tandem jumping with an instructor to make sure that everything goes well.

      I am waiting to go last; I want to enjoy every last second of this jump. God knows I need the stress relief and mental distraction. There is a lot going on, between the renovations and the purchase I am planning to make soon in Vancouver. It is always stressful buying property in another country, especially when it is an already established hotel. Previous owners tend to be persnickety about their property.

      And then there is Alison. Usually, I wouldn’t care what anyone else thought of me. My grandmother had always told me it was none of my business what anyone thought about me. I’ve taken that lesson to heart.

      There is something about her, though. Some part of me secretly wants to impress her, but there is more to it than that. It isn’t just about impressing her. I want to make her let go of all those things she is holding onto so tightly.

      It is my turn to jump anyway, and all my focus goes to getting ready to jump from the plane and the impending free fall. I always enjoy that moment of anticipation. That is the moment in which my heart is pumping while I watch the ground below, looking like a patchwork quilt of land, trees, and buildings that stretch on for miles. One breath and I let go, just falling into the air as the world rushes up to meet me.

      This is letting go, letting all the worries melt away as I fall into the air. This is what I needed, and what Alison needed too: to just let go. Maybe it is up to me to help her realize what she is missing.
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          Alison

        

      

    

    
      The driver pulls up to the hotel. I step out of the car and take in the impressive exterior of the building as he gathers my bags. This is my first time in New York City. Chicago is large, I am used to that, but there is something about the pace of life in New York that no one is prepared for until they experience it.

      My mind is still a complete jumble from the flight. It took everything I had not to jump into his lap and drag him to bedroom on the jet. I’ve never had a man speak to me that way, to be so bold, so brazen about what exactly he wants to do with my body. It was refreshing, exciting to know that a man so powerful wanted me and wasn’t afraid or ashamed to express it so thoroughly.

      “Alison?” I hear my name in an unfamiliar voice. Vincent told me on the flight that someone would be waiting for me when I arrived at the hotel to make sure I got settled and to show me around the place. It has been a long day, and I am ready to get situated before I start on the next part of the job.

      I turn to see a tall, slender woman walking through the revolving front door of the high-rise, dressed in a business suit with carefully styled dark brown hair that matches her eyes perfectly. I hold out my hand out to greet the other woman with a handshake as she approaches.

      “Yes, I’m Alison, but you’ll have to forgive me, your name is completely slipping my mind at the moment. It’s been a long…week.” I smile apologetically.

      “Oh, not a problem. I completely understand working with Vincent,” she says with a bit of an exasperated smile. “Vince can be exhausting when he’s got a beautiful woman in front of him.” She laughs and directs one of the doormen to take my suitcase into the hotel as she guides us into the lobby.

      “I’m Elise Taylor. You met my fiancé, Nate, back in Chicago. I’m Vincent’s attorney. Normally, I’d be in Chicago myself, but I had some business to take care of here in New York. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Nate had nothing but good things to say about you and the work that you’ve already started back at home. I’m kind of excited to see what kind of new life you can breathe into some of these properties. God knows it’s past due, and Vince is about as good at decorating as I am at water skiing.”

      I immediately find myself warming to Elise; she is beautiful, accomplished, and clearly doesn't take shit from Vincent. I’ll have to ask her for some pointers on that front.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Elise. Nate is wonderful and seems to keep Vincent in check. He made me feel very welcome back in Chicago.”

      Elise steps away for a moment, grabbing a key card from behind the reception desk, saying something to the hotel manager before walking back over to where I stand.

      “Well, that’s good to hear. Nate can be such a ham, so I’m glad he didn’t make you feel uncomfortable. Come on, I’m sure you’re tired from traveling, and there’s time to start work later. You can get a nice overview of the hotel on our way up to your room. I think you should change and then come down here and join me for a few drinks in the hotel bar.”

      I open my mouth to protest. I want to get started as soon as possible on the work I am here to do. I convinced myself it would all just be easier if I focus on nothing but work.

      “But, I…”

      “No buts. I insist, and drinks are on me. I don’t get a lot of other women to keep me company around here. I’m usually just subjected to spending all my free time around Nate and Vince. Please do me a favor and let me entertain you for the night. The work will wait until tomorrow.”

      Elise is convincing enough that I give up trying to fight and just go along with her. A drink sounds like a great idea actually, and much needed now that my sexual frustration is at Chernobyl level.

      “Alright. I think I could use a night of relaxing anyway; I’ve been working for weeks on the Chicago site without a break.” The doorman comes by with my suitcase.

      “Good. Now, the porter here can show you to your room. Get comfortable and come meet me back here in the lobby when you’re ready.”

      It doesn’t take me long to head upstairs and grab a quick shower, changing out of the business clothes I’d worn for the flight with Vincent and into some nice jeans, a blouse, and strappy heels. Janelle made me pack them just in case I needed something casual for the time I was here, and I am so glad she did.

      I step off of the elevator and make my way to the lobby bar, glancing around until I see Elise waving me over. She already has two glasses of wine waiting for us; I like the way this woman thinks.

      “Come on. I made them pour us both a glass of Vince’s best wine and charge it to his account.” She laughs as I settle into the chair opposite her. “Don’t look so mortified. He can afford it. Next round is on me, I promise.”

      I sip from the wine, stifling a little laugh. “I mean, I don’t doubt that. I just don’t want him to think I’m getting paid to sit around here and drink his wine.”

      “Alison, you’re fine. Trust me. I’ve known him, and Nate, for years now. Neither of them is going to hold it against you if you take a little time for yourself. Didn’t Vincent go running off to go skydiving? He’s a big work hard, play harder kind of guy. Now relax a little and have a good time. It’s Saturday evening. We’re in New York City. You’re young and gorgeous. Just enjoy it.”

      “That is exactly what my sister would say to me right now.” I take another sip of my wine and smile at Elise. “You remind me a lot of her.”

      “I’m sure she’s a beautiful and intelligent young woman then,” Elise says, laughing with a dramatic flip of her hair.

      “Well, yes, that, but also she’s not afraid to live in the moment and actually enjoy it. I, on the other hand, struggle with letting loose.”

      “Well, we will have to work on that then. And don’t worry about Vincent. I’m sure he’s making you uncomfortable. You’re going to have to excuse him for being such a little boy sometimes. He really can’t help it; neither can Nate. Those two grew up together, and I don’t think they forgot what it was like to be teenagers. Besides, it keeps them out of bigger trouble,” she says with a slight wink.

      I laugh, feeling myself relax a little more. “So, what you’re telling me is I’m working for the world’s richest little boy?”

      “You could say that. I’m sure all of his ex-girlfriends would agree.” She toys with the rim of the wine glass in front of her. “But I don’t think any of them ever knew him very well. They were all just fascinated with the money and the life. When the novelty of it all wore off, they were gone before the dust could settle on reality. Vince really does have terrible taste in women.”

      “Sorry, I guess I don’t know him either. We’ve only just really met recently. We actually met before at the airport in Dallas; it was random and wasn’t my best performance.” My voice trails off as Elise grabs the bottle of wine the waiter left on the table and refills both our glasses.

      “Oh, I don’t know about all that. He’s gone on about you to Nate a few times now.” Elise laughs again and looks over me. “I dare say you’ve made a better impression than you thought. Besides, I’ve seen photos of what’s going on back in Chicago. You know what you’re doing. That much is clear. I’ve got high hopes for the rest of the sites. And as far as Vincent goes, well, he puts up a front for most of the world, but at heart, he’s still the same little boy who was growing up on his grandparent’s farm back in the middle of nowhere. If I know better, it was Vince that didn’t make the good impression. Sometimes he lets the thrill of the chase get the better of him. In all honesty, he’s harmless. If he’s pestering you or crossing a line, just tell him and he’ll back off.”

      Elise’s words aren’t exactly what I had expected to hear. There wasn’t a ton of information about what Vincent’s life had been like before he’d become a hotelier.

      “I, uh...he’s just infuriating!” I let the word slip out, unsure of what I actually wanted to say. Elise laughs heartily like she knows firsthand what I am talking about.

      “You know, years ago, I went on a blind date with Vincent. That’s how we officially met. Actually, I had gone to college with him, so he looked familiar when I walked into the date, but I couldn’t place him.” My mouth drops open.

      “What?” She laughs at my shocked response.

      “My college roommate Tara worked for his non-profit, and she set us up. I had just moved back to Chicago from DC, and I was temporarily living with her again. It wasn’t love at first sight by any stretch of the imagination. There was just zero chemistry between us; I was put off by his…bravado,” she says with a small laugh. “He did invite me to come interview with him because he was in need of new legal counsel and I was jobless, so it worked out perfectly. Long story short, I knew Nate from college, and when I interviewed at the hotel, I saw him, and we ended up reconnecting, and, well, now we’re engaged.”

      “That is crazy! What a small world. You mentioned a farm? That’s a surprise. I wouldn’t have pegged him for a farm boy.”

      “Oh yeah, both of them. Nate’s father worked for Vince’s grandfather when they were back in school. They’ve been friends ever since. It was a long way from mucking out horse stalls to owning hotels all over the world, so I can’t blame you for being surprised. He doesn’t exactly give off that corn-fed country boy air.” Elise is a talker, but I am thoroughly enjoying it. She is friendly and funny, and I hope that the two of us can be friends. It doesn’t hurt that Elise is feeding me information on the topic I find most fascinating right now.

      “Not at all. I mean…if you go by what you read about Vincent online, then you’d be pretty certain he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and didn’t have anything better to do with his life than chase leggy models around a penthouse apartment.” I kick myself for going too far with that one, but the wine has me feeling a little too relaxed.

      Elise grins. “Appearances are deceiving sometimes.”

      I nod in agreement. “I can’t deny that. I guess if you went by what I look like, you’d think I was just a pretty face or another ‘dumb blonde.’ I have fought against that stereotype most of my life.”

      “Then you ought to know that there’s usually a lot more to a person than what meets the eye. Yeah, he drives an expensive car, and he has a penchant for dating beautiful women and doing things that put his life in danger to pass a Saturday afternoon. But, he’s a lot more than that. You don’t see the news stories about the charities he started. How he’s sending a half dozen kids from his hometown to college because their parents can’t afford it, or how he’s made a point of hiring veterans at all of our locations because his grandfather was in the Army once upon a time. He dates models, but he also funds a women’s shelter in every city that he owns a hotel. The journalists don’t think that stories about a billionaire giving back or making a difference with the less fortunate are what sells papers. Maybe they’re right. Just know that what you read on the internet isn’t the whole picture.”

      Elise put everything into perspective. She hit a dozen points that I hadn’t considered. Most of them were things I didn’t even think to ask or consider when it came to him. I figured I’d known everything I needed to know about Vincent when I’d walked into his office on that first day, but maybe I was wrong about him. Maybe I need to give him another chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      The last few days have flown by. I had hoped to spend more time with Alison, but she was like a damn tornado tearing through this place. If she wasn’t buried in designs and contracts, she was on her phone or sketching on her iPad. The few times I had interacted with her, she seemed distracted but weirdly nicer. Kind of freaked me out.

      “Alison?” my voice rings out in the executive suite, but there is no sign of her. I walk through the rooms that make up the suite, admiring all of the changes. I pick up a scrap of material and let it slip through my fingers when a sound behind me alerts me to her presence.

      “Shit!” she yelps as she trips over a ladder that was left out in the walk-in closet. She was too buried in her iPad to notice and stubbed her bare toe. She had removed her heels and cardigan and pulled her long hair up in a haphazard bun.

      I take a moment to admire her in the few seconds before she notices me. Her exposed neck is long and slender, just begging for me to drag my lips against it.

      She is startled to see me when she emerges from the closet, and her face displays her surprise. “Oh, hi! I wasn’t expecting anyone this late.” She quickly tries to regain her composure and smooth out her hair, realizing she is barefoot and in a slinky camisole.

      I make no effort to avert my eyes; in fact, I make an extra effort to take in this moment…Alison with her guard down. Looking terribly mussed up and sexy. Long strips of her hair hang down her neck from her bun, and one of her spaghetti straps drapes off her shoulder. I am lost in my thoughts when the sound of her clearing her throat brings me back.

      “Well, Elise told me I could find you here and that despite all her best efforts, she couldn’t get you to leave or even stop for a bite to eat.”

      Alison scurries around me, grabbing her cardigan and shoes. “Well, since I’m only here for a short time, I need to get everything situated and running smoothly. I still have so much to do and so little time, so I need to make sure everyone sticks to the timeline, and we stay on schedule.”

      “I certainly appreciate all the work, you are a machine, but you really should get something to eat. Care to join me tonight?” I nervously run my fingers through my hair, waiting for her reply. I can’t remember the last time a woman made me nervous.

      She continues to scurry around the suite, gathering scraps of material and blueprints. “I appreciate the offer honestly, but I’m exhausted and just want to get some room service and finish up some paperwork in my room.”

      I can sense her tenseness and decided not to push her tonight.  I am captivated by her work ethic and passion; it permeates every aspect of her actions.

      “Well, in that case, I do hope you follow through on that plan to get some food and relax. I’m sure we’ll catch up tomorrow, so I’ll leave you to finish up your evening. Oh, and Alison, remember that you can always fly back to the hotel locations we are visiting as the projects progress. That’s what the plan has always been.” I turn and walk out of the suite, the entire time wanting to pull her hair out of that messy bun and throw her down on the king-sized bed in the middle of the room.

      I make my way back to my room but then decide to head over to the onsite restaurant instead. Usually, I’d be out at one of the finest restaurants in the city, then hitting up my favorite club. I don’t know what has gotten into me lately, but the truth is I am getting bored of that lifestyle. It is empty and exhausting.

      “Hey, Frank, how’s it going tonight?” I shake the hand of the maître d′.

      “Good evening, sir, very busy tonight but we have your regular table if you’d like?” He gestures to a secluded booth in the back of the restaurant.

      “Not tonight, Frank. I’ll sit at the bar. Probably going to be a liquid dinner tonight, buddy.” I give him a pat on the shoulder as he lets out a hearty laugh.

      I put in my order for a medium rare filet and sip on the whiskey my bartender sits in front of me. I reach up and loosen my tie, letting out a long, exasperated sigh. I feel like I’ve been holding my breath and didn’t even realize it. I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone to call Nate.

      “Hey, old man, you manage to scare off Alison yet?” His laugh echoes on the other end.

      “Yeah, something like that. I promise I’ll be sending Elise home to you soon.”

      “Yeah, I talked with her earlier today; she said she’s been spending time with Alison. Apparently, they hit it off. But seriously, how are things going?”

      I rub my hand roughly over my five o’clock shadow. “I can’t stop thinking about her, man. I have tried to get her to go to dinner or just a drink, even sky diving. She fucking hates me.”

      “Listen, you’re approaching this all wrong. First of all, you’re technically her boss, so she probably doesn’t want to cross a line. You need to cultivate a friendship and then, when the contract is over, maybe it can turn into something more. You need to come at it from her point of view, try to find out what she’s in to, and see if you can get in the door that way.”

      “Ah, shit, you’ve been hanging with Elise too much. You are way into your feelings, bro.” I down the rest of my drink and motion to the bartender for another.

      “You’re just pissed that you’ve finally met a woman who you can’t just fuck into wanting you or doing whatever you want. Just don’t be a dick to her, Vincent. Hey, Elise is calling. I’m going to let you go. Let me know how it goes.”

      I hang up the phone and promptly down the entire second glass of whiskey. I know Nate is right, not just because it’s the respectable thing to do but because Alison deserves better. I pick at my steak, but I've lost my appetite. Instead, I opt to drown my sorrows in an endless glass of liquor.

      It’s nearing eleven when I finally pry myself away from the bar. I can feel the room start to spin as I make my way to the nearest elevator bank. I stare at the buttons as the doors close and then re-open again. I press the button for my floor and lean back against the wall as I ride the car up to the twentieth floor.

      I’m walking down the hall to my room when the urge to knock on Alison’s door overtakes me. Her room is right next to mine. When I had my secretary book the rooms, I specifically asked for side by side placement. I don’t know what I was thinking; maybe that she’d be more apt to sleep with me if we shared a wall.

      I find myself standing at her door, willing myself to walk away. I bring my hand up to knock when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out and see a familiar name on the screen. Vanessa.

      “Hello?” I answer, a bit confused. I haven’t spoken to Vanessa for at least six months. She was a casual fling I would call when I was in New York. We both had separate lives and had zero expectations when it came to things between us.

      “Hey, handsome. I heard you were in town and you didn’t call me,” she says with a fake, syrupy sweetness. I can tell she’s pretend pouting.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, just been a very busy few days.”

      I step away from Alison’s door and head into my room.

      “So, are you going to make me ask?”

      “Ask what, Vanessa?”

      “Are you alone?”

      I lean against my door and close my eyes, letting the line go silent.

      “Hello? Vincent?”

      “Room 2017. There will be a key waiting for you at the front desk,” I say and then hang up, throwing the phone on the nearby couch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      I finish up gathering my things and head to my room. I am still mulling over Vincent’s comments about revisiting the hotel sites…it made perfect sense; I was just surprised I hadn’t considered that option yet. I had been killing myself to get everything done on the first trip. This past week had been beyond exhausting. Surprisingly, Vincent had given me plenty of space to get the ball rolling here in New York, but the days were certainly not without a comment or two from him or a dinner invitation.

      I flop on my bed and let out a loud sigh. I haven’t spoken to Janelle this entire trip, so I pull my phone off the nightstand and send her a quick text.

      You awake?

      My phone rings immediately, causing a smile to break out on my face.

      “How did I know you’d still be awake?” I laugh into the phone as Janelle launches into what she had been up to the past week.

      “How’s the New York trip going?”

      “Good. I have been able to get so much done, and my vision has meshed well with Vincent’s, so that’s a huge relief. There have been a couple hiccups. Oh my god, I ordered the—”

      Janelle interrupts, “What I really mean is how are things going with the sexpot billionaire? You do anything crazy yet? Had two drinks at dinner? Get matching tattoos? Cut out of work at four-thirty?”

      I roll my eyes at Elle’s sarcastic remarks. I should have known she was just fishing for info on Vincent.

      “No, nothing crazy, unfortunately. I have been working round the clock, but I’m hopeful it will set everyone up for success once I leave. I have spent some time with Elise Taylor; she’s the company attorney, and I think you would love her. She reminds me a lot of you actually. She’s kind of taken me under her wing so that I’m not completely alone and going crazy through all of this.”

      We chat for a while longer before I turn in for the night. I only have one more full day in New York before I head back to Chicago to wrap up things there and then head off to Denver.

      I am just about to fall asleep when I hear mumbled laughing and talking in the room next door. I distinctly make out a deep voice talking followed by higher-pitched laughing…the banter continues for a while but quickly turns into moans and what I can only assume is the headboard slamming against the wall.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I mutter to myself as I pull a pillow over my head and groan. I consider banging against the wall, but just as I pull my arm back to send a message to the moaning offenders, I realize that my room shares a wall with Vincent’s.

      “Why the hell am I not surprised? All of my judgments confirmed.” I huff loudly and roll over, pulling the blankets over my head. I can’t deny I am angry…angry for starting to let my guard down and think he could change.

      I can’t sleep. I whip the blankets off of myself and head to the bathroom. I turn on the shower and step in, letting the hot water cascade over my body. I can feel the tension melting from my neck and shoulders. I take my time, allowing myself to relax and giving the chance for the spank-fest next door to die down.

      After a good forty-five minutes in the shower, I dry myself off and lather myself with lavender lotion and oil to help myself relax. The cool sheets feel so good on my clean body, and it seems like the situation next door has finally stopped.

      I have just nodded off again when a ping from my phone alerts me to an incoming message. I roll over, groaning to myself as I reach for the phone on my nightstand. I jolt up immediately as I read the name that registered on the screen: Vincent Crawford.

      My stomach flip-flops as I swipe across the screen, revealing the message.

      Hey…you up?

      [image: ]

      The next morning, I do everything in my power to avoid Vincent. So far, I’ve been successful, spending my time immersed in finishing up a few projects and meeting with vendors.

      Things have been going very smoothly so far, and I plan to keep it that way. I have just one more meeting before I need to finish packing and head to the airport. Our flight is leaving tonight, and thankfully, Vincent has some off-sight meetings to attend to this afternoon, so I am confident my plan to avoid him will work.

      The sun is just beginning to set. I look out over the city from my room. I do love it here; maybe someday I could open a firm here. I stand for one more minute, taking in the beautiful yellow-orange light that filters through the room. I grab my bags, give the room one quick glance to make sure I have everything, then make my way toward the elevators.

      I had told Elise I would meet her at a quarter to eight and we would take a car to the airport. I am just emerging from the elevator when Elise and Vincent both wave me over to where they are standing. I want to slap the shit-eating grin off of Vincent’s face but decide not to let my frustration show.

      “You ready to get out of dodge?” Vincent asks, taking my bags.

      I give a tight smile and turn my focus to Elise, giving her a quick hug. “Ready to get home? I bet Nate’s missing you like crazy.”

      “Well, I’m certainly ready to get home. I can’t lie. I’m worried about the state of our apartment. That man is a genius in the boardroom, but it’s like he’s allergic to cleaning. And to be honest, poor Griffin is probably so tired of having to babysit him. God knows when I’m out of town, he always tries to get Griffin out of his comfort zone. I don’t know why these boys can’t leave that poor man alone.” We both laugh and make our way toward the sidewalk as our car pulls up.

      “Griffin is only a few years older than Nate and Vince, but they tease him so much. He’s a little more tightly wound and reserved, so they’re always making a game out of trying to get him to lighten up.”

      “It’s all in good fun; Thor knows that. Besides, we’d hate to see him live his entire life so uptight and miss out on some fun and life-changing experiences,” Vincent chimes in.

      I ignore his comments that are so clearly directed towards me.

      “Maybe I can set my sister up with him,” I joke. “God knows that girl needs a leash sometimes.” I shake my head as Elise chuckles and rubs my arm sympathetically.

      The commute isn’t exactly quick or easy since this is New York City, but I am thankful Elise is there to keep me company and keep me from having to engage Vincent one on one or strangle him. We finally board Vincent’s private plan and are about to taxi when Elise hops up to use the restroom, leaving Vincent and me alone in the cabin.

      “You look like you have made an unimaginable amount of progress in the short time we have been here. I know we discussed a lot of the preliminary plans, but seeing it brought to life is just amazing. You are a fantastic designer, Alison; I hope you know that. I can’t wait to see how all of this turns out.”

      I smile, smoothing out my dress. I can’t miss my chance to be snide. “Thank you, it has certainly been exciting and challenging at the same time. I honestly think the re-branding and updating of your hotels is a worthy investment and you’ll see a big return on it.” I turn to pull my laptop out of my bag before adding, “The only suggestion I would have for you is to consider soundproofing your rooms. It’s amazing what you can hear through the walls.”

      He is listening intently when suddenly his face goes white and his back stiffens. Maybe he doesn’t even remember last night, which is why he hasn’t brought it up. Whatever is going through his head, it certainly isn’t something he wants to relive or remember. I bite back a smile at his discomfort, glad I can make him uncomfortable for once.

      He opens his mouth to speak when Elise comes back from the restroom and settles into her seat. “Okay, what’d I miss?” she says with a cheeky smile that quickly fades when she senses the tension that has settled over the cabin.

      I smile over at her and grab her hand, launching into a discussion about her wedding plans and upcoming nuptials. I am not about to drag Elise into any issues I have with Vincent, and I also am not interested in his apologies or excuses. The fact is he owes me no explanations for his behavior, and I have no right to care…now if I could get my brain to understand and believe that.
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          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks have passed since Alison and I went to New York to start renovations at the hotel there, and things seem to have changed between the two of us…dramatically.

      Even the sight of me seems to piss her off more than usual. We spent a week there while she toured the rooms, came up with ideas, and explored the furniture and fabric that was available in the city. I know she heard me with Vanessa, but nothing happened. As soon as I gave her my room number, I texted her back and told her not to come, but she did anyway. She tried forcing herself on me and my drunk ass ended up knocking over a desk and chair trying to avoid her.

      Elise had found a fast friend in Alison, and the two of them had been practically inseparable during their time together. I could barely get a word in edgewise when the three of us had to interact or spend any amount of time working together.

      Then there was that week with nothing. After our flight home, Alison had dove into her work; I hadn’t seen or heard from her in days. It wasn’t until I called her to arrange the flight to the hotel in Denver that I heard her voice. I knew she’d been buried in work because the staff in New York was getting instructions and diagrams about the new decor that were quickly being put into place, but she hadn’t responded to any of my correspondence directly. She had sent over plenty of designs, invoices, and contracts that I needed to sign but nothing in the way of actual conversation, and everything went to my executive assistant. I even noticed a few Mr. Crawfords in the emails; good to know we’re back to that.

      Maybe that shouldn’t bother me, but it does a little. I enjoy seeing her name in my inbox or on my calendar. I look down at my phone every time it vibrates, hoping to see her name across the screen.

      I’m not going to pick her up this time for our flight. She’d said she had her ride to the airport and would meet me at plane. I’d been waiting for about fifteen minutes when she arrived.

      “About time, Alison.” I glance up from my watch with a sly grin. “I was starting to believe you were going to skip out on me.”

      Alison lets her suitcase rest beside her as she shrugs. “Trust me; the thought crossed my mind. But in the end, I decided there’s no way I was missing out on an all-expenses-paid trip to Denver. I’ve never been there before. So what death-defying feat are you planning for Colorado? Any chance it will be something that will keep you out of my hair and sight for the entire trip?”

      She is joking with me, which seems to be a good sign, at least a little, even if there is some underhandedness. That has to be a first.

      “Skiing.” I smile broadly as she raises an eyebrow in my direction. “From a helicopter.”

      “Oh, I should have known.” She grabs the handle of her suitcase and heads towards the small gate where our private plane is boarding. “Come on; we have a flight to make.”

      I follow her down the ramp onto the plane, letting the attendant stash our bags in the proper compartment on the plane. There is something different with her; she is being way more engaging than she ever has been. Something is up.

      “So, I know better than to ask you to come skiing with me, but are you going to join me for dinner this time? There won’t be any Elise there to entertain you.” I kick myself for asking, but I am a glutton for punishment as far as Alison is concerned.

      “Before you say no! Let me please apologize for my behavior in New York. I should have been more…thoughtful about where your room was located, and I’m embarrassed, to be honest. If it makes it any better, I was drunk and no—”

      Alison puts her hand up to stop me.

      “You don’t owe me an apology; it’s none of my business what you do in your spare time, and honestly, I shouldn’t have been surprised.”

      Her words sting a little because it is the truth. She did see me as just a man-whoring playboy…I guess I proved that to her in New York. I sat there staring at her without saying a word. I don’t know what to say to make things right, so I figure keeping my mouth shut is the best option.

      After several awkward minutes of silence, Alison lets out a long sigh. “Alright, Vincent. Dinner tonight, but I have to get to work tomorrow. After all, you’re not paying me to hang out with you. You couldn’t afford me, anyway. Oh, and in the future, don’t booty-call your interior designer after you bang your latest conquest…not good for morale,” she says with her newfound sarcasm.

      I have to fight hard to keep the surprise off my face when she agrees, but a huge smile spreads across my face seeing her stand up for herself and tell me off.

      “As I said, there wasn’t any banging.”

      “Don’t worry about it; it is in the past. Clean slate and all that, right?” She gives me a coy wink and snaps her seatbelt on.

      A huge grin spreads across my face at her attempt to make light of the situation as I move to buckle myself into my favorite seat on the plane. I want to ask more about the booty-call comment because that bad decision isn’t rushing back to me. However, she said yes to dinner, which means I have some planning to do. My phone is already in my hand, sending out emails and texts to all the appropriate parties to make sure things are in motion.

      “Fair enough. Dinner tonight. I’ll meet you downstairs in the hotel at eight, if that’s alright with you?” I raise an eyebrow, waiting for her reply.

      “See you at eight,” she says without looking up from her phone. She giggles as she reads what looks to be a text.

      “Ma’am, please put that in airplane mode,” I joke, trying to keep the fun mood going.

      She finishes typing and hits send before turning the phone off and turning to me. “Sorry, just had to let my boyfriend know I’m taking off.”
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          Alison

        

      

    

    
      I have no idea what came over me…why the hell did I just lie to him about having a boyfriend? The truth is I had been texting Janelle to let her know I was taking off and that I’d text again when I landed. I panicked after I agreed to go to dinner with him: another stupid move on my part. I curse myself internally…and Elise. This is all her fault!

      Elise and I had gotten to know each other even better since we’d gotten back from New York. Elise had even gone out with Janelle and me for a girls’ night out. As I predicted, Janelle adored her, and the two of them clicked immediately. They have a lot in common. They both have the philosophy that life was meant to be enjoyed, so why not grab each opportunity and live life to the max.

      Since I’d been home from New York, I’d been in a mood and Janelle had let me know at every opportunity. I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but she was right…is it the fact that I am jealous Vincent had been hanging out with another woman? Or is it the fact I’d purposely sequestered myself from him? I’d never admit this to anyone, but he had entered my mind several times over the last few weeks…mostly at night when I was trying to fall asleep. Thoughts of his hands making their way up my trembling thighs, of his lips against my neck and my breasts.

      So, I shouldn’t have been surprised when Elise had brought up Vincent on the way to the airport this morning. There had to have been a motive for her to offer me a ride to the airport. She lived only a few blocks down from Vincent, so her suggestion that it was easier for her to give me a ride over him made no sense. It was just as much out of her way as it was out of his, and she didn’t even have any business at the airport for an excuse.

      She had clearly wanted to talk about how he was a nice guy, and how I ought to give him a chance, even after I told her about the headboard banging against my hotel room wall. Elise knew him far better than I, but in the time I’d been around him, I still hadn’t seen this amazing person she described. She told me to try to look past the brazen comments and somewhat reckless behavior. Even after all his frustrating behavior, Elise’s comments were sinking in. Maybe my subconscious wants to give him another chance, and that’s why I agreed to dinner. Maybe I am judging him the way I felt people had judged me in the past.

      The fact is, he’s kind to everyone who works for him. There isn’t a moment when he’s treated any of them like just employees or ordered anyone around. He notices them, which is more than can be said for a lot of billionaires. He consistently praises me for my work, noticing even the smallest of details. He even called Madeline to tell her personally how great of a job I was doing.

      Elise had told me about Vincent’s charities and the things he poured his money and time into. There is more to him than just extreme sports and fast cars and women. There is a depth to him that I hadn’t thought was there, and for some reason, he is interested in my success: a poor, just barely out of college woman, ten years younger than him, who turned her nose up at him. All of that had been swirling around in my head when Vincent asked me to join him for dinner again. He’d asked me before, back in New York, but I’d turned him down. This time, I wasn’t able to hold out.

      The part of me that doesn’t want to keep him out is getting stronger every day that I spend with him while the part that is resistant grows quieter and quieter. I am growing more confident by the day…it is all just a fun time and I certainly don't have to explain my actions to anyone! Maybe Janelle was right when she said that I am too uptight for my own good. Vincent isn’t the marrying type, so why not take a carefree approach and live in the moment? I’m young and beautiful; I could have a good time without worrying about the long term, right?

      But now, we’re in Denver. We check into our rooms in the hotel: matching suites on one of the upper floors. He is right next door, only one wall away, and my heart is pounding in my chest in anticipation of what is going to happen tonight. Will I be able to keep my newfound confidence, or will I wilt under pressure and end up giving him a piece of my mind?

      I rummage through my suitcase. All the clothes I’ve brought for the trip aren’t what I want to wear. They are all either far too casual or far too much about business for a dinner out. I didn’t plan for this, and now I am starting to freak out. Grabbing my phone, I shoot off a quick text message to my sister.

      For some dumb reason, I agreed to go out to dinner with him, and now I have nothing to wear.

      I toss the phone onto the bed and go back to comparing two outfits that are never really going to make me happy when my phone goes off. I grab it and glance at the screen to see a reply from Elle.

      Look in your closet.

      My brow knits together. I walk over to the double doors on the other side of the bed. I hadn’t even bothered to open them when I’d arrived, but just behind them is a red cocktail dress that is exactly my size and a matching pair of high heels resting on the floor underneath them.

      What have you done? I wanted something better than I brought, but this screams sex on a stick!

      I tap out a reply to her before pulling the hanger down, admiring the dress. It is going to fit like a glove.

      It wasn’t me. It was Elise.

      I can’t decide if I want to hit or hug Elle and Elise for doing this, or how they’d known I was going to say yes this time. In the end, it doesn’t matter. I agreed to this dinner, and I am going to look like a million bucks when I walk into it. The dress and heels are fabulous, but I am nervous that it might be a little too much for dinner with my pseudo-boss. Now, I need to get ready and get my nervous sweating under control. I walk over to the minibar and grab the vodka. “Nothing a little liquid courage can’t fix.”

      A couple of hours later, when the knock at my door comes, I am startled. Vincent agreed to meet me in the lobby, so I wasn’t expecting anyone. Thankfully I am ready. My blonde hair is in loose curls down my back. I opted for winged eyeliner and lots of mascara, just a touch of shimmer on my lids, bronzer on my cheeks, and a nude lip to give the look a sultry but not overdone vibe.

      I open the door gingerly and am met by a smiling Vincent. I am not certain what to make of the expression on his face, but I am glad I overdressed for the occasion. I don’t even want to know how much his suit cost, but I’m confident it would cover at least a few months of rent. He looks like he was made to wear it too, filling it out in all the right places. God, why does he have to look so damn good all the damn time?

      “Well, good evening, Alison.” He grins. I can see a glint in his eyes as he looks me up and down. He’s looked me up and down before, but this time, something is different. He looks like a man that hasn’t eaten for a week and just sat down in front of a thirty-two-ounce steak. I take in a breath and pull my bottom lip between my teeth, being careful not to mess up my lipstick.

      “Good evening, yourself. You look nice.” I smile at him and take his arm he offers me. His cologne is intoxicating; mixed with his own scent, it immediately sends my brain spinning.

      “I think you stole my line, but you look more than nice. You’re stunning.” He leads me down the hall towards the elevator, but I become confused when he pushes the button that calls the elevator to take us up.

      “Up?” I glance at him, and he returns my questioning expression with a grin.

      “You’ll see, but yes, we’re going up.”

      We stand quietly together as we wait for the elevator. My arm is still looped through his, and I can feel my body begin to sweat nervously. When the doors open onto the roof, what I see drags a little gasp from my parted lips.

      “Oh wow…Vincent, you didn’t have to do any of this. I mean, none of my other clients have ever made this kind of effort!” I am taken aback by the set up on the roof. Lights have been strung around a single table set with a white tablecloth, attended by one of the hotel’s wait staff. The view from the top of the hotel is breathtaking; the Rocky Mountains surround us, still sprinkled with snow on the peaks. It is clear he’s done this so we could be the only two people in the world for at least a little while.

      “Well, I know I didn’t have to. I just wanted to.” He laughs softly and takes my arm that had slipped free when we stepped off the elevator. He leads us over to the table where the waiter pulls a chair out for me to sink into. He moves to the opposite side of the table to join me and signals for the waiter to get our drinks. He returns with a bottle of wine, filling our glasses before bowing slightly and disappearing through the doorway near the covered area where the elevator was located.

      “I mean,” I look around the roof with a soft laugh and then back to him before continuing, “what is all this? You buttering me up for something? Is there another hotel that I need to redecorate unexpectedly? Or are we jumping off the roof?” I point towards the ledge with a sly grin on my face.

      “No, no unexpected hotel additions, Alison, or death-defying activities. It’s simply a date.”

      He is entirely relaxed as he drinks from the wine glass in front of him. I am stunned for the moment, and I know the fact that I am speechless shows on my face because he takes the opportunity to speak again.

      “I mean, I don’t do this sort of thing for every woman who works for me, Alison. I know you think I’m free and loose with my time, but I promise, I don’t do this for just anyone. In fact, I don’t think I’ve done this ever before.”

      I don’t know how to respond, so I take a long drink of the wine in front of me. I am trying to process what is going on, but I am not sure I am going to be able to wrap my head around the fact that I am sitting across the table from one of the richest men in the world, having drinks on what most people would have called our first date. Part of me wants to put an end to this immediately, but my sister’s words ring out in my head to just relax and take it for what it is.

      “I guess I’m wondering…” I look up at Vincent, fingers still wrapped around the stem of the wine glass. “Why do it for me then? I guess my sister was right when she told me I hadn’t been on a date in so long that I wouldn’t know one if it bit me on the ass.”

      What am I saying? I haven’t had enough wine to blame it on the alcohol. I also haven’t had enough to feel as brave as I do at that moment, eyes locking with Vincent’s across the table, but he doesn’t look away. He keeps my gaze in his, even when the waiter appears with two dishes in hand.

      “Oh, I think she underestimates you, then.” The waiter puts the plates down without a word, removing the silver-colored domes to reveal a plate of pasta: chicken Alfredo, my absolute favorite food. I am not sure I want to know how he knew what I like, but I have a feeling that I have Elise to thank or blame for all of this. I’m pretty sure that the topic of favorite dishes came up at some point in one of our conversations.

      “I’m pretty sure both of us might have been underestimated here, Vincent.” I pick up a fork and stab it into the food on the plate, swirling it around to gather the noodles as I glance back up at Vincent. A grin is on his face as I let out a groan of satisfaction.

      Elle and Elise are probably back at home just waiting to find out how tonight goes. I don’t know because I left my phone back in the hotel room, but they both had a hand in this. I am not sure whether I want to yell at them or hug them both.

      “You may be right there. I feel like we got off on the wrong foot, and god knows my behavior in New York certainly didn’t put any of your thoughts about me to rest.” Vincent smiles at me; it is warm and genuine. I can tell from the way that it traveled through his features all the way up to his eyes.

      “One of the few things I’m good at is knowing is when I’m wrong, Vincent.” I try to soften my expression. I had been wrong, especially about him. I am not convinced in the slightest, though, that this man is anything more than a good time. A mere distraction on my road to a true happily ever after.

      “Oh, I bet you’re good at a lot more than that.” His voice is matter of fact, and he keeps his attention on me rather than the plate in front of him as he eats. I glance away nervously; I’m not a fan of being the center of attention. Maybe I have a touch of social anxiety.

      It is one of the reasons I haven’t even thought about dating since my breakup with Brian. It has only been a few months anyway, and work is providing a much-needed distraction. Frankly, I don’t have the time to try to fit another person into my life right now.

      I feel the heat rise in my cheeks when I process the compliment. I am not sure whether he meant anything more by it or not, but I know exactly where my mind went. Hopefully, the light up here is low enough that he isn’t going to notice my flooding with color.

      “I guess I’ll have to leave that up to you to decide since I’m the one who’s working for you.” I grin up at him. A very loud and large part of me knows that mixing business with pleasure is entirely wrong, and an even bigger, louder part of me wants it more than anything else right now.

      “Right now, you’re off the clock. This is entirely pleasure. I promise.” He stands up, leaving the food forgotten on the plate that he’s barely touched and offers me his hand.

      “May I have the pleasure of a dance, Miss Ryder?”

      “But there isn’t any music.” I look around the roof. We are alone, not another soul there, and I can’t figure out if he planned this and there is some secret source of music that is going to surprise me any moment or if he’s lost his mind.

      “And who says we have to have music to dance?” He grins down at me. With that smile, I can’t resist. I take his hand he’s extended and stand up from the table. There isn’t much point in fighting any of this anymore. I am here. Maybe it is time to give up and enjoy myself for once in my life.

      I let him slide one arm around my waist and pull me into his arms as we begin swaying back and forth. All of a sudden, I don’t know why I’ve been fighting all this time, but the rational part of my brain isn’t exactly working at the moment. The part of me that had been urging me to let go all of this time is feeling pretty vindicated though. This is everything that has flowed through my daydreams since I met Vincent. I keep telling myself it’s just a date. Nothing serious, and nothing to freak out over. Just go with it!

      His firm body feels amazing pressed against mine. I can feel my nipples harden against his chest. I want so badly to be taken by him. I run my arm up his, pausing for a brief second to feel the strong bulge of his bicep.

      My brain is still battling with itself when he leans in and presses a soft kiss to my lips. I tense at the unexpected intrusion as he tightens his arms around me, deepening the kiss into something that steals my breath and leaves me feeling a little dizzy.

      My lips don’t move, and my body stays rigid, but all too quickly, I give up on resisting. Moving my hands from his shoulders up to his neck, to run through his dark hair and lose myself in the way it feels to be held in his arms. His tongue darts out and slips past my lips, massaging my tongue with his own as his lips caress mine. I can taste the sweetness of the wine on his tongue as he continues to explore my mouth. I am drunk on this moment, a moan involuntarily escaping my lips against his. I can feel him growing firm against my belly; I want to touch him, to feel his manhood pulse in my hand and inside of me.

      I am not ready when he pulls away, but it is only then that I realize how much my lungs are screaming for air. I take in a gentle breath and the chance to glance up at him nervously, not sure what to expect. His eyes are heavy and full of lust.

      “So, is this how you treat all the hired help, or I’m just lucky?”

      He lets out a loud, unguarded laugh. It is nice to see him relaxed as well, not focused on trying to run a company…just living in the moment.

      “No, Alison. I’m the lucky one. I seriously doubt you go around dancing with and kissing all your clients, so I’m going to take being the exception to your rules as flattery.”

      He’s right. This is against all my rules. It is the first time I’ve stepped out of the boundaries I set for myself, and it is turning out to be one of the best decisions.

      “You should. All of this is a first for me. I don’t make a habit of dancing without music; it really sets the mood, ya know.” I bite my bottom lip, trying my hardest to flirt…something I am not exactly a pro at. Tonight, I am going to be selfish, and maybe a little bit reckless for the first time in my life. It would make Janelle proud.

      The whole thing is brought to a jarring halt when Vincent opens his mouth though.

      “I like the soft moan that you let out when I kiss you,” he says, leaning in to run his nose and lips up my neck, stopping only to nip at my jaw.

      Thoughts of hearing moans through the walls of his New York hotel flood back to me. How could I be so stupid as to think he was suddenly different? How could I be so stupid as to think I could have a casual and careless fling with someone who was banging his way through the entire Victoria Secret roster?

      “I can’t…I…” I step back, breaking his touch.

      “You can’t what, Alison? What is it?”

      “It’s New York. I know you made it clear from the beginning you can’t offer a relationship and it would be purely casual, but I’m not like that. I can’t be with someone who’s sleeping with someone else right after kissing me.” I turn to leave, but he grabs my hand.

      “Alison, wait, please. It wasn’t like that. She came up to my room, but nothing happened. I knew it was a mistake and I tried sending her away, but she came on to me. What you heard was me moaning because I fell over a desk and knocked over a chair. I swear nothing happened.” He’s clinging to my wrist tightly.

      “But you invited her up to your room, didn’t you? Even if you didn’t go through with it, you wanted to long enough to invite her over. Casual or not, at the end of the day, I don’t want to be someone’s flavor of the week.” I pull my hand free, leaving him standing there with a look of complete shame and disappointment on his face as I step into the elevator and the doors close.

      I wring my hands as I ride the elevator back to my floor. Do I even care if he thought about being with another woman? Why can’t I just use him like he would me? I let out an exasperated groan and stomp down the hall to my suite. I know the answer…I know I’m falling for him, and this cannot end well.

      When I get back to my room, I draw a bath, filled with essential oils, to wash away this frustration. A warm soak always helps me decompress and calm my nerves. I strip out of the dress and pick up my phone to text Janelle but decide against it and set it on the counter.

      Grabbing wine from the mini bar, I pour myself a glass before lowering into the water and closing my eyes…I just need to simmer for a bit and ignore the question of why I can’t seem to fucking relax and stop trying to control everything.

      I sink back into the warm, aromatic water, inhaling deeply. “God, I’ve needed this,” I mumble, letting my head hang back against the edge of the tub. It is deep and jetted, something I plan to keep as part of the new design of the hotel.

      I let my mind wander to the events that unfurled earlier…I have to admit, I may have overreacted a little, but his comment was a complete mood killer. Had I just been looking for an excuse to bail like I always did?

      I roll my head around, trying to relax as one of my hands squeezes a sudsy loofah against my neck. I replay the kiss in my head…the way his lips pressed against my own. His tongue had darted out and caressed my own as his firm body pressed against mine. Before I can stop myself, my hands are skimming down my breasts, settling between my legs.

      My breathing quickens as I begin to rub my clit. My eyes flutter as I imagine Vincent’s long, thick fingers touching me. My movements become more erratic as my pulse races; I couldn’t stop now if I wanted to. It isn’t long before I’m squeezing my legs together, thoughts of Vincent Crawford’s tongue lapping at me like a man starved for my taste.

      “Fuck!”

      I slap the water as I shoot up in frustration; it’s ok, it’s fine…I’m fine, I tell myself as I come down from the explosive orgasm that just rattled my body.
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      I kicked myself as soon as the words left my mouth. One thing I need to learn is that Alison is vastly different from the women I previously charmed.

      The other women in my life were easy to get and easy to lose, something I had prided myself on in the past. I want to be different for Alison. I know she deserves so much more. I had called after her, but she bolted anyway.

      I don’t know what came over me; it felt like jealousy. I’d felt it bubble up in my chest when she first mentioned having a boyfriend on the flight out here. It had been sitting in my stomach, stewing.

      A feeling of possessiveness gripped me so tight when I held her. She’s mine. The thought of another man touching her, holding her, kissing her, made me sick to my stomach. It also made me act out like a fucking child. I have to make things right. I am not just going to walk away this time.

      I make my way back to my room to clear my head and give her some space. I pace the floor with my phone in my hand, finger hovering over the call button. Finally, I give in and hit send.

      “Hello?” Elise’s voice echoes on the other end.

      “Listen…I fucked up. Majorly."
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      I knock softly on Alison’s door. Waiting hopefully.

      She opens it slowly to see a remorseful looking me standing there with my hands in my pockets and my head hung low. I am hopeful my body language conveys just how sorry I am.

      “Alison…I feel like you’re going to tire of this song and dance very soon, but I want to extend my apologies once again for my behavior. Before you say anything, just hear me out, please.” I look down the hall and then motion past her. “May I come in?”

      She looks down at her robe-clad body and pulls it closer against her chest. I’m becoming very aware of her nakedness under the plush covering.

      “Umm, yeah, yeah just let me…” She seems unsure of what she is saying. She ushers in me and stands at the end of her bed. She seems nervous, fidgeting with the belt on the robe.

      I sit on the edge of the small couch and place my elbows on my knees. “I won’t stay long, but I need to apologize. I know this isn’t a valid excuse, and it’s a flimsy one at best, but the past…women I’ve engaged with have been very different from you. They…how do I say this? They were after one thing and needed something from me. You’re completely different from anyone I’ve ever pursued or engaged with, and I am asking for your patience and forgiveness.”

      She stands silently for the longest time, probably trying to process what I am saying or maybe to determine the best way to tell me to fuck off. She hugs the lapels of her robe even tighter to her chest before she finally speaks.

      “Thank you; I do understand what you’re saying. I am not great at letting my guard down, in case you haven’t noticed, so when I do, and things go south, my gut instinct is to put up a wall. I felt great coming here, and when you brought up the moaning comment, it just made me think of New York, and I realize I’m no different from the random woman you hooked up with there, and I get that. I guess I just didn’t like being reminded that I’m just another notch in some random guy’s belt.”

      I lower my head when Alison brings up New York. “I know. I knew as soon as the words left my mouth that those memories were probably where your mind went. She was someone I used to date a while back. She heard that I was in town and reached out. I know it wasn’t right; I regret it now. I was frustrated that I couldn’t seem to get through to you, and I took her up on her offer for a drink. I knew her intentions, and I should have said no, but I didn’t.” I rub my thumb and forefinger across my brow as I speak.

      “Look, Vincent, you don’t owe me an explanation for your choices. We have a professional relationship and how you choose to spend your time or who you choose to spend it with is none of my business. Honestly, it’s fine. I’m just glad we realize now that we should keep things professional. I shouldn’t have kissed you back tonight; I work for you.”

      I am not sure if she is trying to convince me or herself. “And you have a boyfriend…which is whole other apology I owe you. I was completely out of li—”

      “Actually…I made that up.” She looks down at her feet as confusion washes over me.

      “Wait, what?”

      “I—I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me when I said that on the flight. I was texting my sister. I think I just hoped if I said that, you would back off on the flirty comments. I was confused; you’re my client, and I can’t risk my job for some meaningless hookup that could destroy my reputation. I thought I could let loose and live in the moment without feelings. I was wrong.”

      I sigh and run my hands through my hair. I can see she isn’t going to change her mind tonight. “I understand. I really am sorry, Alison; I hope I haven’t damaged our working relationship. I would like to be friendly with you…hell, I’d like to actually be friends with you, if that’s possible.” I stand up and shove my hands in my pockets, looking at her with a questioning eyebrow raise.

      She lets out a small laugh and shakes her head. “I’m not angry with you, Vincent. Unfortunately, you’re too charming to hate, something I think you’re well aware of and use to your advantage. The fact is, I like you…a lot, and I don’t know what to do with those feelings. We will get along just fine, don’t worry. Just let me get my work done and don’t try to get me to do backflips out of a helicopter or whatever.”

      I laugh and make my way towards the door. “Thank you, Alison. I promise to stay out of your way and let you focus and work without my banal drivel. Now, I’ll let you get on with your evening. Thank you for your time, and I hope you sleep well.”

      I let the door shut behind me and then lean against it…how the hell am I going to ever deserve her? I have to prove to her that I am more than just another rich playboy trying to use her for fun. It was a comment I deserved, and I see why she felt that way. It bothers me that she has mentioned a few times now that she thinks I see her as just another one of my flings. I would do whatever it takes to prove to her that I am worthy of her. Still, the fact that she admitted that she likes me has my stomach doing backflips with excitement.

      [image: ]

      True to my word, I give Alison plenty of space while in Colorado. Like before, she worked around the clock getting the renovations started. As much as I loved watching her work, she needed to have some downtime.

      I did manage to persuade her to take me up on an offer to go for a hike. She certainly wasn’t used to the altitude and was convinced she would die halfway through, but I made sure to keep the pace slow and controlled for her. The conversation between us was mostly about work; I could tell she was uneasy and not sure where the boundaries were.

      By the time the week came to a close, I was ready to get back home. Alison seemed ready as well; she kept mentioning a massage and bottle of wine that were calling her name. She deserved it…she deserved everything.

      Now I have to survive the two-and-a-half-hour flight back to Chicago, and then on to Hawaii.
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      I called ahead to the hotel in Hawaii long before the flight landed on the island. This trip was the first time the two of us traveled together since going to Denver a few weeks ago, and I was taking a chance at putting the two of us in one of the villas on the beachfront in the resort instead of getting Alison her own bungalow separate from mine in the main hotel.

      I have no idea about how she was going to react, but if it is anything like the way she reacted back on the roof in Denver, it is going to be an interesting weekend at least. I know she said she wanted space and for things to remain professional between us, and I agreed, but fuck it. I can’t keep my word.

      I want to do this right. She isn’t one of the girls who chases after a man. She deserves to be treated with respect and admiration, and I don’t want her to think I am just after one thing. I am after a lot more than just a one-night stand.

      I want everything with Alison: the whole package. Everything else in my life besides business has always been about a good time or an adrenaline rush. This is different. There is an adrenaline rush, but it is nothing like what I am used to. I am nervous and excited; my heart races when I think about her, and I ache when she isn’t around.

      Elise laughed when I called her and told her about what had happened in Denver. I didn’t know whether to thank her or blame her for at least some of what happened, even more so when Nate told me that she’d been the one who drove Alison out to the airport right before their Denver trip. There must have been a reason she’d agreed to go out with me so readily. I knew that the two of them had become friends and that they’d been hanging out a lot recently.

      I just hope that she isn’t going to freak out on me when she finds out the two of us are sharing a villa. We each will have our own room, I wouldn’t put that much pressure on her, but the option was there if she decided that was what she wanted. As we check in and the porter shows us to the villa, I see the look on her face, and it causes me to hold my breath.

      I don’t know her well enough to gauge her expression right now, and I am scared to ask until the porter leaves.

      “I hope it’s alright that we’re sharing the villa. You have a room, and so do I. But if you want me to, I’ll go have them put me in another villa on the other side of the island.” I am confident about what I am saying, but I am not sure if I am trying to convince her or myself.

      Alison turns around and takes a few steps before answering. Her brows are knit together as she looks around the room and notes the bedroom doors on opposite sides of the living area.

      “No, it’s fine. I wasn’t expecting it, but it’s perfect. Who wouldn’t want to be in a beachfront villa in Hawaii, right?” She sounds a lot less convincing than I had. She is less than thrilled about all of it. The only thing stopping her from walking out is the fact that she could put two doors between us if she decided to.

      At least she is going to spend time with me. It is the thing that I have been looking forward to since I started putting the plans for this weekend into place. I don’t even recognize myself anymore! Since when do I crave just hanging out with a woman rather than trying to bed her? It is Friday, and I know she has work to do while we are here. But I intend to make sure that she has a good time while we are here, too.

      There are a million things I could do that I would enjoy—surfing, mountain climbing, hang gliding across a volcano—but I am pretty sure most of those things aren’t Alison’s idea of fun. And none of them are conducive to what I have planned.

      Thankfully, I had a little help on this front. I won’t admit it to Alison, but I might have called her sister Janelle to ask for some advice here. I figured that no one knew her like her little sister, and Elise had been kind enough to make sure I got her number and the two of us were in contact as soon as I’d asked for help. Plans were in motion ever since to make sure that tonight was absolutely on point.

      I let Alison go about exploring the hotel and grounds without me, to get a feel for how things worked around here. I want her to get as much of the preliminary work done as possible before dinner tonight, but I make sure to move over to her side as she walks away and whisper in her ear before she goes out the door.

      “Dinner is at eight. Don’t be late.” She shakes her head as she walks out, but her response gives me a glimmer hope.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” The reply is dripping with sarcasm, but there is something underneath it that she is trying to hide. I also can’t help but notice the way her body still reacts to me when my arm lightly brushes against her own. She tenses, the tip of her tongue darting out to nervously lick her lower lip as she tries to mask her reaction.

      I almost lose track of time when I notice the sun setting. It is my cue to head back to the villa, take a shower, and get ready for the night.

      After the shower, I pull on some casual clothes, grabbing a Hawaiian-print shirt from the top of my suitcase. I smile to myself as I button up the shirt. I know it is completely out of character for me to wear something so outrageous, but I hope it shows my fun, relaxed state.

      I move into the kitchen to put the bottle of champagne I’ve been chilling into a bucket of ice and carry it out to the private patio. Everything has been set up out here for the night. The dinner I had prepared and sent to the villa sits on a table under a warmer with candles under the small cabana that overlooks the beach. The sound of the waves echoing is only interrupted by the sound of the front door of the villa opening and Alison calling out my name.
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      “I’m outside,” Vincent calls to me through the open sliding glass door. I make my way towards the lanai, curious as to what’s gotten into him.

      “Vincent…seriously?” I begin to protest, but he interrupts

      “I wanted to. Now take a shower and get comfortable. We’re going to spend the evening just the two of us and a private beach, if that’s all right with you.”

      I nod and laugh, brushing my hair back off my forehead.

      “I should know better than to argue. Besides, it’s been a long day. Just give me a few minutes to grab a shower and change clothes, and then I’m all yours for the rest of the night.” I pause for a moment, realizing how that must have sounded.

      The last few weeks have been crazy. Right before the trip to Hawaii, I finally got the nerve to clear all of my things out of the apartment Brian and I shared. He had begged and pleaded with me to stop. To stay and reconsider.

      He had told me that he never meant to hurt me, that Bridgette had seduced him and had been flirting with him for months. He was scared and didn’t know what to do…that was his excuse. Instead of coming to me about what was going on, he gave in to a woman that supposedly meant nothing to him.

      I had cried for days, realizing that he threw away years of love and loyalty for nothing. That’s how little I meant to him.

      It feels nice to be doted on, to be flirted with and desired…even if it is by a playboy billionaire. As much as I don’t want to admit it, maybe a good rebound is precisely what I need. To get lost in someone who wants me back.

      When I finally re-emerge with hair still wet from the shower in a simple black skirt and tank top, a huge grin spreads across his face.

      He stands up, pulling a chair out for me, helping me into my seat and making sure I have a full glass of champagne in front of me before he moves back to his place.

      “So, want to play a little game?” He grins across the table at me as I take a bite of the delicious dinner he has prepared.

      “A game?” I raise an eyebrow, fully expecting him to suggest strip poker or Twister.

      “Yes, a game. You do know Twenty Questions, right? We take turns asking each other questions. Sort of like truth or dare without the dare. So are you up for it?” It looks like he is trying not to sound too eager as he sips his champagne, waiting for my response.

      I toy with the top of my glass for a moment as I think about my reply. I reach down, wrapping my fingers around the stem and bringing it up to my lips to drain the glass in one long swig.

      “Alright, then. Let’s play.” I grin, reaching for the bottle from the bucket of ice at the tableside, moving to fill the glass before he begins talking.

      “Me first. So, what is your favorite childhood memory?”

      I only take a moment to think before I reply, “Building a treehouse with my father when I was nine. He let me use the hammer even though I kept banging him across the thumb every time he held the nails for me.” I laugh at the memory and take another drink of champagne.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      Vincent grins. “That’s an easy one. Blue, and I swear it’s only a coincidence that your eyes are blue.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes a little.

      Before we hit question ten, Vincent is pouring out his life story to me over our half-forgotten dinner. I am not sure if this is something he shares with many people; some of it is public knowledge, but the details are heartbreaking.

      He explains how his grandfather had been the one to push him to go to college. How he’d wanted him to be more than a farmer even though that was what his grandfather had spent all of his adult life doing. He wanted more for his only grandchild. Vincent’s mother had come and gone from his life, appearing just long enough to do damage and then disappear again, until they’d gotten word that she’d died in her sleep halfway across the country in a Vegas hotel. It was hard for him to miss someone he’d barely known.

      I am captivated by his story; most people in his situation would have given up and become a product of society. He worked damn hard to get where he is. I return the favor by telling him about my own life. My childhood hadn’t been nearly as eventful, and my parents had always been a huge part of my life, but I’d been determined not to let them pay a dime to get me through school.

      We almost lose track of the number of questions when I realize we are on the last one. By this time, we’ve completely forgotten about our dinner, and the effects of the champagne are showing on both of us.

      He’s watching me with a distinct look in his eye. The kind that makes my stomach flip flop.

      “Will you kiss me?”

      “You mean again?” I drain my glass of champagne.

      “Yes, again. Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it before.” He keeps his eyes trained on mine; no matter how much I want to try to avoid his gaze and this part of the conversation, I can’t.

      I let out a frustrated groan, picking up my glass and noticing that it’s empty before setting it back on the table. “I was out of my mind, okay? That’s the only explanation for it.”

      “So, someone would have to be out of their mind to kiss me? I’m sure there are going to be a lot of women who are surprised to find that one out.”

      “Maybe…no. I don’t know. I was trying to be spontaneous and ‘live in the moment.’” I roll my eyes again as I use overly dramatic air quotes to emphasize my sarcasm.

      Vincent stands up, walking around the table to where I sit. He takes my hand to pull me up out of the chair. I’m a little surprised at his sudden movements, but not as surprised as when he pulls me against his hard chest, crashing his lips against mine.

      I pull away. “What about the whole giving me space? Keeping a working relationship thing?”

      He flashes that cocky grin, knowing he is getting to me with the games he is playing. That had been his goal all along.

      I half growl and try to walk away, but he pulls me in again and kisses me once more, hands splayed across my back.

      “Why do you keep fighting this, Alison?”

      This time he stays put until my body melts into his. He knows what I want, even if I don’t. This time when he pulls away, I’m the one to grab his shirt and pull him back in for another kiss.

      My brain has completely abandoned me tonight. At least it has completely shut down the second time I kiss him. As much as I want to tell myself that I hate him, there is an equally loud part of my brain that wants him.

      I want to get lost in him, let him use my body however he sees fit…this is so unlike me, but I am tired of fighting it.

      I don’t know what came over me, but I pull him into the bedroom. I want it; there is no doubt. However, I am never impulsive. I am done getting lost in those kisses and stopping there, only having my fantasies to push me over the edge. I need to get lost in every part of him.

      I let my lips move against his, my tongue tangling with his own as a soft moan escapes my lips.

      My back slams into the wall as Vincent pushes me against it roughly. The cool pressure of it against my back takes my breath away. My fingers fumble with his buttons. I moan again as his lips find my throat. He scrapes his teeth along the gentle curve where it meets my shoulder, biting me firmly for only a second.

      I gasp when he tugs my shirt up over my head, dropping it down to the floor before his lips claim mine again. I am not letting him away from me long enough to feel the cool air of the villa hit my skin.

      He hooks his fingers in the waistband of my skirt, pulling it down my thighs till it pools at my feet. He steps back and looks me over, licking his lips like he’s about to devour me. He places a hand on either side of my face as he leans in and runs his tongue up my neck before whispering in my ear.

      “By the time I’m done with you, sweetheart, this whole fucking island will need a cigarette.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      “You are so fucking beautiful, Alison.” I murmur the words against her neck as I nip and lick my way up to her ear. She smells fresh and clean. I flick her earlobe with my tongue before gently sucking it into my mouth, pulling a gasp from her lips.

      Her body is still pressed firmly against mine as I pin her to the wall. I reach one hand down her body to feel the soft skin on her thigh. I drag my fingertips slowly upward until they touch the apex. She moans again as I gently brush against her, over her sheer panties. I have to see her, to taste her, to fuck her. I want to consume her in every way possible.

      I step back from her; her hand darts out to grab my shirt, but I brush it away. A look of confusion washes over her face.

      “I want to see you, baby. All of you,” I say as I reach behind her, unclasping her bra. I slide the straps down her slender arms as I watch her full, perky tits spring free. Her nipples are already hard, pert and pink and waiting for me to taste them.

      I lean down and flick one with my tongue before popping it into my mouth. Her hands dart up and clutch my hair as her head falls back, and my name tumbles from her lips.

      My cock is straining at my shorts, begging to be freed. As if she knows what I’m thinking, one of her hands reaches between us and grabs me firmly through the material. I’m about to explode.

      “Vincent…I—I want…”

      “Mmmm? What do you want, Alison? Tell me,” I tease her as I continue my assault on her delicious breasts. Dragging my lips from one to the other before settling on my knees in front of her.

      “I know what I want,” I say as I lick my lips and run my nose against her sex. A strangled gasp falls from her mouth as I hook my thumbs in her panties and drag them down her legs. I can smell her; my mouth waters with anticipation as I glance up to meet her eyes.

      “Is this what you want?” I say before darting my tongue out to lick her slit. She’s sticky with desire already. The taste of her on my tongue sends me into a full frenzy. Before she can respond, I dive face first into her slick mound. Lapping and kissing at her like I’m starving.

      Her hands tangle in my hair again as her hips buck forward against my tongue. I reach around behind her and squeeze her ass, pressing her against me even harder.

      I can feel her pleasure building as her legs begin to shake, and she pulls at my hair even harder. It stings, but I love it. Knowing that she’s about to cum, knowing that I’m the one that’s giving her this pleasure.

      She pulls one last time before squeezing her thighs against my shoulders, a garbled version of my name shouting from her lips.

      Her breathing is labored as she stares down her body, her eyes still full of lust. Before I can register it, she’s pulling me up her, crashing her lips against mine as she grabs either side of my shirt and pulls it apart, sending buttons scattering across the tile floor.

      We are consumed with one another. I slip my hands into her hair as my tongue massages hers.

      “I want you. More,” is all she can manage to get out between kissing and pulling my shorts and boxers down my thighs. I move my hands to her waist, lifting as she wraps her legs around me. We stumble our way through the room, crashing into anything in our way as we make our way to the bed.

      My brain tells me to stop, to make sure this is what she wants, but I don’t. I can’t risk her backing out now. I know she wants me, and I sure as fuck want her. We’ve been denying ourselves for so long.

      I let her body slide down mine as I lower her onto the bed, not keeping us separated for long as I climb over her. I trail kisses up her flat stomach, nipping her breasts before settling myself between her thighs.

      Her body feels better than I could have ever imagined. Her breasts feel so soft against my naked chest; the way her hips press against mine causes my dick to twitch and pulse between us. I need relief soon, or I’m going to embarrass myself.

      I reach over into the bedside table and pull out a condom, hopeful she won’t ask questions about why I put them there. A pretty big assumption on my part but I didn’t want to risk any reason why we couldn’t be together. She watches as I stretch it over my thick, hard cock. Her eyes are wide, and I can see her swallow hard.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart; we’ll fit it all in there.” I’m not exactly small, and I’ve seen that look from women in the past. I reach forward and run my finger up her slit again, watching a chill run through her body.

      She doesn’t take her eyes off mine as I continue to rub my finger back and forth until her wetness is coating it. Her eyelids become heavier as her thighs fall open, exposing her sweet pink pussy to me.

      I lean forward, not able to resist, and lick her, stopping to flick her bud with my tongue. I thrust a finger inside her, feeling how tight she is.

      “Ohhhh, baby, you’re tight. This might be a harder fit than I realized.” It doesn’t stop me, though. I place the tip of my cock at her entrance and thrust gently. Her mouth pops open as she props herself up on her elbow and watches me.

      I grip the base of my length and being to move my hips in small rocking motions, getting her used to the intrusion.

      “Am I hurting you?”

      She bites her bottom lip and shakes her head, “No…no, it’s just been a while.” The last word hitches in her throat as I thrust harder. I can feel her start to loosen up as she reaches for me.

      I lean my head down so my lips are touching her ear and whisper, “I haven’t stopped imagining this since the airport. Wondering how you’d taste, the sounds that would fall from those delicious lips as I pumped into you.”

      I can see the lust in her eyes as she listens to my words. She pulls me to her mouth and begins to kiss me. Her lips are like pillows: soft and full. The kiss is slow and passionate; it’s like a fucking tease as I continue to thrust shallowly into her tight center. Soon, I can’t handle it anymore.

      My movements become more intentional as I thrust harder and harder until I can feel her pussy gripping me in my entirety. “Oh fuck, Alison…fuck me, you feel so good.”

      I grunt as I can feel my balls slapping against her with the force of my thrusts. We’re both panting as I suck on one of her nipples, biting it until I feel her begin to squeeze me even tighter.

      I’m on the edge, and so is she. We’re both lost in this moment, lost in each other’s bodies. I pull back and grab her hands, pinning them above her head as I thrust again and again until she’s screaming my name and arching her back in complete orgasmic bliss.

      I shout her name as I pour myself inside her. Gripping her wrists and falling on top of her in a sweaty, satisfied heap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      Mexico wasn’t originally on the itinerary, but Vincent managed to convince me to add it. I still don’t see how I can fit it into the design plan and meet the deadlines, but he told me it was more of a preliminary visit. We could get to all of the details and deadlines later.

      It has been a week and half since we’d come home from Hawaii. The morning after I woke up in the same bed as him, I panicked. He could see the concern on my face as well as the weird energy that was radiating off of me the rest of the trip.

      He told me not to worry about it, that we were just two adults that gave into our desires and he wouldn’t read into it. Weirdly, that did little to calm my nerves or make me feel better. The fact that I was falling in love with him was becoming more and more evident to me every day.

      The rest of our Hawaii trip was uneventful…well except for the casual sex we had on the veranda the next morning…oh, and in the hammock on the beach. It was like once I had a taste of him, I couldn’t walk away. I didn’t want to walk away. I just kept telling myself what Janelle had told me: it’s just fun, nothing more.

      The look on Elise’s face when I told her about Hawaii had been priceless. She was clearly guilty of planning half of what had transpired to get the two of us together, and the I-told-you-sos weren’t going to stop any time soon. I told her not to read into it; we had simply come to an agreement to enjoy each other’s bodies until the hotel renovations were complete. The look she gave me told me she wasn’t convinced; it was the same look I gave myself every time I tried saying it meant nothing.

      [image: ]

      The plane landed at the Cancun International Airport before I realized how long we’d been in the air. I had about a gallon of anticipation and excitement churning in my stomach as the plane touched down. I look over at Vincent to see him smiling wildly at me.

      “What’s with the face?”

      “Nothing, just excited to be here is all. It’s one of my favorite locations.”

      We disembark and make our way toward the waiting car. I can’t help but notice the baggage handler taking our luggage in a different direction.

      “Vincent, what’s going on? Where are our bags going?” I point toward the man who loads them into another car.

      That big stupid grin is back on his face.

      “Well, I know you’ve never seen Mexico before, so I arranged a bit of a sightseeing expedition. Let’s call it a little adventure. Tell me you brought your bathing suit?”

      “I should have known.” I shake my head and brush my hair back off my forehead with an exasperated sigh. “So, what is it? You going to make me go skydiving into a pool of molten lava or something?”

      He shakes his head and steals a kiss before pulling away and taking my hand to show me to the car.

      “Of course not. I know you’re not a fan of heights, so I went for something low.” The look he shoots me is mischievous, and I can’t avoid the playful tone his voice takes on as he asks, “How do you feel about caves?”

      “Caves?” Images of bats and stalagmites pop into my head. “I can’t say that I’ve ever even been in a cave.”

      “Well, I promise you’re going to enjoy yourself. Your swimsuit is in the car. I snagged it before we left Chicago.”

      “Let me guess…Janelle? Elise?” I roll my eyes; as sweet as they are, they are wildly overstepping boundaries.

      “So we’re going cave swimming. All right. I know zero about caves, so why don’t you tell me what you have planned? Then maybe my anxiety-ridden self can enjoy this trip.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “Well, we are heading to the cenotes. Normally you have to rappel or base jump into them to get to the bottom, but I may have just found one that has steps carved into the walls so we can get to the bottom without too much fuss. You game?”

      “Oh, I’m definitely game.” I am actually terrified and full of shit but also not about to let him see that.

      The drive out to Ik-Kil takes a couple of hours. Vincent makes the best of the ride by teasing me all the way there, telling me exactly how far down the water is at the bottom. The trees here are ancient, and the entire place has that earthy smell that always comes with somewhere that is home to so many plants.

      But it is the giant opening in the ground that is the most astonishing feature of this place. The steps that wind around the inner walls of the sinkhole are a little intimidating since they have no guard rail on the side, but the fall is into a beautiful turquoise pool of water, making it less scary and more of a thrill.

      This isn’t the kind of thing that I usually would find on my own, but it is breathtaking. For all of his wild ways and crazy stunts, Vincent has completely outdone himself bringing me here. The most exciting ‘date’ I’ve been on before was to Six Flags with Brian for my college graduation.

      I am awe-struck at the sight of it, even if I am nervous and clinging onto his hand with every step that we take until we reach the diving platform just a few feet above the beautiful clear water.

      I don’t know what comes over me, but I look over at him and grin.

      “Last one in is a rotten egg.” It is only a moment before I dive into the water with a gentle squeal, and he follows in soon after. We surface at the same time, and Vincent lunges at me, causing me to laugh and splash him to get away.

      “I guess I’m the rotten egg.” Vincent finally gets close enough to dive under the water and pull me down with him. Surfacing before me, he watches me bob up, sputtering for air. It takes me a moment to cough all of the sea water out of my nose before I glare over at him.

      “I don’t know about rotten eggs, but you’re an asshole, Vincent.”

      He grasps his chest dramatically, pretending to be hurt.

      “You wound me, Alison. Here I am just trying to be friendly and show you the sights around Mexico, and you call me an asshole. I’m hurt. Really…” He flashes me that colossal grin, wagging his eyebrows at me until I splash him again.

      The two of us spend the afternoon swimming until we are both exhausted and wind up laying face-up on the diving platform, staring at the sky and cave ceiling above. Vines hang down into the opening with leaves, holding birds that come and go in flocks as the sun moves above us.

      I lay there with my head on the rock ledge, looking up at the sky as the light filters in through layers of green and blue that reflect around us. Vincent reaches over and pulls me to rest against his shoulder instead of the hard surface of the rock.

      “So, I bet you bring all the girls here.”

      “Actually, you’d be the first.” I sit up surprised.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously. I never took anyone else out here. I don’t think I’ve taken anyone out here but Nate, and as much fun as the two of us have together, Nate’s just not as pretty as you are, and he certainly doesn’t fill out a bikini like you do.”

      “So you’re telling me you haven’t come out here with any of those actresses or supermodels you like to hang out with?” I narrow my eyes intently, studying his face as if trying to catch him in a lie, not sure why I care.

      “Never. They’re way more interested in the boutique hotel I opened up just off Rodeo Drive or the one in Manhattan than they are about exploring Mexico and swimming in water that hasn’t been through about a million pool filters. Besides, swimsuits that cost more than a semester of college tuition aren’t meant to get wet.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “I guess I should be flattered then.”

      “Trust me, Alison. I’m the one that’s flattered. Besides, I get to see you in that swimsuit. It was well worth the drive.”

      I move to hit his arm, but he uses the opportunity to lean in and steal another kiss from my lips. I stand up almost immediately, and Vincent moves to join me.

      “Listen, Alison I…” I don't know where this conversation is going but am not ready to spoil this moment. I lean forward and push against his chest, sending him backward. I double over in laughter at the look of pure shock that registers on his face right before he hits the water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      Alison is waiting on me when I walk into the bedroom we are sharing back at the hotel. Today has been both amazing and frustrating. The memory of sharing something so beautiful with Alison will stick with me forever.

      It is a little surreal that she’s been spending so much time with me, even though it seems like I get on her nerves ninety percent of the time. I was hopeful that I could talk to her today about what is going on between us, but she clearly wasn’t in the mood since she pushed me into the water.

      I didn’t want to ruin things, so I took the hint. A big reason I added Mexico to the trip list was because I couldn’t handle the thought of our relationship ending after Iceland. I wasn’t ready to let her go.

      I can’t read her yet. I don’t know if this all means nothing to her. Me? I am falling…fast and hard.

      I step out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist as I move into the bedroom.

      “Holy shit!” I stop dead in my tracks at the sight of Alison spread out across the bed, dressed in nothing but barely there lingerie

      “Well…I wasn’t expecting that. You look amazing!” I let my eyes trail down her body, taking in every little detail. I can see her pink nipples through the white lace and the small, dark thatch of curls behind the matching panties.

      “I hope so. All of this was pretty expensive.”

      I let out a small laugh as I walk around the bed to admire her. She rolls from her side to her stomach, exposing the G-string that runs up her delicious ass. I run my hand over my stubble-lined jaw, clenching my teeth in anticipation.

      “You did a good job. It’s a shame that I’m not going to let it stay on that long, but I’m sure it’ll look almost as good on the floor.”

      Alison curls a finger and pushes herself back further on the bed to summon me over to her, but as I began to move over her, she leans up and pushes me onto my back. Something about the outfit she is wearing has gone to her head, and she is feeling like taking things over for herself this time.

      “Nuh uh…” Alison moves to grab the towel from around my waist, pulling it off, tossing it to the floor. “It’s my turn, Mr. Crawford.”

      Fuck! Hearing her call me that has me rock hard and ready to beg for her to take me in her mouth.

      I lay back, placing my hands under my head to glance at her with a sly grin.

      “Fair enough, Alison. I promise to be patient.”

      She moves over to stand next to the bed, dragging the nail of her index finger along my upper thigh and over my hip with a wink.

      “I promise that you’re going to be far from patient by the time I get done with you.” Her nails stop their path as she leans in to steal a kiss and move to position herself straddling my thighs, arms draping over my shoulders as she settles her weight onto my body.

      She is taking her time, moving slowly against me as the two of us kiss with her fingers tangled in my hair. She tugs at it, nipping at my lower lip, drawing a groan from my mouth. My hands move to her hips to guide her motions until I stop her with a low growl.

      “Fuck patience. I want you. Now.”

      My voice is gravelly with desire, almost unrecognizable. It is a quick motion to move her body and position herself astride me; she leans over to the bedside table and grabs a condom, stretching it over my pulsing manhood. The full length of my cock is waiting at the opening of her pussy as she sinks onto it with a low moan.

      She presses her hands against my chest as she begins to piston herself up and down my length. This is going to be quick. I’m grunting, thrusting my hips up every time she comes down on me. She changes the motion, grinding down hard on me as she swivels her hips and throws her head back. Her tits bounce with every move, and we’re both on the edge.

      I grasp her a little more roughly, moaning with her as we both come together. My hands never leave her body, even when she begins moving against me, nails digging lightly into the plane of my chest as she uses her arms for leverage. My hand guides her every motion, and my eyes lock with hers.

      “God, you’re beautiful, Alison.” I stare at her, my eyes taking in every inch. It is absolutely intoxicating to see watch her movements, seeing her confidence as she just lets her body control it all.

      She continues to move as my cock hardens inside her. I need more. I wrap her in my arms, moving beneath her to keep the high from her orgasm going as I hold her still and use my hips to bring her to the brink of orgasm once again. My name is just a gentle whisper on her lips, but I want to hear it louder.

      “Say it again, Alison. Say my name. Fuck, I love the way it sounds.”

      This time she moans it loudly, thrusting her hips into mine in the same moment that she finds her release. Her nails dig more roughly into the skin of my shoulder blades. Her body shaking gently as a climax grasps ahold of her and rocks her until she goes limp against my chest.

      “That’s my girl,” I growl as I begin to thrust harder, taking what I want. What I need.

      “Please, Vincent…” Her voice is breathless.

      “Please what?”

      “God…” Her breath comes in a gasp as her head falls back onto the bed. “I want to feel you cum.”

      I moan as my length twitches inside her, my hands pinning her hips to the bed, slamming deep into her one last time as she cries out along with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      The plane is just about to touchdown back at O’Hare as I stir in my seat. I am exhausted from another whirlwind week of work on top of passionate, hot sex. I never realized the limits that my body could handle…Vincent pushed me emotionally and physically past anything I had ever experienced. It was exhilarating and invigorating; my body craved his touch even when I knew I was completely depleted. He had explored every single inch of my body with his hands and mouth—kissing, licking, and biting his way across my flesh.

      I have no idea what’s happening. We both agreed it would be casual, with no intentions, but it’s hard to believe that with the way he looks at me. I almost kick myself for getting involved with him.

      I’m trying to be optimistic and open-minded, but I also know with Vincent’s past, there is a high probability this is nothing more than a long fling. I am also trying to convince myself that this is what I want; I am young and on the rebound.

      An image of Brian flashes across my mind. I still feel guilty about how I ended things with him. We both said some hurtful things, but it was like he still had a small hold on me. I didn’t love him anymore, but I missed what we had. I was still hurt and angry that he ruined something I’d poured my heart into and threw away like it was garbage.

      “Alison, sweetheart?” Vincent gently runs his hand over my arm, waking me out of my daze.

      I stir in my seat to see Vincent leaning over me. “We’re about to land.” He leans down and gently presses a soft kiss to my lips.

      How could a moment like this be fake? The tender way he brushed the hair off my forehead and planted a kiss on my lips couldn’t just be for sex, could it? I shake my head clear of the thoughts and remind myself that Brian too made me feel loved and safe and look how that turned out.

      [image: ]

      I am glad to be home. I need some time and space to clear my head from Vincent. Put things into perspective and prepare for this last trip to Iceland. I have some final decisions that still have to be made for each location; thankfully, I can manage it all from my office here. I want to touch base with Madeline and give her a progress update on everything so far.

      I feel exhausted but also…invigorated. I flop back dramatically on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. I let my mind wander to Vincent. I know I’m falling for him.

      Once I removed the judgments I had about him, I was free to see the real Vincent, not the façade he put on for others. There was no condescension in his words; he praised me continuously and built me up. This is the kind of man I want and need. He encourages me to be bold and try new things, to embrace life as Janelle does so freely.

      There is only one reason I am fighting my feelings for him…well, two. I can’t help but think of his past…first, would I just be another woman that he would tire of eventually? And second, would he even want an actual relationship? Maybe this is all Vincent Crawford can offer.

      “Ugh, I need wine.” I pour myself a glass and pick up the phone to call Janelle.

      Janelle listens intently as I pour out my heart to her. “The funny thing is I didn’t see this coming, Elle! I swear! I know I can be overly type-A and regimented, but I did take your advice and told myself I would live in the moment and enjoy this for what it is…I never expected anything to come of it.”

      Janelle can't help but laugh on the other end of the phone. “Ali, sometimes living in the moment and enjoying what comes your way is exactly how you change your life and fall in love. That’s the best kind of love there is: purely organic!”

      “I didn’t say love, Janelle; it’s just…puppy love at the moment. Maybe it’s just me feeling better about myself since getting cheated on by Brian.”

      “No! Do not self-sabotage and do not allow that infected asshole to ruin this for you! Ali, I love you, but you could easily sabotage your entire existence with ‘what ifs.’ When I said live in the moment and embrace what the universe has sent your way, I didn’t mean embrace it until it becomes uncomfortable or uncertain and then bail. Life doesn’t work like that. Look, you’re insanely smart and gifted, but if all you ever do is think about the negative ‘what ifs,’ you could miss out on the greatest happiness in life…the next time you think about what if this could fail, think about what if this turns out to be everything you’ve ever wanted in life.”

      I sit in silence. “Seriously, Elle, how are you so wise? I’m astounded at the truth and insight that comes out of your mouth sometimes. You’re so right. I need to do what’s right for me and not hold back because of the unknown. That’s not fair to me. God, I love you so much. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

      I hang up the phone and make the decision that hiding away from Vincent and my feelings isn’t worth the regret that could come with it. Nope, starting tomorrow, I am going to be open to what the universe has for me and embrace it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Vincent

        

      

    

    
      Iceland had always been one of the places where I wanted to own a hotel. I’d read about it in one of the books I lugged home from the library as a little boy. The volcanoes and hot springs were fascinating. As an adult, more than that had drawn me to the area. So when the opportunity to acquire property there presented itself, I jumped at the chance. The fact that it was one of the resorts adjacent to some of the most famous hot springs in the world just sweetened the deal.

      Bringing Alison with me to look over the resort for the first time was the icing on the cake. The thought that the woman I loved would leave her artistic fingerprints all over my hotels was exciting. I’d never met someone who not only made me completely reinvigorated for life but also made me want to be a better man.

      This place was going to be one of her favorites. I just knew that the surroundings were going to be a world of inspiration for her, and I was going to get a chance to do something I’d always wanted to do. Surfing in the icy waters there, surrounded by snow and chunks of icebergs, was going to be a first for me. Alison wasn’t a surfer, but she’d agreed to come along and watch, getting some pictures and recording me in action.

      The entire island was fairly small, and the drive from the airport to the hotel was blissfully short. We had plenty of time to settle in before we headed out to see the rest of the resort.

      I had some work to get done, and she needed to get some photos of the resort, as well as measurements. We both agreed to meet back at the room in a few hours to enjoy the hot springs before dinner.

      The hot springs are only a quick walk from the resort. There is a section reserved only for the hotel guests apart from the public springs that were always packed with people. Since the introduction of social media, this place has become a bit of a tourist trap. The private springs are a little more secluded, and as we arrive, we are the only two guests there.

      She’s wearing the same swimsuit she wore in Mexico, only this time she is wrapped under a bathrobe to ward off the chill in the air. The water is amazingly blue, so much so that it almost looks artificial beneath the low cloud of steam that sits over the water. It is the only indication of how warm it is inside.

      Alison scrambles into the water to avoid the cold air and sighs in relief when she is mostly submerged. I laugh as I watch how adorable she is, removing my robe before slipping in to join her.

      “So, what do you think of the place?” I ask.

      “Honestly, Vincent, this place needs barely, if any, changes. The Scandinavian design here is perfect for the location, and the clean lines highlight the architecture of the place.”

      I knew she’d love it. The truth is I knew it really didn’t need any changes. I just wanted to bring her here to experience it, to share it with me.

      I don’t have it all planned out yet, but I am going to tell Alison exactly how I feel tonight. I don’t want to scare her away; we both agreed this is all just a good time. She’s also just gotten out of a serious relationship, and she’s considerably younger than me. Maybe she isn’t even looking for something, but I’ll never forgive myself if I let her slip away without telling her how I feel.

      After dinner, we retire back to our room, relaxing before we make our way out to the beach for my first attempt at surfing the icy waters. One of the only rules when surfing in Iceland is don’t surf alone. With the powerful waves and icy conditions, it can be incredibly dangerous.

      Alison excuses herself to the use bathroom just as her phone buzzes on the nightstand next to me. I don’t know why I pick it up, but I see Brian’s name on the screen with the preview of a text message that reads,

      I miss you baby…can’t stop thinking about you.

      My stomach drops. I feel like I just got kicked in the balls. Like a glutton for punishment, I swipe my finger across the screen to unlock it as she emerges from the bathroom.

      She’s smiling, but it fades as soon as she sees the look on my face. “What’s wrong?” Then she glances at my hand where I’m holding her phone.

      “What are you doing? Are you going through my phone?”

      I toss it on the bed and stand up. “No, obviously not, since you have a passcode.” I don’t know why I say it like that; everybody has a passcode on their phone.

      “Why did you have it in your hand, Vincent?” Anger flashes in her eyes.

      “Because it buzzed on the nightstand when you got up to use the bathroom. I don’t know; I thought it was mine or something. I just grabbed it.”

      She says nothing, just stares silently at me. “You’ve got a text from your fiancé,” I say passive aggressively as I hand it back to her. I hate who I am at this moment. She doesn’t deserve this.

      “My ex-fiancé,” she shouts back at me, emphasizing the ex. “Why is he my fiancé again all the sudden?”

      “Well, clearly there’s unfinished business there, Alison. You’re leading one or both of us on.” I’m making ridiculous accusations now because I’m hurt. Why can’t I give her the benefit of the doubt and let her explain it?

      “Leading you on? How? You are the one who said this was all just for fun and to let loose. We both agreed to those conditions, so how is that leading you on? You have prided yourself on being this playboy who fucks anyone and everyone!” Her words cut like a knife, mostly because she’s right but also because I realize I’m nothing more to her than a good-time fuck, just like I told I should be.

      “Don’t throw that at me now Alison, we both know that’s not what this is anymore.” I spit out the words as I gesture between us.

      “Seriously? So now I’m just supposed to know what you’re feeling and that things have changed like I’m some kind of god damn mind reader?”

      “Is he what you want? Is this it?” I gesture toward the phone that is now in her hands.

      She looks down at it. “No. And it’s not what you think at all.” She is still angry and has every right to be. She just told me exactly what I want to hear, but instead of going to her and confessing my love for her, I storm out of the room, grabbing my surf bag, and make my way to the beach.

      Compared to the warmth of the hot springs where we had just spent the better part of the afternoon, the waters at the shore are bracing and icy. There are chunks of ice floating in the water and sitting on the beach that are bigger than a Buick. The sun is low in the sky, hanging just behind one of the mountains in the distance, and the blue and green colors of the Northern Lights are dancing above me. The sun looks as if it is setting, but this time of year, it is only just going to dip below the horizon and then come back up slowly. The light will never go away completely.

      This is the perfect time of year to come out and experience this, and now the memory is tainted. No one else is out on the beach except one or two other daredevils hoping to catch a swell. Rules be dammed, I’m doing this anyway. I need to clear my head.

      The waves are huge, pounding into the rocky beach in a rhythmic pattern that has a hypnotic effect on anybody watching. I spend a few minutes studying the pattern of the waves while I wait for the perfect one. They are huge and powerful. I am going to have to catch one just right to avoid being thrown off my board in the attempt, and I want to get this perfect on the first try.

      I count the seconds between swells, noting that the third wave of each set is always the largest one, and time my attempt with the way the largest one yet curls over and begins to crash against the icy water below.

      I know something is wrong as soon as the current catches my board and pulls me into the curl, but I don’t realize quite how out of control I am until I am caught in the tube of the wave, but by then, it is too late, and the next thing I register is the crack of my head against one of the gigantic pieces of rock in the water as the wave drags me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      Since coming back from Mexico, it was like my mental clarity about what I wanted was becoming more and more lucid. I knew I was in love with Vincent; I just had to grow enough courage to tell him.

      Even after I moved everything out of the apartment I once shared with Brian and told him to fuck off, he still wouldn’t accept the fact that we were done. My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket to see the message he sent days after I’d moved my stuff out.

      Hey, Babe, I know you need space and time, and I’m trying, but I miss you like crazy. I can’t stop thinking about you. I hope you’re missing me too. I love you so much.

      I rolled my eyes and ignored the message, tossing my phone on my bed as I packed for Iceland.

      I replayed the last exchange we had, when I moved my stuff out of our old apartment.

      “Alison, please! Stop! Stop! I’m begging you!” Brian grabbed at my hands as I pulled my clothes from our dresser and shoved them haphazardly into a suitcase. I wasn’t expecting him to be home this soon; he must have dipped out of work early. I, on the other hand, was giving him the silent treatment…immature, but I didn’t know how to communicate my feelings at the moment.

      I continued packing my things as Brian tore them back out of my suitcase like it was a cartoon. I was beyond frustrated; none of this was going according to plan. He had come home about an hour after I arrived and immediately began to beg and plead with me to stay and hear him out. I could see this was going nowhere, so I finally relented. “Fine, let’s hear it.”

      “What?” He stood speechless for a moment with his fists full of my clothes.

      “I’ll listen to whatever excuse or story it is that you think will explain why I found you with your dick in Bridgette Trent.” I could see him shift nervously from one foot to the other at the mention of her name. “Let’s go into the living room.” I led the way, stopping to grab a bottle of water from the fridge.

      We sat in silence for another few moments once we reached the living room. I could see he was gathering his thoughts as he sat tensely on the edge of the couch. “Look, I know there’s no excuse for my behavior. It was a moment born purely out of lust and loneliness and alcohol. I…honestly, she came on to me first.”

      I rolled my eyes as he tried to excuse his behavior…right after saying there was no excuse for it.

      “I swear, Alison; she had been flirting with for months, sending me inappropriate emails and texts!”

      “Hold up: this had been going on for months, and you didn’t think to share it with me? The woman you loved and were engaged to? Or your boss? If she was sending you emails, you should have gone to your immediate supervisor or HR if you didn’t want it, but you didn’t! You encouraged it, Brian!” I could feel my pulse rising as I pointed a finger at him.

      “I know, I know! I know, Alison! I fucked up, okay!”

      “No, you didn’t fuck up, Brian; you made a deliberate choice. You chose her over me. Her over us. Over our love and what we built together. The trust, honesty…all gone!” I couldn’t hold back any longer, and I burst into tears. I felt like my stomach was going to expel its contents onto the floor, so I made a mad dash to the bathroom.

      A few moments later, I could hear what sounded like arguing coming from the other room. I splashed cold water on my face and took a few deep breaths before returning to the living room. “Brian?”

      “Alison, come on; we can deal with this later. Did you get anything packed?” Janelle was making a beeline for me across the floor; I could see her face was red, and Brian stood silently in the background.

      “Not really.”

      She glared at Brian and pointed right in his face. “You stay here and don’t move; understand? Your behavior is sickening, and you need to let her get some things and figure shit out, okay?” Brian nodded his head and put his hands in the air as if to surrender.

      I made my way to our old bedroom and packed a quick bag of my things before heading back out into the living room where Janelle had Brian cornered. Without a word or even a glance at Brian, I made my way out of the apartment into Janelle’s car.

      This was exactly the closure I needed. If I thought for one brief second I wanted him back, I wasn’t confused any longer. I had avoided picking my things up from Brian’s for months. I wasn’t sure if I was still secretly holding out hope or if it was just the fact I didn’t want to face him. Either way, it was done.

      And now here I am, about to lose the main I love over something so stupid. What have I done in all this to make him not trust me?

      I’m not angry at Vincent for holding my phone or even going through it if he could have. I am angry that he threw the friends with benefits shit in my face and acted like I betrayed him because my dumbass ex text me. How is this my fault?

      I wanted to stop him, but I knew his mind was made up, so I let him storm out. I pick up my phone again, not knowing what time it is back in Chicago but call Janelle anyway.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Her breathing sounds heavy on the other end of the phone.

      “Uh, did I interrupt something? What time is it there?”

      “I’m just out running; it’s the afternoon here.”

      I explain the situation to Elle, hoping she can give me a magic answer to fix everything.

      “Well, I mean…he doesn’t have a right to be pissed at you for that. Even if you were sleeping with someone else, he shouldn’t be upset if you guys didn’t say you were exclusive. I would tell Brian to go jump up his own ass and die so he gets the message loud and clear, but I’d also be very transparent about it all with Vincent. He clearly has feelings for you, sis. Guys don’t get that butthurt if it’s just a casual hookup.”

      I laugh and lean back on the bed; she always knows what I need to hear. “Thanks as always, sis. I’m going to set things straight with Vincent before he does something stupid on the water and hurts himself. I love you; I’ll see you when I’m back home.”

      I toss the phone on the bed with a huge grin on my face and grab my boots and coat and run out the door. I can picture Vincent’s face when I shout to him that I love him and demand he make love to me before he hurts himself on the waves.

      But I’m too late. Just as I approach the beach, I see him run out into the water and catch a massive wave. His balance is off, and I see him fall, the water catapulting him directly into a giant chunk of ice. I scream his name and run as fast as I can to the water, but he can’t hear me. It’s freezing, but I don’t care. I kick off my boots, throw off my coat, and run into the icy waters, but I can’t find him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Alison

        

      

    

    
      I was growing used to the sounds of the machines that surrounded Vincent in the hospital room he’d been set up in for the better part of a week. It had gotten to the point that the rhythmic beeping and whirring was enough to lull me off to sleep. It didn’t help that I’d barely slept since two fellow surfers helped me pull Vincent from that freezing water back in Iceland.

      The water was insanely cold, but I’d barely noticed it in my rush to get him out of the waves. When I watched Vincent go down, my heart had leaped into my throat. I wasn’t even sure I remembered how to breathe until I started screaming for help as I struggled to find him.

      Everything had been a blur after that. Two fellow surfers appeared out of nowhere and pulled his body from the water. An ambulance had arrived, and the paramedics had seen to the bleeding gash on his forehead while I watched helplessly. I’d gone with him to the hospital, silently praying he would wake up and that everything would be ok while the paramedics also tried to make sure I was all right and not suffering from hypothermia after my dip in the frigid water without a wet suit on. My clothes were still wet when we reached the hospital, but I would only leave his side long enough to change into the scrubs they’d given me when they forced me to leave the room.

      The next day, when he’d been airlifted from the hospital to the airport and loaded onto a jet filled with medical staff to be flown back to Chicago, I was expecting him to wake up at any moment. But there wasn’t any sign of him even fluttering an eyelid in spite of all the movement.

      The doctors cleared him for travel. Since Nate had his power of attorney and a bunch of legal paperwork stating Vincent’s wishes to be brought back to Northwestern Memorial in Chicago if anything should happen to him, the doctors released him to his care. They put him a medically induced coma for the trip and to allow the swelling in his brain to decrease.

      After arriving back in Chicago, there were scans and tests and monitors and just about every imaginable piece of equipment hooked up to him soon after we arrived. He was breathing on his own. The doctors all said that was a good sign, that there seemed to be no sign of permanent brain damage, but they still hadn’t brought him out of the medically induced coma. It was disheartening, but I refused to leave the hospital.

      It took a lot of convincing from Janelle and Elise to even talk me into going for food from time to time. The only time I would leave him was when the doctors or Nate were there to take my place. If he was going to be alone, I refused to go. When he woke up, I didn’t want him to be confused or afraid. Every night I slept with my head resting on the hospital bed near his hand, so I’d wake up if he did.

      It’s Friday morning, almost a week since he fell into the water and hit his head on the rocks. I wake as the sunlight streams through the blinds. It won’t be long before the room will be flooded with light.

      I was up late last night, just talking to Vincent while we were alone. I missed him being able to answer me, but the doctors said he could still hear me. I’d passed out in the middle of mumbling a story about the most embarrassing thing that had happened to me in middle school.

      I am still stuck between waking up from the sun and trying to stay asleep a little longer when I feel movement in the bed. I ignore it at first, but when he runs his fingers through the hair that lay haphazardly across my cheek, tucking it behind my ear, my eyes flutter open quickly.

      It takes me a moment to remember where I am or that I am here with an injured Vincent. Everything registers all of a sudden, and when I look up to find him awake and grinning down at me in spite of the row of stitches on his temple, I nearly jump straight up and onto the bed beside him.

      “Vincent! You’re awake!” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I burst into tears. I shout for a nurse as Vincent covers my mouth with his hand.

      “I am, but how long have I been out? And where am I?” He looks around for a moment but doesn’t hesitate to wrap an arm around me and pull me in closer. “Don’t cry, sweetheart; I’m still alive, aren’t I?” He winces a little as he reaches up to touch the stitches.

      “Five days.” I wipe away tears that stream uncontrollably down my cheeks. He knits his brows together, looking concerned.

      “And you’re back in Chicago at Northwestern Memorial. Nate took care of it all.”

      He nods, leaning in to press a kiss to my forehead as I carefully move in to be closer to him.

      “Then he did exactly what I would have wanted him to do. I didn’t break anything, right? My brains aren’t scrambled?” He grins a little. It is like him to be trying to joke around at a moment like this.

      “Not any more than normal. They had to put you in a medically induced coma until the brain swelling decreased, but I didn’t know when you’d be waking up. They must have reduced your medication last night when I was asleep.”

      “Tell me you haven’t been here all five days.”

      I glance up at him. “Of course. I couldn’t leave you alone.”

      “Tell me you went home and at least grabbed a shower.” He groans when I just shake my head.

      “It’s a good thing I’m in this hospital bed, or I’d do something unspeakable to punish you for that one.”

      “I wasn’t going to go anywhere until I knew you were going to be all right, Vincent. I wasn’t going to leave the man I love to wake up alone while I went off to have some luxury shower,” I gesture wildly, completely unaware of the words that just tumbled out of my mouth.

      “Whoa, whoa…the man you love?”

      My heart feels like it stops beating. The words just fell out without me even realizing it.

      He grins and steals a kiss. “And who’s that lucky son of a bitch?”

      “You. For some crazy, insane, self-destructive reason…I love you.” I hadn’t said it out loud before now, but it feels good to say.

      I knew the moment I thought I’d lost him that this wasn’t just a no-strings-attached fling. This is it. True, all-encompassing love. I ramble on trying to express myself and explain the text from Brian when he cuts me off, pulling me in for another kiss. This one is long and lingering, his fingers curling around behind my neck to keep me there until he pulls away and takes a soft breath.

      “I love you too, Alison. In fact, I had planned to tell you on the beach in Iceland, but it seems my hurt feelings and petulant behavior got better of me first. Can you ever forgive me for behaving that way?”

      I catch his eyes, carefully stroking a finger through his hair as I avoid the line of stitches there. I don’t want to start crying again so instead of replying, I lean in, planting a kiss on his forehead and letting myself linger there for a moment.

      “Well, I’ve got you speechless, I think. That’s got to be a first. I don’t know if I should ask you the next thing on my mind or not since I don’t know if you’ll be able to answer me.”

      “If you ask me to go on another one of your death-defying acts, I swear to God, Vincent.” He laughs, but I am completely serious. I am not certain what is coming next, but the words that come out of his lips are the last thing I ever expected to hear.

      “Marry me?” He threads his fingers between mine, holding my hand until he brings it to his lips for a kiss. “And before you protest, I’m not brain damaged or addled. I know what I want. I knew it before I ever got on that surfboard. What I want is you. So just tell me you’ll marry me.”

      I am shocked silent for a moment. It takes me a second to find the words.

      I never expected life would take this turn…that when I rattled my way through my first airport meeting with Vincent Crawford, it would end up with both of us falling madly in love. I can’t help but remember Janelle’s comments from a few weeks ago: ‘What if you let go and find out that the what-ifs are everything you’ve always wanted?’ All of this feels right, and there is only one answer I can give.

      “Yes, yes, of course, I’ll marry you!” Tears begin streaming down my face as I lean in to press my forehead to his. “Just one small thing though…make sure you ask me again after they release you from the hospital, so I know you haven’t completely lost your mind.”

      He laughs and pulls me in for another kiss. “Oh, trust me; I’m going to ask you as often as I can until you finally say ‘I do,’ and maybe even after. Just to make sure you haven’t lost your mind too.”

      I can’t stop smiling. “Just shut up and love me, Vincent Crawford.”

      He grins against my lips, muttering, “Only for the rest of my life, Alison Ryder.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Vincent: Several months later…

        

      

    

    
      “See something you like?” Alison can see my reflection in the window in front of her. I don’t even know how long I’ve been standing here staring at her. The golden hue of the sky has created a magical backdrop to her silhouette as she looks at my penthouse window.

      “Only the best view in the entire city.” I walk up behind her, letting my hand rest on her hip as I use the other to move aside the tumble of curls exposing her neck to my lips.

      “Mmmm” a soft moan escapes her mouth as I run my tongue up her silky skin followed by a nip of my teeth. She reaches behind her and grabs my suit coat.

      “I have watched you all day flitter about the hotel. Taking notes and pictures, giving instructions to the furniture delivery team. All eyes were on you sweetheart and I just kept thinking to myself, she’s all mine. I’m the one who gets to kiss those full lips at the end of the day.” I move both of my hands to her hips and let them slide up her body until I cup her firm breasts. “I’m the one who gets to touch these delicious tits, to suck on these little pink nipples.” I slip my hand inside her blouse and pull her bra cup down as I pinch her nipple. Her moan turns into a gasp as her head lulls back against my shoulder.

      “I’m all yours baby.” She says, pushing her ass against my rigid cock. I reach down the front of her and unbutton her blouse as I continue to nip at her neck. I remove the shirt and toss it on the floor followed by her bra.

      “Put your hands against the glass.” I say, waiting for her to comply. She looks confused for a moment before I lift her hands and press them against the floor to ceiling window.

      “Don’t move. Understand?” She gives me a subtle nod as her eyeline meets mine in the reflection. I reach between us and unzip her skirt, letting it fall to the floor leaving her in only her panties and heels.

      “Fuck me baby, you look like a fantasy.” I step back to admire her ass on prominent display as she’s bent a little at the waist, her top half still braced against the window by her outstretched arms.

      “Vincent please…”

      “Please what?” I know it’s fucked up but I like it when she begs.

      “Please to—touch me.” Her voice hitches in her throat as I grab the g-string going up between her firm cheeks and snap it, tossing it to the floor.

      “Bend over more.” She looks back at me, again with a questioning look on her face.

      “Alison, sweetheart, do what I say. I promise I’m going to make it worth your while.”

      She turns back around and bends over, completely exposing her wet slit to me. I grit my teeth together, I can feel the saliva pooling in my mouth.

      I grab a chair and sit it behind her, taking a moment to lean forward and inhale her sweet aroma. I can’t take much more, I reach up and slap her ass, watching it bounce and redden a little.

      “Agh!” She looks back at me, shocked.

      “Did you like it baby?” She bites her bottom lip and nods slowly.

      That’s all the encouragement I need, I slap her again watching her body lurch forward. This time I follow it up by running my finger up her center. Her knees buckle a little but she catches herself.

      I continue this little game a few more times before plunging two fingers deep inside her warm core. She’s panting, her arms are no longer straight but her elbows are against the glass as well as one side of her face as she rocks her body back against my fingers. I can feel her begin to tighten around them, I want her to cum in my mouth.

      I pull my fingers out only to replace them with my tongue. I grab her ass, spreading her so I can dive in and lap at her with ferocity. She’s moaning, trembling, begging for release, finally calling out my name in orgasmic bliss.

      “I’m not done with you Alison. Back up and sit on my cock baby.” I watch as she pulls herself up from the window, looking back to see me still sitting in the chair stroking myself. It took me about point five seconds to get myself free once I tasted her.

      “Trust me this is going to be quick, you get me so turned on. Face the window.” I scoot forward in the chair as she places a hand on each armrest before slowly starting to lower herself down.

      “Like this?” She teases, letting just the tip inside her entrance before rising back up. “Is this what you want?” I can’t even form a thought as I watch her perky little ass start to bounce up and down on me. I let her have her moment of fun, teasing me, before grabbing her hips and forcing her all the way down.

      “Oh shit!” She shouts as she grips the arm rest even tighter.

      “Unless you’re ready to get fucked hard and deep, don’t tease me like the Alison.” I snake my hand around her chest until it’s at the base of her neck. “Now sweetheart, ride me. I want to see you fuck yourself on me.”

      She doesn’t hesitate, she moves up and down my shaft stopping only at the base to grind against me a little deeper. I’m done for. I grip her hips helping her up and down as we both start to tremble. I can feel every muscle in my body tense as I release my load inside her.

      “Come on baby, let me take care of you.” I mumble in her ear as our breathing subsides. I finish stripping out of the rest of my clothes before picking her up and taking her to the bathroom.

      I draw up a bath and we both lower ourselves down into the water. “How was your day? Besides stalking me?” She leans back against my chest as I rub the soapy loofah gently over her body.

      “It was busy but I was wildly distracted by you. Watching you is my new favorite hobby. You’re like a beautiful, graceful beam of light.”

      “Well, that goes both ways you know. I can always sense when you’re around and it still makes me kind of—nervous? Excited? I still get that symphony of butterflies in my stomach.”

      I can’t help the huge grin that spreads across my face as I lean in to kiss her ear. “I hope that never goes away.”

      “There is one thing that kept popping in my head today.”

      “Hmmm? And what was that?” She asks.

      “Well, I like knowing you’re mine and I’d like everyone else to know it too.”

      “Vince, I’m pretty sure this insane rock on my hand tells them I’m with someone.” She says turning around to flash the five-carat diamond I picked out for her a few months ago.

      “I’d love it even more if there was a more obvious tell.” I reach down and rub her belly.

      “A baby?” She practically shouts, turning around and sending water sloshing over the edge.

      “You want to knock me up so people won’t what? Hit on me? Take me from you?” I can see this is not going how I had hoped and it’s certainly not the reason why.

      “No, no Alison honestly, I’ve just been thinking a lot about us and our life and I want a family with you. I—” I don’t want to scare her but the truth is I keep having dreams about it.

      “What?”

      “I keep having dreams about you as a mom. I just want to give that to you. I want to have a family with you.” She looks at me without blinking and then lunges at me, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “I would love to have a family with you too Vincent. I think we’re going to be amazing parents, but I also don’t want to rush it. I want to enjoy what you and I have right now and focus on the wedding.”

      “That’s perfectly okay with me sweetheart. I just want you to know that should it happen, I am already excited and looking forward to that day. You are the love of my life Alison Ryder.”

      She leans forward and softly presses her lips against mine. It doesn’t take more than thirty seconds for the kiss to deepen. Soon our tongues are exploring each other as our bodies intertwine and she grins herself against me.

      “That being said Mr. Crawford, we can certainly practice trying over and over and over again.” She whispers in my ear as I stand up with her around my waist, walking us to the bed before tossing her on her back with a squeal.

      “In that case Miss Ryder, you better start calling me daddy.”
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            How to destroy your career in three easy steps…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Step #1: Sleep with your boss.

        Step #2: Get pregnant by your boss.

        Step #3: Quit your job and run away from your problems.

      

        

      
        Griffin Karlsson, cold and arrogant...he should have been easy to hate.

      

        

      
        But I always had a few scorching hot fantasies about Mr. Stick Up His A$$.

      

        

      
        After all, who doesn’t want a Thor looking god of a man to drool over?

      

        

      
        Now I’m pregnant, jobless and oh, I haven’t told the father…

      

        

      
        He already has his perfect life, I don’t need to be reminded I’m carrying his mistake.

      

        

      
        My only option? Run.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      I pull my sweater tighter around myself as I walk down the sidewalk toward my apartment. The Chicago wind still has a chill to it even though it’s early May. It cuts right through my body and makes me shiver and wish I’d picked a heavier coat this morning. I sniffle as I push myself forward, mentally scolding myself for not putting every cent I have into purchasing a car. As the sun sets, the air gets unusually colder for this time of year. When snow flurries begin to fall around me, I roll my eyes and start grumbling to myself, but it’s all the motivation I need to get my butt in gear and pick up the pace.

      Less than ten minutes later, I’m rushing into my building and up the stairs to the second story, too impatient to wait for the elevator. I let myself in and drop my keys on the table and my bag on the floor as I stand in the hallway and remove my hat and scarf. After hanging everything up on the wall hook, I pick up my bag and walk further into the apartment.

      My roommate, Samantha, is lounging on the couch in the living room. “Hey,” she mumbles, not bothering to pull her eyes away from whatever she’s watching.

      “Hey. Have you been outside today? It’s seriously freezing out there. You’d think it would start warming up at some point.” I grab a throw blanket off the back of the couch and wrap it around my shoulders, then sit on the vent in the floor—absorbing all the heat in an attempt to thaw my bones from the layer of ice that seems to surround them.

      She nods. “I had one final this morning I had to go to.” She pushes her dark hair behind her ear as she sits upright, looking at me. “I saw Ryan Dillion today.” She smiles wide, and the smile makes her eyes sparkle with excitement.

      I roll my eyes and snort. Ryan is Sam’s ultimate crush. She’s tried to attract his attention all year, and so far, he’s yet to show any interest. “And?”

      “Annnnd,” her eyes stretch wide as her lips keep her smile in place, “he invited me to a party tonight!” She begins bouncing up and down on the couch like an excited three-year-old who’s just learned she’ll get ice cream for dinner.

      I laugh. “That’s awesome! So, what’s the plan?”

      “Okay,” she says as she settles and levels her eyes on me. “I’m thinking that you and I go to this party looking hot as hell. We’ll kick back, have a few drinks, and mingle. Then I’ll make my move. I’ll tell him thanks for inviting me and make it clear how much fun I’m having. I might ask him to dance or even ask him if he’d like to go someplace quiet to talk.” She points her finger at me, “So, if I disappear tonight, don’t come looking for me until morning.”

      I hold up my hands, showing her my palms. “Ha! After last time, I’ve learned my lesson, thank you.” Last time, I did go looking for her and saw her in a very compromising position: doggy style, to be precise.

      She giggles. “So, you’ll go with?”

      I snort. “Of course I’ll go with. Have you ever known me to pass on a party?”

      She again points her long index finger at me. “And that is why we’re best friends.”

      We both giggle as I stand, taking my blanket with me. “But before I can party, I have to finish this writing assignment.” I grab my bag off the floor and head for my room. “If I haven’t come out in two hours, check on me. I’ve probably died from boredom,” I joke.

      “You got it,” she says from the living room.

      I close my bedroom door behind me and flop down in my desk chair as I open my computer. The document is already open and waiting for me to resume my work. I nearly growl as I scroll up to the top and read over what I’ve already written.

      I love writing. I’ve always loved writing, but once I decided to get my degree in English, I quickly figured out how much I hate writing something that holds no interest for me. I can write papers on nearly any subject, but finance and business aren’t on that list. Nothing bores me more than having to do hours of research on a subject I have no interest in.

      It’s going on seven when I save my document and close my computer to get ready. I step out of my room to find the living room empty. Music is blaring from Sam’s bedroom and I tap quickly on her door before letting myself in.

      “I survived, if you were wondering,” I joke, yelling above the music.

      She somehow manages to hear me, and she turns it down to a low muffle of background noise. “Good, I was about to come check on you. We have to be at the party in an hour.”

      My brows pinch together in confusion. “We’re going that early?” I cross my arms over my chest as I lean against her doorframe.

      “I’m not taking the chance of some skank beating me to Ryan. This is it, El. He’s mine tonight.” She flashes me a quick smile before holding up two tops: a skimpy black one and a skimpy pink one. “Which do you like?”

      I laugh and roll my eyes. “Does it matter? Both of them will give him an eyeful, that’s for sure.”

      She tosses both tops onto her bed, then turns for the closet. “Do you think I should wear my little black dress instead?”

      “You wear that dress and you’ll be frozen before you get to the party,” I point out.

      “True.” She picks it up out of her closet and holds it at arm’s length, studying it as she thinks it over. “Is it worth it?” she asks, more to herself than to me.

      “Are frozen ovaries worth it?”

      She doesn’t look at me—she just holds up her middle finger before hanging the dress back in her closet.

      I laugh as I spin around for the bathroom to get a shower.
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      I’m leaning against the counter with a drink in my hand as I watch Sam and Ryan dance. I can’t hold back the smile on my face at seeing her finally get the guy she’s secretly been crushing on.

      “Hey, beautiful,” someone says, bumping into my shoulder.

      I turn my attention to a dark-haired guy I’ve seen around school a few times. “Hi.”

      “I’m Chase,” he tells me, flashing a full smile that shows his perfectly straight white teeth.

      “I’m—” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “Janelle, right?”

      I smile and nod. “That’s right. But my friends just call me El.”

      “I’ve seen you around school. You’re in a lot of the same classes as me. Are you going into journalism?” He leans against the counter, directing all his attention at me. I look him up and down. His dark hair is long and shaggy, hanging to the top of his eyebrows, and he’s dressed in snug jeans and a tight black shirt with some logo stamped on the front. He’s full of swagger and confidence, making it very clear that he’s used to getting his way with the ladies. When his smile widens, I see an adorable dimple in each of his cheeks, further confirming my former thoughts.

      I move my head from side to side as I mull over his question. “Writing, yes, but reporting the news, not really. I like more freeform writing. I want to write things that interest me, not report on whatever crime has been committed. I’d love to get hired on at a big publishing house and put my editing skills to good use; however, I’m prepared to do what I need to do to get my foot in the door.”

      He nods his head. “So, not aiming for The New York Times.” He smiles, and it makes my muscles tighten.

      I shrug, brushing off the butterflies that take over my stomach. “I’m up for whatever. Right now, I just need to get some experience under my belt. I’ve put in for at least a dozen different internships, but I haven’t heard back from any of them yet.”

      “Oh yeah? What did you apply for? I’ve been doing the same. Maybe if we put our heads together, we’ll both get some new ideas.”

      I hold up my red Solo cup. “I honestly can’t tell you at the moment. All I know is the one I hope I get is the Castille Hotel Group. My sister is supposed to pull some strings for me, but I still haven’t heard back yet.”

      His eyes widen. “I applied for that one too! I’m really looking forward to seeing what they plan on doing with their new magazine. I’m not really aiming for a writing career, but I like to keep my options open. And I’ve heard they’re a great company to work for. If I get in, I’m hoping it gets my foot in the door. I’d really like a chance to go into advertising. I really enjoyed the assignment where we had to write ad campaigns.”

      I smile. “I did too.”

      I end up losing track of Sam as Chase and I get into deeper conversations about school, writing, and potential jobs. It turns out, we have a lot in common. We both applied for a lot of the same internships, and have similar life goals. Not to mention, he’s a total flirt and pretty easy on the eyes. We both flirt and tease one another, but in the end,  it doesn’t move past that. He seems like a gentleman—not some player who only comes to parties to hook up. In fact, we have so much in common that I could see our new friendship turning into a relationship with time.

      It’s going on two a.m. when I sit back and notice almost everyone at the party has left.

      I put down my now-empty cup and push my chair back to stand. “It’s getting late. I really should be going.”

      He stands with me. “Want to share an Uber?”

      I smile. “Sure!”

      He pulls out his phone and arranges for an Uber to pick us up as we head outside. Again, the cold air causes a shiver to run through me.

      “Here, use my coat.” He takes it off and drapes it over my shoulders.

      “Are you sure? It’s pretty cold out and you’re only wearing a sweatshirt.”

      He waves his hand through the air, dismissing my concerns. “I’m naturally warm. And the Uber will be here soon. I think I’ll survive.” He flashes me that cute grin that stirs my stomach.

      “Thank you,” I breathe out.

      “You’re welcome,” he says, raising his hand to push a fallen strand of hair behind my ear.

      Something between us changes. One second ago, we were talking the way friends do, and now there’s an electric current bouncing between us. It’s warm and causes tingles to take over my body. His blue eyes seem to darken as he begins leaning closer. He wets his lips as his hand lands under my chin.

      I close my eyes and lean forward. We meet in the middle, his soft lips finding mine. His hot tongue demands entrance, and I can’t deny him. He’s cute, funny, and sweet. And this kiss would be the perfect ending to our night.

      As his tongue dances with mine, his hot body presses against my front, warming me, but also turning every bone in my body to jello. I melt into him, living in this kiss and forgetting everything else. His lips are soft, yet strong, and his tongue tastes like a mixture of beer and the fruity shots we’d taken earlier in the night.

      When he pulls away, rather unexpectedly, he shoots me a grin. “I’d really like to see you again, El.”

      I nod, blush staining my cheeks. “I’d like that too.”

      The Uber pulls up, and he opens the door for me without pulling his eyes from mine. He motions with his hand for me to slide in first. Without saying another word, I do, and he takes his seat after me.

      On the ride back to my apartment, we exchange numbers. When the car comes to a stop in front of my building, he opens the door and steps out to allow me to exit.

      “I guess I’ll see you around,” I say, standing on the sidewalk.

      He nods. “Thank you for tonight. I enjoyed the time we spent together.” His hand moves to cup my cheek.

      I smile as my face burns with embarrassment. “I did too,” I say, shyly.

      Slowly, he leans in, giving me one last kiss that doesn’t last nearly long enough.

      He pulls away. “Good night, El,” he whispers as he slides back into the seat.

      I smile and hold up my hand to wave goodbye as the car pulls back out into traffic. Unable to find my feet, I stand there, watching him drive away, happy and surprised by tonight’s turn of events. It makes me wonder if I should have invited him inside, but he didn’t strike me as that kind of guy. He seemed perfectly happy just spending time with me, and stealing the few kisses he did.

      The wind picks up, bringing me back to the present, and I turn and walk into the building when the car is no longer in view. I went to this party for Sam, but I’m sure glad I did. While I’ve never been the serious relationship type of girl, meeting Chase was a pleasant surprise. I didn’t go with intentions of finding a boyfriend, but maybe that’s exactly what I found. I guess I should wait to see if he actually calls before getting my hopes up. But the nervous feeling in my stomach tells me that I’m hoping he calls, that I’m praying for a night alone with him, and that I may have just found the guy I’ll end up with.

      I let myself into the apartment, and to my surprise, find Sam in the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water. She’s already dressed in her oversized nightshirt, ready for bed.

      I pause in the doorway. “I wasn’t expecting to find you home. Things not go well with Ryan?”

      “No, he has a girlfriend.”

      I press my lips together. “That’s weird; I’ve never seen him with anyone.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t go to school here. They’re in a ‘very serious committed long-distance relationship,’ as he puts it.”

      “Damn. That sucks.”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, but he introduced me to one of his friends, Seth.” She smiles. “We’re going out tomorrow night.”

      I laugh. “That’s more like it. I knew you’d bounce back quickly.”

      “I’m nothing if not flexible,” she jokes. “Hey, so who was the guy you were talking to?”

      I walk into the kitchen and lean against the counter. “His name is Chase. I’ve seen him around school, but never talked to him. We ran into each other tonight and really hit it off.”

      “Really? Like, you guys are going to see each other again?”

      I nod. “I think so. We exchanged numbers anyway.”

      “Look at us. This time next year, we may both be on our way to marriage.”

      I laugh. “Hey now, I have no interest in getting married anytime soon. You keep those dreams and aspirations all to yourself before you jinx me or something.”

      She shows me the palms of her hands. “Fine. Good night, El.”

      “Night, Sam.” I watch her walk down the hallway and back into her room, where she closes the door between us.

      I grab a bottle of water for myself, turn off the light, and head to my room with plans of sleeping until noon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      “Have you had a chance to look at the list of interns I sent over?” Vince asks over the phone.

      I kick up my feet on my desk. “Yeah, I’ve skimmed them,” I reply, looking at the time on my Rolex.

      “Have you made a decision?”

      “Not yet. You do realize it’s Saturday, right?”

      “Yeah, I do, and I’m betting you’re sitting at your desk in the office.” I laugh a little; he’s not wrong. “You have to get a life, man.”

      Ignoring his comment, I give him feedback on the list of interns in front of me.

      “I have some I threw away immediately. Others I’ve put in the maybe pile. What’s this about? You’ve never cared about interns before.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Alison’s little sister applied for that internship,” he finally admits as he lets out a long breath.

      “Ahhh, I get it. So if she doesn’t get in, you’re no longer getting laid,” I joke with a deep laugh escaping my lips.

      “Just make sure Janelle Ryder is in the yes pile when it’s all said and done, would ya?”

      “All right. Let me look.” I sit up in my chair and pick up the file that has all the intern applications. Flipping through the papers, I find her application. “Actually, I had her in the maybe pile.” I read over her application. “She seems qualified—just as qualified as the rest of these children, if not more.”

      “She is, Thor,” he jokes, using my nickname to give me a hard time. Because of my blond hair, blue eyes, Nordic accent, and imposing stature, I’ve come to accept the nickname “Thor” from my closest friends—but only a select few are allowed to use it.

      “Fine, loverboy, she’s in. Are you happy?”

      He laughs. “Thanks, man. You have no idea how happy that’ll make Alison. She’s worried about her little sister. Apparently, she’s the wild type. You may have to whip her into shape.”

      I scoff. “Great. Just what I don’t have time for: a college girl with a wild streak.”

      “Nah, Alison’s talked to her about it. She seems ready to take this on. I’m sure she’ll do fine, so don’t worry too much about it. At least we don’t have to pay them.”

      “Should I call and give her the good news, or does Alison want to do that?” I ask, closing the file and turning to face my computer to put her name into the system.

      “You can call her. I know the first person she’ll call is Alison, and I’m sure she’d like that better than hearing it from me. Thanks, man. I owe you one.”

      I laugh. “Ha! You owe me ten, and you’re going to have to hear me bitch when this girl doesn’t show up for work because she’s too hung over.”

      “Deal.”

      “I’ll talk to you later. Enjoy your vacation.”

      “Oh, I’m going to enjoy my vacation all right. I don’t plan on leaving our room for the rest of it.”

      I make a gagging sound. “Too much info, man.” Without another word, I hang up the phone and can nearly hear him laughing from here.

      I quickly glance at the time in the top right-hand corner of my computer screen and see it going on ten a.m. Picking up the phone, I call the number in the file.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Janelle Ryder?” I ask.

      “Yes, who is this?” It’s obvious she was asleep at ten a.m. on a Saturday—typical college student.

      “This is Griffin Karlsson with Castille Hotels. How are you doing this morning?”

      “Oh, um, I’m great, sir. How are you?” Her voice now sounds wide awake.

      I want to roll my eyes but refrain. “I’m doing very well, thank you. Listen, Janelle, I’m calling because you turned in an application for an internship here, and you’ve been selected for our ten-week program.”

      “Oh my God. Thank you so much! That’s amazing news. I’ve been on pins and needles waiting to hear if I got in or not.”

      “Congratulations! The internship starts next Monday at eight a.m. My assistant will send you an email with all of the information you’ll need, as well as the address.”

      “Of course. I’ll be there, Mr. Karlsson. Thank you so much for the call.”

      “Have a good day, Ms. Ryder,” I say before hanging up the phone. It then rings as soon as I put it down.

      “Hello?” I answer, thinking it may be Vince calling back because he realized he needed to torment me about something else.

      “Hi, Griffin,” Liz says on the other end.

      I let out a long breath and pinch the bridge of my nose. “How are you, Liz?” I don’t really care; I just ask to be polite.

      “I’m great. I was hoping we could meet up for lunch. Cameron said you didn’t have any meetings today and I was hoping we could get together.”

      Fucking Cameron. He’s a pain in the ass sometimes, even though I do consider him to be my best friend. Cameron and I are complete opposites though. He’s in his mid-thirties, but he still acts like he’s twenty-one and living off his dad’s money. He blows through women, money, and booze. I, however, have very little interest in any of that unless it’s a well-aged bourbon.

      “I wish I could, Liz, but I already have plans,” I lie, completely uninterested in spending any more time than I have to with that vile woman.

      Liz is someone Cameron set me up with. He’s always on my ass about dating, meeting new people, and going out. After months of listening to him go on and on about her, I gave in and accepted the date. But now I can’t get her to leave me alone. She’s nice enough to look at. She has a hard body with a big chest. She has money, so she’s always dressed well, with her hair and makeup always perfectly done, and she attends the same functions and knows the same people I do. But we have nothing in common. She was born into money. She’s never had to work a day in her life, and she does nothing but shop, party, and take lavish vacations. I, on the other hand, work every day of my life, never take time off, and only go to parties when it’s necessary for work. Nothing about us says “compatible.” I just have to get that through her head.

      “Darn it,” she says sadly. “Well, what about sometime next week?” I can hear the hope in her voice, and it causes my chest to hurt. I hate being unnecessarily mean, but fuck, how many times do I have to dodge her before she gets the hint?

      “I wish I could, Liz, but we’re bringing in our summer interns and I just won’t have the time. It’s like having a bunch of babies running around the office. I’m sorry, but I have an important call to take. Take care, Liz.” I hang up before she can even reply.

      I let out a long breath, wipe the sweat from my brow, and lean back in my desk chair, the leather creaking beneath my weight. My eyes immediately flash over to the drink cart in the corner, and my mouth waters for that smooth taste of expensive bourbon, but I know it’s far too early to indulge myself.

      I curse Cameron for introducing me to that woman. I know he’s my best friend and just trying to look out for me. He wants to see me out enjoying myself and settling down with a beautiful woman who makes me happy, but that’s not the future I see for myself. All the women I’ve met have only made me realize that they’re only interested in my money. They’re either looking to cash in and become someone on the social scale, or they have money themselves and are looking to further expand their reach in the upper-class world. I’m not in the habit of being used. I’d rather spend my life alone, focusing on my work. When a need arises, there are plenty of ways to get the release I crave. I go to a random club and pretend to be someone I’m not. If the women I’m hooking up with don’t know I’m loaded, then they don’t expect anything more than a quick fuck in the bathroom, the back seat of a car, or even the back alley. There’s no reason for me to settle down with anyone, and I’ve yet to meet a woman who’s been able to change my mind.

      My life is mine, and I prefer to keep it that way.

      My phone rings again, and when I answer it, Cameron’s on the other end. “What the fuck, man? Why are you blowing Liz off? She’s perfect for you.”

      I scoff. “What did she do? Come running to you the minute I declined her offer?” Annoyance pumps through my body and makes me grind my teeth, which only makes a sharp pain surge through my jaw.

      “She just mentioned that she was done trying with you—that you didn’t seem very interested. What’s up? She’s hot, rich, fun, and an easy lay: the perfect woman to get you out of your slump.”

      “I’m not in a slump,” I argue for what must be the thousandth time.

      “You haven’t been with anyone since Candice,” he points out.

      “I have so. Just because I don’t brag to you about my conquests doesn’t mean they don’t happen.”

      He laughs. “See how pathetic you’re sounding? You’re making stuff up just so I’ll back off,” he teases.

      “Damn it, Cameron. I’m not looking for a relationship, fling, or random hookup right now.”

      “There has to be more in your life than just work. Come out with me tonight.”

      “I’m too busy. I still have to pick eleven more interns for the internship that starts Monday.”

      “So just grab eleven names out of a hat and you’re done. You know as well as I do that it doesn’t matter which interns you pick. You’ll just bitch about them all anyway. I’m picking you up at eight. Be ready.” He hangs up the phone before I can argue any further.

      I drop the phone onto my desk and pick up the file of applicants once again, knowing that he’s right. I hate doing this. I wasn’t lying when I said it was like having babies tear apart the office. They don’t know the first thing about advertising or being in an office setting. They’re used to sitting in a classroom. Every year, they come to me with the same tired advertising techniques they’ve picked up in class. Out of twelve applicants, there’s usually only one worth anything—two if I’m really lucky. But it’s my job to weed them out, and I do. I point out all their flaws and send them running back to their mommies with their tails between their legs. It’s my job to find out if they have what it takes—if they belong in this world.

      It takes me an hour before I settle and pick eleven more names. I spend the following hours making the calls and putting them all into our human resources database so they can pick up their name tags and security passes first thing Monday. By the time the day ends, I’m tired, annoyed, and ready for a drink. Guess it’s a good thing I didn’t turn down Cameron.

      We’re walking into an exclusive club minutes after he picks me up. We sit at a table in the corner, and I place my order: a medium-rare steak and bourbon on the rocks. Cameron orders the same thing, and after the waitress leaves, I sit back, looking over the place. I then realize that Cameron is looking my way, studying me.

      “I can’t figure you out, man. What happened?” he asks, stealing my attention away from people watching.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, picking up my glass the moment it’s set on the table.

      “We’ve known each other for years now; we went to college together. We always talked about being on top of the world—how’d we have everything we want in life—and now, all you care about is work. What gives?”

      I roll my eyes and sip my drink. “I’m just not interested in fucking random women.”

      “It feels like you’re not interested in any woman. Not since Candice.”

      “I’m not!” I feel my eyes go wide as my brows skyrocket. “Any woman I find is only looking for money or trying to make herself look more rich than she already is. I’m not losing half of everything I’ve worked for, and I’m sure as hell not going to be someone’s arm candy in front of their rich, better-than-thou friends.” I shake my head. “I’m just not into relationships anymore, okay?”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “You’re going to end up all alone, my friend.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll have more money than God himself,” I joke, “while you’ll be stuck paying alimony and child support.”

      He holds up his glass. “To high expectations.” He offers up his shit-eating grin.

      I laugh and clank my glass off of his. “Here, here.”

      We both drink and sit back to relax.

      “Now, let’s pick the woman I’ll hopefully be going home with tonight,” Cameron says with a smirk.

      “Or, to make things more interesting, let’s take bets on which STD you’ll be catching tonight.”

      He grins. “Like I said…to high expectations!”

      I laugh and shake my head. At least he’s not picking one for me.
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      “Does this look okay?” I ask Sam, shaking her shoulder.

      She lifts her head, gives me a dirty look, and lays it back down to go back to sleep. “It’s seven in the morning! It’s summer! Leave me alone!”

      I shake her again. “I will. Just tell me, do I look professional?” I spin in a circle.

      “No, you look like you’re going to be dead if you don’t get out and let me go back to sleep.”

      I scoff. “Fine, grumpy.” I turn and leave her room, heading for my own to look at myself in the mirror once again.

      I’m wearing a dark gray pencil skirt, with a navy blue blouse beneath my matching jacket. My blonde hair is curled with the top half pulled up into a bun, and my makeup is light, only highlighting my features instead of defining them. I want to look like an adult who is taking this job seriously, not a college kid who’s looking to put off her future by taking an internship instead of getting an actual paying job.

      With a deep sigh leaving my lips, I tug my suit jacket down and push myself forward. Grabbing my bag off my desk, I head for the door, filled with nerves about my first day. When I step outside, the sun beats down on my face and I’m happy to find today is far warmer than yesterday. Stepping up to the curb, I flag down a taxi.

      It only takes twenty minutes before we’re pulling up in front of the big five-star hotel. I pass over some cash for the ride and step out, taking in the massive building in front of me. Given that it’s nearly eight a.m. in Chicago, the streets are bustling with traffic, cars, and people. I bet a hundred people have to walk around me as I stand in the center of the sidewalk, just staring up at the giant building. But as cheesy as it might sound, it feels like this really is the first day of the rest of my life—a new beginning. The reality of that sinks in, and it drops all the way to my stomach, making me feel weighed down and sick.

      I suck in a large gulp of air and push myself forward. “You can do this, El. Just show ‘em what you can do,” I whisper to myself as I approach the doors.

      The doorman greets me with a “good morning” as he pulls the door open for me, but I’m so lost in thought, I don’t respond. I’m in awe as I step into the massive hotel and take in the marble floors, crystal chandelier, and glass elevators. This is one of the newer locations, and it shows. Everything looks crisp, clean, and brand new.

      I approach the front desk and the person behind it holds up a finger as she answers a call. After a few seconds, she transfers the call and looks up at me.

      “Welcome to the Castille Hotel. How may I help you today?” she asks with a smile as she pushes her deep red hair away from her perfectly-done face.

      I force a smile into place. “Hi, I’m Janelle Ryder. I’m here for the internship.”

      Her green eyes widen as a genuine smile takes over. “Of course. I’m Vanessa West.” She holds up her hand to shake.

      I quickly shake her hand and she spins in her chair, picking something up before turning back to me. “Here is your name tag and security clearance to get into the employee-only areas. You’ll need to go up to the twentieth floor, and you’ll need to scan your pass in the elevator to get there. It will prompt you.” She hands everything to me.

      I smile and nod. “Thank you,” I say, turning for the elevator as I look at the name tag and pass she just handed me.

      I’d wondered why I had to submit a photo of myself when I sent in the application. I step into the elevator and clip my name tag to my jacket, then hit the button for the twentieth floor. When it beeps, I scan my security clearance pass and the doors close, taking me up.

      I look at myself and smooth down my jacket and pants. Looking up, I find my reflection in the glass. My eyes are wide and full of excitement, but I can also see fear hidden away in them. I just hope I’m the only one who sees it. I’d hate to be known as the skittish woman who looks like she’s about to wet her pants and cry for her mommy.

      The doors open and I step out, finding myself in a waiting area. I walk up to the desk where a woman with long, dark hair is sitting.

      “Good morning,” she addresses me.

      I smile. “Good morning, I’m Janelle Ryder, a new intern.” I hold out my hand, which she takes.

      “We’re waiting for all twelve of the interns to arrive. Please have a seat and Mr. Karlsson will be with you all very soon.” She motions toward the side, where luxe-looking sofas and lounge chairs are set up.

      I turn and walk over to the sofa to have a seat. While I wait, I pull out my iPad and work on my newest writing assignment. The deadline is in one week, but I have no idea what I’m going to be taking on with this internship, and I want to make sure I give both projects the time they require. If I don’t do well with this internship, it could ruin my future. However, if I don’t do well with this writing assignment, I won’t be paid for it. Neither is a good option.

      “El?” a man asks, stealing my attention away.

      I look up and find Chase. I smile and stand. “Hey, you got the internship!” I lean in for a hug.

      He smiles his perfect smile. “I did, and it looks like you did as well.”

      “I did. I’m really excited, but nervous at the same time.”

      He motions toward the sofa and we both sit. “I am too. I heard that Griffin Karlsson isn’t the easiest guy to work for.”

      “Really?” I ask, suddenly more afraid than I was five seconds ago.

      He nods. “Yeah, apparently he has very high expectations, and he isn’t shy about letting you know how he feels.”

      I press my lips together and shrug one shoulder. “That’s not really a bad thing though. I mean, if his expectations weren’t so high, then this hotel wouldn’t be doing as well as it is. I can appreciate a person who knows what they want and refuses to settle for less.”

      He laughs. “Silver lining, I guess.”

      Slowly, the room fills with the rest of the interns. The phone rings and the woman behind the desk answers it, whispering something. She then stands to address us.

      “Mr. Karlsson will see all of you now.” She takes a few steps and opens a big wooden door.

      One by one, we file into a big conference room and find a man I assume is Mr. Karlsson sitting at the head of the table.

      “Good morning, everyone,” he says in a sexy Danish accent as he stands. “Please have a seat. I am Griffin Karlsson, head of advertising and your new boss for the next ten weeks.”

      Chase and I take a seat next to each other, and I can’t help but look around the room and at Mr. Karlsson. He’s younger than I expected, probably only ten years older than me, if that. He has dirty blond hair that’s styled neatly. His eyes are more blue than any ocean, and his bone structure could be compared to that of a god. His cheekbones are sharp, and his jawline is strong. It’s easy to tell that he takes himself and his job very seriously. His suit fits to perfection, clinging to his strong body in just the right places, and even I can tell that it’s not a suit you could run to Saks and pick up. It’s custom-made to fit his glorious body: tall, lean, and hard.

      “First of all,” Mr. Karlsson says, pulling me from my thoughts, “I want to thank you all for being here. This is a great opportunity for each one of you. Some will get sent home at the end of this project, and some may be given a job on the spot. It all depends on you and how hard you work—how much you want it. I expect some competition—you are competing for a job, after all. But I expect all of you to have dignity and respect. This isn’t a playground. Childlike behavior will not be tolerated. Understand?” Slowly, he looks each one of us in the eyes.

      Once we all agree, he starts back up, walking slowly around the large table. “You’ve been selected for different reasons. Some of you are writers and editors, some are here for art and graphic design, and some are here to serve on the legal team. All of these elements make up our advertising team here at Castille Hotels. Advertising is more than just coming up with a catchy slogan and slapping a logo on it. We need artists and graphic design professionals to attract our various publics. We need writers to top that off, selling them a line that they can’t refuse. And legal, well,” he laughs, “we need to be sure we’re not getting sued for what we put out there.”

      He makes his way back to the front of the room and stops to view us all. “With that said, you will be split up into three groups. If you’re on the legal team, please stand.”

      Four people stand up, and Mr. Karlsson motions toward the door. It opens, and in walks a younger man with jet-black hair and a face of stone. “Please go with Mr. Cameron Styles.”

      “Thank you, Griffin,” Mr. Styles says as he leaves the room with his four interns.

      “If you’re here as an artist, please stand and go with Mrs. Vivian Grant.”

      I look over at the door to find a woman no older than I am standing and waiting.

      The next four leave, and that leaves just Chase, two other people I don’t know, and myself.

      “You four are with me. Let’s get busy.” Mr. Karlsson takes his place at the table and flips open his leather-bound file folder.

      He leans back in his chair, crossing his legs and getting comfortable. “It’s easy to draw attention to an exclusive resort on a warm, sunny beach. I mean, show some happy people splashing in the bluest water, sipping on decadent cocktails, and kissing as they slow dance, and what do you think that says to a prospective customer?”

      No one else speaks up, so I do. “It shows them that if they go to that hotel, they’ll have the time of their life. It says that they will have fun, be spoiled, fall in love—all the things that tempt mankind.”

      His blue eyes pop up and lock on mine, burning with intensity. It feels like time freezes as he slowly takes me in. Finally, he cracks a smile. “That’s right. Now,” he uncrosses his legs and leans forward, resting his arms on the table, “how do you draw them to a hotel in the Windy City? There are no warm beaches, perfect sunsets reflecting off the water, or people in hula skirts swallowing fiery swords.”

      “Easy, cash in on what Chicago has to offer.” I shrug, biting my bottom lip as anxiety pumps through my body. I pray that’s the right answer.

      His brows pull upward. “And what would that be?”

      I twist my fingers together under the table as I think it over. “Well, I would think you’d need to appeal to the upper-class population. So we could use jewelry stores—maybe show a man proposing to his loved one. We could use the theater and restaurants in the hotel to show how much fun the guests have here—sipping their cocktails, eating their fancy dinners, smiling, kissing, dancing. And I think we’d need to sell Chicago more than the actual hotel. We’d need to show people our world-renowned theater scene, the new modern wing of the art museum and, of course, Cloud Gate—“The Bean”—in Millennium Park.”

      The room is quiet as we wait to see what Mr. Karlsson thinks of my approach. Finally, he smiles and points in my direction. “You’re absolutely right. Selling Chicago is a big part of it, but why should people stay here rather than any other hotel in the city?”

      “Reputation. The Castille brand has been around for many years, and it’s always been well received. Plus, this is a newer location, so everything is top of the line and up to date. Staying here isn’t just another random hotel; it’s a promise of luxury. Guests will be taken care of here. They’re not customers—they’re family.”

      He looks shocked, yet impressed. “Very good, Ms. Ryder.”
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      “Please, call me El.” She smiles and her green eyes light up.

      The look she’s giving me makes my lungs freeze in my chest and my heart pound wildly. Not only is she beautiful, but she’s also smart. She’s young, but maybe she’s responsible after all.

      I nod. “Very well.” I tear my eyes away from her and look at the other three people sitting around the table. “Your assignment today is to write some slogans for the hotel. Write something catchy, something true—something that would draw you in if you were looking for a hotel.” I stand. “At noon, you may all leave for lunch, and when we come back, we’re going to go over what you’ve come up with.” I stand and head for the door, and already, they begin their whispering.

      I turn around to face them. “And to be clear, I want each of you to have your own list. This isn’t a group activity. I want to know who deserves to be here and who doesn’t.” Without another word, I turn and leave them alone to get some work done. I have work of my own to get to and I can’t sit here and babysit them all day.

      I head to my office, which is located in the building across the street, and sit behind my desk. The minute I do, my cell phone rings. “Hello, Vince,” I say, checking the caller ID.

      He laughs. “How are the interns?”

      I lean back in my chair. “I must say, I’m utterly surprised by Janelle. She seems to be the best in her group.”

      “Yes!” Alison cheers from the background.

      I laugh. “Don’t get excited yet. It’s still early.”

      “She’s my sister, Griffin. She won’t let you down. She knows her stuff,” Alison adds on.

      “We’ll see. Now that you’ve checked in, I need to get some work done.” I sit up, preparing to hang up.

      “Bye, and thank you,” Alison says.

      “See you later, Thor,” Vince adds on.

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Bye.” I hang up the phone with a laugh. I’m happy that Vince found Alison. She seems to make him happy. He hasn’t taken this much time off from work in years. I can tell how happy he is just from hearing his voice.

      Thinking about his happiness makes me question my own. A sharp pain slices through my heart when I think about where I was a few years ago and where I am now. I was happy once, but after that was ruined, I had to find happiness elsewhere. And work is where all my time and energy already go, so it only made sense to make my job my baby.

      Relationships, marriage, and children are what make others feel like their life is worth living, but for me, that’s what makes life miserable. You never know if your life is about to come crashing down around you. I prefer to keep my happiness in my hands, not someone else’s.

      I work until noon, when I finally push away from my desk to go to lunch. Before I take off, I run back across the street to the hotel to make sure the interns are set before I take off. The moment I step out of the elevator, they come walking out of the conference room, and we all pile in the elevator together. They’re all laughing and talking amongst themselves, and I can’t help but notice El. She’s breathtakingly beautiful: the way she moves with purpose, the way her smile stretches across her face, and the way her soft, porcelain skin and bright green eyes draw you in—she’s elegant, even though she isn’t trying to be. She isn’t aware I’m watching, and that gives me a better picture of who she really is.

      Most people are one way when they’re around people, and completely different—usually for the worse—when they think they’re alone. Automatically, I can tell that El is her own person. She does what she wants, when she wants. She doesn’t put on a front or try to make people believe she’s something she’s not. In fact, I bet she doesn’t care one way or the other if someone likes her. She’s just comfortable in her own skin, and that has always been a turn-on for me. That’s something that drew me to Candice all those years ago.

      With that thought, I shake my head clear just as the elevator dings and we all pile out. The interns go in one direction—probably heading for the restaurant here in the hotel—while I head toward the front doors.

      “Mr. Karlsson,” someone calls out from behind me.

      I turn around and find myself face to face with El.

      “Can I help you?”

      Her face flushes and a nervous smile appears. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this or not, but my sister is Alison Ryder.” She looks up at me from beneath her long, dark lashes.

      I nod once. “I am aware. Is there a problem?”

      She bounces from foot to foot. “Well, it’s just that, I’m not the kind of person who expects to ride someone else’s coattails to the top. I’m sure I was only picked because of who I know, but I don’t expect or want any favoritism when it comes down to it.”

      I let out a soft laugh. “For one, Ms. Ryder, I do not play favorites. You will work for any credit you receive here. And two, you have nothing to worry about. I can already tell your work speaks for itself.”

      Her gorgeous green eyes pop up to mine. “Really?”

      “In the short amount of time I’ve known you, you’ve already outshined your competition. Keep up the good work. Now, I must be getting off to lunch, and you should do the same. We have a lot of work to do when we get back. You’ll need your strength.”

      “Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. I hope I haven’t caused you to miss your reservation.”

      I wave her off. “Not for you to worry about. I’ll see you in an hour.”

      She offers up a smile and holds up her hand to wave goodbye. She takes a few steps backward, eyes still locked with mine before she finally turns and leaves me staring after her.

      “So, that’s what you’re into,” Cameron says, walking up to my side.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask, turning for the door.

      He follows me out. “You want the teacher-and-student thing,” he jokes, flashing me a smile and nudging me with his elbow.

      I laugh and shake my head. “That was nothing. You’re mistaken.”

      The doorman opens the door to the back seat of my awaiting black town car, and I slide in. To my surprise, Cameron joins me.

      “I’m crashing your lunch. I didn’t get my reservation in on time. Where we going?”

      “I’m going home. My chef has prepared lunch. But I guess you’re welcome to join.”

      He smacks me on the back. “Thanks, buddy. So, this girl…”

      “It’s nothing. Turns out, she’s Alison Ryder’s little sister, and while she knows why she was accepted into the program, she doesn’t want any favoritism while she’s here. Truth be told, I had already viewed her application and was going to pick her anyway.”

      “Uh-huh. It didn’t have anything to do with her picture now, did it?” He flashes me a smile that annoys the shit out of me.

      “Not all of us do everything with their dick in mind, Cam.”

      He snorts. “You can mark my words, Griffin: she will be the one to bring you to your knees. For some reason, you can’t avoid her like you do the rest of them.”

      “I don’t avoid any of them,” I argue.

      “But you don’t have control of yourself with her. You flirt and smile with this one.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s not like she noticed. I caught her talking and smiling at another guy in my group. They seem to know each other.”

      “Who cares? He’s nothing. You’re top dog. It’d be nothing to steal her away.”

      I shake my head, needing to clear it. Cameron is getting in my head. “I’m not stealing anyone away from anyone. I’m not interested. Case closed.”

      He rolls in laughter as he pulls a cigarette from his inner breast pocket. “We’ll see about that, my friend. We will see.”

      “Yes, we will,” I agree, determined to keep my distance and space from this woman. It doesn’t take a genius to see that she’s not interested in me. And even me, a person who avoids relationships like the plague, can see how much she has a thing for that Chase guy. Either way, it’s not something I want to get mixed up in. Plus, if she ends up working out for the company, I don’t want any rumors going around. People are vindictive assholes. They’d say she only got the job because she slept with me. No way would I want her career to start out like that.

      No…no matter how beautiful I find her, I’ll keep my distance. It’s best for the both of us. Mixing work and play doesn’t bode well for me.

      [image: ]

      I’m walking back into the conference room an hour later and find all four of them sitting over their papers. I clap my hands to get their attention as I walk to the head of the table. “Okay, let’s see what we have, shall we?”

      Chase rushes up to me first. “Here you go, sir,” he says with a smile as he hands over his notes.

      I take the paper and sit down, reading over his suggestions. Instead of reading off every mediocre idea, I skip ahead to find the best one—which is still total shit. “Be our guest at Castille Hotels, where the excitement never ends.”

      I look up at him, completely unimpressed. “Who can tell me what’s wrong with this suggestion?”

      I glance around at each person.

      “It’s impersonal,” El says. “Not to mention, “be our guest” just makes a Disney song run through my head. I would avoid any hotel that inflicts that kind of torture on anyone.” A small smile slips through even though Chase’s eyes bounce over to her angrily.

      “You think you can do better?” he asks her.

      She shrugs, but stands to bring me her paper.

      I glance down at it, reading over several things are good, but one stands out above the rest. “Here at Castille Hotels, we’re family. And no one takes care of you like family,” I read out loud.

      I look up at her. “Very nice, Ms. Ryder.” I glance around the room. “Can anyone find anything wrong with El’s suggestion?”

      Janet and Will both look down at the table like they’re scared students hoping I don’t call on them, but Chase’s eyes are flashing from one thing to the next, reaching to find something wrong.

      “It’s…it’s...” He lets out a deep breath. “It’s perfect,” he breathes out, falling into his seat.

      El beams a proud smile.

      “Very good.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Karlsson,” she says, taking her seat.

      “Who’s next?”

      I read over the final two, but El’s suggestion wins by a landslide.

      I take the stack of papers out of my file folder and pass them out. “You guys have homework. Tonight, you are to take these images home, and I want you to caption them like you’re trying to sell me on each one. Any questions?” I look around the room.

      “No? Okay, good luck. You’re free to go.”

      All of them gather their things, and one by one, walk out. El is the last at the table and just before she walks out the door, I call out to her.

      “El?”

      “Yes?” She spins around to face me, hope and excitement clearly written across her face.

      “Come with me, please.” I get up and walk past her, leading her to a private office. When we step inside, I motion toward the desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      She does so nervously, as I walk around to join her.

      “I don’t know if you’re aware, but Castille Hotels will be starting a magazine that will be published and passed out at all of our hotels. It’s a good way to let our guests know what each location has to offer, while also selling them on coming to our other locations in the future. We also intend on having a section where we honor our top employees for the month, along with a decorative section on how to make living spaces as elegant as our top-of-the-line hotels.”

      She nods. “I was aware of the magazine, sir.”

      Her tone makes me smile. It’s like she’s obviously worried about why she’s here while trying so hard to be professional. “Well, this magazine will be in my hands, and I’m going to need some help with it. I’m hiring a photographer, but every group will have a hand in it one way or another. I was hoping, with talents as wonderful as yours, if you wouldn’t mind helping me with a little more than writing. I need to find the perfect cover, layout, format, and so forth.”

      Her eyes pop wide open. “Seriously?”

      I nod. “It’s obvious after our meeting today that you are the most qualified intern for the job.”

      “This isn’t because of my sister?” she asks, fear drenching her words.

      “Not at all. Today’s assignment showed me exactly who has the ability to help me out on this end of the project. You’re the best, El.”

      “I don’t mean to assume, but isn’t it a bit early still to decide who’s the best? I mean, it’s only the first day.”

      “Just because you’ve been picked for this job doesn’t mean the others won’t have other opportunities as well, Ms. Ryder. It just means you shined brighter than the rest, and on the first day, that means something.”

      “What does that mean?” She bites her bottom lip, and it does something to me. It brings up an urge I haven’t felt in a very long time.

      I push it away as I lean forward and level my eyes on her. “It means you don’t let fear and nervousness get to you. The others aren’t ready for this. You are. Now, what do you say?”

      Her eyes bounce from one thing to the next as she thinks it over. Finally, a small smile spreads across her face. “I’d love to, Mr. Karlsson.” She stands and holds out her hand to shake.

      Seeing her smile brings out a smile of my own, and I stand to shake her hand. “Please, call me Griffin.”

      “Only if you’ll call me El.” She tilts her head to the side as if to challenge me.

      I laugh. “Well, we will be working together very closely over the next several weeks. Might as well make this as easy as possible.”

      “Thank you, Griffin. You won’t regret your decision,” she says as we walk across the office.

      “I know I won’t.” I open the door and she flashes me one last smile before stepping out.

      I peek around the door to watch her finish her walk to the elevator. The dress pants she’s wearing hug her firm ass nicely. And I know her long legs would look beautiful wrapped around my hips.

      When she steps inside the elevator, her eyes find me, still standing here watching her. I clear my throat to snap myself out of this daze, then wave before stepping back into my office and shutting the door between us. Now that she’s gone, I can breathe easily again. Something about her literally sucks the air from my lungs. Keeping my distance makes every muscle in my body harden, like I have to physically restrain myself from reaching out and touching her. It’s only now that it occurs to me that I may have made a mistake by inviting her to work more closely with me. Having her alone, all to myself, is only going to make things harder on me.

      Fuck. I guess Cameron was right. She’s going to be the one to bring me to my knees—either I’ll fall in love or I’ll refuse to give myself what I already so desperately crave.

      I go to pour myself a drink to take the edge off, but realize I’m not in my office—just in a generic office that anyone can use. I shake my head, wondering what the hell has gotten into me. Finally, I open the door and exit the office, heading to mine.
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      “Hey, what was that about?” Chase asks when I step outside the hotel.

      I turn to find him leaning against the building, like he’s been waiting for me.

      “Oh. Umm, as it turns out, it seems today’s assignment was given so they could find one person in each group to participate in the magazine project, and I got it! Can you believe it?” I hope it doesn’t sound like I’m rubbing his face in it, because I’m not, but I am excited and proud of myself. This morning, I was sure I was going to make an ass out of myself and ruin the whole thing on the first day.

      “Oh, congratulations,” Chase says.

      “Don’t worry,” I add on. “He said there are still plenty of opportunities for everyone else in the group. Everyone will be involved in the magazine; I’ve just been awarded a special project working alongside him.”

      He waves his hand through the air, dismissing his reaction. “Yeah, I’m sure everything will work out. But listen, I waited because we’re all meeting up at the Joker Club tonight to get to know each other. I was wondering if you wanted to go with me.”

      “Oh.” My face blushes as I think it over. “Yeah, I’d love to. What time?”

      “Everyone is meeting up for drinks at seven, but we could go a little early—maybe stop and get dinner first?” He flashes his cute smile, his eyes dropping slowly down my body and then back up.

      “Like a date?”

      He shrugs. “If that’s what you want to call it.” He slides his hands into his pockets. “I had a lot of fun with you the other night, and was planning on asking you out. It’s just that this, the internship, may complicate things. So maybe we just hang out for now—get to know each other better until this is over. Then we can see where things go.”

      I smile and agree. “Sounds good to me.”

      He tears his eyes away as pink starts creeping up his cheeks. “Okay, great. I’ll pick you up around five?”

      “See you then,” I agree.

      “Great. See ya.” He turns and walks down the sidewalk, and I stand back and watch him go.

      “Oh, El,” Griffin says, coming to a stop in front of me as he leaves the building.

      “Hi, Mr. Karl…I mean, Griffin.” Getting caught using his full name causes heat to creep up my face.

      He chuckles. “I figured you’d be gone by now.”

      I point down the sidewalk. “I was talking with Chase. I guess all the interns are going to the Joker Club tonight to hang out and get to know each other. He invited me.”

      “Ah, I see.” He nods, his eyes flashing across the street and then back. “You have a moment?”

      “Oh, um, yeah. What’s up?”

      “I was just heading across the street to our corporate office. It’s where my office is, and where you’d work if you were hired at the end of these ten weeks. Would you like a tour?”

      My eyebrows pull upward. “Yeah, I’d love one.”

      A smile stretches across his face. “Come on.” He nods toward the building as he begins walking.

      “So, if the corporate office is here, then why are we meeting in the hotel?”

      “Well, the floor we usually use for our internships is being remodeled at the moment. We thought it’d be done in time, but they’re putting on the finishing touches now. We should be over here next week. We didn’t want to push the internship back, and we thought it would give everyone a chance to get familiar with the hotel.” He stops and opens the door, allowing me to walk in ahead of him.

      Griffin shows me around the corporate office and he walks me though a normal day of working for the hotel. He shows me the offices and the board rooms, and introduces me to a few of the employees. The whole tour doesn’t take any longer than an hour, but it does get me a little more familiar with the hotel, its employees, and how things are done. It also gives me better insight into my new boss.

      Watching him as he walks me though everything makes me think back on what Chase was saying this morning about him being a hard-ass. In the conference room, he was a take-charge kind of guy, but seeing him here, his guard is down and he seems younger and more carefree. If anything, I can see a new friendship growing between us, and being friends with your boss is never a bad idea.

      After the tour, I head home to take a quick shower and get ready for my date with Chase. I wash off quickly and shave before pulling on a tight pair of jeans and a cute loose-fitting top. I pair the look with knee-high boots. I stand back and look myself over in the mirror. My blonde hair is down and styled in loose curls. My makeup is heavier than I wore today: dark eyeliner, mascara, and pink lip gloss adorn my face.

      “El, Chase is here!” Sam yells from down the hall. I quickly grab my coat and purse and rush to the door.

      “Hey,” I say, coming to a stop in front of him, taking in his loose-fitting jeans, white t-shirt, and leather jacket. His dark hair is styled, standing neatly in every direction, and his dark blue eyes sparkle.

      “Hey, you look nice.” He gives me that grin that makes his dimples form.

      “Thank you. So do you,” I reply.

      “Ready?” he asks, opening the door for me.

      I nod. “Yep.” I take a few steps out before turning and yelling at Sam. “Be home later!”

      “Thanks for the warning!” she yells back.

      Chase leads me downstairs and out to the curb, where he flags down a taxi. We both climb into the back seat and he tells the driver the address.

      “You don’t have a car either, huh?”

      He laughs. “No, college student. Well, recently-graduated college student, to be exact. I keep forgetting that we’re done.”

      “I do too. It seems crazy that four years went by this quickly. I’m still waiting for grad school though. Are you going?”

      “To grad school?” he questions with a lift of his brow.

      I nod.

      “No, I can’t afford it. I really shouldn’t be doing this internship. I need to start making money, but I couldn’t pass it up. Did you know the Castille Hotel Group hires at least one intern every year? If I can get that, I’m set.”

      “I did know that. Griffin actually took me across the street to their corporate office today and showed me around. It would be a great job, that’s for sure.”

      His back straightens and his jaw flexes. “You got a tour of the corporate office?” His tone sounds off. I wonder if I’ve somehow offended him. I didn’t mean to gloat…again. Maybe I should just stop talking about this internship.

      “Uh, yeah. We’ll all be there next week. It’s usually where they hold their internships, but it’s been remodeled and they’re just finishing it up. So, where are we going for dinner?” I ask to change the subject.

      “Oh, to Sonny’s Pizza. Have you ever eaten there? It’s my favorite.”

      I force a smile, happy that he accepted my subject change, but also wondering if he is going to be more competitive now. “I haven’t, but I’ve heard good things.”

      Over dinner, our conversation is strained, but we both work at keeping it going. I can tell how well I’ve done today is a problem for him, and I completely understand why. Here I am, planning on going to grad school, where I won’t have time for a full-time job, and I’m taking this internship anyway. He isn’t going to grad school and he needs this job. So, in his mind, all I’m doing is wasting this opportunity. But I need the experience to add to my resume. I want to work in a big publishing house, and they don’t take just anyone who walks in off the street. I need years of schooling, experience, and references out the ass. Hopefully, I’ll make a good impression on Griffin, and his recommendation will help me land the job I want. But I guess Chase doesn’t see it that way. To him, all I am now is competition. I guess there goes the thought I had about him being boyfriend material.

      We meet up with the rest of the interns at the club and pack around one big table, drinks in hand. Right off the bat, Chase makes sure to let everyone know that I’ve been picked as Griffin’s favorite.

      “I can’t believe you got picked for the magazine,” Hope says.

      “Who got picked out of your group?” I ask, sipping my cocktail.

      She frowns. “Nobody. We didn’t hear anything about it. In fact, all we did today was go over past legal cases so we know not to make the same mistakes.”

      I press my lips together and wonder if Griffin was being honest with me. “What about you?” I ask, looking at Dominick. “Who was picked out of the artist group?”

      He shrugs. “We didn’t hear anything about it either. But who knows, maybe someone will be picked tomorrow. Each group may move at a different pace.”

      “Did you guys know we’ll be moving to the corporate office next week?” Chase asks them.

      They all talk loudly over one another, while I sit back, sucking down my drink faster than I should. Annoyance fills my chest, then it’s replaced by anger. I have a feeling Chase is doing this on purpose. He’s trying to make me an outcast. If everyone feels like I’m being treated better, then they’ll make this internship a living hell.

      Eventually, everyone starts getting drunk and they move on to different topics, leaving me to silently stew in the corner. Finally, I grab my purse and stand to leave, unhappy with how tonight has gone—all thanks to Chase, a guy I thought was my friend.

      “Hey, where you going?” he asks, catching up to me at the door.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Home. Thanks for the wonderful night,” I say, sarcastically.

      His brows pull together like he’s confused. “I’m guessing that means you didn’t have a good time?”

      My mouth drops open. “How could you think I’ve had a good time? All you did was put me front and center and make sure everyone knew about today. Do you want them to hate me?”

      He lets out a long breath, then takes my hand and leads me outside. “Look, El, I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was a little taken aback when you told me how well you did today, and I’m happy for you. But I’m also a little jealous. I mean, I really need this job, and I guess I just let myself get blindsided. I didn’t mean to ruin our date. Can you forgive me?” He looks at me from beneath his lashes, like he’s a child who’s in trouble.

      I sigh. “I don’t know if this is going to work, Chase. I’m cool with being friends, and I thought I wanted to get to know you better, that there could be something between us, but—”

      “There can be,” he cuts me off. “Please, don’t let tonight ruin that for us. I was upset, and drinking didn’t help matters any. I’m really sorry about the way I’ve been acting.” He raises his hands and places them on my biceps, rubbing them up and down. “Let’s start over, okay? Can we forget tonight happened? I don’t want to let this internship get between us. I did have a lot of fun with you, and I’d like to see where that goes.” He smiles. “Please?”

      His cheesy smile makes me laugh and I shake my head clear of the anger it’s been filled with. “Okay,” I breathe out.

      “Thank you. You won’t regret it. I promise.” He releases my arms only to pull me against him, where his lips find mine. He kisses me softly, but strongly. Holding me against his chest causes my body to come alive. His heat sinks into me, and the beer on his tongue mixes with my mixed drink, creating a delicious blend that makes my senses sing for more.

      He breaks the kiss and steps back. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and I promise, I’ll be my normal self instead of the jealous guy you met today. Okay?” He dips his head forward to see my face.

      I smile. “Okay. See you tomorrow.”

      I stand and watch him head back inside the bar before I turn around to find a cab. I wave my hand in the air several times, but no one pulls over. I’m about to give up and walk when I hear someone say my name.

      “El?”

      I turn around to find Griffin walking closer. I’m mesmerized by the confidence he exudes from something as simple as walking. His back is straight, his shoulders are pushed back, and his head is held high. His blond hair is blowing softly in the breeze, and his icy blue eyes are drinking me in like he’s been on a desert island and I’m a tall glass of water.

      A smile forms on its own. “Hey. What are you doing out here? Coming to hang with the interns?”

      He laughs. “No, definitely not. They don’t sell what I drink in there.” He looks over his shoulder. “I was catching up with an old friend down the street.” He quickly looks at the busy road and back at me. “You trying to get a cab? You need a ride home?”

      “Oh, yeah. That’d be great. Apparently, I’m invisible to cab drivers.”

      He holds out his elbow. “Right this way.”

      He leads me down the road a few more feet, then stops at a black Mercedes. He pulls out the keys and hits the fob to unlock the door, then opens it and motions for me to climb inside.
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      “Is this yours?” she asks when I climb in behind the wheel.

      I nod. “I usually don’t drive, but I had already sent my driver home for the night when I got the call asking me to come out.”

      “It’s nice.” Her delicate hand runs gently over the sparkling dash.

      “You drive?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I mean, I can drive, but I don’t have a car. I just got out of college and my only income is writing blog posts from home. It was nice while I was in school because it fit into my schedule, but now, I’m going to need a full-time job until I start grad school.”

      “You’re going to grad school?” I ask, quickly looking over at her as I pull out into traffic.

      “Hopefully. I’ve been accepted to a couple already, but I’m holding out for Chicago. I love the city and don’t want to leave it just yet.”

      “I hope you get it,” I say, not allowing myself to think about it further. A part of me hopes she leaves, because then I wouldn’t be tempted to fuck up everything by sinking deep inside her. On the other hand, I hope she stays, because I’ve only known this woman for one day, and already, I find myself needing to be around her.

      I know she thinks I’m being nice to her because of her sister, but honestly, I’m being nice to her because I feel a connection to her. It’s a connection I never thought I’d feel again—a connection so fucking strong, I’m afraid to even touch her for fear I’d push her too far and scare her away. To her, I’m an old man. I’m her new boss—just a man she needs in order to achieve her dreams. Whatever I’m feeling is one-sided, and I need to remind myself to keep it in check.

      Maybe I’m going about this all wrong. Maybe I shouldn’t be nice to her. Maybe I should avoid her to keep this body of mine in check.

      “Here we are,” I say, pulling the car over to the curb.

      “How’d you know where I live?” she asks with a smile.

      “Your application,” I state flatly. I refuse to tell her that I’ve stared at that piece of paper all day and memorized all her info. Yeah, I admit, it’s a bit stalkerish.

      “Oh,” she giggles, “I forgot about that.” She opens the door, places one foot on the road, then pauses to look at me. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Anytime.”

      She offers up one last smile before climbing out and leaving me alone.

      When I get home, I remove my tie and shirt and pour myself a strong drink before falling onto my white leather couch.

      My phone is in my hand, and I’m looking at it, unsure.

      I want to call her—tell her I have some work for us to do. Maybe she’ll come over and I’ll pour her a drink. Maybe we’ll get caught up and things will move forward between the two of us. I’d love to be buried deep inside her all night long. But then tomorrow, everything would be awkward and strained.

      Instead of screwing up everything, I call Vince instead.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      I let out a long breath. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.” He laughs. “What’s up?”

      “Janelle! She’s driving me mad,” I admit, and it feels good to finally say it out loud—like a weight has been lifted off my chest.

      “Why? I thought you said she was the best in her group? She can’t be screwing up already.”

      A bitter laugh slips past my lips. “She is the best in her group. Hell, probably the best out of all the interns.”

      “I don’t see the problem. Paint me a picture here, Thor.”

      I shake my head and pinch the bridge of my nose. “She’s…” I take a deep breath. “Whatever I tell you stays between us, right?”

      “Of course, man. What’s up? Talk to me.”

      I take a long drink of bourbon. “She’s getting to me. She’s beautiful and talented. She knows her shit. She doesn’t act like the rest of the interns we’ve had in the past. And I just can’t get her out of my head. I know I have to keep my distance, but fuck, she makes it so hard. Every time she smiles at me, I just want to throw her down on my desk and, well…you know,” I laugh.

      “It’s just an internship. Ask her out. If it doesn’t work out, no big deal. Alison said she’s going to grad school, so it’s not like she’ll be working for us. This is just something to write down on her resume.”

      I laugh. “Shouldn’t you be telling me to keep my shit in check? That this girl is like family to you and that I shouldn’t fuck it up?

      He laughs. “Yeah, I probably should, but I know you, and I know you don’t have random hookups. If something about her is calling to you, it’s probably for a reason.”

      Fuck. Now I have his blessing?

      “Before I do anything, why don’t you talk to Alison and make sure she doesn’t have a problem with me asking her out. I’d hate to get you into trouble.”

      “All right. I’ll talk to her. I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “See ya,” he says, hanging up the phone.

      I let the phone fall from my hands onto the couch, and I finish off my glass before pouring another. Hours pass, and I find myself doing nothing but thinking about her and all the different directions this could go. Finally, I stand and place my glass in the sink, heading for the shower.

      I strip out of my clothes and turn on the water to let it heat up while I examine myself in the mirror. My face is already covered in a five o’clock shadow. I quickly pull out my beard trimmers and shave it back down to a short stubble. My eyes are bloodshot from the whiskey, but they’re shining bright, like just spending the day thinking about her has brought life back to them. I lean in and look at myself closer, noticing the fine lines at the edges of my eyes. It only makes me realize how fast time is passing for me. I lose myself in work every day, just trying to survive.

      For years now, I’ve told myself that this is the life I want, but now, I see it’s just the life I’m living until I find what makes me happy. I thought I could find that happiness in work, but now I’m wondering if I could find it in her. Not that any of this matters. If Alison doesn’t like the idea of us being together, then I won’t ask her. And even if I do ask her, she may very well turn me down. I’m much older than she is, and I’m her boss.

      Either way, I don’t see this turning out in my favor. And to be honest, I don’t even know what my favor would look like. Do I want marriage, kids, and the whole nine yards? I never have before, so why am I questioning it now?

      I shake my head—hoping to get rid of the headache that’s now forming—and step into the shower. The hot water beats down on my back, instantly relaxing me. I let my head fall forward, and the water washes over my hair and pours down my face. I close my eyes and all I see are blonde curls and emerald green eyes. Those green eyes remind me of the summer days I spent lying in the cool grass, looking up at the sky and dreaming about how my life would turn out. I never envisioned becoming this bitter old man who lives for work and has nothing else going for him. I’m a long way from happy, as it turns out.

      But just the thought of giving up what I always thought I wanted, and pursuing something I never thought I wanted—marriage and kids—causes anxiety to build in my chest. When I think of marriage and kids, I think of nagging wives, screaming babies, shitty diapers, and spit-up. I shiver with disgust. But what about having a family to spend my life with? Seeing your baby for the first time? Tiny hands and little feet? Big smiles and long giggles? I’m not heartless. All of those things appeal to me. Now, I guess, I just have to weigh the good against the bad and decide if it’s worth it—if she’s worth giving up my life as I know it and trading it in for the unknown.

      Would it really be worth it if I risked everything and took a chance with El?
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      When I get to the office in the morning, Chase meets me in the lobby of the conference room with a dozen roses.

      My mouth drops open as my eyes grow in size. “What’s this?” I ask, surprised.

      “They’re ‘I’m sorry for being an ass’ roses.” He hands them to me. “I hope you can accept my apology.”

      “I already did. You didn’t have to buy me flowers.” I cup them to my nose and inhale their sweet scent.

      The elevator behind me dings and I turn around to see Griffin. At first, he’s smiling, but then his eyes move to the flowers in my hands, then to Chase, and back to me. His smile falls.

      “Time to get to work,” he clips out as he brushes past us.

      Chase and I both look at each other and he motions for me walk ahead of him. When we step into the room, Griffin starts before we’ve even taken our seats.

      “Today, we’re going to go over to the corporate building, and you’ll each be paired up with an employee who’s been exactly where you are. Everyone ready?”

      We all stand and follow him out of the room and into the elevator. Standing this close to him, I can feel anger radiating from him in waves, but I don’t know why. He was smiling until he saw me there with Chase and the flowers. Is he upset that Chase and I are getting closer? Whenever I look at him, his jaw is flexing and he’s looking straight ahead at the elevator doors, but when I turn away, it feels like he’s staring a hole in the back of my head. It causes goosebumps to prickle my skin and a shiver runs up my spine. I’m confused about his reaction, but something inside me feels a pull to him. I want to reach out and take his hand in mine—be there for him and ease his stress away. I have no idea why I have this urge, so I push it deep down inside me, opting to stay professional. I remind myself that he’s my boss, not my friend.

      The elevator dings and we all exit, following him across the street. Everyone but me has been partnered up with someone. He turns to me and looks me up and down. “You’re with me today, Ms. Ryder.”

      Ms. Ryder? What happened to first-name basis?

      I follow him down the hall, into another elevator, and up to the top floor. There’s a lobby section with an older woman sitting behind a desk.

      “Good morning, Mr. Karlsson,” she says as he walks past. He then opens a door and leads me into a big office.

      I walk to the desk and set my bag and flowers on a chair; I’ll put the blooms in a vase in my cubicle later. “Is this your office?”

      “It is,” he answers without looking at me, then walks to the table in the corner where papers are stacked up.

      “It’s nice—big.” I walk to the floor-to-ceiling windows and look out over the city.

      “We need to start on the magazine,” he clips out, straightening papers. He turns to face me, and he looks like a statue—standing so still.

      I let out a long breath. “Is everything oaky?”

      “Everything is fine. Let’s get to work, shall we?” He sits down on the sofa and starts going through the papers.

      I don’t mention it again. Instead, I sit down and listen as he tells me what needs to be done and how he wants it done. He shoots down every suggestion I offer. It’s obvious he’s upset about something, but I refuse to play games or guess. If it’s important, he’ll tell me when he’s ready.
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      The workweek drags by, and while Griffin seems to have gotten over whatever upset him, he hasn’t been overly friendly like he had been on my first day. I’ve come to the conclusion that this is just him: short, cold, and to the point.

      It’s finally Friday and I’m happy to have the weekend to catch up on my writing assignments and make a little money, but the interns decide to meet up at the Joker Club once again, and Chase has asked me to go with him.

      Things have gotten back to normal between us. We’ve talked on the phone several times, and he’s even listened to me complain about how Griffin went from being welcoming and friendly to cold and professional in the blink of an eye. We’ve talked about what it is we’re working on at the hotel. Since being separated, we haven’t been put back together, but we meet for lunch every day. We’re growing closer, and now that Griffin isn’t giving me special treatment, his jealously has fallen away.

      Someone knocks on the door, and I rush to answer it. “Hey,” I say with a wide smile as I step out into the hallway and join him.

      “Hey,” Chase replies, backing me up against the wall and pressing a long kiss to my lips. This kiss feels different. It’s soft and slow, and full of passion and yearning. Maybe tonight is the night we take things to the next level?

      “Are you ready, or should we just skip out on the interns and go back inside?” I ask against his lips.

      He grins. “As good as that sounds, I could use some dinner, and a drink. This week has been tough. I swear, I think Mr. Karlsson has it out for me,” he says, taking my hand and leading me down the hall. “He’s taken every opportunity to put me through hell. He’s given me so much grunt work.”

      I run my hand up and down his arm. “I’m sorry. I don’t think this week has been easy on any of us.”

      When we get to the club, a pitcher of beer is already on the table, and we all take turns buying the next refill. The twelve of us have gone through ten pitchers already. We all talk and laugh and have a good time.

      “Want to dance?” Chase whispers in my ear.

      I smile. “I’d love to.”

      He takes my hand and leads me out onto the dance floor. He spins me around quickly, catching me in his arms. He pulls me close and starts moving against me to the beat of the fast-paced song. I spin around and dance with my back to him. His hands find my hips, and they hold firm as he grinds his hips into my ass. I can feel how excited he is, and it make my skin feel hot and sticky as a layer of sweat clings to my skin.

      “You’re so sexy. Do you know that?” he whispers in my ear.

      A smile takes over my face and I spin around, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling his lips to mine. “I can’t wait to take you back to my place tonight.” I pull away enough to see the fire burning in his eyes.

      He grins slightly. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for that invitation.”

      I laugh. “Since the first night we met?”

      He nods and laughs, but doesn’t stop moving against me.

      We dance, touch, and kiss for another song before leaving the dance floor for a drink. The bar is crowded—packed full of sweaty bodies, making it so hot my clothes are clinging to my every curve.

      I reach for the pitcher to pour another beer when I realize it’s empty. “Next round’s on me!” I head to the bar with the pitcher in hand.

      “Hey,” Carolyn says, coming to stand at my side.

      “Hey.” I smile. Carolyn and I have gotten close since we’ve all been hanging out so much. It’s too bad we’re not in the same group. She’s in the art department, so we rarely see each other at the hotel.

      “You and Chase seem to be getting pretty friendly.” She nods toward him talking with Dominick at the table.

      I glance over at him, and seeing him brings a smile to my face. “Yeah. We were in a lot of the same classes in school, and we ran into each other at the end-of-year party and hit it off. I was happy to find he’d landed the same internship.”

      “Look,” she says, eyes falling to the floor between us. “It’s really none of my business, but I wanted to tell you—well, because I would want to be told…”

      “What is it, Carolyn?” A heaviness settles over me.

      “I’ve known Chase since grade school. And I don’t know if he’s told you or not, but he’s engaged.”

      Shock washes over me. “What?”

      She nods. “He’s engaged to his high school girlfriend. She didn’t go to college here though. She’s been in Florida. So maybe they have an open relationship or whatever, but even if it’s cool with her, I thought you’d like to know. They’re supposed to get married this summer.”

      I can’t believe this. If he’s about to get married, then why has he been spending so much time with me?

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe this. Why? Why do all of this—bring me flowers, make up after our fight, talk on the phone for hours?”

      She takes a deep breath. “The thing is, he’s under a lot of pressure to land a job. His fiancée Jennifer’s dad is a judge. They’re loaded, and he doesn’t believe that Chase can take care of his spoiled little girl. So he really needs this job.” She presses her lips together as her eyes widen.

      “You think he’s using me?”

      She shrugs. “It would make sense, wouldn’t it? The first day, we all noticed the way Mr. Karlsson took to you. He knew that if you got the job, he wouldn’t. I think he’s been trying to find a way to use you. But that’s just my guess. Please don’t tell him I told you anything.”

      I nod, my head a complete mess. “Of course.”

      When she walks away, I hand the pitcher over to the bartender to fill, and pass her some cash when she brings it back. I walk over to the table, angry eyes locked on Chase, and set it in the middle.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, and it sounds like he’s genuinely worried.

      “I’m going to take off.” I grab my jacket off the back of my chair and pull it on.

      “Wait!” He chases after me, not catching me until I’m already outside. His hand lands on my wrist, and he spins me around. “What happened? I thought we were leaving together.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I did too, but that was before I found out you’re engaged!” I shove him away.

      He seems frozen, until I turn to walk away. “Who told you that? Carolyn?”

      I turn back around. “No! Why didn’t you tell me? Why have you been doing all of this?”

      He lets out a long breath. “El…”

      “Are you engaged?” I question, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Come on. Let’s just go back inside and have a good time like before.”

      “Chase, are you engaged?”

      He hangs his head. “Yes,” he finally admits.

      I shake my head. “Why?”

      He shrugs. “I like you.”

      “But you’re engaged!” I turn to leave, needing distance and space.

      “El!” he yells from behind me, but I don’t stop or turn around. I keep walking, completely surprised and thrown off.
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      When I get home, I fall into bed and call my sister, needing to talk and let it all out. She’s always been my voice of reason.

      “Hello?” she answers.

      “Hey.”

      “What’s wrong, El?”

      “I’ve had a shitty night,” I admit, trying to hold myself together. It’s not like my heart is broken, but I am upset that Chase would try using me that way.

      “What happened? Please, tell me what’s going on.”

      And I do. Everything from how Griffin seemed into me and how friendly and inviting he was, to how he suddenly turned cold when he saw me with Chase. And how Chase used me for whatever game he was playing. I let it all out—my anger, frustration, and guilt regarding Griffin.

      By the end of our conversation, I feel like a weight has been lifted. Nothing is better, but everything feels better, just from talking to someone who knows me and understands me, and can be the voice of reason when mine quits working.
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      I’m doing nothing but sitting in my living room with a glass of bourbon and reading the paper when my phone rings.

      “Hello?” I answer it without thinking to check the caller ID.

      “Alison gave you the go-ahead,” Vince says.

      I laugh. “Oh, yeah? That’s great, but it’s a little late now. I’m pretty sure she’s dating another one of the interns—the jealous little shit who got all kinds of pissy when I said her idea was better than his.”

      “Hey!” Vince yells, then I hear a muffled exchange of words.

      “Griffin?” Alison asks. Apparently, she’s taken the phone away.

      I laugh. “Hey, Alison. What’s going on?”

      “Listen, I know everything, and I’m giving you the go-ahead.”

      “You know what, exactly?”

      “I know about Chase. El just called me upset because it turns out he’s engaged.”

      That surprises me. “Really? He’s engaged? Who in the hell would agree to marry that asshole?”

      She giggles. “She talked to me about you, too,” she admits.

      That perks my interest. “Really? What did she say?” I sit up, placing my glass on the coffee table as I rest my elbows on my knees.

      “She said that you went from being very friendly to trying to pretend she doesn’t exist in the blink of an eye.”

      I swallow down another drink. “But did she say she was interested in me?” I feel like I’m in high school, passing notes again.

      “I mentioned how you were a great guy and how you’ve noticed how beautiful and talented she is. I suggested she ask you out.”

      “What did she say?” I’m a little too excited now.

      “She said she thought you were probably too old and would never be able to keep up with her,” she laughs out.

      I feel like I’ve just been doused with a bucket of cold water. “Why the hell would you tell me that, Al?”

      She laughs harder now. “Because she thinks you’re sexy, Griffin! You just have to show her that you’re not work, work, work all the time—that you can cut loose and have fun. You do that, and you’ll have her eating out of the palm of your hand.”

      I lean back as I mull over her words. Cut loose. Be more fun. I can do that. “Thanks, Al,” I say, hanging up. I can’t help but wonder if what she said has any truth to it. Would El accept a date from me if I asked?

      I shake my head clear. This is ridiculous. She’s in her early twenties. I’m in my thirties. She’s wild and free and still trying to decide what to do with her life. I’m set in my ways, spend all my time at work, and do little to nothing outside of my quiet life of work and home. But that’s only because I’ve let myself slow down and relax.

      I haven’t always been this way. I used to be fun. Candice and I used to hit all the hotspots in town. We’d drink until dawn. We had sex in dark alleys, noisy bathrooms, and back seats of limos. When she broke my heart, I let myself go. I quit trying to have fun and started focusing on how to better protect myself. Somehow, I managed to age myself fifty years overnight.

      When a headache starts to form, I turn off the lights and go to bed.
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      On Saturday morning, I head to my quiet office. Only a handful of people work over the weekend, so I find myself alone in my office, looking at layout styles for the magazine. I grab my phone and call El.

      “Hello?” she answers, sounding chipper.

      Just hearing her voice makes my heart pound. “Are you busy? I’m at the office trying to choose a layout for the first magazine, and I can’t pick.”

      “No, I can come in.”

      “Great. Thank you,” I breathe out.

      “No worries,” she replies. “I’ll be there in a little over an hour.” She hangs up without a goodbye.

      I let the phone fall from my hands as I look up and see a reflection of myself. I seem so stiff. Without wasting another second, I stand and rush outside, then head down the street to a clothing store.

      “Can I help you?” the saleswoman asks as I enter.

      “I need casual clothes,” I say, nearly breathless. I have plenty of jeans and ratty t-shirts at the house, but I don’t have time to run back and dig them out before she arrives.

      What kind of guy goes into work on a Saturday dressed in a suit? I need to show her that I can kick back and cut loose—that I’m not work, work, work all the time like Alison said.

      The woman quickly leads me to the men’s section, and I grab a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. I head into the dressing room and put it all on, then stand back and look at myself in the mirror. I look more at ease and laid back—younger in a way—until my gaze lands on my dress shoes. I scoff and roll my eyes.

      “Boots. I need boots,” I mumble as I start stripping.

      I change back into my suit and swing by the shoe department, finding a pair of black boots that match my new laid-back look. I quickly pay for it all, then head back to my office to change. I laugh as I’m putting my suit into the garment bag I keep in my office. I never thought I’d be taking off an expensive suit to change into an outfit that costs less than one of my custom-made sports coats, but here I am. I stand back and look myself over once again. A laugh escapes my lips.

      What the fuck am I doing? This is absurd. I shake my head, take off the clothes, and put my suit back on. If El could feel something for me, dressing like a frat boy isn’t going to make her realize it. She needs to see the man I am. I work hard, I take myself seriously, and I’m not a twenty-something-year-old kid who’s just looking to hook up and have fun.

      I’m pouring a cup of coffee when she walks in. “Good morning,” she says, shrugging out of her jacket.

      “Morning. Thanks for coming by. Would you like some coffee?”

      “Sure,” she answers, moving to sit on the sofa and look at the layout options.

      I pour another cup and take both back to the sofa.

      “Are these the choices?”

      I nod as I hand her a cup. “They are. This is the exterior. Obviously, these are just samples.”

      She takes a sip and sets her cup down on the table. “Do you have the cover image?”

      I let out a long breath as I stand and move to my desk. I set my cup down, then dig through the drawers, looking for the photos.

      She gets up and walks over, standing behind me and looking over my shoulder. Having her this close makes my stomach tighten.

      “It’s between these two.” The first one is a picture of our Maui location. It shows the beach, the hotel, and dozens of happy guests relaxing on the sand. The second is the front of the building of our California location. The picture shows guests coming in and out, a door greeter with a big smile, and our shuttle parked under the awning.

      “I’m not feeling either of these,” she states, looking over the two options.

      “No?”

      “No. When I see this one of the beach, I’m overwhelmed by all of the people. Nobody wants to go on vacation and deal with that many people. They want quiet, relaxing.”

      “What’s wrong with this one?” I ask, pointing at option number two.

      “It’s boring. I mean, I bet every hotel in the country has used an image like that. It’s like, ‘See our happy guests and employees?’” I look up to see her roll her eyes.

      I laugh. “Okay, smarty-pants, you pick one.” I reach into my desk and pull out the stack I decided against; maybe she’ll see something I didn’t.

      I drop them on my desk and she places her left hand on my right shoulder as she uses her right hand to flip through the photos. I’m so wrapped up in the sensation of her hand on me that I can’t even think about the photos.

      “Oh, what about this one?”

      She pulls me from my thoughts and I look at the photo. It’s a balcony shot. There’s a beautiful view just past the balcony. The table is set with a decadent breakfast, and there are massage tables set up off to the side, surrounded by flowers and candles.

      “This is exactly the photo you want to use.”

      I look up at her, studying her expression.

      “Do you trust me?”

      I hold up my hands. “If you think this is it, then this is it.”

      She giggles. “Then you could use this,” she says, reaching across my desk for the masthead mockup with the hotel name on it. When she picks it up to place it on top of the photo, she knocks over my coffee. It spills and runs across the glass desk, pouring into my lap.

      “Oh, shit!” She quickly turns to grab tissues while I stand up. She spins back around and starts wiping the tissues across my crotch, trying to dry up the spill.

      “I’m so sorry! I’m so clumsy sometimes!” she says, vigorously wiping up the coffee.

      With each swipe of the tissue, my dick twitches. I quickly grab her hands and gently push them away. “It’s fine. You don’t have to do that.”

      Suddenly, she knows exactly what she was doing and she lets out a loud laugh with a snort. She covers her mouth as her face turns red. “I didn’t mean to…I mean, I’m so sorry.”

      I clear my throat and scratch my nose to hold off the smile that’s trying to take over. “It’s fine, really. I have some other clothes here. I’ll just go change.” I step past her into my office bathroom.

      When I close the door between us, I hang my head and laugh, while at the same time, talking myself down. My dick is aching now that she’s brushed against it. I turn the water on and cup my hands beneath the faucet, splashing my face. The cold water helps shock me back to reality. I grab a few paper towels and dry my face before stepping out of my suit and putting on my new clothes. I stand back and look at myself in the mirror. I feel awkward and out of place, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. My suit is stained and can’t be worn, so this will have to do.

      With a deep breath, I prepare to walk out and show her this “new me.”
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          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      I cannot fucking believe I did that! Not only did I spill coffee all over my boss, but I then rubbed his dick trying to clean it up. God, shoot me now! As soon as he leaves to change clothes, I pull out my cell phone and call Alison.

      “Hey, sis. What’s up?”

      “You’re not going to believe what I did!”

      She laughs, already knowing it has to be good. “What?”

      “I spilled coffee all over Griffin’s lap, then tried to clean it up. I didn’t realize what I was doing until I felt him get hard,” I whisper-yell.

      She dies laughing. “Only you,” she says before laughing some more.

      “Why did you have to tell me he liked me? Now I’m a fucking mess around him. I’m trying to act cool like I don’t know, but I know and it’s making me nervous.”

      The bathroom door opens and he walks out in a pair of dark-wash jeans and a navy blue t-shirt. The sleeves on the shirt hug his big biceps, and the material stretches across his hard chest. His blond hair is a mess from pulling his shirt over his head, but it makes him look younger and sexy. I already found him hot dressed in a suit with his hair neatly styled, but now I find myself squeezing my thighs together to hold off the tingle starting to form between them.

      “Gotta go,” I clip out, ending the call. “I’m so sorry,” I breathe out, my eyes closing to hold off the embarrassment that washes over me. “I hope I didn’t ruin your suit.”

      He laughs and waves his hand through the air, dismissing the thought. “It’s not a problem, El. It’s Saturday. I shouldn’t be in a suit anyway. Now, what do you say we go grab some lunch? Maybe clearing our heads will get us back in the game.”

      My mouth drops open and I nod like an idiot. “Okay.”

      He leads me out of his office to his car parked in the underground garage. He opens the passenger-side door and I slide into the cool leather seat. The smell of him has soaked into the interior, and it surrounds me, making my head swim.

      My eyes drift closed as I relax into the seat, letting his smell settle over me while I think about how hard he got when I brushed against him.

      The sound of his door opening pulls me from my thoughts and I tense with his presence. “Anyplace special you want to go?” he asks, looking up at me as he presses the start button ignition.

      “Uh, no. I’m down for whatever,” I answer, nervously. Now that we’re in such a confined space—alone and together—my heart rate picks up and I can feel beads of sweat on my brow.

      He turns the car over. “Well, I’m afraid my usual places won’t let me in dressed like this. How about we go back to my place?” He’s cool, calm, and collected.

      “Yo-your place?” I stammer.

      His lips turn up into a grin. “Yeah, my chef prepares quick meals we can just heat up. But don’t call them leftovers. I learned my lesson,” he jokes.

      I nod and swallow down my fear. “Yeah, okay. Sure, why not?”

      “All right. My place it is,” he says, shifting into drive and hitting the gas.

      He drives a few miles out of downtown and pulls up to a big mansion with a brick wall and iron gates at the entrance. He stops, puts in his code, and the gates open, allowing us through. The brick driveway is long and winding, and when we get to the end, there’s a big circle drive with a massive fountain in the center. He comes to a stop directly in front of the doors, and he turns off the car.

      “Here we are,” he says, stepping out.

      I’m in awe as I look at the massive house and perfect landscaping. I unclip my seatbelt, but before I can reach for the handle, he’s opening my door. I step out, eyes locked on the brick mansion.

      “This is amazing,” I mumble as he reaches for my hand and pulls me up the few steps to the door.

      “Thank you.” He unlocks the door and walks inside, holding it open for me.

      The inside is just as amazing out the outside. It’s all picture-perfect: the crown molding, the chandelier in the center, and the massive staircase on either side of the room that meets in the middle of the second story. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life—not outside of movies that is.

      “The kitchen is this way.” He pushes through a swinging door and we walk into a kitchen fit for any five-star restaurant. He opens a refrigerator with a glass front and begins pulling out various containers. “We have chicken, steak, pasta, or shrimp. What’ll it be?”

      I lean against the marble island. “Chicken is good.”

      “Chicken it is.” He pulls out a couple different containers and points to the wine fridge. “Will you pick out a bottle of wine?”

      “I know nothing about wine, but sure.” I grab the first bottle my hand touches and he slides me two wine glasses.

      “If you’d like, head out to the patio and I’ll bring everything out after I warm it up.”

      I smile and take the glasses and bottle of wine. Stepping out of the kitchen, I look to my right, where I find a set of glass doors. I push through and find a stone patio. There’s a table with two chairs, a huge pool and hot tub, and a section with a built-in fireplace surrounded by pillow-laden chairs.

      I remove the cork from the already-open bottle and pour two glasses. Picking up my wine, I take a sip and wander around the edge of the pool, looking down into the clear water, completely amazed that people actually live like this. I mean, he isn’t some famous actor or musician, yet he lives like a king. I laugh when I think about how my whole apartment would fit into his kitchen.

      Minutes later, Griffin comes out with two plates. I walk over and take my seat and can’t help but exclaim, “This looks amazing!” The chicken breast is grilled to perfection and there’s a crisp green side salad.

      “It tastes even better,” he assures me, taking his seat and picking up his knife and fork.

      I slice the chicken and place it on top of the salad. When I take the first bite, a soft moan escapes my lips. “Oh my God! This is delicious!”

      He laughs around the food in his mouth. “Michael, my chef, is the best. He wants to open his own restaurant someday, but I might not let him go,” he jokes.

      I laugh. “I wouldn’t blame you. It’s like eating out without having to go out! Much better than the mac and cheese I have for dinner every night.”

      “Every night?” he asks, brows raised with surprise.

      I laugh at his expression. “Well, not every night, but most nights. I’m a college student, remember?”

      “You can have dinner with me anytime,” he offers.

      “Be careful, I might take you up on that.”

      “I wouldn’t mind, El. But I have a feeling Chase might.”

      I look up and our eyes lock. I can see the nervousness on his face. “Chase and I aren’t together.”

      “You looked pretty together when he was giving you flowers the other day.”

      I nod and pick up my wine. “We were talking. That is, until I found out he’s engaged. I think he was just trying to use me to get to you. He needs this internship to turn into a job.”

      He nods once. “I’m sorry he hurt you,” Griffin whispers, not looking up, but instead looking at his plate as he moves his food around.

      “I was angry, but not hurt. I’m sure there’s someone out there who’s better for me—someone who understands me.”

      He looks up at me now and his Adam’s apple bobs. “You were too good for him anyway. You need someone stronger than him—someone who’s a leader and can appreciate your successes as much as his own.” He picks up his glass of wine and takes a sip, all the while watching me.

      I swallow down the fear that’s now pumping through me. “Any idea who that could be?” I ask, my hands nearly shaking as I wait for his answer.

      He lets out a quiet laugh as his eyes pull away from mine. “You want me to say it, don’t you?” He glances back up at me, and the tension between us thickens.

      “Say what?” I ask, unsure if I’m ready to hear the words I’ve been wondering about all day.

      “That I have been treating you differently from the rest of the group. That I find you smart, and sexy, and talented. That from the moment my eyes landed on you, I’ve done nothing but picture the moment we finally come together.” He picks up his wine glass and swallows it all down. All the while, I can do nothing but sit frozen in place—and watch.

      He sets down his glass and stands, holding out his hand.

      I look from his hand, to his eyes, and back, wondering if I should take it. I’m so confused, I don’t know what to do. Yes, he’s good-looking, but he’s my boss—at least for the next several weeks. But he’s also older than I am. He dates women who have money and power and social status. I’m nobody. Could he really be interested in me, or is he just looking for an easy piece of ass?

      I guess there’s only one way to find out.

      I place my hand in his, and he pulls me to my feet. My chest presses against his and his eyes meet mine.

      “I know I’m older than the guys you usually date, but give me a chance, El. The man you’ve come to know since we met—that’s not all of me. It’s just the small piece I allow myself to show people.”

      Slowly, he leans in and presses his mouth to mine for a soft, slow kiss. This feeling of shock washes over me—he is my boss after all. But slowly, something happens and I melt into him. His hands find my lower back, and they pull me closer. My chest is smashed against his, and I can feel his heart racing as fast as mine. A tingle forms in my stomach, and it makes every muscle tighten.

      My arms wrap around his neck, pulling him closer as I deepen the kiss, wanting to test the waters. He responds to me immediately by walking me backward until my back presses against the wall. His hand move upward, cupping my cheek as his tongue dances with my own. A soft moan escapes my mouth, and it only fuels him. He picks me up against him, and my legs wrap around his hips. The hardness in his jeans presses against my aching clit as he pins me to the wall. As our mouths move in sync, his hips grind against mine, and his hands tour my body, but still only touch me innocently: my sides, my hips, my thighs. He never pushes the boundaries of touching a place that’s craving him.

      I break the kiss, breathless. “Griffin,” I whisper.

      He leans back only slightly, “Yes, El?”

      “We have to stop,” I nearly pant out.

      “Is that what you want?” he asks, moving his mouth back to my jaw, trailing kisses down my neck and only making me want him more.

      “No,” I push against him until he places me on my feet. “But we have to.”

      He takes a step back, his chest rising and falling quickly as he looks a little dejected.

      “This,” I motion between the two of us, “is too sudden. I need to think about this. You’re my boss!” My eyes stretch wide with that last part as I lean against the wall he just had me pressed against.

      “I know,” he whispers, “but I won’t be for long.” When he says the last word, his lips turn up into a sexy grin that makes my body stiffen with anticipation.

      Even though I’ve stopped things between us from happening in this moment, it feels like something is just getting started, and I’m torn. Am I ready for this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      Pulling away from her takes every bit of restraint I have. I thought I knew how badly I wanted her, but that was only the tip of the iceberg. Now my body is craving her touch—it’s begging me to reach out and take her, to put myself out of this misery.

      “Let me take you out to dinner, El,” I beg. “I’ve done everything I can to make sure nobody knows the real me. Let me show you…” I whisper, stepping toward her. “Let me show you who I am before you make a decision.”

      Her big green eyes look up and lock on mine. Her plump red lips part as a long breath leaves her lungs. “Okay,” she agrees with a nod of her head.

      She accepts my offer and I don’t push for more. We sit back down and finish our lunch, then I take her back to her apartment with a promise of returning later.

      After our lunch date, going back to work was not an option. There’s no way I could lock myself in a quiet building alone with her. I know for sure I’d take advantage of our alone time and we’d never make it to dinner.

      After dropping her off, I head back home and shower, needing to wash off the memory of lunch. I have to clear my head or I know I’ll do something stupid. I’ll seduce her into getting what I want.

      I shave, shower, and dress in another pair of jeans, but can’t bring myself to pull on another t-shirt. Instead, I opt for one of my casual button-up shirts. I even roll the sleeves to my elbows to make myself seem more laid back.

      [image: ]

      It’s not long before we’re walking into the club that Cameron and I frequent. We take a seat in the back and wait for someone to take our order.

      “Griffin?” Misty asks, surprised to see me in casual clothes instead of my normal suit.

      I laugh. “Yes, it’s me.” I look at El. “El, this is Misty. She waits on me often.” I look at Misty. “Misty, this is El, my date.”

      Her eyes stretch wide. “Date?” She holds out her hand. “You must be very special if he’s calling you his date.”

      El laughs and shakes her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      We place our orders and Misty walks away to retrieve them.

      “I’m a little confused,” El says, leaning toward me.

      “I come to this place with my best friend, Cameron. He’s always here, picking up a different woman, but it’s not really my thing.”

      “What? Clubbing or picking up women?” She shoots me a flirty smile as she pushes a strand of blonde hair away from her face.

      I laugh. “Both.”

      “Have you ever been in a relationship, Griffin?” Her eyes narrow, studying me.

      Our drinks are placed on the table and I nod as I pick up mine and take a sip. “Her name was Candice. We were together for three years.”

      “Wow. What happened?”

      I take a deep breath and straighten my back. “Candice was hired at the hotel to be my replacement assistant while mine was healing from surgery. I noticed right away how beautiful she was, but I refused to do anything about it because we were working together. I was worried that things could go bad and get awkward. So, finally, it was Candice’s last day. My assistant was due to come back, and I decided to ask Candice out. I figured there wouldn’t be a problem since we’d no longer be working together.”

      “What happened? Obviously, it didn’t work out.” She finishes off her drink the second Misty sets two more down.

      “Things were great…for a while. Our date was a hit, and we started seeing each other exclusively. She moved into my house and we were planning a wedding. But then I discovered that she wasn’t who she said she was. She was hired by a rival hotel chain to come to Castille Hotels and steal what information she could. She made off with high-profile clients, future advertising campaigns, and confidential files. She put the whole company in jeopardy. She used me. She lied to me. And while I was falling in love, she was busy stealing from me and making money. Luckily, I didn’t lose my job, but I did lose a large piece of myself. I haven’t been able to trust anyone since.”

      “What about me?” she asks, picking up her drink and taking a sip.

      “What about you?” I ask, confused.

      “Do you trust me?”

      I smile around my glass as I take another drink. “I want to,” I finally answer.

      She holds out her hand and I place mine inside, even though I’m unsure of what she’s going to do. She offers up a smile as she pulls me to my feet and walks me to the dance floor. I laugh as I spin her around.

      “I’m not much of a dancer,” I warn.

      She rolls her eyes. “Looks like you’re doing okay!” she yells above the music as she presses her body against mine and moves to the beat of the music.

      I hold her close and enjoy the way my body comes to life when she touches me. Her hips move back and forth, softly grazing my dick, which is becoming harder and harder with her every move. When she turns her back to me and wiggles her ass against me, my hands grab ahold of her hips and stop them. She looks at me from over her shoulder, giving me a sexy grin.

      “What’s the matter?” she asks, spinning around, but she knows exactly what’s wrong with me.

      “You keep teasing me like this and I’ll be dragging this sexy ass to the restroom,” I say, grabbing two handfuls of her ass as I pull her chest against mine.

      Her grin turns into a smile as she reaches up and laces her fingers around my neck. “A dirty bathroom fuck? That doesn’t seem like your style, Mr. Karlsson.”

      I chuckle. “You have no idea what my style is, Ms. Ryder,” I whisper against her lips, and notice when her eyes drift closed in preparation for the kiss that doesn’t come.

      Finally, her eyes pop open. “Are you trying to tease me?” Her mouth drops open with surprise, but the corners turn slightly upward as if she’s holding back a grin.

      I have to admit, it’s fun seeing this laid-back side of her. “I want you to work for it, Ms. Ryder. Didn’t you say you didn’t want any special treatment?” I’m toying with her. And believe it or not, I think I’m teasing myself more than her.

      “Work for it, huh?” she says, leaning in and pressing her soft lips against mine.

      Her sweet tongue demands entrance, and I’m in no condition to deny her. Her kiss is hard and firm—full of certainty. When her hand comes up and brushes against my dick through my jeans, a jolt of electricity shoots through me and I growl as I nip her bottom lip. “You’re playing with fire, Ms. Ryder.”

      Something flashes in her green eyes and she bites her bottom lip. “Care to teach me a lesson, Mr. Karlsson?”

      I take her wrist in my hand and pull her from the dance floor, down the long, dark hallway, and into the private men’s room. I spin her around and push her back to the door as I step up to her. “Care to rethink that?” I ask, running my thumb across her bottom lip.

      Her eyes move from mine, down my body, and back as she thinks it over. She bites her lower lip and grins. “Show me what you got, boss.”

      Something inside of me breaks and my mouth smashes against hers. Her hands come up to fist in my hair, pulling me closer.

      I twist the lock on the door behind her, then pick her up against me and move to set her down on the edge of the counter. Her hands work on freeing me from my jeans while I work her skirt up her thighs. My finger slides into her panties, running up her wet slit as her hand locks around my dick.

      Suddenly, I’m hit with regret. This isn’t how I want our first time to go. I want to take her home and spend the rest of the night inside her. I want her screaming my name. I want her in my bed, leaving the smell of her shampoo on my pillows.

      I jerk her hand away and her eyes jump up to mine. I shake my head. “I’m punishing you, remember?”

      Her brow furrows as she tries to figure out exactly what that means.

      “What kind of punishment would it be if you got what you wanted, El?” I slide two fingers inside her hot sheath.

      Her eyes roll backward and a soft moan escapes her lips. I want her. God knows I want her, and those soft little moans aren’t helping matters. But I want to do this right. I don’t want a quick fuck in a club restroom. I want to show her that she means more than this to me. Already, I’m confused as to why she’s letting me take so much when she pushed me away earlier. Maybe it has something to do with the alcohol we’ve both consumed.

      I pull her hips until her ass rests on the edge of the counter, then drop to my knees. She opens her eyes, surprised to find that I’m not standing in front of her.

      I pull her panties to the side as my mouth lowers to her clit. Her hips jump upward as my tongue runs back and forth, spreading her wetness. Her muscles clamp down around my fingers while my mouth works her to the edge. Her breathing picks up, and just before her release washes over her, I pull away.

      Her eyes pop open and lock on mine. I smile. “Did you enjoy your punishment?” I ask, wiping her juices off my face and standing up before her.

      Her chest is rising and falling quickly, eyes wide.

      I step closer to her as I fix my jeans. “Next time, heed my warning.” I step back and hold out my hand to help her down. She quickly straightens her skirt and I open the door, motioning for her to go ahead of me.

      We both sit at the table and throw our drinks back before I wave Misty over for another round.

      El is surprisingly quiet beside me. “Don’t tell me you’re sulking,” I say with a grin.

      She doesn’t say anything, but I see her lift herself up, move her arms briefly, then slip something into my pocket.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, sitting back to see a bit of white lace sticking out of my pocket.

      “You tease me, you’re going to have to watch me for the rest of the night knowing that I’m not wearing any panties—knowing that you could slide inside me at any given moment.” She picks up her fresh drink and throws it back with a grin.

      Fuck me. Maybe I should’ve thought this through a little better. Not only do I have a raging hard-on right now, but I can still taste her on my tongue, and now, her soaked panties are in my pocket while she’s completely bare and waiting for me under that skirt of hers.

      I grit my teeth together and pick up my glass, trying to figure out how I can win this tug-of-war we’re playing.
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      A part of me feels like we’ve gone too far. But another part, a part that’s deep inside me, wants to push further, to dive in head first and see what I come up with. He’s my boss, he’s much older than me, and he’s connected to my sister through the hotel—it’s wrong on every level. I shouldn’t want him. I shouldn’t have volunteered to go back to his house for lunch today. And I shouldn’t be here with him now. But I am, and a piece of me likes it.

      I’m torn between stopping this now or moving forward. I feel like we’ve crossed a line that can’t be uncrossed. Even if I did stop things now, we’d never be how we were this morning. This morning, there was a spark between us that we both felt. But that’s all it was—a possibility. Now, that possibility is a sure thing. I know he wants me, and he knows I want him, even if a little voice is telling me not to go there.

      We’re both sitting at this small table in the back of a noisy club, throwing back drink after drink. Neither of us is talking. It’s almost like he’s going through the same mental battle I am. Is he worried about what could happen if we go through with this? Is he worried that it won’t work out in the end? Maybe. But I’m sure he’s not thinking about how much this could screw up my future—not his—mine. I’m the one with everything to lose here.

      “Do you always drink this much?” I ask, nodding toward what must be his fifth drink.

      He’s been staring at his glass, but finally, he looks up at me with blue eyes filled with a fire I know is burning for me. “Not usually. I mean, I have a drink or two every so often, but I don’t ever sit and toss back drink after drink.”

      “Why are you now?” I finish off what’s left in my glass and set it on the table, directing all my attention at him.

      “Because of you,” he answers without a pause.

      I feel my eyebrows pinch together in confusion.

      “I want you, El, and I know you want me. But there’s this nagging feeling in my gut that’s telling me to keep my distance. I didn’t listen to it earlier and I feel like things will never be the same between us. But deep down, down past everything that makes me human, I don’t care. I don’t care about the consequences. I don’t care that this could cost me my job. I don’t care that it could ruin your future. I’m a greedy man, El. And I’m used to getting what I want. Everything else be damned.” He throws back what’s left of his drink and sets the glass on the table with a smack.

      His eyes seem to darken as they lock on mine. He swallows, causing his Adam’s apple to bob in his throat, then he takes my hand and pulls me toward the door. The moment we step out into the cool night air, I feel like I’ve been rejuvenated—like I can finally breathe and think clearly, but even that doesn’t stop the endless trail of thoughts about him.

      He leads me down the sidewalk to an awaiting limo.

      I motion toward it. “What’s this?”

      “I called my driver earlier. I knew I’d drink too much to drive.” He opens the door. “Get in,” he demands, and I listen, all too happy with the way that made me feel.

      He slides into the back seat with me, and tells the driver my address before closing the divider.

      I look at him with surprise.

      “I think this is bigger than the both of us. We both have things on the line here, and that shouldn’t be taken lightly, El,” he says, staring straight ahead instead of at me.

      “So you’re taking me home?”

      He nods once, then turns to look at me. “If I don’t take you home, we’ll be so far past the line we crossed tonight that it won’t even be visible anymore.”

      “You don’t want me?” I ask, turning my body so I can face him fully.

      I see his eyes drop down to my legs and slowly move up. “I want you,” he says, picking up his hand and trailing his fingers slowly up my leg. “But we both need to think about what we’re doing before we get lost. Is it worth losing everything you’ve worked for?”

      I can’t focus on anything but the way he’s touching me. It’s slow and teasing, but it also tickles in a delicious way—a way that makes me want more of him: his touches, his kisses, him.

      My head is fuzzy from all the alcohol I’ve consumed tonight. My vision is slightly blurry, and everything feels too good. I don’t even think about what I’m doing as I slide onto his lap, putting me nose-to-nose with him. “I want you, Griffin,” I whisper, locking my eyes with his as I lean in for a kiss.

      Our lips meet, and to my surprise, he doesn’t push me away. Instead, he pulls me closer as his tongue tangles with mine. His hands land firmly on my hips, pushing me down as he lifts his hips until I can feel his excitement. The feeling of his hardness right where I need it causes a soft moan to escape my mouth. And that seems to be the key to his undoing.

      The next thing I know, I’m on my back on the narrow seat with him between my legs. Our kiss has turned hard and rough, and his hand slides up my skirt to find my wet sex. His fingers slide into me while his thumb applies pressure to my hard nub.

      I give myself over completely to the way he’s manipulating my body. I can do nothing but kiss him and cling to him for dear life as my release builds inside of me. Suddenly, he breaks the kiss and removes his hand. I’m about to fight him, but I’m silenced when his mouth closes around my clit. It’s the final blow I need to push me over the edge.

      My thighs tighten around his head and my nails dig into his arm as I pant and moan and cry his name.

      The car stops and I hear the driver tapping on the divider, but Griffin doesn’t stop until my muscles ease and my moans quiet. He pulls away, leaving me breathless and shaking.

      “At least now you’ll know what you have to choose between,” he whispers as his hand pulls me upward, into his kiss.

      I can taste myself on him, and it only makes me want him more. I want to take him up to my room, or ask him to take me back to his place, but he breaks the kiss. “Good night, El,” he breathes out.

      I swallow down the yearning and passion that’s drowning me, and nod. “Good night, Griffin,” I whisper, forcing myself to turn away and exit the car while I still have control over myself.
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      I spend all of Sunday a little hung over and thinking about what it is I want. While I’m not needing this internship to turn into a job, I also don’t want anyone to find out what it is we’re doing. I don’t want to be labeled as the girl who fucks her boss. When I excel in work or school, I want people to know that it was because of all of my hard work, not because I fucked someone to get where I wanted to be. But Griffin isn’t someone I can ignore anymore. Just a look from him can cause shivers to take over my body. His touch makes me melt. I’ve never had this all-consuming feeling about anyone before. And I’m not sure I can walk away from it, no matter what’s at stake.

      I’m still confused when I walk into the hotel on Monday morning. Vanessa, the receptionist, stops me before I hit the elevator.

      “Excuse me, but Mr. Karlsson wanted me to tell all the interns that you’ll be at the corporate office across the street from here on out.”

      Hearing his name makes my heart pound, but I push all thoughts away as I nod. “Thank you.” I turn and leave the hotel to head across the street.

      When I walk in, I’m directed to a board room where I find everyone already sitting together around a long table.

      “How nice of you to join us, Ms. Ryder,” Griffin says with a teasing grin.

      I hold back my smile. “I’m sorry I’m late. I didn’t get the memo about the new location.”

      He nods. “It’s quite all right. But in the future, make sure you check your email so you’re on the same page as the rest of us.”

      Everyone softly giggles and my face heats up with embarrassment.

      I daze off as he talks and gives everyone a job, wondering why he’s being so cold to me this morning. Did he take his Sunday to talk himself out of being with me? Did he decide the odds weren’t in his favor? I’m completely lost in thought.

      “El?” Griffin asks, pulling me back to the present.

      I blink and look up, finding that everyone else in the room has left.

      “Hmm?”

      He smiles and motions toward the door. “We’re in my office today.”

      “Oh, right,” I mumble, grabbing my things and following him to his office. We’re both quiet on the elevator ride up to the top floor. My mind is occupied by the awkward conversation I’m sure awaits me.

      Walking into his office, I place my things on the couch and sit down to look over the papers we left on Saturday.

      “Would you like some coffee?” he asks with a lift of his brow and a smirk. I’m sure he’s thinking about the mess I made with his coffee the last time we were here.

      “Yes, please. I didn’t get much sleep last night, so I could use a jolt.”

      He brings both cups to the sofa and sits beside me, handing me a cup.

      “Thank you,” I say, lifting the cup and taking a sip. I place the cup on the glass coffee table and pick up a layout I think would pair perfectly with the image I picked. “I like this one. Do you have any editing software to make our own layout to sample?”

      His blue eyes are locked on mine, but when he runs his tongue across his bottom lip, my eyes fall down to his mouth, thinking about the magic that tongue of his can do.

      My body betrays me by breaking out in goosebumps from thinking about the things we did on Saturday, and my breathing picks up as I imagine how much further I would’ve liked it to go.

      “El?” he asks with a grin.

      “Huh?” I ask, snapping my attention back.

      He lets out a deep chuckle. “Is everything okay?”

      I let out a deep breath and stand in front of him, pacing back and forth. “You’re so hot and cold. I never know which version of you I’m going to encounter.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks, standing up, but keeping the coffee table between us.

      “When I started working here last week, you were warm and inviting. Then you saw me with Chase, and you went cold. This past weekend, you were warm again—hot even. And now, you’re back to being cold and embarrassing me. Now do you understand why I’m so confused?” I stop pacing, and turn to face him.

      “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, El. I just thought that maybe if I didn’t treat you differently than the rest, then they’d have no reason to think there’s anything going on between us.”

      “Oh.” My back straightens.

      “But since you brought it up,” he walks around the coffee table and stands directly in front of me, “have you given any thought to our current situation?” He slides his hands into his pockets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      She bites her bottom lip as she thinks, and it causes my dick to come alive. All of a sudden, all I can think about is the way she bit that lip when I was making her come on my face. I’ve already had to put my hands in my pockets just to ensure I don’t touch her—until I get my answer, that is.

      “I’ve thought about it,” she says quietly, staring at the floor instead of at me.

      I place my finger under her chin and direct her eyes up to me. “And?”

      “And while I don’t want to be known as the girl who carries on an affair with her boss, I don’t see the harm in trying. It may not work between us,” she shrugs, “but as long as we’re both adults about it, and keep it a secret, I don’t see how it could hurt.”

      “So…” I start, but she cuts me off.

      “I want you, Griffin.”

      Without having to ask more questions, I close the distance between us, pressing my lips against hers as I pull her flush against me. Her body molds to mine as a soft whimper leaves her lips. Now that I’m tasting her again, I can’t get enough. All it does is fuel my desires—desires that Saturday night only intensified.

      As her lips move with mine and her tongue demands more, her hands begin pushing my suit jacket from my shoulders. And while I didn’t want this to happen so quickly before, I’m now unable to resist.

      When my jacket hits the floor, my hands find her ass and I pick her up against me, moving us to my desk. I place her gently on top and begin unbuttoning her top as fast as my fingers will let me. I trail my lips down her jaw and neck, biting, sucking, and kissing as I go.

      The moment her top half is bare, I lean down and suck her hard nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it. She lets out soft cries and whimpers, and her hand that’s fisting my hair tightens, pulling against the roots. It’s painful, but it’s a turn-on that urges me on.

      I glide my hand up her skirt until I find her wet center. Already, her panties are soaked, and I can’t help myself when I tug them and hear a ripping sound.

      I can no longer hold myself back. I’m lost in my desire. I’m lost to the fire raging on inside of me. I’m lost in her. I release her long enough to free myself from my pants as she scrambles to work her skirt up her thighs. The moment we’re both situated, her ass is right back on the edge of my desk and our mouths are locked together once again.

      Using one hand to grab ahold of her hips, I pull her toward me as my other hand guides my throbbing cock to her entrance. I slide inside her tight pussy, and we both let out a sigh of relief. She fits me perfectly. It’s like she was made specifically for me. I fill her up completely, and she hugs me tightly.

      With both hands on her hips now, I ease myself out before pushing back in while pulling her toward me. She lets out a delicious moan, and the glass desk rattles beneath us.

      “This is too loud,” I whisper as I pick her up against me and press her back to the wall where I can pump into her endlessly without sounds to draw attention. Her thighs, wrapped around my hips tightly, hold her in place while I move in and out of her.

      Her nails dig into my back and her teeth nip my bottom lip, and it’s all deliciously painful—just enough pain and just enough relief that I don’t ever want to stop. I roll my hips and she tightens around me, digging her nails in deeper as she moans into my mouth.

      “I’m coming, Griffin,” she whispers, tightening her hold on me.

      “Look at me, El,” I demand, needing to watch as the expressions on her face change with my every move.

      Her eyes pop open and lock on mine. Her normally bright green eyes darken and her thick red lips part. Her brows pull together, and finally, she explodes around me, causing her muscles to milk my cock until I’m falling right along with her.

      We both freeze to come down from our high. My heart is pounding and our breathing is erratic, but finally, everything begins to regulate. I remove myself from her and place her on her feet. She gets to work on pushing her skirt back into place as we gather our clothes.

      She bends down and picks up her panties. She turns to me with them dangling off the end of her index finger. “Well, I guess these are shot,” she says with a smile that lights up her eyes.

      I reach over and snag them off her finger and slide them into my pocket. “I think I’ll keep these.”

      Her mouth drops open and a gasp escapes. “What am I supposed to do all day?”

      I shoot her a grin. “Know you’ll be teasing me with your every step?”

      She presses her lips together with a lift of her brow. “That could be fun.”

      I laugh. “You may want to start bringing extra panties with you,” I say, pulling my jacket back on.

      Someone knocks on the door and without being told to enter, they do.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Karlsson,” Chase says, pausing in the doorway.

      “What can I do for you?” I ask, silently thanking God that he didn’t walk in five minutes earlier.

      “We’re needing the magazine cover mockup.”

      “Right.” I bend down and grab the mockup I made yesterday with all of El’s suggestions, and pass it over.

      “Thank you,” he says, taking the picture and turning for the door. Before he walks out, he gives us both a sidelong glance, though he doesn’t say a word as he steps out.

      “You did the mockup?” El says, not catching the look Chase gave us. “Let me see.” She reaches over and picks up the copy left on my desk. “This looks amazing!”

      I smile. “It was all you: the picture you chose, the logo. All you. You’re amazing.”

      She grins as she looks up at me from beneath her lashes. “No need to butter me up, Griffin. You’ve already fucked me.”

      I snatch the paper out of her hands and pull her against my chest. “The first of many, I hope.” I press a quick kiss to her plump lips.

      “If you think I could only have that once, you’re crazy,” she says around a smile as she kisses me again, but deeper and softer.

      “So, tonight? My place?” I ask against her lips.

      She nods. “Tonight.”
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      The rest of the day goes by slowly, and I’m constantly tempted knowing that El is running around without any panties on. The groups have been put back together again, and I can’t come up with an excuse for us to go off on our own. Every time I catch myself fantasizing as I watch those long legs of hers, I slip my hand into my pocket and rub her panties between my fingers. Really, it only makes things worse for me, but I have no self-control when it comes to her.

      I make arrangements for my driver to pick her up this evening. I call my chef and have him prepare a special meal and dessert. I even ask my maid to set up the dining room table with flowers and candles. The moment I walk into the house, I rush upstairs for a shower.

      I walk into my bedroom and find that black silk sheets have been put on my bed. There are also candles on both end tables. I make a mental note to give Ester a raise. She may be an older lady, but she knows exactly what I’m in for. I laugh when I realize she’s basically my wingwoman.

      I quickly remove my jacket and toss it into the closet. Reaching into my pockets, I pull out my cell phone and wallet…and El’s panties. I stare at them a moment before dropping them onto my dresser—next to the pair she stripped off Saturday night—before I move into the bathroom to shower.

      I’m just stepping out of my room when I hear the doorbell ring. Ester beats me to the door and lets her in as my foot hits the bottom step.

      “Welcome. You must be Janelle,” Ester says, holding out her hand to shake.

      “Please, call me El.”

      “How was the drive over?” I ask, stepping up to her side and leaning in to press a kiss to her cheek.

      “A little lonely. I had hoped that you’d pick me up.” She flashes me a smile as she shrugs out of her coat and hands it off to Ester.

      I take her hand and lead her to the dining room. “I was trying to get things ready.” I pull out her chair. “I want tonight to be perfect.”

      She takes her seat and I push her chair in.

      “You don’t have to try so hard, you know.” She picks up the glass of wine in front of her and takes a sip.

      My eyebrows pull together. “Who’s trying hard?”

      She finishes the glass in one big gulp, stands, and slowly walks over to me. She sits down in my lap, straddling me. “You’ve already hooked me. Are you going to reel me in or not?”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “Are you telling me you have no interest in dinner?”

      “Mm-hmm.” She smiles and shrugs. “I only want your body.”

      I laugh and stand abruptly, holding her against me. The fast movement makes her squeal and giggle.

      I set her on the edge of the table and lean forward until she’s on her back. “Maybe I’ll just have you for dinner instead.” I nip the inside of her thigh.

      She lets out a soft moan. “Please,” she whispers.

      I pull away and look over her body, laid out and ready for me to take. “We already had a quick fuck today, El. I think I’d rather take my time with you tonight.” I offer her my hand and pull her up. The moment her feet hit the floor, Ester walks into the room.

      “Dinner is served, sir.”

      I smile and nod. “Thank you, Ester.” I look at El, who’s now trying to straighten her shimmery black dress. “Please, join me.” I motion back toward her chair.

      She doesn’t look pleased, but she sits down and scoots her chair back up to the table.

      Ester serves both our plates, then refills our wine glasses before leaving us alone.

      “I don’t like your table,” she states flatly.

      I laugh. “Why not?”

      “You’re so far away. I feel like I have to yell just to talk to you.”

      I stand, pick up my plate and glass of wine, and move down the table to sit beside her. “Better?”

      She smiles, clearly happy she got her way. “Much,” she says with a nod of her head.

      We both resume eating, and I can’t help but watch her. She’s different than the women I’ve been with in the past. Those women, Candice included, were prim and proper. They wanted everyone to think they had it all. They flaunted their money and nice things. They looked down on people who had less than them. But El, she’s different, and not because she doesn’t come from money. She’s kind and thoughtful. She’s young and still excited about her future. She hasn’t yet been jaded by the world. The saying “youth is wasted on the young” does not apply to her. I’ve only been around her a couple weeks, but already I can tell she makes the most out of every moment. She’s not worried about what others think, and she doesn’t try to look like she’s something she’s not.

      Being with her will make me a better man—a man who learns to let go, have fun, and realize he can’t control everything.   She’ll bring out all of my best qualities—even ones I don’t know I have. I can see it already. Question is, am I ready to let go of the man I am now? I don’t even have to think about it. Yes, I’m ready to let go of the things that have burned and scarred me in the past. I’m ready to be free—to experience everything as if it’s the first time—through her eyes.

      “Tell me something about you that nobody else knows,” I request as I pick up my glass and take a sip.

      She wipes her mouth with her cloth napkin. “Like what?”

      I shrug. “Something deep. Something you think about when you’re alone. What your dreams and aspirations are. Where you see yourself ten, twenty, hell, even thirty years from now.”

      She smiles and sets down her fork as she turns her whole body to face me. “I hope to get into grad school and then get a job in a big publishing house. I want to surround myself with stories and get lost in other worlds. I want to fix errors and make things better.”

      I nod. “Those are your career goals, but what about your life goals? Marriage? Kids? Where you’ll live? What kind of man will be by your side?”

      Her smiles widens as her eyes glaze over. “I never put any serious thought into it, but I’ve always dreamed of having a big two-story white house with blue shutters, a white picket fence, and a big yard. I can see myself, my husband, our three kids, and our dog rolling around in the grass, playing tag. In the backyard, there’s a treehouse where we camp out, a fire pit where we can roast marshmallows, and a pool for the summer months.” Her eyes drift closed as she goes deeper into the dream.

      “My husband will be sweet and kind, but not a pushover—someone who knows when to be patient, but also knows when it’s time to take the gloves off. He’ll spend every weekend at home, going to the farmer’s market with me, barbecuing in the backyard, and tucking in his children every night. Then, when the house is quiet, he’ll sneak into the kitchen where I’m cleaning up dinner, and fuck me senseless on the white tiled island.” Her eyes open and her cheeks glow red.

      She giggles. “But that’s just a silly dream.”

      It’s only now that I realize I’m completely lost in her fantasy. I pull myself from her dream. “Who says it can’t be real?” I ask, leaning in.

      She snorts. “Would you really give up this big, fancy house to go live in the suburbs with me? Are you going to give up your chef to eat the burnt dinners I cook, or trade in your fancy cars for a minivan?” Her eyebrow arches.

      I nod. “I’d give up everything for love—true love—the kind that won’t allow you to walk away.”

      Something on her face changes. Her eyes, which were already filled with passion, now burn with desire. Her arched eyebrow drops out of surprise, and her lips part.

      She stands. “You’d give up all of this for me?” she asks, sitting on my lap.

      “I’d give up everything for true love, El. Not a hookup or a week-long whirlwind romance, but real love.”

      She leans forward, closing the distance between our mouths. Her lips part and her tongue demands entrance. I lean forward, deepening the kiss as I place my hands on her hips and stand, holding her against me as I walk us up the back stairwell to the second level. Her arms are wrapped around my neck, and her thighs hug my hips. She’s clinging to me for dear life—all the while, giving me every ounce of love and passion she holds within her.

      I open my bedroom door and kick it closed behind us as I lay her down on the bed and climb up her body, between her parted knees. Already, her hands are rushing my body, pushing and pulling clothing away. She’s breathing heavily and softly whimpering as my hands caress and squeeze every inch of her. I want every inch, every curve, burned into my memory.

      I get myself to my knees and look down on her. She’s so fucking beautiful—just breathtaking. Her blonde curls are splayed out across my black pillows. Her green eyes are lit up and glowing. Her plump red lips are parted and welcoming. Her cream-colored skin teases me with every inch she reveals, beckoning me to reach out and touch her, to get lost in her.

      I work my pants down my hips without taking my eyes off of her glorious body that’s hard in all the right places. With our clothing stripped away and tossed onto the floor, I pick up her knee and press a kiss to the inside, slowly moving up her leg. She’s shaking and pleading with me, begging me to take her. And I will. But first, I want to take my time with her. I want her writhing in my hands. I want her to want me as badly as I need her. I want to taste every inch of her. I want to memorize her every curve. I want there to be no piece of her that’s gone untouched by me. I want to claim her—to make her mine and only mine.
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          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      He’s toying with me—teasing me deliciously and slowly. It ignites a fire in my lower belly that blazes out of control, gradually stealing every inch of my consciousness. I’m no longer capable of making decisions. Now, everything I do is an automatic response to him and the things he’s causing me to feel.

      I feel like I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole, and I’m spinning uncontrollably. I can’t stop myself from falling. Every time I see something I can grab on to—to hold myself back—the speed of my falling only accelerates, causing me to blow right past it.

      I thought I knew what I wanted out of life, but admitting my lifetime aspirations to him made me realize that I don’t have the slightest fucking clue. All I know is I want to be loved and happy, regardless of grad school and my dream job. As long as I have love, I’ll be happy with any job I have. As long as I have someone by my side, helping me fight through every problem life throws at me, I’ll be complete.

      When he slides into me, I let out a gasp of relief. Finally, we’re together, where we’re supposed to be. My hands fist the sheets as his mouth presses against mine. His hands hold me firmly against him: my thighs, hips, waist. He cups my cheeks to deepen the kiss while his hips never stop moving. With each thrust, he’s pushing me closer and closer to my release, but he’s also pushing me closer to something else: a new dream. Suddenly, I can see him as my husband in my vision of the future. I can see him tucking in our children every night. I can him making love to me on that white tiled island in the kitchen—surrounded by toys and sippy cups.

      The thought of my life turning out like that causes my heart to skip a beat. It sings from inside my chest like it’s celebrating the fact that I’ve finally realized my deepest wish. It feels like my mind, body, and soul have finally become one. Before, it was like I was divided. My head told me to go to college and grad school, then get a respectable job to become a productive member of society. My heart was always busy trying to find the next guy who could be the one. And my soul was always fighting, telling me to keep going, to keep trying, that the one was out there. Now, they’re all together, perfectly in sync. And as much as that scares me, it also makes me happy. Finally, I know what I’m supposed to do. I can have it all. Griffin was right, and I realized all of this thanks to him.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispers softly in my ear as he slowly moves in and out of me. His hands find mine, and he pins them above my head, our fingers locking together. He rolls his hips, and my release breaks free, washing over me like a strong wave that steals the air from my lungs. My toes tingle, my lungs burn, and my heart nearly freezes in my chest. I can do nothing but revel in the pleasure and pain that’s now coursing through my body at lightning speed.

      Finally, my release ends, and he removes himself from me unexpectedly. My eyes find his, but he doesn’t answer my silent question. Instead, he just smirks as he flips me over and enters me from behind. With this position, he feels even bigger, like he’s stretching me around him. And even though there’s pain, there’s relief because he’s back where I need him.

      His hands hold my hips firmly as he thrusts deeply. I can do nothing but take every inch. As my body cries out in pain, my heart cries out in pleasure. I should’ve known that this couldn’t just be a fling for us. There was an intense attraction I couldn’t deny the moment I saw him. Something deep inside of me knew that he was it, my other half—that only he could deliver the future I didn’t even know I wanted. Even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself back then.

      As the room fills with the sounds of our gasps, I feel my heart tangling around him, like a vine that slowly creeps toward the sun. When his hand reaches around me to gently stroke my clit, every muscle in my body hardens to prepare for another release.

      My body is so in tune with every movement he makes. Every part of me is stimulated. With his every thrust, my nipples brush against the mattress beneath us, his fingers rub another circle around my sensitive nub, and every inch of my body begs for its release.

      Finally, I shatter around him, calling his name, panting out every labored breath, and quaking with every wave of my orgasm. His dick twitches inside me, and he lets out a deep moan that makes my toes curl. His movements are no longer rhythmic—now they’re wild as he grinds his hips into my ass. I feel his release flood into me, a warm liquid that conditions my inner walls. He presses a soft kiss to my back as his heavy breathing begins to slow.

      He gently removes himself from me and falls to his side on the mattress, pulling me down so he can wrap his strong arms around me. I can feel his heart pounding in his chest, and his hot breath blows against my cheek. Right here, I feel safe and warm. Like no one can touch me. Like everything I want in life is within reach.
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      Warm lips press to the back of my shoulder and stir me out of the most perfect sleep I’ve ever had. My eyes flutter open to see a dark room softly lit by dozens of candles. It brings a smile to face as I roll to my back and find him leaning over me. He raises his hand and gently pushes a strand of hair behind my ear. His blue eyes lock on mine, and a hint of a smile plays on his lips.

      “How long have I been out?” I ask.

      “About an hour,” he replies, leaning in and pressing a soft kiss to my lips.

      Embarrassment washes over me as I stretch.

      He runs his finger along my cheek. “Why are you blushing?”

      His question only makes the heat escaping my face intensify. “I fell asleep. It’s like you fucked me into a coma!” I laugh out as I roll to face him directly.

      He lets out a deep chuckle before laying his head down next to mine. “Don’t worry. I took it as a compliment.”

      “This isn’t how I thought it’d be,” I admit, placing my hand on his cheek.

      He quickly rolls over and then back with two glasses of wine. “How’d you think it’d be?” he asks, handing one over to me.

      I take the glass and have a small sip that makes me realize how parched I was. “To be honest, I thought you were some rich hotshot guy who always randomly hooked up with women. I thought you’d bring me here, have a quick fuck, then send me on my way.”

      “That’s never been me, El,” he whispers, moving to lie on his back, one arm behind his head. “I mean, I guess I had my share of random flings back in my younger days, but when I met Candice, everything changed for me. It made me realize how much I’d been missing out on. Sure, I had sex, but nothing else. I didn’t have someone to share my secrets with. I didn’t have someone who would stand by my side when things got tough. I didn’t have love. I had all of those things with her…at least, I thought I did. Turns out, I didn’t, but it made me realize what I really wanted in life.” He rolls back to his side to face me now. “However, I thought I’d never get it. Then, as time went on, I was scared of it because getting it meant taking that risk all over again. I locked away that part of myself. I told myself I was better off—that I’d be happier alone, because then no one could hurt me. Candice and I broke up years ago, and I never thought about a relationship again, until I saw you.”

      I place my hand on his cheek, moving my thumb across his skin absentmindedly. “Are you saying that you could see yourself having a future with me?”

      He shrugs. “I’m just saying I saw something in you that I haven’t seen in a long time, El. I’m really putting myself out there by telling you this, but I don’t want you to think that this is just casual for me. I want you to know that when we’re not together, I’m not out with another woman.”

      I place my glass on the table, then turn back to him. I cuddle into his chest and he wraps his strong arms around me. I look up into his blue eyes and get lost. They’re as blue as the ocean, and they sparkle like the sun beating down on the water, like a million diamonds in the sunlight. Placing my hand on his jaw, I move in to press my lips against his.

      [image: ]

      When I wake a second time, sunlight is streaming in through the windows, lighting up the room. I stretch and roll over to find the bed empty. I glance around the room, finding it empty, too, but also finding all the remnants of our lovemaking: clothes on the floor, burned-out candles, a ruffled bed. It all brings a smile to my face. Remembering the conversation we had last night makes my heart pound with excitement. It makes me happier than I can even understand.

      I push the blankets down my naked body and walk across the floor to the bathroom. The black marble is warm beneath my feet. Why am I not surprised he has heated bathroom floors? I walk across the room and step into the shower. Turning it on causes water to shoot at me from all angles. The glass door fogs up, making me feel like I’m lost in my own little world.

      I pick up a bottle of shampoo and bring it to my nose. His scent washes over me. It doesn’t smell strong and manly like most shampoos I’d find in a man’s shower. It smells perfectly balanced: clean, fresh, and gentle—like there’s a hint of lavender and lemongrass. I pour a small amount into my hand and work it into a lather. Closing my eyes makes me feel like I’m showering out in the middle of the rainforest—like I’m standing on a rock beneath a waterfall.

      When I rinse the shampoo from my hair, I wash my body quickly and step out, wrapping a towel around myself. I head back into the bedroom for my clothes and find him on the bed. He’s only wearing a pair of black boxer briefs, and there’s a breakfast tray beside him, in the center of the bed.

      I smile and pass by my clothes, taking my spot next to him.

      “Did you enjoy the shower?” he asks with a smile.

      “I did. I don’t know how you make it to work on time. I almost didn’t want to get out.”

      He chuckles. “I think I’ve become accustomed to it.” He hands me a cup of coffee, then removes the lid from the platter on the tray. There’s fresh fruit: pineapple, strawberries, and blueberries. There are warm muffins and bagels, plus a fancy crepe filled with whipped cream and red filling.

      “This looks amazing!” I gush, picking up a blueberry and popping it into my mouth.

      “I wasn’t sure what your breakfast normally consists of, so I had a little of everything prepared.”

      I laugh. “My usual breakfast is a cup of coffee and a Pop-Tart.” I dip my finger into the cream and suck it off. “A girl could get used to this,” I say around a smile.

      “Good.” He grins. “That’s my evil plan: to get you addicted to the finer things so you’ll never want to leave my bed,” he says, moving in to press his lips to mine.

      I giggle when he pulls away, nipping my bottom lip.

      “Now, eat up so I can have my way with you one last time before you have to run off.”

      “Run off?”

      He nods. “We have work to get to and you probably shouldn’t show up in the same clothes you wore yesterday.”

      My eyes grow wide as a smile takes over. “How is it I completely forgot about work?” I sip my coffee. “It feels like I’m on vacation. Not that I’ve ever been on vacation before.”

      He pokes at a piece of pineapple with a fork. “Where would you go if you could take a vacation anywhere in the world?”

      I shrug. “Never really thought about it, but someplace warm—a place with sandy beaches where I could stay in my bikini all day, soaking up the sun, relaxing, and drinking cocktail after cocktail.”

      His eyebrows pinch together like he’s thinking something over. “What are you doing this weekend?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      We finish breakfast and have one last romp before we have to part ways. I have my driver take her home, and instruct him to wait for her to change so he can deliver her to work. I dress and climb behind the wheel of my car to drive myself.

      I swing by a coffee shop and grab a coffee for each of us before realizing that I might be giving away our secret. So I buy enough for all the interns, along with scones. When I get to work, I take everything into the conference room and leave it in the center of the table before heading to my office.

      Sitting behind my desk, I’m filled with happiness as I think about the way I spent my night. El is different, and it makes me act differently. I’ve never been the romantic type, even with Candice. When I was with her, I was probably the guy El thought I was. I was a big shot who threw money around and bought his way into everything. I acted like a dick who couldn’t be bothered. But I want to spoil El. I want to show her how our lives could be if things work out. And I want her to know that I want things to work out.

      I open my computer and pick up my cell phone to make our weekend plans. I own a small house on a tropical island. It’s a place I’ve only ever visited once. I actually bought it with the intention of giving it to Candice after our wedding. It has its own private beach, and the only way to and from the house is by boat. We’ll be completely alone there.

      I book the flight, arrange a boat, and call in a team to clean and stock up. I can’t wait to see her face when I tell her.

      Everyone comes into work and they all get their assignments. When I bring El back to my office, I pull her against me for a long kiss.

      “What was that for?” she asks, pulling away with a smile.

      “I was serious about this weekend. I’m taking you away.”

      Her green eyes light up as they stretch wide. “Really?” Her mouth drops open. “Where?”

      I can’t hold back my grin. “It’s a surprise. Just pack that bikini and nothing else.”
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      Friday comes around and I make sure to call off the interns. They all think I’m being a great boss for letting them take the day off, but really, I just want more alone time with El. My driver pulls up to her apartment at five a.m., and she comes sleepwalking out the door. I open the door and climb out, watching as she hands her bag off to the driver to place in the trunk. She slides into the leather seat, and I take my place beside her.

      “Good morning. I brought you some coffee. I figured you’d need it.”

      She offers up a sleepy smile as she takes the cup. “Thanks. Too early.” She has a sip, but sets it down and lays her head in my lap. I can’t do anything but brush her blonde hair away from her face as I watch her eyes drift closed.

      After a long day of travel—one limo ride, three planes, then a cab ride to the boat—we’re so close I can taste it.

      “This place is beautiful,” El says, climbing into the boat.

      “Just wait. We’re not there yet.” I step behind the wheel of the boat and fire it up.

      The island is a twenty-minute boat ride, but finally, we make it.

      The sun is just starting to set when I turn off the boat and hop out to tie it down.

      “This is amazing,” El says, barely above a whisper as she checks out our surroundings.

      I hold out my hand and she takes it before jumping down. I reach over the side and grab our bags. “This thing feels like it’s holding more than a bikini,” I joke.

      She laughs. “I didn’t think we’d be all alone. I figured, if nothing else, we’d be going out for meals and such. I never imagined this!” She spins around in a circle, holding her arms out wide.

      Her green eyes are shining, and her red lips are turned upward in a big smile that shows her perfectly straight white teeth. Her skin is nearly glowing she’s so happy. Just seeing her this way—happy and carefree—makes me smile. It makes my heart flutter in my chest.

      “Come on. Let’s get inside. Dinner should already be prepared.”

      “Are there others here?” she asks, following along behind me to the front door.

      “No, but others will be coming in and out to cook and clean.” I walk through the sand up to the porch that leads to the door.

      “Now, I must warn you,” I stop with my hand on the knob, “this place is nothing compared to my house. It’s just a little house on its own island. The island is the only appeal.” I smile. “And having you here, of course.”

      She laughs and playfully smacks my arm. “Shut up. It can’t be any worse than my tiny apartment.”

      I open the door and lead her inside. The front door opens into a living room that’s only big enough to hold a sofa and chair with end tables and a coffee table, along with a cabinet that’s home to the TV and sound system. Off the living room is an open kitchen, and while it’s small, the appliances are top-of-the-line. Down the hall is the bedroom, and its bathroom has a door that leads to the back patio, where dinner should be set up.

      I drop our bags on the floor, take her hand in mine, and lead her to the back patio. The small two-person table is already set up with two plates, a covered platter in the center, flowers, candles, and wine.

      “I can’t believe you did all of this,” she gushes as she takes her seat at the table.

      I sit across from her. “I wanted to give you the vacation you’ve always dreamed of.”

      She smiles softly and looks deep into my eyes. “This is too much, Griffin. You don’t have to do all of this. There’s no need to impress me with your money. I like you. I liked you the first time I saw you.”

      I pick up her hand that’s resting on the table and softly kiss it. “I’m not trying to impress you, El. I’m just trying to spoil you. You deserve it.” I smile. “Now, let’s eat.”

      I lift the lid of the silver platter and the smell of shrimp scampi wafts up my nose, making my mouth water.

      I think her eyes roll into the back of her head. “It smells amazing! I’m starving. Junk food and airplane food don’t stick with you long.”

      I laugh as I serve us both a big helping. I remove the bottle of wine from the bucket and pop the cork, pouring each of us a large glass.

      She grins. “Why, Mr. Karlsson, are you trying to get me drunk?”

      I shoot her a wink. “Maybe a little. I’m looking forward to stripping that bikini off you later.”

      She leans in slowly. “Well, how about I save you the trouble and wear nothing?”

      I think my mouth starts to water. “Don’t tease me. You know what happened the last time you did that.” I think back to her restroom punishment in the crowded club.

      She offers up a coy smile. “I remember quite well, and if you remember correctly, that’s basically the moment that brought us together, so I don’t think it’ll be that bad.”

      “You have no idea, Ms. Ryder.” I train my eyes on her, already wanting to be done with dinner so I can spend the rest of my night inside her.
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      After dinner, El excuses herself to go freshen up, while I get to work on cleaning up the table. While I have a cleaning crew coming in the morning, I don’t want to be woken up by seagulls snatching shrimp off the patio. I carry all the dishes to the kitchen and load the dishwasher. I turn around, pull my shirt over my head, and move into the living room to get my swim trunks out of my bag, but stop when I come face to face with a very naked Janelle.

      She’s leaning against the corner of the hallway, one hand tangling into her wild, dark locks, eyes trained on me. And the look on her face says nothing short of fuck me.

      I swallow down the saliva pooling in my mouth and take a step toward her. “Decide to skip out on our swim, did you?”

      She shrugs one shoulder and presses her lips together seductively. “Only if you can catch me.” She smiles wide before turning and making a run for it. She dashes down the hall and into the bedroom, where the patio door is. She’s intending on running out the door, but I reach out and grab her wrist, sending her flying right into my arms. We both fall onto the bed, tangled up together.

      I press a soft kiss to her plump lips, then pull away enough to study her beautiful face. “I don’t know how you do it,” I whisper, staring down in awe at her.

      “Do what?” she asks softly.

      “Steal the breath from my lungs, and make me forget that I’m a broken old man.”

      Her hand comes up to rest on my jaw as her eyes darken with intensity. “You’re not broken, Griffin. You’re just lost—stumbling through life the same way we all are. Luckily for you, I found you. Now we can get lost together,” she whispers before picking up her head and pressing her mouth to mine once again.

      And with one small action, I’m lost. But I don’t care anymore, because I’m not alone. I’m with her.
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          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      “I’m serious, Sam. I’m on my own private island,” I gush as I’m lying on the beach, completely topless while sipping a frozen daiquiri.

      “You lucky bitch. And here I am freezing because Chicago decided to host a nonstop rainstorm. When are you coming back?”

      I sigh just thinking about leaving this tropical paradise. “We have to leave early tomorrow to make it home Monday morning. I’ll be going straight from vacation to work. God, I wish I could stay here forever.”

      “What does your sister think of you macking all over this rich guy who just so happens to be close with her man?”

      “She’s the one who talked me into giving Griffin a chance. He’s so different from what I thought he’d be, you know? I mean, initially, I thought he was only about expensive suits and work, work, work. But since we’ve been together, he’s full of surprises. It kind of makes me a little sad.”

      “Sad? What the hell for?” Her voice is high-pitched and squeaky.

      “Because I think I’m falling for him. And I know it’s only a matter of time before it all ends and I get my heart broken,” I confess.

      “Have you two talked about what it is you’re doing?”

      “A little. But I don’t know if he means those things or if he’s just telling me what he thinks I want to hear. And, to be honest, it’s been more of a broad spectrum of what our futures hold. He hasn’t come out and said anything to make me believe I’m the one he’s referring to when he envisions his future.”

      “Listen, El, I don’t have the answers you’re looking for. But for now, just relax and enjoy this vacation. He’s right about one thing: you deserve it.”

      I smile and take a deep breath. “You’re right. I should just chill and enjoy the moment. I’ll think about the future when it becomes the present.”

      “That’s my girl!” she cheers and it makes me giggle.

      “Thanks, Sam.”

      “Anytime.” Without another word, she hangs up the phone and I let mine fall to my side.

      Griffin walks out and sits on the big white blanket next to me.

      “Did the cleaning team leave?”

      “Yep. It took a miracle to get them to stay in the house and not worry about the patio.”

      I turn and look at him with a confused frown. “Why?”

      He motions toward me. “You’re not exactly in a state to entertain guests, you know.”

      I laugh. I’d already forgotten that this isn’t how normal people live. “Oh yeah. You should’ve said something. I would’ve covered up.”

      He scoffs and rolls his eyes. “Not a chance.” He rolls to his side, leaning in for a kiss. “I prefer you this way,” he whispers, pressing his lips against mine.

      I kiss him deeply, and while I’m the happiest I’ve ever been, a little of that fear comes sneaking in. I tell it to go away—that this is vacation and I shouldn’t be worrying about those things—but it keeps nagging me.

      Griffin and I lie on the beach, soaking up the sun for the rest of the day. We talk and laugh. We nap and play. Then, when the sun goes down, we head inside to find something for dinner. He looks through the fridge and I dig through the cabinets.

      “Anything?” I ask.

      “Nothing that I know how to cook,” he replies. “Do you know how to cook chicken, steak, or whatever this is?” he asks, turning to show me what’s in his hands.

      I wrinkle my nose and shake my head. “Nope, but I found bread. Are there any sandwich fixings in there?”

      He turns around, tosses whatever meat is in his hands back in, and digs around. “I found some lunch meat.”

      “Score! What else?”

      “Mustard, mayo, lettuce, and a tomato.”

      “Perfect. Bring them to me.”

      I open the bread and start putting together two sandwiches.

      Finally, our dinner is served, and we head to the living room, where he’s laid out a blanket in the center of the floor. We both sit down and he opens a bottle of wine.

      I laugh. “Really? Wine with our fine dining?”

      “Wine goes with any meal,” he tells me, just as a jagged flash of nearby lightning illuminates the room. Seconds later, the house goes pitch black and thunder rolls as the sky opens up and pours down.

      “There goes our movie night.”

      He laughs and stands up. “Help me find some candles?” He holds out his hand and pulls me to my feet. “Now we’ll have a candlelit dinner of sandwiches and wine.”

      We both search the house and come back with a dozen candles. We light them and litter them around the room before taking our place back on the floor.

      The room is softly lit, and the only sound is the rain pounding against the metal roof of the house. It’s relaxing, yet it shoots a thrill through my body. The rest of the world around us is going crazy, all hell cutting loose, but here we are, completely warm and safe. It’s like nothing can touch us.

      When we’ve finished eating, I make my way over to his lap. “Tell me something,” I request.

      “Like what?”

      I shrug as my fingers slowly start unbuttoning his white shirt. “Anything. Something nobody else knows. A secret you can only share with me.”

      He bites his lower lip as he thinks it over. Finally, his eyes pop up to mine just as I have his shirt open completely. I push his chest back until he’s lying flat on the floor, then lower my lips to his jaw, slowly moving down his neck and chest.

      “I almost sold this place,” he tells me. “I bought it for my honeymoon, and when that went to shit, I thought this place would forever be ruined for me. Until you,” he whispers as his breathing picks up from my kisses. “You’ve changed everything for me, El. You’ve changed my outlook on life. You’ve changed me for the better. I’m not the same man you met a couple weeks ago, and I’ll never be that man again as long as I have you with me.”
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      Coming back to the city feels foreign after spending the weekend on our own little island. The city is busy and loud as usual—fast-paced instead of everything waiting for us. Griffin has his car deliver me home, where I quickly shower and dress for another day in the office, then I catch the train to work like any other day.

      Walking into the conference room, I find coffee and bagels. I quickly grab one of each for myself and have a seat.

      “Hey, where were you this weekend? We all got together at the Joker Club again, and it was such a blast. Chase got busted by his fiancée and she made the biggest scene in front of everyone,” Carolyn says, sitting next to me.

      I snort with the laughter that escapes around my bite of bagel. “Really? Was he cheating on her or something?”

      Carolyn’s eye double in size. “He met this girl there, and they were all over each other. They were grinding on the dance floor and making out. Ugh, it was disgusting.” She shivers just from thinking about it. “So, what were you up to?” She studies me for a moment. “Did you go tanning? You look darker and have a hint of pink on your cheeks and nose.”

      I swallow down a bite that I forgot to chew. “Oh, um, yeah. I went tanning with my roommate.” I roll my eyes and shake my head. “We went Friday afternoon, and I spent the rest of my weekend unable to move since I was so red. I’m thanking God today that I don’t look like a Red Hot anymore.”

      She giggles. “That is so bad for you, El. Seriously, join the twenty-first century already and get that shit sprayed on like the rest of us.”

      “I know. I should have,” I agree.

      Griffin walks into the conference room and his eyes immediately jump to mine.

      “All right, everyone. Please take your seats,” he says, coming to a stop at the head of the table.

      “Lookin’ good, Mr. Karlsson. You got your tan on,” Carolyn says, eyes quickly flashing over to me.

      I freeze, knowing that she’s no longer believing my lie, but now making up a story on her own. I can only pray that she doesn’t tell anyone else.

      Before I can get too worked up, I look at Griffin and admire how sexy he looks with a tint to his skin. Unlike me, he doesn’t burn. Instead, every hard muscle is covered in tan skin, and just picturing that tan ass of his has me squeezing my thighs together and wetting my dry lips.

      “Thank you, Carolyn,” Griffin says with a smirk. “Now that we all got to enjoy a long weekend, let’s force our minds back to work.” He dims the lights and turns on a projector. “I want to show you all the hard work Ms. Ryder has been putting in on our new magazine cover.”

      The small group hoots and hollers as he clicks a button on the remote. The new magazine cover is lit up on the wall, and it looks amazing. It reminds me of one of those fancy magazines featuring all of the newest home decorating trends—one you buy in the hopes of one day being able to afford one piece of furniture out of it. It’s elegant and sophisticated. It screams five-star hotel, and draws you in, making you want to visit this location so you can be just as elegant and sophisticated.

      Everyone claps. “That’s awesome, El,” Carolyn says, turning to look at me.

      I smile shyly as my face flushes.

      “Writers,” Griffin says, quieting everyone down, “I have assignments for you.” He begins passing out a paper. “We need articles written on these subjects. When you finish, please send them over to the e-mail listed for final say and editing.”

      I look at the paper and see that my e-mail is listed. I get final say on which articles go into the magazine, and I get to edit them. I’m editor-in-chief. My heart begins to pound.

      “Everyone who works on this magazine will be listed on the contents page,” Griffin says. “Now, writers, get to work. The rest of you, see your mentor for your assigned jobs.” He smiles, looking only at me, pride radiating from his expression. “You are dismissed.” Without another word, he leaves the room.

      All the writers go off to work on their assignments. The legal team and the art department also leave—everyone but Carolyn.

      I stand and grab my belongings.

      “Well, isn’t that nice of Mr. Karlsson?” Carolyn says.

      “Hmm?” I ask, turning to face her.

      “I just think it’s weird, is all. You come in with a sunburn, and he comes in with a fresh tan. You get to be editor-in-chief of the magazine you’ve been working on exclusively with him. Sounds to me like someone is sleeping with the boss.” She winks. “Kudos to you. I mean, I would’ve jumped at the opportunity, too.”

      My mouth drops open. “I am not sleeping with the boss.” I cross my arms over my chest. “How dare you even say that? I mean, I could say that you slept with the owner of the hotel to get this internship, but I haven’t.”

      “I haven’t been caught behind closed doors with him all alone, now have I?”

      “What are you even talking about?” I ask, anger pushing me to do or say something to make all this go away.

      “Chase told us about when he went into his office. You two were all alone, and you both had guilty looks on your faces.”

      I laugh. “So you’re listening to Chase now? The guy who tries to sleep with everyone he can while he’s engaged?”

      “Chase doesn’t have a reason to lie. You do,” she points out.

      I bite my lower lip and think up a quick response. “Chase has every reason to make up a rumor about me. Think about it before you go accusing people, Carolyn.” Without another word, I step out of the conference room and rush to the elevator.

      I take the few seconds I have alone to calm down. When the doors open and I step out into the lobby of Griffin’s office, I freeze as I watch a blonde with long, tan legs walk through his open door.

      Without thinking, I walk up to his secretary. “Mary, I’m needing something out of Mr. Karlsson’s office, but I just saw someone go in. Is this not a good time?”

      She looks up at me with a smile, completely oblivious to what’s going on. “Not now, dear. Mr. Karlsson has a meeting with Ms. Candice Adams.”

      My head cocks to the side. “Candice? His ex?”

      She holds her finger to her lips. “Shhh, this meeting is supposed to be a secret. If Vincent catches word that she’s here, he’ll blow up after everything she’s put Griffin through.”

      I nod once, but a sinking feeling hits my gut like a brick. I turn to leave.

      “Would you like me to tell Mr. Karlsson you were here?” she asks behind me.

      I stop and look over my shoulder. “No, thanks. I’ll just come back later.” I force a smile so she doesn’t pick up on anything, but inside, jealously rears its ugly head.
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          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      “Is everything okay?” I ask as I watch El quietly pick at her food on the opposite end of the table.

      “Huh? Oh, everything is fine,” she says absentmindedly.

      “You seem a million miles away.” I pick up my wine and finish off the glass. “To be honest, I thought you’d be acting much happier than you are. I mean, you did land the title of editor-in-chief of the magazine.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, because I’m sleeping with you.”

      “Janelle? How could you even say that? You know you’re the most qualified.”

      “Am I?” She looks up, meeting my eyes, but something is off. “I mean, even Carolyn could pick up on it. She knows about us. At least, she thinks she knows. I did my best to shoot it down, but who knows what she believes?”

      “Carolyn?” I ask, trying to catch up.

      She nods. “Yep.” The ‘p’ makes a popping sound as it leaves her lips. “After the meeting this morning. I came to tell you, but didn’t want to interrupt your meeting.”

      “My meeting?” Oh, my meeting with Candice. Fuck!

      I take a deep breath and lean forward. “It’s not what you’re thinking, El.”

      One eyebrow arches. “It’s not? Care to fill me in?”

      I throw myself back in my chair, pick up my glass of wine, and finish it off. “I can’t right now.”

      “You can’t right now?” she repeats.

      I stand and walk to the drink cart, pouring myself a stronger drink and tossing it back. I pour another and take it back to the table with me, but this time, I sit at her side instead of at the end of the table. “You have nothing to worry about, El,” I breathe out, praying she believes me.

      “Then tell me what’s going on. She’s your ex, and she came to your office today. You were in a room alone with her. And don’t think I didn’t notice her stripper heels or leather skirt. I mean, who dresses like that?” She stands and begins pacing.

      I hold up my hands, showing her my palms. “Janelle, I’ve never given you a reason to doubt me. Please, don’t start now. I will tell you everything the moment I can.” I stand directly in front of her, placing my hands on her shoulders. “Please, there is nothing going on between us romantically. Everything that’s happening is work-related, and it’s time-sensitive. The moment everything is ready to come out in the open, I’ll tell you everything. I swear.”

      Her facial expression softens and her shoulders visibly fall with relief. “You promise? If you want out of this,” she motions between the two of us, “just tell me. I’ll go. I will. I won’t put up a fight or try ruining things for you at work. I’ll just…go.”

      I pull her against my chest. “Of course I don’t want you to go! I’ve meant everything I’ve ever said to you. Candice and I are done. It’s you and me now. Please believe that.”

      Her sad green eyes meet mine and she slowly nods. “Okay. If you say it, I’ll believe it.”

      “There’s nothing between Candice and me. I want you and only you.” Slowly, I lean in for a kiss, testing the waters.

      Her lips are tight and stiff at first, but then all her resolve falls away and she gives in to me. Her lips soften, moving with mine and allowing me the entrance I’m demanding. Her body molds to mine when I pull her flush against me. Our kiss deepens, and I pick her up, carrying her to the bedroom.

      Placing her on her feet, we strip each other of our clothing before I walk her backwards, into the bathroom. Stepping into the shower, I break the kiss long enough to turn on the water, then I press her back against the wall as I pick her up and slide deep inside, right where I’ve been craving to be all day.

      Our time away wasn’t nearly long enough.

      Oh, how I’d love to whisk her away and stay locked up with her for eternity.

      Her fingers thread into my hair, pulling me closer as she deepens the kiss. Using one hand, I position myself at her entrance and push my way back inside her over and over again. She gasps every time we connect, and she clamps her muscles around my cock like she never wants it to leave her. If it were up to me, it wouldn’t.
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      I wake up to my phone ringing. I roll to my side and grab it off the bedside table.

      “Hello?” I answer in a whisper, trying not to wake El.

      “Grif, I can’t do this,” Candice says, panic flooding her voice.

      “Calm down, Candice,” I whisper, pushing myself from bed and into the bathroom. I close the door behind me and flip on the light. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Everything is on the line for me. You don’t understand.”

      “I do understand. You fucked up, but you’re making up for it all. I won’t let anything happen to you. You know that. It’s time to make things right.”

      She takes a long breath. “I’m sorry for interrupting. I didn’t mean to bother you. I’m just worried. I don’t want her to find out. Not before it’s time, anyway. It’s just that, I know she saw us together today.”

      “Who cares? She doesn’t know anything for sure. When she asked me about it, I sold it. She believed my every word. There’s nothing to worry about,” I assure her.

      “So, tomorrow? Lunch?”

      “Tomorrow,” I agree.

      “I’m staying at the Castille. Room 709…in case you forgot where you booked me,” she says with a sugary sweetness on her tongue.

      “I’ll be there.” I hang up the phone and go back to bed.

      [image: ]

      The weeks pass quickly, and before I know it, the magazine is going to print. Only two weeks of the internship remain, and to me, that means only two weeks left to keep our relationship a secret.

      We’ve managed to stay off everyone’s radar, even Carolyn’s. I’ve noticed sidelong glances from the group, like maybe she’s filled everyone in on her thoughts, but no one says anything, and I’m grateful. There’s no reason to make something of nothing. Sure, El and I are together, but El isn’t looking for a job and I don’t plan to hire her, unless she comes to me down the road and asks for a job, that is. For now, her plan is to go to grad school here in Chicago. It’s all she’s talked about these past two weeks since she received her acceptance letter. She’s also received several others all across the country, but has decided to stay in Chicago like she originally planned, and deep down, I pray that at least part of that decision has to do with me.

      We haven’t talked about what we’ll do when this internship ends, but I hope that we’ll only grow closer as a couple. I’d love to have her move in with me, and maybe even one day get married and have children. I’d gladly give up my “big fancy house,” as she calls it, and trade it in for a small two-story home in the suburbs. Granted, that would make traveling to work a bit more of a commute, but I’d do anything if it meant she’d be mine and only mine for the rest of my life.

      It’s Friday night and El plans on going out with the interns to celebrate the magazine going to print. Sadly, that means I’ll be all alone until she gets home. I’m lying on the bed, watching her move about the room, getting dressed and fixing her hair. Over these past couple weeks, she’s been staying here more and more, to the point that she now has her own space in the closet and bathroom.

      I kick back and watch as she pulls on a skintight black dress. The dress ends high on her thigh and shows enough cleavage to make me salivate. When she bends down and pulls on a pair of heels, the dress rides up another inch. Her long blonde hair is hanging down her back in soft curls, and she’s wearing a deep red lipstick, making her lips appear fuller and more juicy than they already are.

      She turns to me with a smile. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Stay home,” I beg, readjusting my growing erection.

      She giggles and rolls her eyes. “I can’t,” she breathes out. “I haven’t gone out with the group in weeks. There are only two weeks left in this internship. I have to go. These last few weeks, I’ve shacked up with you, and they’re growing more suspicious of us. If nothing else, I can go and get them off my back.”

      I stand and close the distance between us. Placing my hand on her hip, I pull her against my body. “You look too good to go out without me. You’ll end up with a line of men waiting in line for you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It doesn’t matter, because all I want is you.”

      “Can I kiss you?” I whisper, leaning in, afraid that I’ll mess up her lipstick.

      “You have to ask?”

      With that, I press my mouth to hers and kiss her like it’s the last time I’ll ever kiss her. I want her to remember this kiss when she’s out there with men falling over themselves for her attention. I want her to be able to close her eyes and feel my lips against hers. I want the taste of me on her tongue for the rest of the night.

      She pushes me away when we’re both breathless and I’ve managed to press her against the wall. “I have to go. But when I get back, how about we pick up where we left off?” she asks with an arch of her brow.

      “I’ll be here waiting,” I whisper, going in for one last kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      I manage to leave the house in the Mercedes after refusing to take the limo a hundred times. The last thing I need is for the interns to see me in a limo and put two and two together. I give the driver directions to the club, but ask him to park a block away because all the interns know I don’t have a car of my own, and they definitely know I don’t have the kind of money that’s needed to pay my own personal driver.

      He stops the car a block away and lets me out. I thank him and step out onto the sidewalk. It only takes a few minutes to get to the club, and I find everyone but Chase gathered around one table. I step up to Carolyn and wave hello to everyone.

      “Where’s Chase?” I whisper in her ear.

      Her eyes grow wide. “Since the weekend his fiancée caught him cheating, he’s been MIA socially.  And did you happen to notice he wasn’t in this morning’s meeting?”

      I think back to this morning. Now that she mentions it, I did notice. I was just preoccupied at the time—too busy watching Griffin to notice. “Yeah, now that you point it out, he wasn’t there. What’s up with him? It’s not like him to miss a meeting.”

      “His fiancée broke up with him, and since he was only here because of her—living in her apartment that her dad pays for—he had to quit the internship and move in with his parents.”

      My mouth drops open. “That’s terrible.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Terrible? That’s one more open spot for one of us.”

      “Where do his parents live?” I ask, suddenly feeling ill.

      “About three hours north, in God-knows-where Wisconsin,” she answers, picking up the pitcher and filling her glass. She looks over at me, silently asking if I’d like some.

      I wave it away.

      “Are you okay? You’re not looking very good.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I just got really nauseated for some reason.”

      Her eyes widen. “It was probably those nasty sandwiches we all had for lunch. Who knows how long they’d been on that cart. What kind did you get?”

      “Egg salad,” I answer. Just thinking about that sandwich makes my mouth water like I’m going to vomit.

      “Did you eat it all? I heard one person down on the first floor left work early after eating lunch. It’s a miracle we all don’t have food poisoning.”

      “I only ate about half of it. It just didn’t taste right. I thought it was just me.”

      “Not good, girl.” She shakes her head.

      “Excuse me.” I quickly run to the restroom, needing to empty my stomach. I’ve felt slightly off all day…since I ate that sandwich, now that I think of it. But now, it’s not just an icky feeling—it’s overwhelming. I’m sure the smell of alcohol mixed with all the sweaty bodies crammed in this little club hasn’t helped matters. My skin feels hot and sticky as I double over and empty the contents of my stomach.

      When the wave of nausea subsides, I stand and rinse my mouth. Placing my hands on either side of the sink, I examine myself in the mirror. There are dark circles under my eyes, and my cheeks seem hollow. My skin is now covered in a sheen of sweat, and I’m slightly pale.

      I head back to the group and tell them all goodbye, no longer able to stay up on my feet. Instead of calling for the car to return, I grab an Uber that’s nearby and have it take me back to my place. I don’t want Griffin to see me this way, or feel obligated to take care of me.

      When I walk in, Sam is in the kitchen.

      “Hey, it’s me!” I yell so she’s not scared about who just walked into the apartment. I walk straight to my room and start stripping out of my tight dress and heels.

      Sam sticks her head in my room. “Hey, you’re home early. I thought you were staying with Griffin again this weekend.”

      “I was going to, but I had a work thing to go to, and got sick. It must have been that egg salad sandwich. Stupid sandwich cart,” I grumble.

      She giggles and walks into my room, sitting on the foot of my bed. I notice her gaze off at something on my wall, and I turn around quickly to see if there’s a giant spider about to attack me. All I see is my calendar, a month behind because I’ve been so busy with work and Griffin that I forgot to change it. Something on the calendar catches my attention: the giant red dot I drew on the twenty-second of last month.

      We look at each other at the same time.

      “It’s not possible, is it?” she asks, panic covering her face like she’s the one who missed her period.

      I scoot myself up the bed into a sitting position. Mentally, I begin counting back. “I’ve just been so busy,” I mumble.

      “Have you missed a pill?” she asks.

      I bite my bottom lip. “I did about a month and a half ago, but I doubled up the next day like I was supposed to.” Panic washes over me. It makes my heart pound and sweat pour from my skin.

      “You have to take a test.” She stands and rushes to her room. She’s back within a minute, tossing it to me. “Go! Now!”

      I quickly grab the test and bolt to the bathroom. My hands are trembling as I try to open the box. Finally, I give in and rip it open with my teeth. I’m so nervous, I’m about to pee my pants, but I squeeze my thighs together until I’m in position.

      I place the test on the counter, wash my hands, and open the bathroom door.

      “Well?” she asks, leaning against the open door.

      “I don’t know yet,” I mumble, not pulling my eyes away from the white stick.

      Slowly, the minutes tick by, and gradually, two pink lines appear.

      In a panic, I fall to the floor and gather the shredded box. On my knees on the bathroom floor, I piece it back together until I can see the directions.

      I look up at Sam. “Two lines means positive,” I admit.

      She gasps and covers her mouth with her hand. “What are you going to do?”

      Tears fill my eyes and fall down my overheated cheeks. I can’t think. I can’t talk. I can’t move. I can do nothing but cry.
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      Sam wakes me when she comes into my room with the cell phone I left in my purse that I dropped by the door.

      “It’s been ringing nonstop. It’s Griffin.” She hands it over.

      I shake my head. “I can’t. Not yet. Not until I’ve had time to process this.”

      “Do you want me to answer?”

      I shrug. “Let him know that I’m home safe. Tell him I got sick, but don’t you dare tell him why. That’s something I need to do in person.”

      She nods and answers it when it starts to ring yet again.

      “Hello? Griffin?”

      She pauses.

      “This is El’s roommate, Sam. She came home a little bit ago, but she’s sick and went straight to bed…said something about a nasty sandwich cart.” Her eyes grow wide, something she does when she lies. Luckily, she’s on the phone and he can’t see her.

      “I’ll let her know you called. Bye.” She hangs up the phone and drops it onto my bed. “Penny for your thoughts?” She sits on the edge, watching me.

      I sit up, pulling my knees to my chest as I wrap my arms around them. “Am I afraid I’ll ruin his life? Yes. Am I afraid he won’t want me anymore? Yes. But deep down, I know he’ll do what needs to be done. In the long run, even if we don’t work out, he’ll support this baby.”

      “And what about you?”

      I shrug as more tears fall. “It’s just not the time, Sam. Grad school, years of paying my dues to land my dream job, I see it all slipping away. This wasn’t supposed to happen yet! I was supposed to go to graduate school, work hard, land my dream job, find my husband, have a few years alone together, then have a baby.” I let out a long breath. “This is all out of order.”

      She gently rubs my arm up and down. “That’s okay, El. Yes, things are out of order, but having this baby now doesn’t mean that you can’t still have all the other stuff.”

      I dry my cheeks. “I know, you’re right, but it’s not what I wanted…at all. I think I’ll get some sleep, then go over to Griffin’s in the morning and tell him the news. I just need to relax and get some rest first.”

      She forces a smile and nods before leaving me alone.

      [image: ]

      In the morning, I wake up early and take a long, hot shower. I stall by taking extra time to make sure my hair and makeup are perfect. I don’t know why something like that matters in this instant, but it does. I want to look beautiful. I want him to look at me and see this new future before us, and I want him to want it.

      I pull on a pair of skinny jeans, my wine-colored Chucks, and a gray tank top that hugs my every curve. I add my slouchy hat and sunglasses as finishing touches, and step up to the curb to hail a taxi.

      The entire drive to his house, my nerves are a mess. I almost chicken out two different times. I have the cab driver turn around once before changing my mind and having him go back. When he drops me off at the curb, I think he’s relieved to be rid of me.

      I step up to the gate and enter the code to let myself in, wanting to surprise him. It takes another five minutes of willing myself to do this while walking up the long brick drive. Finally, I’m standing on the front steps, looking up at the massive house. My heart is pounding a mile a minute and my breathing is coming out in short puffs. My stomach rolls and I feel the urge to empty it of its contents, but refuse to be found puking in the priceless landscaping that surrounds the porch. With a deep breath, I raise my hand to grab ahold of the knob, and the door opens. I quickly step back as a blonde rushes out.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she says, freezing when she sees me.

      “I’m…” I frown, taking in her features, wondering why in the hell she would be leaving Griffin’s house this early in the morning. “I’m sorry. Who are you?”

      She smiles and holds out her hand to shake. “I’m Candice. You must be El.”

      I shake her hand slowly, not sure what’s happening. “Yeah, I am. I’m dating Griffin. Can I ask why you’re here?”

      Her eyes go wide. “Oh, um. Well…” Her eyes dash away from mine as a car pulls into the drive. “I think you should talk with him about that. I’m sorry. I have to go. That’s my ride.” She rushes into the car.

      I stand, dumbfounded, watching as the car drives away. I look from the car, to the door, and back at the now-empty driveway.

      Candice was here. I look at my watch and see that it’s only just now going on eight a.m. No meeting is held before eight a.m. If she’s leaving this early, it’s because she slept over.

      Anger washes over me. I can’t believe this. Has he been seeing her this whole time—ever since I saw her going into his office all those weeks ago? He told me it was business-related. But what kind of business takes place at his home, on a Saturday, before eight a.m.?

      Tears flood my eyes as I push myself from the porch, nearly jogging down the drive while fumbling with my phone. I need a ride. I can’t go in there. I can’t let him see how hurt I am. I can’t give him the opportunity to lie to me yet again.

      I begin walking down the road as I wait for my ride. Eventually, it pulls up to the curb and I climb inside. Everything is flooding my brain more quickly than I can process. I don’t know what I’ll do about this baby, but I do know what I’ll do about myself.

      I won’t be going back to work. I won’t be going to grad school in Chicago. I’ll leave the city. I’ll start a new life and raise this baby on my own. There’s tons of help out there for a single mother in school. I can get into affordable housing, and get grants for school and childcare. I can do this.

      I can do this on my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      It’s going on noon and I still haven’t heard from El. I’m starting to worry since Sam said she came home sick last night. I keep telling myself to just be patient and wait. When she feels better, she’ll call. I distract myself with business calls. I go by the office and wrap up a few last-minute things with the magazine, then head out for lunch. While I’m sitting back and enjoying my drink, I take my phone out of my pocket and call her. It rings several times before going to voicemail.

      I tell myself she must still be sleeping, and that I’ll try again later. I slide the phone back into my pocket when my late lunch is placed on the table in front of me. I eat alone, have another drink, and head back to the office. I’m sitting behind my desk, going over my schedule, when my phone rings. I jump to answer it, hoping it’s El, but I see Vincent’s name flashing on the screen.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?” I ask, happy that he called. There are things we need to discuss, but I’m also happy for the distraction.

      “You sound awfully chipper…considering.”

      “Considering what, exactly?” I ask, confusion washing over me.

      “What do you mean, considering what? Haven’t you talked to Janelle?”

      “El? No. Not since last night, anyway. Last time I heard, she was sick. I’ve been trying to call her all day, but I guess she’s been too sick to answer. I’ve been trying to talk myself out of going over there. I don’t want to bother her if she’s not feeling well.”

      “So, you don’t know?”

      “Know what, man?” Nervousness washes over me, making my heart rate pick up.

      “Griffin, she’s leaving,” he blurts out.

      “What? Leaving? What the fuck are you talking about?” I shoot up out of my chair, anxiousness taking over and making me pace the varnish off the floor.

      “Griffin,” he says calmly, “Janelle is packing up to leave the city. She called Alison just a bit ago, crying—and I mean, crying to the point where it was hard to understand her.”

      “Why? Is she okay?”

      “She’s pregnant, man.”

      Everything inside of me freezes: my actions, my thoughts, my breathing—all freeze as his words sink in.

      “Are you there?” he asks after a long pause.

      How? How did this happen? When did she find out? Why didn’t she come to me? And why is she crying? She must know how I feel about her by now. She has to know I’d do anything for her, and that I’d want this baby.

      “Griffin?”

      “Yeah?” I snap out of my daze.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “No, no, I didn’t know. I was with her just last night. She got dressed and left to go out with the interns. She was supposed to come back to my place, but when I called, her roommate answered her phone and said she was sick. She’s been avoiding me all day.”

      “That’s because when she went to tell you the news, she found Candice sneaking out of your house bright and early like she slept over. Tell me you didn’t, Griffin. Tell me you’re not getting mixed up with her again.”

      Fuck.

      I shake my head, needing to figure this out.

      “I’ll call you back,” I say before hanging up without a goodbye.

      I need to work this out—get everything straightened out on my end before I attempt to explain this to anyone else.

      Candice is my secret weapon, and the only way to keep her a secret is to keep her out of everything.

      My phone starts ringing again. Without thinking, I answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Griffin, you hurt my sister, and I’m going to rip your balls off!” Alison says.

      I let out a long breath. “It’s not what you think, Alison. Trust me.”

      “Trust you? How in the hell am I supposed to trust you right now?” Her voice is high-pitched and angry.

      I’m not sure, but I think it’s time to let this secret go. If it all blows up in my face, so be it. But it has to come out, because I refuse to lose the only person who means anything to me.

      “Put me on speaker,” I demand.

      I hear a click. “Okay, we’re both here,” Alison says.

      “I’m here, man. What’s going on?” Vince asks.

      “I need you to listen to me very carefully. No one else is around, right?”

      “No, it’s just Alison and me.”

      “All right…here goes. So back when Candice stole all of the hotel’s valuable information and turned it over to the Brookport Hotel, both hotels released a series of commercials and ads. Brookport stole Castille’s ideas, then sued for copyright infringement. With all of our files being compromised, there wasn’t any proof that Brookport stole from us, and not the other way around. The legal team has been able to buy time until we could find a solution, and finally, I found one.” I pause to take a breath. “Next month in court, Candice is going to confess to stealing our files and turning them over to Brookport,” I reveal. “The lawsuit will be gone, and we can countersue to recoup the funds the hotel put into fighting this off. The whole case rests on her.”

      “Oh, that’s brilliant,” Vince says. “How’d you get her to do it?”

      “A few months ago, I discovered that she’d been fired from Brookport. I reached out to her. She denied me on the spot, and I thought there wasn’t a chance in hell. But then she contacted me a few weeks ago. She came to my office and told me that Brookport was trying to gather information on her in an attempt to put her away. Apparently, she had a thing going on with the owner, and it didn’t work out very well. She’s not doing this for us; she’s doing it for herself. She’s trying to get herself out of the hole she dug.”

      I pour a drink and throw myself back into my chair. “With Brookport watching her every move in an attempt to get whatever dirt they can find, I’ve had to hide her so they don’t find out she’s going to testify against them. She’s been staying at the hotel, but I let her crash here last night because she said someone was following her—watching her. Last night, I made arrangements to get her someplace safe until the trial. She must have run into El this morning when she left.”

      “You have to tell her, Griffin,” Alison says.

      “I’ve been trying, but she won’t answer her phone.”

      “Go over there! Now!”

      “You think she’ll let me in?”

      “Make her. She’s upset. She thinks you’ve been cheating on her, and that you won’t want this baby. Make her see reason. You have to.”

      I nod like she can see me as I pull the phone away and hang it up. I pick up my glass, throw back the liquid, and take a deep breath. I have to get her to listen.

      I rush from my office, locking up as I leave, and stop by a flower shop. I buy a dozen white and pink roses, and drive directly to her apartment building. I park up front, unconcerned with the NO PARKING sign. I don’t give a shit if my car gets towed. All I care about is finding her and telling her the truth.

      But what if she won’t listen? Or worse, what if she listens but doesn’t believe me? I can’t survive losing her. Everything in my life has changed for the better. I’ve learned to let loose since meeting her. I’ve learned there’s more to life than work. I’ve learned to laugh. I’ve learned to trust and love again. El gave me all of these things, and I’ll never be the same if she takes it all away.

      I grab the flowers from the passenger seat and rush to the door. I pull back on the handle, but it’s locked. You have to have a key to get into the building. I know if I buzz her apartment, she’ll never let me in. So instead, I plop down on the front stairs. If she won’t answer the phone and she won’t let me in, then I’ll wait and sneak in as soon as someone comes in or out. Then there will only be one more door in my way.

      As I sit on the front steps, I think over our time together. The first time I saw her, it was like she stole the air from my lungs. The time I saw Chase giving her flowers, it felt like I had been kicked in the gut. I think about how red her face got when she spilled the coffee in my lap and then proceeded to try drying it up with tissues—our first innocent touch that was anything but innocent. The first time my lips met hers. The first taste I had of her in that busy club restroom. Our first time. Our last time. All the times in-between.

      Just thinking of her causes me to smell the subtle scent of her perfume. I can feel her soft ivory skin like I’m caressing her cheek with the back of my hand the way I always did when she slept. I can smell her shampoo on my pillows. I can feel the warmth of her bare skin against mine. I can taste her sweet lips that cause shivers to run up my spine. Nothing will stop me from getting to her.

      Nothing.

      She’s mine, whether she knows it or not. Nothing will stop me from proving that to her time and time again. I want her. I want this baby. I want our future—the one she imagined—with us playing in the yard with our kids and dog. Already, I picture tucking in our kids for bed, helping her clean up the kitchen after a big family dinner, and making love to her on that white tiled island in the kitchen we share.

      Tears cause my vision to blur, and I wipe them away, unaware they had even formed. I haven’t cried in years. To be honest, I didn’t even know it was possible for me to cry anymore. My life hasn’t been an easy one. Every moment has been a struggle. I’ve always fought with myself, never being able to decide if I needed to give up or fight harder. For once in my life, I know the answer.

      I have to fight harder.
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          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      My phone has done nothing but ring off the hook today. Every time it rings, it only causes my head to pound harder. I shut it off long ago, hoping it would give me some kind of relief. Instead of lying in bed and crying all day, I decide to pamper myself. I need to relax so I can think clearly and decide whether or not I’m doing the right thing by leaving the city. But I know that if I stay, he’ll never leave me be, especially when he finds out I’m carrying his child.

      It’s not that I don’t want to be with Griffin, but how can I be with someone who cheats on me? And even if I’m blowing things way out of proportion, how can I be with someone who keeps something like this from me? Weeks ago, when I asked him about Candice, he told me I had nothing to worry about. I let it go, trusting him—but apparently, I shouldn’t have, because she stayed at his house last night.

      “You know, he can’t explain himself if you avoid him,” Sam says, sticking her head in my room to find me sitting on the floor as I flip through pictures of us—pictures I’d taken on our little vacation and uploaded to my computer.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to listen to his explanation just yet,” I reply, refusing to look away from the screen.

      Sam walks deeper into my room and sits down beside me. “You’d rather sit here being sad? That doesn’t make sense, El.”

      A puff of air leaves my lips, almost in a laugh. “It doesn’t, does it?” I look up at her with my brows pulled together.

      She shakes her head. “Why don’t you tell me the real reason you’re avoiding him?”

      I tear my eyes from hers, directing all my attention back at the screen. “I’m afraid he’ll confirm my worst fears: that he’s been sleeping with her behind my back all this time. That he’s leaving me to be with her, and was just waiting for the right time to tell me. That he doesn’t want anything to do with me or this baby. That we’ll be alone.”

      She reaches over and rubs my arm. “So what if he does say those things?” My eyes jump up to hers. “Okay, I didn’t mean it like that,” she continues, “I’m just saying that if he does say that, you still won’t be alone. You’ll have me, and you’ll have your family. You can still get everything you want out of life. And then at least you’ll know. You won’t be stuck here in limbo, just waiting.”

      “I love him, Sam.” I shake my head as more tears fall. “I know I’m not supposed to. We were just messing around. But somewhere along the way, I fell for him. I don’t know if I can survive losing him, but I also don’t know if I can ever trust him again either. Even if he comes here and tells me everything I want to hear, won’t I always wonder what he’s hiding? Every time he leaves for work, won’t I wonder if he’s with her?”

      “If it’s meant to be, it will work out, El. I know you’re not the mushy kind who believes in fate or destiny or soulmates, but somewhere deep inside, I know you want to believe. Sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith.” Slowly, she stands and leaves me alone to think things over.

      I grab a stuffed animal I’ve had since I was a kid, and hug it to my chest. I cry and I think and I pray for an answer—a sign—just something that tells me what I need to do. Finally, my choice is taken away.

      “El?” Griffin says, stepping into my room.

      I gasp from hearing his voice as my head whips in his direction. “Wh…wha…what are you doing here?” I ask, too weak from being sick and crying to stand.

      He nods toward the door. “I snuck into the building, and Sam let me into the apartment. She said I’d better fix things, otherwise you’ll kill her for letting me in.” He grins, and it makes my heart quicken its pace. “May I sit with you?” he asks, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.

      I bite my lower lip and nod once, though my body stiffens on its own the closer he gets to me.

      He walks deeper into my room, removes his black leather jacket, and sits on the floor in front of me, holding up a dozen roses between us.

      I smile as I reach out and take the flowers. I bring them to my nose and inhale their scent. My eyes flutter closed as I enjoy the smell of the fresh flowers in silence.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he says, pulling me from my happy place.

      I open my eyes and place the flowers at my side.

      “Then explain it to me. I can’t promise that this will end the way you’re hoping, but I will listen.”

      “All of this starts years ago, back before we even met,” he starts. He tells me about his and Candice’s relationship. He tells me about how she stole everything from the hotel, and how she used his love and trust to rob him of everything. He tells me about the lawsuit that the lawyers have managed to hold off, and what’s happened over the last few weeks since I saw Candice in his office. Everything makes sense, but something inside me won’t let it go. It’s like it makes too much sense.

      “Did anything happen between the two of you since we’ve been together?”

      “No. Nothing,” he admits. “Months ago, before we even met, when I found out she’d been fired and I made contact with her, she kissed me. But I made it clear that I had no interest in revisiting the past. Since then, she hasn’t made a move. I’ve wanted nothing but you since the moment our eyes met. My world revolves around you, El. Can’t you see that? Even when we’re at work and supposed to just be colleagues, I can’t keep you out of my mind. My eyes seek you out. My body aches to touch you. My heart even skips a beat when you’re by my side. Hell, I’m shocked that no one figured out what we were doing sooner, because all someone has to do is look at me when you walk into a room to see how in love with you I am.”

      I don’t move or say a thing. I just sit back, studying him and thinking things over. Finally, after a long silence, I speak up.

      “I have to tell you something, Griffin.”

      “I already know, El.”

      My head pops up and my eyes lock on his. “You do?”

      He nods. “Vince and your sister called me. Your sister threatened to rip my balls off,” he laughs, and it makes me smile.

      “How do you feel about it?”

      “About the baby? Or about my balls being ripped off?” he jokes.

      I smack him playfully. “About the baby.”

      He reaches out and pulls me into his lap. “Honestly?”

      I nod as I wrap my arms around his neck, looking deep into his eyes to watch for any sign that he may be lying or being less than truthful.

      “The moment you told me your deepest wish, the one where you saw yourself with the two-story house with the white picket fence, I saw myself as your husband. When you talked about tucking in the kids and having cookouts in the backyard, I saw myself doing that. And I sure as hell saw myself making love to you on that white tiled island.” He gives me a breathtaking smile that makes my heart pound wildly.

      I snort with laughter. “You mean you’re going to give up your big fancy house to move to the suburbs and live in a house that could fit into part of your current house?”

      “If that’s your dream, then it’s my dream too, El. I don’t care about a big house, expensive cars, chefs, or maids. All I care about is having you by my side for the rest of my life. I want to have this baby with you, and many more after it, if that’s what you want. All I want is you, and I’d give the very breath in my lungs if it meant I’d get to keep you forever.”

      Tears fill my eyes and fall down my overheated cheeks with his words. “I love you, Griffin,” I say, moving in for a kiss and realizing that it’s the first time I’ve ever said those words to him.

      “I love you too, El. More than I could ever explain. I just hope you give me the opportunity to help you feel that every single day.” He presses his mouth to mine, and his tongue dances with my own.

      I let out a squeal as he quickly stands, holding me against him as he walks across the floor and kicks the door shut before gently laying me down on the bed.

      He pulls off his black t-shirt and climbs up the bed between my parted knees. But he doesn’t stop where I think he will. He stops at my stomach. With his blue eyes on mine, he lifts my shirt and presses a soft kiss to my stomach, right beside my belly button. “You have no idea how much I love this little baby already.”

      Seeing him this way makes my heart swell with love. He’s right. He’s not the man he was when we met. Somewhere along the way, he’s changed—grown. He’s learned to live and love. He’s learned to take time off and appreciate the smaller things that make up the bigger picture. And he makes me realize that I don’t need grad school or an editing job at a top publishing house to be happy. All I need is love—his love.

      He works his way up my body, pulling away clothes and pressing kisses to every inch of skin he exposes. When there’s nothing left between us, he takes himself in hand and positions himself at my entrance, pushing into me. The relief I feel when we connect is something I didn’t realize I needed, but something I now know I can never live without. A flood of love, passion, fear, and excitement builds inside  of me, escaping as a single tear that falls from my eye. He wipes it away with his thumb, then kisses the wet skin that’s left behind. With that single action, I know he’ll always be here to experience all my tears. He’ll be by my side, crying right along with me for the happy tears. He’ll dry the tears I lose out of sadness. And he’ll be the reason I cry from laughing so hard.

      My orgasm washes over me without even building, like my body was already filled with pressure, and it just took him to release it. When the first gasp leaves my lips, he thrusts harder and faster, until I’m nothing but a puddle of mush beneath him.

      My eyes flutter closed with relief, but he pulls away. “You didn’t think I was done with you yet, did you?” He lies on his back and rolls me on top of him.

      I slide down his hard length with my fingers splayed across his chest for support. I lift myself up, and let myself fall. His hands guide me by my hips at the perfect pace. His brows pull together and his lips part as deep gasps and moans leave his lips. His Adam’s apple bobs and his jaw flexes, like he’s so close to shattering but he’s holding himself back because he’s not ready for this to end. I’m so lost in watching the way he reacts to me that I don’t even notice when my next climax begins to rise. It rises higher than it ever has before, taking me to the highest mountain. As I move him in and out of me, I feel as if I’m standing on the edge, looking down at the rest of the world and wondering how they can live without this man in their lives, because I know I’ll never be able to again.

      When my muscles clamp down around him, he loses all control and flips me over before pounding into me so hard the legs of my bed squeak across the hardwood floor. With a roll of his hips, we both let go together, falling over the edge of that highest mountain and shattering into a million pieces. We’re so entwined now, we’ll never be able to be separated. There’s no longer a him and a me.

      Now, it’s just us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Griffin

        

      

    

    
      Happiness swells inside me and I wrap my arm around El as we leave the courthouse. The judge pored over all the new information, and with Candice’s testimony, he threw out the case in addition to awarding us with the money we requested to cover our court costs and legal fees.

      “We should celebrate,” Vincent says, patting me on the back.

      “I would, but I already have a date.”

      He offers up a wide smile. “Oh yeah?”

      I nod and pull El closer. “I’m finally getting my girlfriend to move in with me.”

      His eyes widen with surprise. “Does Alison know?”

      She shakes her head. “No, and don’t you go telling her. I want to surprise her when she finishes with this job that has kept her so busy this last month.”

      He holds up his hands, palms facing us. “Mum’s the word.” He pulls us both in for a quick hug, then starts walking backwards, away from us.

      “As soon as Alison finishes up, all of us are having dinner together. Then you can tell her the good news.”

      When he turns away, I face El, pulling her against my chest. “Are you ready for this?”

      She nods, big smile in place. “There’s nothing else I’d rather do today. Let’s go pack.”

      We spend the remainder of the day packing her belongings and stacking box after box in the corner for the movers. When we walk back into the house that is now ours, she sucks in a loud breath of air when she sees that the entire house is lit in candlelight only, with rose petals leading to the dining room.

      She spins around to face me. “What did you do?”

      I laugh and help her take off her jacket. “Go in and find out.”

      She walks through the foyer and into the dining room with me following along behind her. On the dining room table, there’s a romantic candlelit dinner, flowers, and sparkling cider since she can’t drink champagne. In the center of the table are scores of tea light candles. They spell out Will you marry me?

      When she spins around to face me, she finds me on one knee, holding out the ring. Her hands fly up to cover her mouth as tears flood her eyes.

      “Griffin!” she cries.

      “Janelle Ryder, I’ve belonged to you since the moment I met you. I can’t imagine where I’d be right now had you not walked into my life when you did. You saved me, in more ways than one. You saved my life, my soul. You and our child are all I need in life to be happy. Will you please do me the honor of giving me your hand in marriage?”

      She giggles around her soft cries. Her hands still haven’t dropped from her face, but she nods her head, unable to find her voice.

      I hold out my hand for hers. After a long moment, she lets it fall, and I pull her closer so I can slide the ring onto her finger, pressing a kiss to her hand once it’s finally in place.

      Before I can stand to kiss her, she drops to her knees and presses her lips against mine. A laugh escapes as I kiss her deeply, but I pull her closer and get lost in our kiss, in us. Slowly, I lay her back on the floor and climb up her body, taking my place on top of her.

      “I never want to live without you again,” I whisper, pulling away long enough to remove the clothing in my way.

      “Then you won’t ever have to,” she tells me, another tear sliding out of the corner of her eye.

      [image: ]

      As the months pass, El plans our wedding and I plan the perfect wedding present. Since she doesn’t want to get married while she’s pregnant, the present comes before the wedding. I take her hand and help her into the passenger side of the car.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, pulling on her seatbelt.

      I laugh. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Well, I hope it’s not a long ride, otherwise we’ll be stopping every fifteen minutes so I can pee. This baby is killing my bladder,” she complains.

      “I’ll stop every five minutes if I have to. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the peace and quiet. God knows that once this baby comes, we won’t get any of that ever again.”

      She giggles and rolls her eyes, but leans her seat back and gets comfy.

      It took me months and months of looking, but I finally found it: El’s dream home.

      I drive us out of the city and into the suburbs. At the end of Peach Street sits a two-story white house with a white picket fence and a two-car garage. I come to a stop in the concrete driveway and she stirs awake.

      “Where are we? Are we here?” she asks, moving her seat into the upright position.

      “We’re here.”

      She looks out the windshield and immediately knows: this is our house.

      “No way!” she squeals, opening her door and running from the car.

      I jump out and chase after her. She throws open the gate and comes to a stop in the big green front yard, staring up at the house and its blue shutters.

      “How? How’s this possible? I just dreamed this place up.” She turns to look at me with wide eyes, excitement flooding them and making them glow.

      I shrug as I slide my hands into my pockets. “It didn’t take much to get it how you wanted it. Some white paint, some blue shutters.” I pull out the keys. “Want to see the rest?”

      “It’s ours? You already bought it?”

      I nod. “It’s ours. We can stay here tonight if you want.”

      She squeals with delight as she jumps into my arms. I pull her against me, hugging her close. I inhale her scent deeply, thanking the universe once again that it brought her into my life. Not a day goes by that I don’t do this.

      “Come on. Let’s check out the rest.” I release all but her hand, and we walk up the sidewalk to the front door. The key slides into the lock easily, and the door opens.

      “Wait!” I bend down and sweep her off her feet, cradling her to my chest as I take the final step into the house. “I have to carry you over the threshold.”

      She laughs. “We’re not married yet.”

      “No, but we will be, and this is our new house.” I set her down on the dark hardwood floor. As she stares off, taking in every little detail—the white crown molding, the shiny floors, and the big glass double doors that lead to the backyard—I want her.

      She turns to her right and walks into the kitchen. She walks around the white tiled island and smiles. “I can’t believe you did this!”

      I lean against the archway and shrug. “The house needed a few things, but I made sure it had it all.”

      Next, she rushes into the dining room that circles back around into the living room. She stops in front of the double doors and opens them, walking out into the backyard. I step out onto the brick patio and see her looking for everything she listed in that little fantasy of hers. There’s a built-in grill and fireplace with patio furniture. There’s an in-ground pool with plenty of yard space left. There’s even a massive tree at the corner of the house.

      “The treehouse isn’t in there yet. I thought that would be something I’d build with our son.”

      She spins around with a smile in place. “This is amazing.” She rushes into my arms, and I pull her close. “I love you so much,” I whisper. I pull away. “But there is one more surprise.”

      Her brows lift.

      “Upstairs, in our master suite.”

      Her grin returns as she pulls away and runs back into the house. I chase after her, following her through the living room, up the stairs, down the hall, and, finally, to our bedroom. She throws open the door and comes to a stop, looking at everything: the king-size bed, vanity, dressers, and lounge chairs in front of our own personal fireplace.

      She pulls open one door to find a walk-in closet. It has drawers, shelves, hooks, and racks for clothing—everything a closet needs.

      “In the bathroom,” I whisper as a hint.

      She giggles as she spins around and runs from the closet to the bathroom.

      I step into the room and see her standing in the middle of the floor. She spins around slowly. “You replicated your shower?”

      I nod. “Yep. I knew it was your favorite part of the entire house. I thought, this way, we’d have a little piece of it with us.

      Her smile is a permanent feature of her face now. She slowly closes the distance between us and presses her lips to mine. As I kiss her with every bit of love and passion she stirs inside of me, her fingers work on unbuttoning my shirt.

      I pull away and study her expression.

      She shrugs. “We have to break it in.”

      I pull her against me and press my mouth to hers, never wanting this kiss to end, never wanting to let her go, and knowing that I never have to again.

      Before I know it, I’m sliding into her as I press her back against the shower wall. Hot water sprays us from all directions. Her long blonde hair clings to her naked body: her luscious breasts, her back, and her growing belly between us.

      Her breathing picks up and soft moans begin to leave her lips. Her muscles clamp down around my aching cock, and I know she’s about to fall over the edge of her climax. I break our kiss and watch as her facial expressions change from love and passion to relief and happiness. Watching her makes me feel more alive than I ever have before. Finally, I have a purpose. I have love. I have a life that revolves around more than just work and money. I have a family that will always be here for me. When I’m feeling weighed down by stress and frustration, she’ll be here to lift me back up. She’ll be here to make me smile. This house and everything in it will serve as a reminder that I have everything in the world I could possibly ever need or want. As long as I have her and our growing family, I’ll want for nothing.

      “I love you, El,” I whisper as my own releases builds and washes over me.

      Her hand moves up to cup my cheek, our eyes locked together.

      “I love you too, Griffin,” she says around a small smile.

      My hips become erratic, no longer controlled by me, but by my love for her. With one final thrust, I empty myself into her with a jerk and a loud moan of her name.

      I freeze as I lean my head against the crook of her neck, trying to catch my breath and lower my heart to a more normal pace. Her fingers thread into my hair, gently combing it into place. Finally, I have control over my body enough that I can remove myself from her and place her on her feet.

      “So, what do you say? Are you ready to move in here? I left the nursery alone so you have total control over how it’s decorated.” I grin. “I thought maybe your sister could help on that end.”

      She smiles wide. “I love you so much.” She wraps her arms around my neck and stares into my eyes.

      “I love you more than I can even express, El.” I close the distance between our mouths, pressing one long kiss to her sweet lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Janelle

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five years later…

      

      

      

      “Come down from that treehouse and get this grill started, Griffin! You know Vince and Alison will be here for dinner any minute!” I yell up at the new treehouse that’s now in place.

      He sticks his head out the window, a big smile on his face. “I’ll be down in just a second,” he tells me, getting pulled back inside by our oldest, Quinton.

      I laugh and shake my head as I let myself back inside. Isabelle, our three-year-old daughter, is bouncing around in the living room, singing along with her favorite cartoon, and Jules, our one-year-old daughter, is playing quietly in her playpen.

      “No jumping on the couch, baby,” I tell Izzy as I pass through to the kitchen. I pause when I step into the messiest room in the house. I shake my head and laugh as I look over the sink full of dishes, the spilled chocolate milk on the island, and Buster, our dog, who’s licking baby food off the floor and gnawing on a spoon.

      This is the American dream, I remind myself as I walk across the room to pick up the spoon that Jules threw. “Give me that, you silly dog,” I mumble, snatching the spoon away from him.

      The doorbell rings, and before I can even get to it, in walk Vince and Alison.

      “Aunt Allie!” Izzy screams as she runs across the floor into her arms.

      “Hey, man,” Griffin says, stopping in the entryway and giving Vince a hug. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Of course. If you think I’d miss out on this circus, you’re crazy,” Vince laughs. “Now, where’s the little man?” He rubs his hands together as he pushes himself into the living room. “There he is!” I hear him yell.

      “No wrestling in the house!” I shout at them just as I hear a loud thunk.

      Alison walks up to me, still holding Izzy in her arms. “You know, this time next year, you’ll be a little cousin,” she tells Izzy.

      My mouth drops open. “Are you serious? Finally?”

      She laughs and nods her head.

      “What’s a cousin?” Izzy asks.

      “A cousin is what you get when your auntie and uncle have a little too much wine,” Alison tells her with a laugh.

      “Although you don’t always get a cousin when grown-ups have a little too much wine. Sometimes, you get a little sister,” I add on, nudging Griffin in the ribs with my elbow as he walks past.

      “Ouch.” He stops and rubs the spot. “I was just doing what I was told. You said three kids and a dog. And what do we have?” His eyebrows skyrocket, waiting for my answer.

      “I said three kids,” I agree, “but I didn’t say I wanted them so close together.”

      “You love it and you know it,” he says, leaning in and pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “I wouldn’t trade it for anything.” I hold out my hands and Izzy leaps into my arms. “Why don’t you go play with Uncle Vince and Quinton so Mommy and Aunt Alison can start cooking?”

      Izzy nods, and I set her on her feet. The moment her feet hit the floor, she runs off into the living room.

      Alison’s eyes grow in size. “Man, I wish I had all that energy.”

      I snort. “Ha, me too. That one is zero-to-sixty the moment she wakes up. Quinton’s the lazy one who will stay up all night and sleep all day if you let him.”

      “What about Jules?” she asks, picking up a strawberry and popping it into her mouth.

      I shrug. “She’s still in baby sleep mode. Once she’s out, she’s out. I mean, a stampede of rhinos could come through here and she wouldn’t wake. However, let daddy touch mommy and that’s a whole different story.”

      Alison laughs. “Funny how that works.”

      I stop what I’m doing. “Yeah, I read an article that says babies have a sixth sense for that type of thing. Survival of the fittest or something like that.”

      “Shut up,” she laughs out.

      “I’m serious!” I gather all the ingredients to make a batch of deviled eggs. “Start peeling those eggs, would ya?”

      She picks up the bowl containing the already-boiled eggs. “I’m still shocked that you learned how to do all of this. To be honest, I expected you to stay in that fancy mansion Griffin had, being waited on by maids and chefs.”

      “Some days I curse myself for not keeping the staff he had. But then, I look at everything I have and everything we’ve accomplished, and I don’t worry anymore. I love my life.”

      “How’s work going?” she asks, peeling the shell off the egg.

      “Really good. I’m able to work from home, so that makes it even better with the kids. Quinton started kindergarten and Izzy is now in preschool for a couple hours a day. I’ve also managed to train Jules to nap while Izzy’s in preschool, so I actually have a few hours to myself every day. On the weekends, Griffin is home and spends all his time with them so I can get work done. He’s such a great dad. When you go out back, look at the treehouse he and Quinton just built.”

      “Oh, God, you know I’ll never get Vincent out of that thing, right?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I have the same problem with Griffin at times. I usually have to lure him out with sexual favors.”

      “What’s sectool flavors?” Quinton asks, coming into the kitchen.

      Alison and I both laugh as my face heats up. “Oh, baby, please don’t repeat that.” I bend down to his level. “Remember what we talked about—about how you’re not supposed to be listening when grown-ups are talking?”

      He nods.

      “Good. Now, what do you need?”

      “Daddy needs the splat-u-la.”

      I laugh, but stand and get the spatula, handing it over.

      He takes it and runs off.

      “Does he do that often?” Alison asks.

      “More than I care to admit.” I roll my eyes. “Once, he overheard Griffin and me talking about building a pool house out back. Griffin wasn’t interested, which is why we still don’t have one, so I thought I’d try bargaining. I told him I’d give him blowjobs every day for a year. Still, to this day, if the wind blows Quinton’s hair out of place, he yells, ‘Stop with the blowjobs!’” I’m laughing just talking about it and Alison laughs until her eyes water.

      “What’s so funny?” Griffin asks, walking into the kitchen and grabbing two beers.

      “I was just telling Alison about blowjobs.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head, but walks back out.

      “You’re lucky, you know?”

      I look up to meet her eyes. “I know,” I agree. “So are you.”

      Once the food is done, we all sit on the back patio and eat. Griffin grilled the steaks to perfection—something he’s getting better and better at. The first time he grilled was like the first time I cooked dinner: everything was burnt.

      When we’re done eating, Griffin flips the switch that covers the pool so the kids can run and play in the yard. Quinton gets his Nerf guns and he and Vince have a gunfight. I think Quinton is winning though, because he’s up in the treehouse while Vince is out in the open yard.

      The dog runs out, barking and chasing everyone around to join in on the play. Alison takes Jules and sets her in the grass as they play patty-cake, and Griffin and I run out to play ring around the rosie with Izzy.

      “We all fall down!” we shout, throwing ourselves onto the grass. Izzy giggles and claps. “Again!”

      “Hey, Izzy,” Quinton yells, “come help me beat up Uncle Vince.”

      She laughs even harder and runs across the yard, launching herself onto Vince. He fakes a groan and falls back onto the grass. She stands over him and cheers, thinking she’s taken him down.

      Griffin rolls onto his back and I crawl up beside him. “This is better than that fantasy I had all those years ago.”

      He pulls me closer and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Good.”

      “I love you, you know?”

      He rolls us over until he has me on my back, pinned beneath him. “I love you more than I can explain.” Without another word, he presses his lips to mine.

      “Ew, gross! Daddy is kissing a girl,” Quinton yells, making everyone laugh.

      Griffin pulls away and jumps up, running toward Quinton. He snatches him up in his arms and spins him around. Sweet giggles fill the air.

      When the sun starts to set, we all clean up the patio and go inside for the night. Alison and Vince are preparing to leave. They’re standing by the door, giving all the kids hugs and kisses.

      “We should do this again. And soon. Let’s not wait until this new baby is a year old, huh?” I tell Alison.

      She rolls her eyes. “If I could get this one to take some time off from work, we’d be here every weekend.” She motions toward Vince.

      Quinton tugs on Alison’s shirt. “If you want him to not work, you should just trade him sectool flavors!”

      Everyone gasps and Griffin looks at me with his lips pressed together.

      My face reddens. “Why don’t you ever repeat anything your dad says?” I ask him, ruffling his hair.

      He smiles and shrugs, then walks back to the living room and plops down in front of the TV.

      Griffin pulls me against his side. “We need to have code words with that kid around.”

      “Agreed. Let this be a lesson to you.” I point at Alison and Vince.

      They laugh and give hugs before finally heading out for the night.

      I give the girls a bath and get them in their PJs while Griffin plays with Quinton. Then it’s time to switch. He plays with the girls while I get Quinton in the tub. Once all the kids are bathed and dressed for bed, Griffin meets them in the study, and they all sit in the oversized lounge chair while he reads them a story before bed. I head downstairs to clean up the kitchen and turn off all the lights.

      I lock the doors, pick up the toys, and turn off the lights in the living room before moving to the kitchen to load the dishwasher. After getting it loaded and wiping down everything, I sweep the floor. I’m about to shut off the light and head upstairs when Griffin walks in.

      “The kids are asleep!” he quietly chants.

      I laugh as I open the cabinet and pull out a bottle of bourbon. “Time to celebrate?”

      He smiles and winks. “You know it.”

      I open the cabinet to get two glasses, but find everything is already in the dishwasher. Instead, I take down two plastic sippy cups.

      He snorts. “Really?”

      I shrug. “It’s this or straight from the bottle.”

      We both sit in the chairs at the island and fill our glasses.

      “To us,” he says, holding up his sippy cup.

      “To us,” I agree, clanking my cup against his and throwing it back.

      “We did it,” he says, picking up the bottle and filling our cups once more.

      “Did what?”

      I pick up my cup and take a sip, this time savoring the liquid that will help me sleep more soundly.

      “This,” he motions toward the kitchen. “We got the house. We got each other. We got the three kids and the dog.” He laughs. “We got it all.”

      “Yes. We. Did.” I hold up my sippy cup and he clanks it with his. We both finish off our drinks and he takes away my cup.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as he begins moving closer.

      “It’s occurred to me that there’s one thing from your fantasy that I’ve never fulfilled.”

      “There is?”

      He nods. “I’m pretty sure you mentioned making love on this exact island.”

      I laugh as I wrap my arms around his neck. “I do believe you’re right.” I pull him against me and land a solid kiss on his lips. His tongue dances with mine as he lifts me up and sits me on the edge.

      It’s only now that we realize how tall the kitchen island really is.

      I break the kiss and look down. “I think this may be harder than I envisioned.”

      “I’ll just have to come up.” He places one foot on the stool, then climbs up on top of the island, covering my body with his. “That’s better,” he mumbles, closing the distance to kiss me.

      I can’t help but smile as his lips move with mine. He’s one hundred percent right. We do have it all, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.
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            I can fake anything for fifty grand…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Including being the pretend fiancée to Mr. Sex-on-a-stick himself, Cameron Styles. 

      

        

      
        Chicago’s most successful, ruthless lawyer and douchebag extraordinaire.

      

        

      
        Turns out when you’re staring down the barrel of bankruptcy and possible eviction…you’ll do pretty much anything for some quick cash.

      

        

      
        I gave myself two rules.

        #1. Don’t fall into his bed

        #2. Don’t fall in love.

      

        

      
        There’s one small problem…I’m REALLY bad at following my own rules. 

      

        

      
        Just when I think there’s a glimmer of hope he feels the same way,

      

        

      
        I’m reminded of my place in his life…

      

        

      
        Does true love stand a chance when I was hired to fake it?
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            Chapter 1

          

          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      The Chicago air has a sharp edge to it as I walk down the street toward my lonely apartment. My legs are numb, feeling like jello from the twelve-hour shift I’ve just finished, and my entire body is worn out and weak. Lifting patients takes a toll on my body, and dealing with the rush of the emergency room always makes me feel like I’ve run a marathon. The scent of coffee washes over me, and I feel myself perk up, excited to get a little jolt to help me get through the rest of my evening. It’s just after seven p.m. and normally I’d avoid caffeine this late, but I still have to fix something for dinner, finish up laundry, and go through the mountain of bills piling up.

      I quickly dash into the coffee shop and stand in line, breathing in the sweet smell of energy as I wait. Finally, I step up to the counter and place my order: a large hot white chocolate mocha. The cashier quickly rings it up.

      “That’ll be five dollars and sixty-eight cents,” she tells me with a polite smile.

      I open my purse and pull out my wallet. When I open it, I find I only have four one-dollar bills. I set the wallet on the counter as I unzip the change compartment. Feeling a little embarrassed, I rush to count out the remaining dollar and sixty-eight cents. There’s already a large line forming behind me and my heart picks up with nervousness and anxiety.

      I pour out the remaining change onto the counter and find the money I need with fifteen cents left over. I push the money her way, scoop up the change, and dump it into the tip jar before moving down the counter. My face feels hot and red with embarrassment. I should have put a little more thought into my impulse purchase and at least ordered a small coffee instead of a large. My bank account and money situation are getting harder and harder to avoid. I take my coffee and leave the store in a rush, all too ready to escape the coffee shop and everyone’s judging eyes.

      Stepping back out into the brisk air, I take my first sip. The sweetness and warmth settle over me and my eyes nearly drift closed.

      “Mmmmm,” I mumble against my cup, which I still haven’t pulled away from my lips.

      I’m only a block away from the apartment when my cell phone rings. I pull it from my pocket and see El’s name flashing across the screen.

      “Hey bitch,” I answer cheerfully.

      She giggles. “Where you at? I just got to the apartment and you’re not here.”

      “I’m on my way,” I say as I round the corner, picking up my pace. “Where are you? Inside?”

      “Duh, if you think I’m waiting out in that cold air, you’re crazy.”

      I laugh. “Be up in a sec.” I pull the phone away and slip it back into my coat pocket.

      When I step into the apartment, I place my coffee on the entryway table and hang up my purse and coat. I take my coffee and walk farther into the apartment, finding El in the kitchen, standing over my table where all the bills are piling up.

      Her eyes jump up to me. “What is this, Sam?” She’s holding a handful of bills in each hand.

      I let out a long breath, causing my shoulders to fall as I walk across the floor and sit at the table. “It’s nothing.” I start pushing the bills into a neat stack.

      She takes a step back and crosses her arms over her chest. Her eyes narrow on me. “You told me everything was fine.”

      “Everything is fine.” I stand, bills in my hand. “Now, what are we going to binge watch?” I slide the stack of envelopes into the bread box and spin back around to face her.

      “Sam, be honest with me. Are you in trouble? Do you need money? I know I put you in a difficult situation when I left. I can give you some money.”

      I grab my coffee off the table and head to the living room. “I’m fine, El. I don’t want your money.” I place my cup on the end table and pick up the remote to turn on the TV.

      El follows me into the room and flops down on the couch. “You need help, Sam. Griffin and I can loan you money if you don’t want to just take it.”

      I let out a long, frustrated breath and sit beside her on the couch. I turn my body toward El as I level my eyes on her. “Listen, I have been struggling a little since you left. But I’m not your concern and you shouldn’t have to give me any money just because you no longer live here. I’m working, and I’m making money. I just have to learn how to juggle it all a little better, that’s all. Now, can we please forget about all this and just watch Netflix and eat junk food like we’ve been planning all week?” I plead.

      She presses her lips together like she has to forcibly keep her mouth shut, but she nods once.

      “Thank you.”

      I click on Netflix as I make myself comfortable. I bend down and remove my shoes, and that’s when I hear her clear her throat. I look up at her to see her eyes move from me, to the TV, and back. I look at the TV and see the error message.

      “Haven’t paid your Netflix bill either, I see.”

      “I did, I swear! I just…didn’t pay the internet bill.” I sit back and cross my arms over my chest.

      “Just let me help you,” she begs.

      “No. In fact, the only help I will accept from you is you paying for the pizza we’re going to order because I bought dinner last time.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Well, at least that’s something,” she mumbles, reaching for her phone to order the pizza.

      Thirty minutes later, I’ve found an old DVD to put into the player just as she walks back into the living room with a big pizza box and a bag on top.

      “What all did you order? That’s more than what you asked for on the phone, isn’t it?”

      “Pizza, wings, cheesy bread, cinnamon poppers, and soda,” she answers, setting it all down on the coffee table in front of me.

      I laugh. “I’ll get some plates, glasses, and napkins.” I stand and walk into the kitchen. I lean against the counter and take a deep breath, needing to clear my head. I hate that she had to buy dinner, even though it was her turn. But it’s something we’ve always argued over. It was our thing, and this time, I didn’t put up a fight. Honestly, if she hadn’t bought dinner, I’d be stuck eating whatever is in the fridge and pantry, which is nothing more than some questionable Chinese food from last weekend and Top Ramen.

      Pushing myself forward, I get the needed items and head back to the living room where she has everything opened and spread across the table.

      “Which movie did you find?” she asks, reaching for the glasses.

      I sit on the couch and set our plates on the coffee table between us. “Dazed and Confused.” I smile.

      She laughs. “Seriously? I haven’t seen that in forever.” She pours us each a glass of soda and hands one over.

      I take it and set it on the end table next to me. “I know. I didn’t even know I still had it, but I figured I’d watch it again just to laugh at Matthew’s porn mustache.”

      She giggles as she reaches for her plate.

      “How’s the job going? Do you like it? Have you met any hot doctors?” She pulls her legs up onto the couch, with her growing belly holding her plate like a table.

      “I like the job—love it, actually, though the hours are killing me. And every Friday, I have to work a day in the ER, which totally sucks all the life and energy from my body. But I have been talking with this sexy doctor. He’s only a couple years older than me, and he has blond hair, blue eyes, and perfect bone structure.” I close my eyes and savor the thought of him.

      “Has he asked you out yet?”

      I laugh. “No, he just started working there about two weeks ago. So far, we’ve talked and gotten to know each other a tiny bit. I mean, it’s a little hard to get to know someone on an ER shift, but we’ve been flirting back and forth. Nothing has actually happened yet. Not that I even expect it to. I mean, come on, he’s a doctor, and I’m nothing more than a nurse who empties bedpans and tells patients to stop pulling on their catheters. On a good day, I smell like a truck stop bathroom.”

      She laughs. “Come on. You have more to offer than that and you know it. Besides, nursing is freaking hard! I couldn’t imagine having the patience and empathy it takes to care for the sick and dying day in and day out.”

      “I always pictured this job being like Grey’s Anatomy or something, you know? I thought it would be fun, suspenseful, full of drama, and packed with beautiful people who take turns sleeping with each other. But so far, it’s pretty much been the exact opposite of that. I think I might try finding something in a private practice rather than a big hospital—someplace where I could be close with the other employees and patients. In the hospital, there are so many people coming in and out that you could work there for years and not meet them all.”

      She nods. “You want something a little more quiet and personal?”

      “Exactly! Plus private practices usually pay more and have better insurance.” I let out a long breath. “I just wish I didn’t feel so lost.”

      Her brows pull together as she turns to face me. “What do you mean?”

      I swallow the bite I just took. “I just want more than work and home. I have no life—and not just because the hours suck and I’m always tired, but because I literally can’t afford one. I mean, I have no internet, and I’m late paying the power, water, and credit card bills, plus there’s usually nothing to eat. The only thing that’s been paid is the rent, and that’s because it had to be paid or I’d be on the street. I just don’t want to struggle anymore. I want to be happy and find a boyfriend so I can have someone with me—someone I can talk to and vent to. Someone who understands and can comfort me. I miss being in a relationship. I can’t even remember what a penis looks like.”

      Her bottom lip sticks out in a pout. “You will, Sam. You’re a great person. You’re beautiful, funny, and smart. You’ll find someone. And this struggle is only temporary. It won’t be like this forever.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “God, I hope not!”

      “But if things get too bad, please come to me. You know I’m more than willing to help you out.”

      I force a small smile. “Thank you, but you know that will never happen, right?”

      She lets out a quiet laugh. “I know, but still…”

      We both quiet down and focus our attention on the TV, but I’m lost in thought, wondering how the hell I’m going to keep myself alive. I’ve already let go of the things I can: the internet, cable TV, and just about every subscription I used to have. I haven’t even had my usual monthly pedicure, bar trips, or shopping sprees. I’m dead broke. I guess I should be thankful I have a job to keep my rent paid for the moment. Maybe, if nothing else, I can make some money by selling some of my nicer clothes, shoes, and purses.

      A deep sigh leaves my lips, and it causes El to look over at me. I just press my lips together and wave her off, far from ready to admit that I need help.

      When the movie is over, El helps me clean up the food mess, and we load everything into my fridge. I don’t tell her that I’ll probably be living off the leftovers for the next week. As she pulls her coat on, she looks up at me and her eyes light up. “Hey, I may be able to talk to Griffin and see if the hotel is hiring. It could bring in a little more income.”

      I cross my arms over my chest as I lean against the wall in the hallway. “I already work twelve-hour shifts. I don’t have time for a second job unless it’s on the two days a week I already have off, or maybe even something I can do from home, but thanks. Maybe I’ll look online later and see if I can find one of those work-from-home scams.”

      She rolls her eyes. “How are you going to do that with no internet?”

      I stick out my tongue. “I hacked my way into the next-door neighbor’s Wi-Fi, thank you very much.”

      She laughs loud, then pulls me in for a hug. “Don’t let yourself starve or freeze. Call me if things get worse.”

      “I will,” I promise, hugging her back.
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          Cameron

        

      

    

    
      I reach up and move the rearview mirror of my Tesla to check my reflection. I straighten my Hermès tie and slide my Tom Ford sunglasses into place. I can’t hold back a smile when I see my reflection. I admire my perfectly white teeth and the boyish grin that can make panties melt. Every strand of my jet-black hair is in place, and my expensive suit and car make me look like a god among men. And let’s face it, I practically am. I have an extremely important meeting today and I not only need to look my best, but I need to be on my A-game.

      I push the button and the car roars to life. The sound is magic to my ears. This car, the Tesla Roadster 2.0, doesn’t even come out until next year, but I’m one of the few lucky ones who got their hands on it early. Every time I get behind the wheel of this car, I feel like I’m on top of the world—like everything God created is sitting in the palm of my hand. And the best part is, I get the feel and speed of a sports car while still maintaining the image of being eco-friendly by having an electric car. In my line of work, many clients are afraid that the lawyer they hire will make their companies look bad. They want lawyers who share their values and morals. For example, a company that prides itself on being family-owned and operated doesn’t want to hire a lawyer who’s been fighting to defend a high-profile philanderer. I’m not morally bankrupt, but I’m also not exactly a choir boy.

      Therefore, it’s important I keep a reputation that suits all potential clients. I try living a quiet life by staying out of the media. I volunteer and donate to charities, and I don’t pick up any client who is fighting for something that’s controversial: marijuana, abortion, or lowering the penalties on drinking and driving or drug possession. It’s not that I don’t have my own views on those subjects—I just prefer to stay neutral in the public eye.

      I pull up to the office and hand off my keys to the valet. A big sign greets me: Styles, Schmidt & Fitz. The giant gold letters emblazoned on the all-glass building scream success, and since my name is first on that list, I’m treated like royalty the moment I pull up to its doors.

      The door greeter opens the door for me and wishes me a good morning. I walk quickly into the lobby, headed straight for the elevator.

      “Mr. Styles,” someone calls out from behind me, but I don’t stop or even pause until I step into the elevator. Whoever it is will just have to keep up with me if they want to talk that badly.

      A woman jumps into the elevator at the last second, breathless from her jog across the lobby. “Mr. Styles, I’m Elizabeth Anderson, Mr. Smithfield’s assistant.” She holds out her hand and I quickly shake it.

      “How are you, Ms. Anderson?” I ask, directing all of my attention to the beautiful woman in front of me. I can’t keep my eyes from taking in her long legs covered in a tight pencil skirt. Her white blouse has the first couple buttons open, giving me the perfect view of her luscious tits. Her eyes burn bright blue behind her black-framed plastic glasses. She gives me naughty librarian vibes and I’m totally digging it. I’m confident I could have her screaming my name inside of an hour, but seeing as how she’s the assistant to a big fish I’m trying to land, I have to be on my best behavior.

      “I’m very well, thank you. Listen, Mr. Smithfield had a family emergency come up, so he won’t be able to make the meeting that’s set for this afternoon. He could, however, meet earlier, and he gave me a list of possible times.” She holds out a sheet of paper.

      I take the paper and look it over, immediately annoyed because while I really need to sign him on as a client, I still need the morning to prepare for our meeting. I swallow down my annoyance as I look over the times—all for today, all before lunch. I laugh and look back at the woman I’m already picturing bending over my desk. “Is this all? We can’t meet tomorrow or even later this week?”

      “No, I’m sorry. Mr. Smithfield’s daughter has gone into labor two weeks early. As you know, they are a very close-knit family, and he refuses to miss the birth of a grandchild. His flight home leaves at five this evening, so if you want to keep the meeting, it will have to be during one of those times.”

      I bite my inner cheek. “Very well, then. Tell him to swing by at whatever time best suits his needs. I’ll clear my morning for him.”

      The elevator rings and the doors open.

      She smiles and takes back the paper. “Thank you, Mr. Styles. Mr. Smithfield is looking forward to the meeting.”

      I nod my head. “And I am as well,” I assure her, stepping off the elevator. I stand there with a smile, making it obvious I’m checking her out until the doors close and cover her blushing cheeks. Then I spin around and rush up to Madison, my receptionist.

      “Call Michael and Daniel, and tell them that the important meeting has been moved up to this morning. They need to get here NOW so we can prepare.”

      She nods. “I will, sir.”

      I step into my office and walk directly to the drink cart, pouring a glass of Scotch. Who gives a damn about the time? My whole career rests on this one client. I have to land it, not only for my firm, but for myself as a lawyer. Plus, one little glass to take the edge off won’t hurt.

      I tip the glass back and swallow down the smooth liquid. The phone on my desk rings, and I rush to answer it. Setting the now-empty glass on the corner of my desk, I pick up the phone and flop down in my desk chair.

      “Styles,” I answer.

      “Cameron, it’s Michael, and I’m dialing Daniel now for a conference call.”

      The line beeps and Daniel joins the line. “What’s this I hear about the meeting being moved up?” Daniel asks.

      “His daughter is in labor, cutting his time here in Chicago short. He’s leaving for Georgia this evening. Can you two make it here in time?” I ask, looking at my watch.

      “Cameron, you knew I wasn’t going to be able to make this appointment at all. I’m clear across the country,” Michael says.

      I shake my head. “Fuck, I completely forgot about you being in Washington. What about you, Daniel?”

      He lets out a deep breath. “I was just about to start packing up to be there this afternoon. No way I can be there any sooner. If the meeting is still going on when I land, I’ll swing by wherever you two are, but I’m sorry, man. You’re going to have to do this one on your own.”

      I roll my neck, causing it to pop, but it feels a little better and helps to relieve some stress. “Great,” I mumble. “So what happened to, ‘We need to land this client. We have to do everything we can to get this client. All hands on deck for this one, boys’?” I quote everything they’ve both said about Smithfield.

      “You know how important this client is to our firm, Cameron. We’re not taking this lightly, but what can we do? Neither of us is even in the same state as you right now. You can do this on your own,” Michael says.

      “Yeah, you’re a fucking shark and you know it,” Daniel adds on. “I’ve seen you take on more and you’ve always come through for us, pal. Just have a drink, sit back, and relax. We know you’ve got this.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and let out a deep breath. “I know I can do it; that isn’t my concern. I just wanted a little support is all, and a way to showcase the powerhouse that this firm is with all three managing partners here.” I lift my hand to pick up my glass, only to realize that it’s empty. It falls back to my lap.

      “Keep us updated, Cam. And don’t doubt yourself. You’re better than the two of us put together,” Daniel says.

      “Will do,” I mumble, hanging up the phone.

      I stand and quickly pour another glass of Scotch before moving back to my desk to review the case files. I stare at the glass but decide against it and pour it down the drain. I need my wits one hundred percent intact for this one. Self-doubt isn’t something I struggle with, but what I lack in morals, Daniel has in spades. A family man with three daughters, he was going to be the ace up my sleeve to show Mr. Smithfield our firm shares his values.

      An hour later, my phone rings, and I answer it to find Madison on the phone, announcing Mr. Smithfield’s arrival.

      “Send him in, please,” I tell her before hanging up the phone and standing. I button my jacket and start for the door. Before I can reach it, it opens and Mr. Smithfield walks in with a big smile and his hand held out.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr. Styles.”

      I slide my hand into his to shake. “Of course, Mr. Smithfield. How are you doing today? Has Chicago been treating you well?”

      He nods. “It’s been a lovely trip, but I can’t wait to get home. I miss the warmth and comfort of the South, and I hate being away from my wife for this long.” I can hear the Southern drawl on his tongue.

      I motion toward my desk. “Well then, let’s get started, shall we?”

      He sits down and I take my place on the opposite side. “Before we start, can I have Madison get you anything? Coffee, tea, water, a snack perhaps?”

      He laughs. “No, thank you.” He sits back and crosses his legs. “Actually, I’ve looked over all the paperwork you sent over and I think you’d be the perfect lawyer for us. I do have one concern though.”

      My eyes pop up to his. “What’s that?”

      For a second, he seems like he’s still deciding whether or not he even wants to bring it up. “As you know, my company is a wholesome family-owned and operated business. We treat each employee like family. We have a reputation to uphold and protect. We are a household name.”

      I nod. “Of course,” I agree.

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. “We’re very picky about who we do business with, Mr. Styles.” His eyes flash from his phone, to me, and back. “You see, we don’t want to hire someone who doesn’t have beliefs similar to our own, and I’m worried that the press will get their hands on this and make it look like our beliefs match yours.” He leans forward and hands me the phone.

      I take it and look at the image on the screen. It’s a picture of me leaving a nightclub with a woman on each arm. The article makes it seem like I’m some rich playboy who does nothing but drink and sleep with women.

      I hand the phone back. “First of all, Mr. Smithfield, that article was a part of a smear campaign from a rival firm’s attorney. I was fighting against him in a big case, and he knew he was going to lose. He hired his own photographer to bombard me. He had the article written and then paid smaller publications and online magazines to publish it. And I have no problem with sending out a statement if this is ever brought to light. I assure you, my values match yours.”

      He frowns. “While what you’re telling me about the article may be true, a picture doesn’t lie, Mr. Styles. Is this not you?” He flips the phone around.

      “It is,” I agree with a nod of my head. “But it’s not me anymore. Look at the date on that article. It’s from four years ago. I was just a kid then. I was fresh out of law school, and between you and me, I had more opportunities available to me than any young man needed. Yes, I made mistakes, but I assure you, I have grown and matured since that article.”

      He turns off the phone and places it back into his jacket pocket. “Is that so? Tell me, how is your life different from what it was that night? Have you gotten married or settled down with one woman?”

      Fuck my life. Why does this matter so much to him? “I haven’t gotten married, but…” An idea hits me and I go with it before actually thinking it through. “I am getting married. I’m engaged, actually.”

      His eyes widen and light up with happiness and surprise. “You are? That’s wonderful news! Congratulations.” He leans forward and shakes my hand.

      I smile and nod. “Thank you.”

      His phone rings, and he quickly pulls it back out and looks at the screen. He holds up a finger and lifts the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

      I sit back in my chair to wait patiently.

      “You did? That’s great. I might not miss it after all. Thank you.” He hangs up and then directs his attention back to me.

      “Listen, Mr. Styles, my assistant managed to get me an earlier flight home, so I’m going to have to cut this meeting short. But how about you fly down to Georgia next week? Bring your future wife and make a nice little vacation out of it. We can meet up and go over the rest of my concerns then.” He stands. “You can even stay with my family and me. I have a guest house, so you’ll have plenty of privacy. And it will give us the time we need to make sure we’re a good fit for each other. How does that sound?” he asks, standing up.

      I stand up, unsure of what to say. I can’t exactly decline his offer. We need him as a client. But can I accept? What about my soon-to-be wife? What can I even do about that? Hire someone?

      “Sure, why not?” I reply, raising my hand to shake.

      He beams a wide smile. “Wonderful. I’ll have my assistant book your flights and send over everything you’ll need. After messing with your schedule today, everything is on me. I insist.”

      I smile and nod. “Thank you, Mr. Smithfield.”

      He heads for the door in a hurry, leaving me alone. I flop back into my chair. “Fuck, why did I say that stupid shit?” I ask myself quietly.

      I had already cleared my afternoon for our meeting, and when I agreed to meet with him sooner, I cleared my morning. I literally have nothing scheduled for the rest of the day.

      I stand and leave the office. “Madison, I’m taking off for the day. Please take messages for me and forward anything important to my cell.”

      “Absolutely, Mr. Styles,” Madison replies as I push myself toward the elevator.
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      I quickly clock out and grab my things before nearly running to the door. No way am I volunteering for another extra shift this week. I’ve already pulled in an extra eight hours of double time and my body feels like I’ve done nothing but run around a mosh pit all week. Every muscle is sore. My eyes are tired and strained. I would kill for a night out—a night where I don’t have to worry about money or stress about bills. Just a night to have fun and enjoy myself.

      “Sam!” someone shouts behind me.

      I almost don’t turn around, but then I do at the last second. I’m surprised to see Kenneth running up to me, aka Dr. McSexy…yeah, that’s my secret nickname for him. It’s so fitting that his name is Ken; he looks like he should be on Barbie’s arm.

      I smile. “Hey, what’s up?”

      He comes to a stop directly in front of me. “I was wondering what you’re doing tonight.”

      I shrug, trying to act cool as butterflies dance in my stomach. “No plans. Another quiet night at home, I guess.”

      He grins and it causes his blue eyes to light up. “Well, umm, I was actually wondering if you’d like to go out? Some of the staff are getting together tonight to have some fun and blow off some steam. We’re going to hit up Marcel’s for dinner and then go to a club for dancing and drinks or whatever. What do you say?” His smile hasn’t left his face, and it makes my heart pound in my chest at the thought of going on a date with him. Then again, he did say this was a staff thing, so maybe he’s not asking me on a date.

      “I’d love to, but—” I start.

      “It’s on me. Dinner and drinks. Come on. I see you around here. You work your ass off. Come have some fun.” He cocks his head to the side, like he’s secretly challenging me.

      I laugh. “All right,” I agree, mostly because I’d love to get to know him better, but also because I’m in dire need of a drink or two to forget how shitty life has been to me lately.

      “Awesome. I’ll pick you up at eight?”

      “Sounds good. Here, give me your number and I’ll text you my address.” I unlock my phone and hand it over.

      He quickly does so, and when he hands it back, his hand brushes mine. It shoots a spark through my hand and up my arm, causing a warming sensation to spread throughout my body, and judging from his grin, he did it on purpose.

      “See ya later,” I breathe out.

      He offers up one last smile and a wave before turning and walking away. I can’t hold back the happiness that courses through me as I push my way out of the hospital and down the street. All thoughts of my financial crises have completely vanished for a brief moment.

      On my walk home, I pull out my phone and call El.

      “Hello?” she answers.

      “Oh my God. You’ll never guess who just asked me out!” I practically screech into the phone. “Or maybe you could since we just talked about it.”

      She laughs and cheers. “The hot doctor?”

      “Yes!” I nearly scream, jumping up and down as I walk down the sidewalk.

      “That’s awesome, Sam! I’m so happy for you. It’s about time something good happened to you.”

      “Yeah, and even though I’m super-excited for this date tonight, I’m still broke and ready to sell a fucking kidney if something doesn’t give. You know anyone who could sell a kidney for me? I could probably get my date to remove it for me,” I joke.

      She laughs. “Sorry, but nope. I don’t have any organ traffickers on my call list. But I did ask Griffin about work for you. He said he doesn’t have anything right now, but he’ll keep you in mind if something comes up.”

      “Tell him thanks for me.”

      “I will,” she mumbles.

      “What’s wrong? Your voice sounds off.”

      “Well, it’s just that…I might have a way for you to make some extra money, but I don’t think you’ll like it.”

      “Spill it already! You know how broke I am. I’m ready to sell my soul,” I joke.

      “I’m telling you, Sam, it’s very unconventional.” She’s dragging it out and making me a little nervous.

      “Just spit it out, El. It’s not like it’s prostitution or anything, right?”

      “Well, you know Griffin’s friend, Cameron?”

      “No,” I state flatly, a little unnerved she didn’t refute my prostitution comment.

      “He’s, like, the top lawyer in Chicago—the super-hot playboy? Anyway, he’s in a bit of a jam and needs a fiancée for a little while.”

      I laugh, expecting her to say she’s joking, but it never comes. “Are you joking?”

      “Not at all. It has something to do with getting a very specific client. This client is very family-oriented, and he wants to make sure the lawyer he hires has the same values.”

      “That’s fucking weird, dude. I’m not doing that! I was joking about the prostitution thing, but this seems like borderline illegal.”

      “You sure? You’d get a free trip to Georgia, all expenses paid. Plus, you’d be paid for every moment you spend with him, and trust me, you’d want that money. He’s a bit of a man-whore, and he’s rich and has the attitude to prove it.”

      “He sounds terrible.”

      She laughs. “I used to think so, but when you see him and Griffin alone, their friendship is very genuine and it’s brought me around. But I’m not the one who has to spend every minute with him either.”

      I laugh. “Well, I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I have morals after all, and the idea of hanging out with a self-absorbed womanizer doesn’t sound like a good time.”

      She laughs but agrees. “I figured. I just didn’t know how hard up you were.”

      I snort. “Hard up, but not quite there yet. Hey, next time I need someone to pimp me out though, I’ll be sure to give you a call.” I’m half-joking but also a little annoyed she would even suggest something this outrageous.

      “I gotta go, Sam. Don’t be mad at me. Call me and let me know how it goes with Dr. Sexy tonight.”

      “That’s Dr. McSexy, and I will. Bye, El.” I hang up the phone and finish my walk home.

      Letting myself into the apartment, I step into the hallway and remove my jacket and hang up my purse. At this point, I’m not even sure why I carry it. It’s not like there’s any money in there. I laugh when I think about how my purse is worth more than the money in my wallet—which happens to be zero. And I still have another week to go before I get paid.

      The apartment is dark, so I carefully walk to the kitchen and flip on the light. Nothing happens. I flip it back and forth a few times before realizing the power has finally been cut.

      “Fuck!” I kick the doorframe with my toe, then continue to jump around, whining about the pain I just inflicted on my poor foot.

      I take my phone from my pocket and turn on the flashlight so I can see enough to walk through the dark kitchen. I open the bread box and pull out the stack of bills I hid from El. With both hands full, I take them back to the living room and open the curtains, letting the afternoon light pour into the room. I sit on the edge of the couch and search for the electric bill. With a deep breath, I remove the bill from the envelope and look down to see the red banner across the top that reads Final Notice. The balance is five hundred dollars, with a four hundred reconnect fee.

      Nine hundred dollars just to get power in my apartment. Even if I used my entire check next week, I still wouldn’t have enough to pay the rest of my bills—not to mention, live without power for a week. I won’t even be able to take a shower since the hot water heater is electric.

      I stand and pace the floor. My credit cards are maxed, and no lender would give me a new one with the amount of unpaid bills I have. My credit score must be in the trash by now. What the fuck am I going to do? I could ask El and Griffin for the money, but I’d never be able to pay them back. Even if they did bail me out of this mess, I’d only fall back into the same rut in a few months. I really can’t afford this place and all the bills on my own. Unless…

      “No!” I say aloud as if anyone other than my cat Cocoa is home with me. I continue pacing back and forth trying to talk myself out of the most idiotic thing I know I’m about to do.

      I grab my phone and call El.

      “Hey, everything okay?” she answers.

      “How much is he paying?”

      “What?”

      “This lawyer…how much is he paying to be his fake fiancée or whatever?”

      She laughs. “I thought you said ‘no way’?”

      “That was before I came home to no power. And I don’t have nine hundred bucks to get it turned back on. How much?”

      She lets out a deep breath. “Sam, just let me give you some money,” she pleads.

      I explain that even if she did give me money, this would just be a recurring thing until I moved into a cheaper place. I need the money to pay off my debt, and get me moved into a place I can afford on my single salary.

      “I’ll have Griffin give him a call,” she finally agrees.

      “Thank you,” I breathe out in relief.

      I take a quick shower, using the last of the hot water, then go out into the hall with my hair dryer to blow-dry my hair. I apply my makeup by the open window, using the last bit of the day’s light before finishing up and lighting some candles.

      I’m slipping into a black dress when my phone rings. Thinking it’s Dr. McSexy, I answer without looking.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, Cameron wants to meet up tonight to go over the details,” El says.

      “Tonight? Noooo! What about my date?”

      “I know. I told him tonight wouldn’t be good for you, but he insisted. It’s a time-sensitive issue and he wants to make sure you two click as soon as possible so he’d still have time to find someone else if things don’t work out.”

      I let out a long, drawn-out breath. “Okay. I’ll cancel my date. I’m sure my virginity will grow back soon anyway. Where does he want to meet?”

      She quickly rattles off an address and a time, and we hang up so I can call Dr. McSexy and cancel. He sounds truly disappointed, and I must admit I am too. We agree that we’ll get together as soon as our schedules free up, and that we’ll catch up at work.

      I’m walking into an upscale restaurant in a trendy neighborhood an hour later. The waitstaff is dressed in jackets and ties, and every table is filled with ridiculously good-looking people. What the hell kind of place is this? This is much more upscale than I’d imagined. I knew he’d pick someplace fancy—a way to show off his money, I’m sure—but I’m almost afraid they won’t let me inside.

      “May I help you?” the host asks with his pointy nose in the air.

      “Yes, I’m meeting Cameron Styles,” I say, eyes flashing around and landing on every man I think may be him. It’s only now that I’m realizing I should have Googled the man so I’d have some idea of what he looks like.

      “Right this way.” He spins around and leads me through the restaurant. In the very back is a private room. He pulls apart the double sliding doors and motions for me to walk inside, where I find a single table. The room is quiet and decorated with lavish bouquets and candles. There’s a bottle of wine chilling beside the small two-person table. But Cameron is nowhere to be found.

      I take a seat at the table and the attendant immediately pours me a glass of wine. I hold up my hand to stop him. “Shouldn’t I wait?” I motion across the table to the empty chair.

      “Mr. Styles has called ahead and told us to give you everything you want. He’s running a bit late, but promises he’ll be here very soon. May I start you off with an appetizer?”

      I press my lips together and shake my head, opting to stick with the wine. I have a feeling I’ll need to be drunk for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Cameron

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you two talked me into this. When I mentioned hiring a woman, I just meant, you know, like an escort or something,” I say, straightening my tie as I look myself over in the mirror. For some weird reason, I actually feel nervous. Me! Nervous! I roll my eyes at how stupid I’m being.

      “Sam is great. Way better than some random escort. And she really needs the money. You’re not only helping yourself, but you’re also doing me a really big favor by helping her,” El says, coming up to stand behind me, our eyes locking in the mirror.

      “Why does it matter who you hire? A fake fiancée is a fake fiancée,” Griffin points out.

      I turn around to address them both. “Because with an escort, I wouldn’t have to pretend to be interested or make conversation. With this woman, I’d have to do both—because if I didn’t, I’d have El chasing me around ready to rip off my balls at any given moment. And I’m quite fond of my balls, thank you very much.”

      She laughs and my eyes cut to her.

      She clears her throat then slowly begins closing the distance between us. She reaches up and straightens my tie. “I promise, you’ll love her.”

      I flash her a grin. “Hey, Grif, can’t I just hire your fiancée instead?”

      El lets out a puff of air and rolls her eyes just as Griffin snatches her away, pulling her against his chest like he needs to protect her. “She’s mine. Get your own.”

      I press my lips together and shake my head disapprovingly. “What happened to sharing is caring?” I can’t hold back my grin.

      “You can borrow my car, but not my fiancée and child.”

      “Oh yeah, I keep forgetting that there’s a baby in there. I still can’t believe you let this dull dud knock you up.” I move my head from side to side as I look her over. El is small-framed, and now that she’s pregnant, she looks like she has a small beer belly. If you just glanced quickly at her, you would really have to look to notice she’s pregnant.

      El shoots daggers at me as she holds up her middle finger.

      I laugh. “I’m just fucking with you guys. Thanks for helping me out on such short notice.” I grab my jacket off the back of the dining room chair and pull it on.

      “You’d better get going. I told Sam to be there at eight.”

      I glance at my watch and realize she’ll be there in fifteen minutes, and there’s no way I’ll make it by then. I shrug. “I like my women to wait for me.”

      “Cam, I swear, you will not treat her as your own personal call girl. You hear me?” She pulls away from Griffin and points her long index finger at me.

      I hold up both hands, palms facing her. “All right. I’m going.”

      I slip out the front door without another word. Sliding behind the wheel of my Tesla, I start the engine and hit the gas, taking off toward the city.

      Traffic is terrible and I find myself walking into the restaurant thirty minutes late. I quickly lead myself to our private room in the back. When I step through the doors, I find a beautiful woman in a black dress standing like she’s preparing to leave.

      “Samantha?” I ask, stepping up to her.

      I can tell she’s annoyed with my tardiness, but she forces a smile onto her face. “Yes. Cameron, I presume.”

      I flash her a quick smile as I pick up her hand and press a kiss to the top. “Please, forgive me for my late arrival. Traffic was terrible. Please, have a seat.” I motion for her to sit back down, and she does as I ask.

      I walk around the small table and take my seat across from her. The whole time, my eyes never leave her. Her long, dark hair is hanging down her back, sleek and straight. Her blue eyes are the color of the ocean, but they hold a fire that hasn’t burned out from my apology. Her lips are thick and plump, and her skin is bronzed and glowing. She’s tall and thin, but has a round, luscious ass, curvy hips, and more-than-generous handfuls in her top. How is she not already taken? It boggles the mind.

      “El speaks very highly of you,” I say as I grab the bottle of wine and pour myself a glass.

      “Of course she does. She’s my best friend,” she states flatly, and it takes me by surprise. Suddenly, I’m understanding what’s wrong with her. She’s blunt and honest—not bad qualities by any means—but not always appreciated by everyone. People usually like their truths sugar-coated.

      “I’m going to ask you a series of questions and I want you to answer honestly. After I’m done, you can ask your own. Sound fair?” I level my eyes on her.

      She presses her lips together and nods. “Shoot,” she says, picking up her glass and taking a sip.

      “You’re a very beautiful woman. Help me understand why someone hasn’t snatched you up already.”

      She doesn’t get offended like I’d expect most women would. Instead, she bites her lower lip as she thinks about it. “Well, I’m not easy to get along with. I’m pretty damn stubborn and I like things my way. I’m not good with compromise.” She shakes her head while keeping her eyes on me. “I’m also very dedicated. When I’m working toward something, I tend to have blinders on. Men don’t like when they come second to a degree or work. I’m very honest. If you ask me a question, I’ll give you an answer, but I can’t guarantee it will be an answer you will like. I’m just me—love me or hate me. Either way, I don’t care. I guess, to be fair, I also haven’t made relationships a big priority. It’s kind of hard to do when you work sixty hours a week.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough. With this job, there is a certain image I need to maintain. Why do you think you’d be the best pick for me?”

      “For reasons I’ve already stated. I’m dedicated. I know I said that I like to do things my way, but that doesn’t mean I can’t follow directions. This would be a job to me, and every job has rules and expectations. I may not be the best pick for you, Cameron, but I know I can do the job.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a nurse,” she answers.

      “If I give you this job, you’ll need to accompany me on a trip. Would you be able to take some time off?”

      She leans forward with a serious look on her face. “You pay me enough, I’ll quit that job right now.”

      That answer makes me laugh. “Okay, your turn.”

      “Why do you need a fake fiancée?” she asks without missing a beat.

      “I own the top law firm in Chicago. To be completely frank, I’m the best. My firm has been trying to land a certain client for years, and he’s finally within our reach. The only thing is, he’s a family man, and he’s found risky images of me online. I need to correct his assumptions of me, show him that those days are in my past, and help him see that I’m a changed man since I met and fell in love with you.” I flash her a smile.

      “Why don’t you already have a woman in your life who could do it? Why do you need me?”

      “I have plenty of women in my life. However, I can’t trust any of them to leave when the time comes. I have no interest in dating or marriage; I’m a single man who loves the bachelor life.”

      “What does this job entail?”

      Finally, getting to the specifics. I straighten my jacket as I lean forward. “If you accept this job, you will be required to act as my fiancée in every capacity. You will need to come with me to Georgia for a few days. While we’re there, you will be required to hold my hand, look at me with goo-goo eyes, and act head-over-fucking-heels in love. We’ll talk and share secrets while people are looking. You’ll be required to stay with me, so we’ll be sharing a space. You will attend all functions I attend, and lastly, you will move into my home until I’ve closed this case with my client. Once I land the client, we can fake a breakup, at which point you’ll no longer be working for me. Do we have a deal?”

      “Live with you?” Her eyes grow wide.

      “Trust me, I don’t like the idea either, but we have to sell this. You’ll have your own room and will be free to come and go as you please as long as there isn’t a function we have to attend. You’ll still have your job, and you shouldn’t have to take any extensive time off from it after the trip to Georgia.”

      “And how much are you going to pay?”

      I look her over, trying to guess how much she’d want even though I already have a number in the contract. “Fifty grand. Half when you move in, and the other half when you move out.”

      “Fifty grand?” she nearly shouts.

      I laugh and nod once. “I’ve already had a contract drawn up.” I reach down and pick up my briefcase. Opening it, I pull out the envelope and hand it over. “You can read it over, of course, but it states everything we just discussed.”

      She takes it and nods.

      I close my briefcase and place it back on the floor. “Now, why don’t we enjoy our dinner and drinks? Then I’ll take you home to look over everything, and you can get back to me tomorrow with your decision.”

      “Okay,” she replies, looking a little surprised and lost. “Wait, so how do you expect me to do this—like, be a fiancée to a guy I don’t even know?”

      I shrug, “I dunno, just fake it.”

      She smiles and I practically see the smart-ass comment forming in her head before she even says it.

      “Ah yes, faking it. You must be used to that, huh?” She bursts out laughing as she takes a large gulp of her wine.
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      Dinner is mostly quiet. I ask her questions about her recent graduation and job, and she asks me questions about my firm. She asks simple questions about where I live, where I’m from, and how Griffin and I know each other. By the time dinner is done, I almost feel like I’ve made a new friend—not a best friend, but a person who knows me better than my waiter.

      I pay for our dinner then lead her out to my car. When the valet pulls it up front, her mouth drops open and her eyes grow wide.

      “What the hell is that?” she asks, breathless.

      I smile. “This is my baby.” I click the button and the door opens for her. I love the way women get turned on when they see this car.

      She slides into the leather seat and looks up at the panoramic glass top. I can’t hold back my chuckle as I walk around to get behind the wheel.

      When I pull out into traffic, she finally asks, “What kind of spaceship car is this?”

      A smile forms. “This is the Tesla Roadster 2.0. All the luxuries of a sports car, while being eco-friendly. Just doing my part to save the environment,” I say with a wink.

      “You don’t strike me as the green type.”

      “I’m not,” I reply. “But many of my clients are. People are afraid that the lawyer they hire will make them look bad if they don’t share the same values.”

      “Hence the fake fiancée,” she mumbles.

      I shoot her a wink and a smile.

      She directs me to her apartment and I stop in front. Turning to her, I lean in.

      She freezes with her lips parted, unsure.

      I shrug. “Might as well make sure you’re not going to vomit from having to kiss me. Check our chemistry, if you will.” I flash my best panty-melting grin.

      A look of disgust spreads across her face as she leans away from me. “Uh, nice try, but no thanks. I haven’t signed shit yet, dude.”

      I can’t help but laugh at her snarky attitude; this is going to be fun. “You wouldn’t buy a car without test-driving it would you? I’d hate for our first kiss in front of the client to be a disaster.”

      “So this is how you get women to go out with you, huh? You pay them?” She looks at me harder. The disgust isn’t going away, but she finally relents, leans in, and presses her lips against mine in an unceremonious way.

      Her mouth is tight and firm at first, but slowly, her lips soften and allow my tongue to slip inside. Her hot tongue tangles with my own, and it sends a shiver down my spine, causing me to physically hold myself back.

      It’s only been a couple weeks since the last time I was with a woman, but this kiss tells me it’s been far too long already. All I want to do is haul her ass back to my place where I can have my way with her, but this is business. And I never mix business with pleasure. Not until the business part is over with, anyway.

      I break the kiss and pull away. We’re left breathless as we stare at each other, both pleasantly surprised by the connection we have.

      “Well, no vomit, so that’s a good thing,” she says, breaking the silence.

      I laugh and shake my head free of these confusing thoughts. “Indeed it is. Have a good night, Samantha. I look forward to hearing from you tomorrow.”

      She offers up a small smile and a nod before stepping out.

      I sit in the darkness of the car, watching her long, tan legs as they walk up the steps and enter the building.

      A part of me wonders if El did this to me on purpose—if she and Griffin have a bet on how badly I’ll fuck this up. Griffin knows I don’t play where I work. Maybe he knew I wouldn’t be able to resist?

      I know one thing: I want her for more than a fake fiancée. I won’t let her turn down this job. Why I’m so determined to torture myself with a gorgeous woman who not only doesn’t want me but is off-limits is beyond me. This is by far the dumbest thing I’ve ever done in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      I let myself into my apartment and head straight to the living room. I drop my coat, purse, and the envelope Cameron gave me onto the couch before lighting candles throughout the room. Once there is enough of a soft glow, I sit down, pull a blanket around myself, and start reading over the contract. My mind keeps bouncing back to that kiss. I know it meant nothing, but my body certainly didn’t think so. I sure as hell did not expect him to be so hot. The problem with guys like him is they know they’re hot. They’re cocky, arrogant, and everything turns into an exhausting game of sexual innuendos. I finally push thoughts of the kiss out of my head and get back to the contract.

      There is a lot of legal mumbo jumbo, but from what I can gather, it seems to explain exactly what he’s already told me. I will need to live with him from the time I sign this contract until he’s closed the deal with some major grocery chain. I will attend all public functions, and even some date nights to maintain the appearance of our relationship, and then, of course, the payment: twenty-five grand up front once my belongings are in his place, and the other half when I move out.

      This deal is too good to pass up. This will give me the money I need to find a more affordable place, pay off old debts, and save money for the future so this never happens to me again. If I do this right, I’ll be set. I thought I had a hard limit with turning myself into a high-priced escort, but turns out, I don’t! There is nothing in the contract about actually having to sleep with the guy, and it even states I’ll have my own room in his house, with the ability to come and go as I please. I won’t be a prisoner to this contract. It’s nothing more than pretend and a few kisses and cuddles to sell our relationship to any onlookers.

      I pull out my phone and call El.

      “Hey, how’d it go?”

      “I’m going to do it,” I blurt out.

      “Really?” She sounds genuinely surprised.

      “I can’t not do it, El. Fifty grand! FIFTY! GRAND! Do you know what I can do with fifty grand?”

      She laughs. “I have an idea.”

      I take a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I’m doing it. Also, you could have told me how hot the dude was in detail. I know you mentioned he was hot but he is HOT! I played it cool, but when he introduced himself to me, I’m pretty sure my nipples got hard.” El bursts into a fit of laughter as she relays what I just told her to Griffin in the background.

      “Good. It will give you the money you need, and Cam, yeah, he’s hot as hell but a bit of a dick sometimes, but I know he respects Griff and me too much to cross a line or be a complete asshole to you. We’ve gotten to know each other a little bit since I moved in with Griffin. And I’m telling you, he will take care of you. However, if he does do anything to screw this up, you’d better tell me because I will castrate him so fast!”

      I snort. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me,” I mumble, wondering if that’s the truth. I mean, I’ve been on my own for, what, three months? And already, I’m broke with no power and a nearly empty fridge.

      “I’m going to text him and tell him the news.”

      “Good luck,” she practically sings before hanging up.

      I quickly type out a text message: I’m in. Let’s do this.

      I drop the phone into my lap as I look around my dark apartment, wondering if I’m making a mistake, but also amped up—ready to end this stage of my life: the stage where I go broke and nearly homeless.

      My phone chimes from my lap and I quickly pick it up to read the text.

      Good. I’ll leave you to the last night of your ordinary life. I’ll send a moving truck in the morning.

      I stare at his message and a sense of fear settles over me. What am I doing? Something I don’t want to do, but something I need to do.

      I spend the rest of the evening packing up my things and making piles: stuff I’m taking with me, and stuff I’m leaving. I’m sure he doesn’t want to store my furniture, and since it was all picked up from flea markets or the side of the curb, I’m not out much money if it ends up getting thrown out in the move. When all this is said and done, I’ll have enough money to actually buy new, decent-looking furniture instead of having a pile of mismatched stuff.

      Instead of going to my bed to sleep, I curl up on the couch. I’m nearly asleep when Cocoa, my cat, jumps up and curls herself in a ball against my stomach. Her heat sinks into me and her soft, fluffy fur relaxes me into a deep sleep.
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      I wake in the morning to someone banging on my door. I quickly jump up and race over to it, needing to stop the loud noise so early in the morning. I don’t even think to look myself over or attempt to make myself more presentable.

      In a hurry, I unlock the door and throw it open to find Cameron’s smiling face on the other side. His dark eyes look me up and down. “Nice,” he says, handing over a cup of coffee.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, taking the coffee and letting him in.

      He follows me back to the living room and I catch a glimpse of myself in a nearby mirror. My black mascara and eyeliner from last night are smudged around my eyes. I’m still in my black sequin dress, but last night I took off the heels and replaced them with my black mid-calf Ugg boots.

      “You always this beautiful when you wake?” he asks, sitting on the couch.

      I glare at him as I sit beside him. “You always keep your dick in your personality instead of your pants?” I can see my harsh comeback was completely unexpected, and it takes him off guard. “Sorry, that was out of line. I’m not a morning person—especially after I’ve put in so much overtime at work.”

      He ignores my comment and apology. “That reminds me,” he says, his tone full of determination and assertiveness. “I made a few calls last night. From now on, your work schedule will match mine. I need you available. You also have next week off for our trip.”

      “You called my boss?” I ask, a little dumbfounded and frankly pissed off.

      He nods. “I know you said you’d quit, but let’s face it, no one can live off fifty grand for the rest of their life. You’ll need that job when this money runs out.”

      I laugh half out of annoyance. “Thanks, I guess.” I feel my brows pull together. Now I’m wondering if I’ll still be seeing Dr. McSexy with my new schedule.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiles, not at all picking up on how weird and awkward this is for me.

      He stands and claps his hands. “We should probably get going. The moving truck will be here any minute.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say, standing as I set my coffee down on the table.

      “Is all this going or staying or…?” He motions around the room.

      “All the furniture is staying. I’m only bringing that stuff there.” I point at the wall lined with suitcases, boxes, and trash bags from when I ran out of boxes.

      I pick up the pet taxi crate and put Cocoa inside.

      “Whoa,” he says, wide-eyed as he backs away. “What’s that?”

      I laugh. “That’s my cat, Cocoa.”

      He shakes his head. “No, no animals.”

      I shrug. “I’ve had this cat since I was fifteen. If she doesn’t go, I don’t go.”

      “Fine. I’ll find someone else.” He turns to walk out of the room. “I’m sorry this won’t work out.”

      “You know, it’s already Saturday and you leave for your trip on Monday. That doesn’t leave a lot of time to find someone and get packed up. And no time for her to move in with you,” I say, causing him to stop. “But hey, good luck,” I say as I smack his arm.

      I see his shoulders fall from the deep breath leaving his lungs. He spins around, jaw tight and angular. “Fine, but it stays in your room only. I have very nice things and I refuse to have my house ruined by a cat that stains carpets, scratches, and sprays.”

      I snort. “First of all, she’s a ‘she,’ not an ‘it,’ and second, female cats  usually don’t spray, especially when they’re spayed. Plus, Cocoa is litter trained and declawed.” I scrunch my nose. “My mean old parents ripped her claws out when I was too young to stop them.” I lift the cage to peek inside. “How can you be a cougar with no claws?” I ask Cocoa.

      He laughs. “A cougar?”

      I bring my attention back to him. “Yeah, you know, a sassy and fabulous older female who’s still sexy enough to bring in males half her age? Cocoa is a cougar. I’ve caught her getting it on with the neighborhood cats,” I joke.

      He scrunches up his face. “I can’t tell if you’re joking.”

      I smile. “And that’s why this will be fun.” I pick up my coffee and walk to the door with Cocoa.

      We load up in Cameron’s car and I hold Cocoa’s crate on my lap. He slides behind the wheel and pulls out into traffic. He has no idea I’m watching him, and I’m thankful for that because his ego doesn’t need to get any bigger. But something about him is so attractive to me, and it’s not just his obvious good looks. I don’t know if it’s the giant EMOTIONALLY UNAVAILABLE stamp across his forehead or the fact that I know he could shatter any woman’s heart into a million pieces. Put all that together and he’s exactly the kind of emotionally damaged dude I’m usually attracted to, complete with fragile masculinity. However, I know if we were to meet on the street, I’d be turned off the moment he opened his mouth and started talking about his money, fancy car, or royalty status he likes to believe he has.

      That said, I’ve always been attracted to a man who works hard but cleans up nice, and it’s easy to see he’s that type of man. His black suit fits him to a T, and looks like it costs more than my life. It hugs his frame in all the right places, showing off his strong biceps, chest, and narrow waist. His skin is practically glowing. I mentally laugh at that. His skincare products probably cost more than my rent.

      “Can Chocolate stay in the car by herself for a little while?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Her name is Cocoa. Why?” I ask, turning to look at him.

      “Well, no offense, but if you’re going to be my fiancée, you need to look the part.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, feeling my face pinch.

      He lets out a deep breath, almost like he already knows he’s going to offend me. “I’m going to take you shopping.”

      “I don’t have money to shop!”

      He laughs. “It’s all on me. It won’t come out of your money.”

      I turn my head back to the windshield. “Whatever. Consider me your own personal Barbie.”

      I cannot express the craziness of his world. I’m dragged around from store to store. Clothes, shoes, coats, and accessories are basically thrown at me to try on. There are formal dresses that cost more than my first car, and name brands I never thought I’d be allowed to touch, let alone wear. And I’m bombarded with more luxury makeup and skincare products than I thought possible. Everything is picked out for me, paid for, and bagged. When I take my seat back in the car, I’m winded from the quickness of it all.

      Cam smiles. “So, what’d you think?”

      I look at him, speechless. “That’s insane.” I smile. “I am loving these sunglasses, though.” I lower them so I can look at him over the top, then push them back into place.

      “We have one more stop.”

      “God, do I have to go to the salon too?”

      He laughs. “I already have it booked for you tomorrow.”

      “I was joking,” I point out.

      “I wasn’t. Your day is filled with hair, makeup, nails, and a wax.”

      “A wax?” I yell.

      He fights to hold back his grin, but he can’t pull it together. “I promise, it’s not as bad as one would think.”

      “How do you know? You get waxed?”

      He nods once. “They give you wine to help you relax, and there’s numbing cream. I promise, it doesn’t hurt and you might end up liking the effects.”

      I snort. “I knew this experience was going to be painful, but not physically!”

      He lets out a chuckle under his breath before pulling over. I look out my window and find we’re at Tiffany & Co.

      “Jewelry?”

      “If we’re engaged, you’re going to need a ring,” he states as he’s climbing out.

      I quickly get out of the car and rush to his side. “You’re actually buying me an engagement ring?”

      He holds up his index finger. “Borrowing, to be precise. You WILL have to return it. I’m very close friends with the owner.” He opens the door and allows me to walk inside.

      I’m so poor, I’ve never even walked into this store. I’ve only ever seen it in movies. And film doesn’t do it justice. Everything is bright, shiny, and beautiful. I think my mouth is hanging open and I know my eyes have doubled in size as I gaze around me at all the sparkling diamonds.

      Cameron grabs my arm, hooking his hand around my elbow. “Focus. We’re on a mission,” he tells me, pulling me through the store. I stop when a gorgeous princess-cut champagne diamond ring catches my eye. It’s not over the top or the size of a boulder;t it’s understated, elegant, and unique.

      “Look at this one—it’s so gorgeous!” I lean over the counter, admiring the detail in the ring.

      He looks at it briefly before tugging me along. “I just said focus. We don’t have time for window shopping. Let the professionals pick out the right one.”

      The next thing I know, we’re in a private back office. He pulls out a chair for me and I take a seat. He sits down beside me and leans in. “This is our trial run, Samantha. These people see a lot of newly engaged couples. If anyone could sniff out the fact that this isn’t real, it’s them. So let’s see your acting skills, baby.” He grins and shoots me a wink.

      I want to scoff and roll my eyes, but the door opens and my expression, which was one of annoyance, turns to one of blinding happiness. My lips turn upward into a wide smile.

      “Good morning,” a man says, walking into the room. “Good to see you again, Cameron.”

      Cameron stands and shakes his hand. “How have you been, Terrence?”

      “Wonderful,” he replies, looking down at me. “Now, tell me about this beautiful woman.”

      I stand and laugh, suddenly happy that the girls in the other store fixed my face and removed the black streaks of eyeliner.

      “This is my fiancée, Samantha,” Cameron says, placing his hand on my lower back.

      I hold out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Aren’t you stunning,” he says, bending to press his lips to the top of my hand. He turns to face Cam. “I understand why you’ve kept this one a secret. She’s a doll.”

      I blush from the compliment.

      Cameron laughs. “She is, and she keeps me in line.” He motions for me to take my seat. “Now, Terrence, what do you have for us today?”

      His eyes grow wide as he places his elbows on the desk and leans forward. He studies me for a long moment. “Something about you calls to me, Samantha. You’re a timeless, classic beauty, but you also love over the top. Am I correct?”

      I laugh, glancing between Cameron and Terrence. “Well, I do love elegant and simple, but you know my Cammy here. He won’t let me settle for anything under four carats.” I beam proudly as I look over at him lovingly. I make sure to lay the sickly-sweet sarcasm on thick.

      His jaw flexes in annoyance, but he forces a smile. “That’s right. Nothing but the best for my bride-to-be.”

      Terrence smiles wide as he glances between the two of us. “I have the perfect ring. You, my dear, are going to love me,” he says to me as he spins around and picks up the phone. “Jeanie, honey, would you mind terribly if I asked you to fetch me the Novo? Mm-hmm, the one in the vault.”

      He hangs up the phone, and when he turns back to us, his face is glowing. “Now, Cameron, you know me…” He smiles.

      “I do,” Cameron agrees.

      “This ring is to die for! But it is pretty pricey. I completely understand wanting to try it out, but I would need a deposit.”

      “No problem,” Cam says, waving his hand through the air.

      The door opens and a woman walks in with her hand flat, holding the ring holder in her palm as if she were a hand model. She walks around us and the desk, and Terrence opens the box. The moment the light hits it, I’m blinded by its glow.

      He holds out his hand, showing me the ring between his fingers. “This was inspired by the famous Tiffany diamond. This yellow center diamond is set inside four tapered prongs with a micro-pavé-set diamond band.”

      The band itself is platinum with white diamonds along the top, andt the prongs holding in the yellow diamond are gold. It’s massive with its two-carat sizing.

      “How much does a ring like this cost?” I ask, taking the ring and sliding it down my finger.

      “This particular ring is $1.2 million. The price can go up as we make adjustments.”

      “One million dollars?” I yell, my mouth dropping open. “For a ring?” My body wants to shoot up from my chair, but every muscle is frozen in place. Christ! I can’t even pay my damn power bill on time; how am I supposed to be responsible for something this expensive? I have to convince myself that it’s fine. I’ve never actually lost anything worth this kind of cash—I’ve got this! Then again, I’ve never touched something this expensive.

      He nods. “That will be a fifty-thousand-dollar deposit, Cam,” Terrence tells him before looking at me. “Is that the one?” he asks.

      I turn and look at Cam, holding the ring up to my face. “What do you think, honey? Is this the one?” I ask, eyes widening as a smile tugs at my lips.

      I can see how hard he’s working to remain calm, but he smiles. “The question is, do you think it’s the one?” he says through gritted teeth.

      I look from him, to the ring, to Terrence, and back. Nodding, I reply, “It is!” I leap into his arms and press my lips against his. He’s surprised, but he kisses me back after a moment of being frozen. His hand lands on my hip, pulling me closer, and I swear I feel him harden beneath me before he breaks the kiss and gently pushes me away.

      His face flushes as he laughs. “Looks like you did it again, Terrence.”

      Terrence laughs and claps his hands. “Of course I did!” he laughs out. “Now, will that be cash or ?”
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      “I swear to God, if you lose that ring…” I grumble as I escort her out of the building and into the car.

      She giggles. “Oh, chill out, Daddy Warbucks. I’ve never lost anything expensive in my life,” she says, brushing off my anger as her gaze remains fixed on the ring.

      “To be fair, I think we have very different definitions of the word expensive.” I close her door and climb behind the wheel.

      As I pull my seatbelt around me, she turns the crate in her lap so she can look inside at the cat. “What do you think, Cocoa? Did Mommy do well, or did she do well?” she asks the cat, holding up her hand to show off her ring.

      “You are absolutely crazy, you know that?” I tell her, pushing the button and starting the car.

      She doesn’t reply—just rolls her eyes.

      After a twenty-minute drive, I’m pulling up to my house to find the moving truck already parked out front.

      “Wow, that was fast. Had I known you were planning on buying me a whole new wardrobe, I wouldn’t have packed so much.” She offers up a smile.

      I shake my head. “Well, I couldn’t drag you to events and out-of-town trips dressed head to toe in Gap, now could I?”

      She laughs. “You’re giving me credit. Most of my stuff is from Old Navy.” She sticks out her tongue.

      I want to smile at her playfulness, but I hold it back, wanting to appear more serious. This isn’t social; this is business. Besides, I’m not sure how much she is actually joking or if it’s the kind of laughter that comes from stabbing someone with an ice pick.

      We both climb from the car and I lead her toward the front steps. I open the door and pause to let her walk through, but after several moments of waiting, I finally turn to look for her. How could I have lost her already?

      I turn to find her next to the moving truck. She has the cat crate in one hand and a box in the other.

      I scoff and walk up to her, taking the box and placing it back on the truck. “You do not move boxes. That’s what these men were hired to do.”

      She shrugs. “I just figured since they’re my things, I should help out.”

      I take her now-free arm and wrap mine around it as I lead her into the house. “People won’t believe our relationship if you insist on being treated like an ordinary person. Understand?”

      Her brows furrow together. “You mean I actually have to act like a spoiled, better-than-everyone-else princess?”

      I laugh at her description. “Now you’re getting it.”

      Her feet stop moving when we reach the center of the foyer. Her mouth drops open as she gazes around the room. “You live here? Alone?”

      I nod. “The house is fully stocked on help, so you won’t have to lift a finger. Your laundry will be washed, pressed, and put away. All meals are prepared by my own personal chef and served in the dining room, and the maid will come into your room in the late morning to straighten up and make your bed.”

      Her eyes flash to me, her mouth still hanging open. “All of this…for just you?”

      I nod. “That’s right. I don’t have time to do all the cooking, cleaning, and washing. Follow me and I’ll show you around.” Without waiting for a reply, I head up the stairs.

      I take her to her room first. It’s your typical guest bedroom with a king-size bed, walk-in closet, and full bath with shower and jacuzzi. “There’s also a remote in the top drawer of the bedside table. It controls the TV, the shades, and the lights.” I turn to look at her spinning in circles, taking in every aspect of the room.

      “What TV?” she asks, throwing herself onto the bed.

      I open the drawer and pull out the remote. I push the button and she jumps when the small white cabinet at the foot of the bed opens and the TV slides up into place.

      “Whoa! That’s amazing!”

      I chuckle. “Yes, quite entertaining. Now, should we continue on with the tour?”

      She follows me through the house and I show her my room, the other bathrooms, my office, the kitchen, the dining room, the living room, and the back patio where there is a pool and a hot tub. By the time we’re finishing up, Gordon, my personal chef, is placing lunch on the table.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, leading her back through the dining room.

      “Starving!” Without being shy, she plops down at the table and starts devouring the food on her plate.

      I laugh and shake my head. “I see you’re not one of those shy girls who pretend they don’t eat.” I pick up the cloth napkin, shake it out, and place it on my lap.

      She snorts. “No way. Food is not my enemy. We go waaaay back. But it doesn’t surprise me that your only experience with women is the superficial waif-type who starves herself. It would probably do you some good to expand the company you keep.” She picks up a roll and tears off a big bite, shoving it into her mouth while staring me dead in the eye.

      Another quiet laugh escapes and I shake my head. “Good to know.”

      “So, when do we leave on this trip?” she asks around another giant mouthful of food.

      “Tomorrow you’ll be busy getting groomed, then we leave first thing Monday morning.”

      “Groomed?” She cocks an eyebrow at me. I was hoping she’d miss that little comment.

      “Yes. As I mentioned earlier today, I figure a day at the salon will make you feel fresh for the trip. Just a trim, color touch-up, waxing—all the normal stuff,” I say nonchalantly. She doesn’t look convinced, but she addresses the other issue that’s clearly on her mind.

      “Okay, I’ll address that in a minute, but first, about our flight—by ‘first thing’ you mean what, exactly?”

      “We’ll leave here at six for the airport.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “Six?” she asks loudly, almost a yell.

      I nod. “Something wrong?”

      She rolls her eyes. “That’s an ungodly time. I mean, is the sun even up by then?”

      “Not a morning person, huh?”

      “You might want to book a marching band to come through my room to wake me.” She shoves in a forkful of rice. “Oh, and watch out, I throw things.”

      “You throw things?” I feel my eyebrows lift on their own.

      She nods. “Yeah, you know, just things that are close by: the alarm clock, remotes, bottles of water. Anything within reach, that is. I usually won’t get up to find something to throw. But,” she meets my eyes and points her index finger at me, “if I do, I’m up. That’s the trick: getting me up.”

      “Got it. Move everything out of reach before waking you,” I make a mental note.

      She smiles. “I think we’ll get along just fine.” She takes another bite before her eyes grow wide again. “So, about this waxing…is it necessary? I mean, it’s not like we’re going to be sleeping together?” She states it as if it were a question.

      I smirk. “You offering?”

      She scoffs and rolls her blue eyes. “You wish, but seriously, why do I need a wax? And why do you feel you get to tell me how to groom my own damn body?”

      “Well, first of all, it’s in the contract. Second, I have no idea what this trip will entail. What if we’re invited to go swimming or something?”

      “So legs, no Brazilian.”

      “Legs and bikini,” I state.

      She gives me a sickly-sweet smile that’s dripping with sarcasm. “How about you leave it to me and it’s none of your business what I choose? Now, do we need to come up with some cute story about how we met or how you proposed?”

      I take a bite of my salad and shrug. “Guess it wouldn’t hurt. What you got?”

      “Hmm, let me think,” she says, placing her finger on her chin for dramatic effect. “Oh, I know! We met at the Joker Club. I was waitressing there while I put myself through school to become a nurse. You saw me from across the crowded bar, and you just knew you had to have me. Then you approached me, and I blew you off because I thought you were just another guy looking to get laid. But that didn’t stop you. You came back night after night and wouldn’t stop asking until I agreed to a date. I finally gave in, and the rest is history.”

      I laugh. “No way! That makes me seem desperate.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “No, it doesn’t. God, no wonder you’re single. It communicates that once you see something you want, you won’t stop until you get it. And since you’re wanting a job from this man, I think it sends a good message.”

      I move my head from side to side, thinking it over. “I guess you have a point. All right, whatever. Now, on to the proposal.”

      “Oh, you proposed to me exactly one year from our first date. You took me to a fancy dinner where you bought out the whole restaurant so we’d be alone.”

      “And I put the ring in your champagne,” I add on.

      “Eww, no way. I hate when people do cutesy stuff like that. And just an FYI, don’t ever mess with my food or drink.”

      I laugh. “Fine. Then how’d I do it?”

      Her eyes roll upward, like she’s watching it play out before her. “All night I knew something was different, but I didn’t know what. I kept asking, but of course, you wouldn’t tell me. We had our dinner, wine, and dessert, and then we stood to leave. Just when I thought nothing was going to happen, you dropped down on one knee and proposed, right there in the middle of the dark, empty restaurant. I was breathless and scared, but excited. The look in your eyes held so much more than I could understand. I couldn’t say no.”

      “You sound like you’ve thought about this for a while.” I pick up my glass of wine and take a sip.

      She laughs. “No, I’ve just read a lot of romance novels.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “You’re the weirdest woman I’ve ever met.”

      Her jaw drops. “How? You’ve met El, haven’t you?”

      “You talk to your cat like it’s a person, you throw things when you get woken up, you put away more food than any man I’ve ever met, you don’t seem to give a damn about what people think of you, and I bet you have your dream wedding all planned out thanks to those romance novels.” I list off the things.

      “No way. I’m never getting married.” Her face is serious as she look at me, lifting her fork to her mouth.

      “Really? Children?”

      She snorts. “Fuck no. I’m enough of a mess on my own. If you think I could take care of a child, you’re seriously overestimating me.”

      “Seems like we have a lot in common.” I pick up my glass and raise it in the air. “To us, the only two people in the world who are happier being alone.”

      She raises her glass. “Here, here.”

      We both tilt our glasses to our lips.
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      After lunch, I excuse myself to go put my things away. I walk back into my room and fall onto the bed in a fit of giggles. I know most girls would be trying to think of a way to make this a little more permanent, but I’m just happy to be out of my tiny apartment that doesn’t have power. As much as Cameron is a known man-whore, he does have his redeeming qualities, and to be honest, I half-expected him to try to get in my pants already.

      This place, Cam’s house, is like a five-star hotel. It has everything I could ever need, along with a full household staff. I’ll never have to do laundry again. I don’t even have to pick up after myself if I don’t want to. And by never, I mean a few weeks. Tops.

      Cocoa jumps up on the bed and meows. I roll over and pull her to my chest, petting her thick black fur. “What do you think of our temporary home, Cocoa?”

      She purrs as she curls herself into a ball against me.

      “I like it too,” I agree.

      Someone knocks on the door and I sit up. “Come in!” I call out.

      Cameron opens the door and steps inside. “Sorry to bother you, but I’m bringing in your new things to put away.” He motions toward the room and three men carry in all the bags, setting them on the floor at the foot of the bed.

      “Thank you,” I tell them with a smile before looking back at Cameron, who’s still standing by the door.

      “I’ll leave you to your things,” he says, stepping out and closing the door behind him.

      When I’m alone, I stand and start pulling everything out of the bags and putting each item in its rightful place. Cam—well, actually, I’m sure it was his assistant—bought me tons and tons of makeup and skincare products. I take three bags to the bathroom and assemble my new skincare and makeup regimen before hanging up the rest of the clothes.

      After three hours of putting things away, I step into the bathroom to shower. I want to look pretty for him tonight, and show him that I can clean up and look like one of the women he usually entertains. I take a long, hot bubble bath, using my new luxury shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. When I get out, I sit at the vanity and apply my new makeup and style my hair. My skin feels like butter thanks to all the new products. I flip over a bottle of skin primer and see a hundred-dollar price tag. My mouth drops open. Who in their right mind would pay a hundred dollars for a bottle of facial spray? I could eat off that for a month!

      After my makeup is applied beautifully and my hair is ironed smooth, I step back into my room to find something nice to wear to dinner. I don’t want to look too fancy, like I’m trying to impress him, but I want him to see that I’m putting some effort into this agreement and that I’m not here to half-ass it and just get the money. I pull on a pair of dark-wash skinny jeans and a blush pink sweater that’s so soft, it feels like pajamas. I slip on a pair of designer flats that are new to my wardrobe, and head down the stairs.

      “You look nice,” he says when he steps out of the living room and into the foyer where I am, still wearing his suit from earlier.

      “Thank you. I wanted to show you that I can clean up when needed.” I cringe as the words leave my mouth. I don’t know why I felt the need to say that out loud.

      He seems to be fighting off a small smile. “That you can.” He holds out his elbow. “Would you like to join me for dinner?”

      I slide my arm through his. “I’d love to.”

      He leads me into the dining room and even pulls out my chair for me. When he sits across from me, I say, “Tell me about your past, Cameron.”

      “Excuse me?” he asks, picking up his glass of wine and taking a sip.

      “Well, real couples know things about each other. I don’t know much of anything other than the fact that you’re a lawyer. Where’d you grow up? What are your parents like? What’d they do? Where’d you go to school?”

      It looks like he chokes down his wine. “Well, I grew up here in Chicago. My mother was a homemaker and my father was a lawyer, which is how I got started. It was mandatory for me to go to law school, and when I graduated, I was hired on at my dad’s firm. I left it when I was twenty-two, when I went into business with the two partners I have now.”

      “Wow, so you took the job your dad gave you, then left to open your own law office?”

      He nods. “Yep, he wasn’t too happy about that. He wanted me to carry on his legacy and run the firm he opened.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I ask, taking a sip.

      He shrugs. “I knew I couldn’t start from scratch if I stayed. I mean, everyone in Chicago knows my name. They automatically link it to my father, and I wanted to start something for myself. I didn’t want anyone to say, ‘He’s only here because of who his father is.’ So I left and started over, all the way at the bottom.”

      “Did he eventually get over it?” I ask.

      He laughs. “Not quite. He passed away last year, and I hadn’t talked to him since the day I left his office. He was pissed that I’d walked out on everything he’d built, plus he claimed he did it all for me.”

      “How sad. You hadn’t talked to your father in years and then he died out of nowhere?”

      I see him swallow and his eyes fall to his plate. “I knew he was sick. It wasn’t unexpected.”

      “And you didn’t try to make amends?” I’m almost shocked.

      “What can I say? I’m an asshole, as well as an ungrateful son, according to him. Either way, he died, and left his firm to my mother. She sold it, because let’s face it, she had no idea what to do with it, and I started my own firm. Styles, Schmidt & Fitz is now the top law office in Chicago.”

      “Do you regret it?” I ask in a whisper, almost afraid to meet his eyes.

      “Every day,” he admits, and that makes me jerk my head up to see the guilty look on his face.

      “When I found out he was sick, I waited to see if he’d reach out, but he was a stubborn, sick old man. I thought, ‘If he can’t be bothered, then why should I?’ So I pushed everything and everyone away.”

      “Do you still talk to your mom?”

      He shakes his head sadly. “No, after my dad died, she slowly went downhill. She moved in with my sister, who now takes care of her and her health issues.”

      “Health issues?”

      He nods. “She’s got dementia. She doesn’t even know me anymore. And to be honest, it’s easier that way. If she doesn’t see me or remember me, then she can’t remember the way I disappointed them both.” He wipes his mouth with his napkin. “But enough about me. Why don’t you tell me something about you? Where are you from?”

      I swallow down the thick tension that’s forming in my throat. I didn’t mean for things to take such a serious turn. No wonder he is the way he is. He keeps everyone at arm’s length, not in fear of being hurt, but in fear of hurting them.

      I clear my throat. “I, um,” I shake the sadness from my mind, “I’m from down south. Carbondale, Illinois. After my dad passed away when I was two, my mom moved us up here where her family was.”

      “How’d your dad die?” he asks, bluntly.

      “Cancer,” I reply.

      “Well, it’s good you at least have family here.”

      I nod. “My mom is here, plus my aunt and a few cousins. Most of our family has moved, and my grandparents passed away years ago.”

      “How do you like your dinner?” he asks, and I feel like it’s his way of changing the subject.

      “It’s good.” I nod and take another bite of chicken.

      “What do you do for fun?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I’m not sure anymore. When El moved out, it kind of left me in a tough position. At first it was fine, but then I had some unexpected dental issues, the transmission went out on my nine-year-old Jetta, and Cocoa got sick, so I couldn’t afford to do anything. I could barely afford to eat. That’s why I didn’t turn a light on when you were there. The power had been shut off. This job offer came just in time.”

      “So, what do you plan on doing with your money? Besides spending it on that old fleabag.”

      I roll my eyes and ignore his snide remark about my cat. “I have to find a new place to live. It’ll need to be someplace more affordable, which in this city means a roach hole in a shitty part of town, so that’s awesome.”

      “You mean you’re not going to run out and buy a new car or something?” He smiles as he looks at me from beneath his lashes.

      I half smile. “No. I mean, I’d love to, but I need to be more responsible and make sure I never end up without power again.”

      “Thanks for doing this, Samantha,” he says softly.

      A small smile forms. “You’re helping me out just as much as I’m helping you.” I shrug one shoulder.

      “What’s your favorite movie?” he asks out of nowhere.

      I think about it for a few seconds. “It’s a tie between The Goonies and Fried Green Tomatoes.”

      “Would you like to watch one of them after dinner in the theater?”

      My eyes stretch wide. “You have a theater?”

      He nods as a smug smile spreads across his face. “I do.”

      I smile, giddy and excited. He may be an arrogant douche, but he’s playing nice and I’m not about to pass up the perks that come with this arrangement. “I’d love to!”

      After dinner, Cameron leads me up to his room. I’m a little confused about why we’re in his bedroom, but I’m completely overwhelmed by the vast interior. There is a massive bed and several doorways to what I assume are closets and the bathroom, but then he opens one and leads me into a dark room. Soft lights flicker on and there are several rows of comfy-looking reclining chairs sitting in front of a wall-sized screen.

      “Have a seat. I’ll start the movie and grab us some snacks. Any must-haves?”

      I plop down and pull the blanket off the back. “Cherry Coke, buttery popcorn, and Red Vines?”

      He smiles and nods before sliding his hands into his pockets. “Coming right up.” He leaves me alone, and I’m speechless. Who the hell actually keeps all that on hand just for a movie night?

      He’s so different from how I thought he’d be. Since he’s brought me into his home, he’s been kind and gracious, not spoiled and entitled. Sure, he’s got that cocky grin, but I probably would too if I had built this kind of life for myself.

      I think El would be surprised to know this side of him. She’s only ever heard of his softer side from Griffin. It makes me wonder more about Griffin and their friendship. Have they known each other long? Did they grow up together? Does he know the reason Cameron pushes everyone away? Finding out about his family makes my heart hurt for him in ways I didn’t think possible.

      Before, when we had only met at our business dinner, I thought he’d be cold and mean. I thought he was the type of man who used women, and I guess, maybe he is. But now I know why, and it makes me want to help him—to show him he doesn’t need to be this way, and that he could really find someone to be his actual fiancée if he’d stop pushing them away.

      And like that, my mind is made up. While I’m not the woman Cameron needs, I will make him see what he’s worth, make him understand he can have it all, and hopefully with any luck, help him repair the relationship he has with his family.

      Moments later, the room darkens and the screen lights up. Cameron comes back into the room—arms loaded down with all of our snacks. He hands me my Cherry Coke, a big bowl of popcorn that’s glistening with butter, and several packages of candy.

      “I know your only request was Red Vines, but I like to have a little variety. I have a bit of a sweet tooth, so I always have an ungodly amount of candy on hand.” He sits in the reclining chair next to me and makes himself comfortable as he flashes me a toothy, boyish grin.

      “Which movie did you pick?” I ask, tossing a few pieces of popcorn into my mouth.

      “You’ll see,” he says around a smile as he lifts a remote and clicks a button.

      The room fills with sound and my eyes leap up to the screen in time to see the words Fried Green Tomatoes.

      I giggle. “I can’t believe you have this movie. It’s so old, most people don’t even know what I’m talking about. And in my experience, most dudes aren’t jumping at the chance to watch an emotional chick flick.”

      He gives a little shrug as he looks over at me, “It’s one of my favorites too.”

      A small tingle runs through my body and it feels like there’s an electric current bouncing between us. It makes my stomach tighten with anticipation and confusion. I’m not supposed to have these feelings about him. He’s supposed to repulse me—this man who goes through women like water and hires one to make him look like a “family man.”

      But there’s something I can’t put my finger on. It’s not the luxury he’s exposed me to or his good looks. It’s little things like the way he smiles at me and the way his eyes darken. It’s like I’m seeing the real him for the first time—the person he hides away from everyone else—like he’s letting his guard down just a little with me, and I like it.
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      I find myself watching her more than the movie. I’ve seen this movie a thousand times. It’s one of my favorites…yeah, yeah, I know that’s lame for a dude to admit, but I guess I have a soft spot in me somewhere. But watching her watching it is like experiencing it for the first time. I can’t help but smile when she laughs, and I love how giggling causes wrinkles to form across her nose. When her eyes tear up and she gently wipes at her nose, it feels like my heart skips a beat. I don’t even really know this woman, but it hurts to see her sad.

      My body tingles as a need to make her feel better takes over. My eyes drop to her full, plump lips as her tongue darts out to lick some leftover salt from the popcorn. The butter has left them glistening, and I can’t help but imagine nipping one of them and then slipping my tongue between them.

      I grip the arms of my chair to hold myself back. This is business, I remind myself. She isn’t a friend. She isn’t a girlfriend. She’s an employee, and that’s how I should treat her. I need to keep my distance. I’m not the kind of man she needs or wants. I’m nothing more than a means to an end for her. I’m a giant dollar sign that promises to pull her out of her misery. She could never look at me and see anything more, and even if she did, I’d do nothing but hurt her. I don’t know the first thing about relationships.

      I tell myself that what I’m feeling is nothing more than confusion. I’m not used to spending this much time with a woman. Usually, I find one in a club, rock her world, then leave her behind satisfied. Just the fact that I’m spending this much time with Sam is confusing my body. But I know I have to keep it straight in my mind.

      When the credits begin to roll, I turn off the movie and look over at her. She’s wearing a sad smile as she turns to me. She reaches out and places her hand on my forearm in sincerity as she presses her other hand to her chest.

      “Thank you, Cameron. I’ve really enjoyed spending the evening with you.”

      Hearing those words causes my heart to race. I nod once. I can tell she’s one of those women who cares about the little things—the gestures, and the small selfless acts that usually go unnoticed. Whoever she ends up with will be a lucky son of a bitch. I just hope he doesn’t break her heart.

      “I have as well, but I think we should both get to bed. We have an early morning ahead of us.”

      She presses her lips together and nods once. “Right, a morning full of pain and embarrassment.” She stands. “Good night.”

      “Good night,” I whisper, watching her walk away. Once again my eyes fall to her firm, perky ass I watch her delicious hips sway back and forth with each step.

      When she slips out the door, I groan and let my head fall into my hands as I rub them vigorously across my face. Finally, I stand and head for my room. I strip out of my now-wrinkled suit and crawl beneath the covers, drifting into a deep Samantha-less sleep.
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      My alarm goes off at five a.m. I roll over and silence it quickly, then push myself up, refusing to lie in bed any longer. I’ve never been a lazy, lounging-around kind of person. It drives me crazy to relax. I much prefer getting up and having an early start to my day. I step into the shower, washing my body quickly before thoughts of Samantha’s lips or ass can permeate my brain again. Once finished, I quickly towel off and shave before dressing.

      Since it’s Sunday, I ignore the row of perfectly pressed suits and grab a pair of jeans and a button-up shirt. I roll the sleeves up to my elbows, then pull on a pair of comfortable boat shoes. Even though it’s the weekend, I still always make sure I’m dressed well, something I picked up from my father. I look myself over in the mirror and spray on some cologne. Checking the clock, I see it’s now going on six. I open the door and step out into the hall, needing to wake Sam for her day of grooming.

      I knock lightly before opening her door. The light from the hallway floods into her dark room, lighting up a small sliver across the floor, wall, and bed. Her fluffy black cat lifts its head and yowls at me; I swear it’s cussing me out for waking it.

      I step into the room and place my hand on Sam’s exposed ankle, gently shaking it. “Time to wake up, Samantha. You have a busy day ahead of you.”

      She jerks her foot away, grabs something off the nightstand, and throws it my way. I quickly dodge it, suddenly remembering her warning.

      “Hey!” I shout, walking around the bed to take away whatever is left on the bedside table. “Wake up,” I tell her again, hitting the button on the remote to turn on the light.

      “Ouch!” she cries, covering her eyes with her forearm.

      “Get up,” I try again.

      “No, give me that remote.” She begins to push herself up.

      I take several steps backward. “Come and get it,” I tease.

      Her eyes narrow into small slits and her brows pull together, causing a crease to form between them. She stumbles across the floor toward me, but I quickly sidestep in the direction of the bathroom. I pretend not to notice her erect nipples through her barely-there t-shirt as she lunges toward me. Her long, shapely legs are exposed beneath the oversized shirt, and I can’t help but quickly wonder if she has anything on underneath.

      “There, you’re up. Now, go shower and get ready.” When she steps toward me in an attempt to get the remote, I gently push her toward the bathroom.

      She shoots me a dirty look, but then walks into the bathroom and shuts the door between us.

      “She wasn’t kidding, was she, Cocoa?” I say, tossing the remote on her bed and heading for the door.

      The cat lifts its head to look at me once again before closing its eyes as if I don’t even exist.

      I shake my head. “Typical. Why the fuck am I talking to the cat now?” I ask myself, stepping back out into the hall to go downstairs.

      I go into my home office and turn on the lights and computer before heading back out to the dining room. The table is already set and covered with platters of food.

      “Good morning, Mr. Styles,” Kathy, the maid, says.

      “Good morning. How are you?” I ask, taking my seat while she pours me a cup of coffee.

      “Very well, thank you. Are you ready for breakfast or just sticking with coffee for now?” she asks, handing me the morning paper.

      I look over the selection. “I’ll take some coffee, orange juice, fruit, and toast. Thank you.”

      She picks up my plate and serves everything I’ve asked for.

      I’m done eating when Samantha walks into the dining room. She sits across from me and pours a cup of coffee. I fold up the paper and look directly at her.

      “How was your shower?” I look her up and down and note she’s wearing the Gucci athletic outfit I bought her yesterday. The spandex material hugs every curve of her body so well that it looks like the outfit was made specifically for her. Her dark hair is sopping wet and pulled into a messy bun atop her head, and her face is completely bare of any makeup. It’s obvious she’s not a morning person.

      She frowns. “It would’ve been better had I gotten up at noon instead of six.” She shrugs. “But, whatever. What’s for breakfast?”

      I let out a chuckle. “If you want something you don’t see here, all you have to do is ask.”

      She stands and puts a little of everything on her plate: a few pancakes, scrambled eggs, bacon, strawberries, and then a heaping serving of biscuits and gravy. She pours a cup of coffee and sits down, tearing into a slice of bacon. She closes her eyes and moans softly. “This is amazing,” she whispers to herself.

      A soft laugh escapes my lips at the fuss she’s making, but it’s more to distract myself from my growing erection that soft moan of hers caused. An image of me licking every inch of her naked body spread out across the breakfast table bounces through my brain.

      I clear my throat to bring my mind back to where it needs to be. “With all of the moving day excitement yesterday, I forgot to give you this.” I pull my wallet from my back pocket and open it. Removing the white envelope, I lean forward and hand it to her.

      She takes it and looks it over before opening it. Inside, she finds a check for twenty-five thousand dollars and a key to the house. Her eyes grow wide with surprise, and I see her swallow.

      “Wow. I mean, I knew what I was getting paid, but actually seeing it makes it so…surreal.”

      “The key will let you in the front door and the entryway gate if for some reason there is no guard on duty or if the keypad isn’t working. I also had an email sent to you with the gate code as well as the garage and the alarm system codes.”

      She nods and places everything back into the envelope before setting it on the table and continuing to eat. She picks at her food for a moment as she falls silent. I don’t know for sure what’s bothering her, but I’m sure the fact that I just handed her a check for her “services” has something to do with it.

      I fold up my paper and place it on the table. “I’ll leave you alone to enjoy your breakfast in peace. There are some last-minute things I need to take care of before we leave for the week.” I stand. “My driver is on standby to take you to your appointments.”

      “Cameron?” she asks, causing me to stop before I leave the dining room.

      “Yes?” I turn back to face her.

      Her eyes are downcast, staring at the food on her plate. “Will you come with me? I’m a little nervous.” The tone in her voice tells me she’s filled with uneasey. I can tell by looking at her that she isn’t the kind of woman who is new to the salon.

      My smile cracks, but I’m not sure why. A part of me is screaming “no,” but something deep inside me is happy that she wants me there with her.

      “Finish breakfast while I get some things done, then we’ll go together.”

      Her eyes jump up to me and her wide smile takes over. “Really?”

      I press my lips together and nod once before turning and heading for my office.

      I take a seat at my desk and turn my attention to the computer screen. I check my email and send replies, then move on to confirming our flights in the morning. I go over my schedule for the month, RSVPing to every event—a way to show off my new fiancée—then shut everything down. I’m walking out of my office just as Sam comes down the stairs.

      She motions toward her body. “Do I look okay or do I need to go back up and change? I mean, I realize that I’m wearing, like, two thousand dollars’ worth of spandex, but you are a lot more dressed up than me.”

      I smile. “You’re beautiful.” I’m not sure why I chose those words to affirm that her outfit was fine for the occasion. “Shall we?” I hold out my arm.

      She loops her arm around mine, and I lead her out the door to the awaiting limo. We both climb in the back seat. “Would you like something to drink? The car is fully stocked.”

      Her brows lift with surprise. “Maybe a strong drink will help settle some of these nerves.”

      I laugh and pour two glasses of champagne. “It’s really not as bad as you’d think. There is numbing cream. Really, it’s more awkward than anything else.”

      “I hope so,” she whispers, lifting the glass to her lips and swallowing down a sip.

      I sit back in my seat and take a sip of my own drink. “How about we keep your mind off it, huh?”

      “And how do you suggest we do that?”

      I didn’t mean anything dirty by it, but somehow, it’s been twisted that way. I can’t hold back my grin or the wink I send her way.

      She laughs loudly, then smacks my bicep playfully. “Nice try, but it will take many more of these before that happens.” She holds up her glass. I’m taken aback by how free-spirited and confident she is in herself—letting her loud laugh fill the car without a second thought. The women I’m used to being around are insecure and constantly fishing for compliments and affirmation.

      “Good to know,” I shoot back.

      She rolls her eyes, but she can’t hold back her smile.

      “So, what all are we going to be doing on this trip we’re taking?” she asks to change the subject.

      I shrug. “I don’t really know. We’ll be staying on Mr. Smithfield’s estate, in his guest house to be more specific. I’m sure I’ll have a few meetings with him, we’ll have dinner, and they’ll probably take us out to show us how they spend their time—really drilling into my head that they prefer church services and square dances over clubs and drinking.”

      She snorts. “So, I’ll need to be dressy-casual.”

      “I’d vote to bring a little of everything. I’m nothing if not prepared.”

      She nods her head just as the car comes to a stop.

      “Shall we?” I ask, pushing for her to open the door and climb out.

      She takes a deep breath and swallows the last of her drink. “Let’s do this.”
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      We arrive back home just as dinner is being placed on the table. Sam is being dramatic, walking with her legs stiff and bowlegged.

      I laugh. “It’s not that bad,” I tell her, removing her jacket and handing it off to the maid.

      “How would you know? Do you have a vagina? Have you ever had boiling-hot wax spread across your bits and then had your hair ripped out by the roots?!”

      I snicker. “Well, no.”

      “Then don’t tell me it’s not that bad.”

      “The soreness will fade. Let’s have some dinner, then you can go up and soak in the tub. Epsom salt will help with the pain and aid in the healing process—just don’t use super-hot water, otherwise it could get infected,” I say, leading her into the dining room. I pull out her chair and she sits down. “You’re hair looks beautiful, by the way.”

      This causes her eyes to brighten. “I do love the hair. It’s so shiny and smooth. I have to get that hair treatment more often. And I have to admit, the nails are pretty cute.” She holds up her hand to show off the manicure. “By the way, how do you know so much about waxing?”

      Before I can answer, she throws her hands up in the air and follows up her question with a quick, “Never mind, I do NOT want to know!”

      I smile and brush it off as I take my seat. “I know the waxing sucked, but I’m pretty sure you’ll like not having to shave for the next several weeks. And the more you do it, the easier it will become.”

      She snorts. “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll ever do that again. But thank you for the day. Other than the wax, it was fun and relaxing. I can’t believe you got a mani-pedi with me.”

      I laugh. “It’s the little things.”

      We both sit and eat our steak with baked potatoes and side salads while drinking a bottle of wine between the two of us.

      “The maid has spent her day making sure we’re both packed, and she agreed to take care of Cocoa while we’re gone. You have nothing left to do other than get plenty of rest so we can wake up bright and early.”

      “On that note, I think I’ll excuse myself for that bath and try to get some sleep.” She stands and moves toward the door. “I’m sorry if I hit you with anything this morning.”

      I laugh. “Don’t worry about it. Tomorrow I’ll be more prepared and will move things before I try waking you. Maybe I’ll pull out my old catcher’s mitt and face mask just in case.”

      She offers up a smile, then turns and leaves me alone. I sit back and watch her go, wondering what this feeling is. There’s some piece of me that’s connecting to her. Sure, she’s hot as hell. She’s funny, kind, and friendly. For some reason, I find myself wanting to make her happy—wanting to see her smiles and hear her laughs. It’s completely foreign to me. I’ve never had an urge to do something for the happiness of others. I’ve never thought of anyone but myself. Why is she making me rethink everything I thought I knew? I haven’t slept with her. I don’t have a long friendship with her. She’s nothing more than a woman I hired to play a part. But the closer we get, and the more I learn about her, the more this urge consumes me.
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          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      I walk into my room and throw myself down on the bed. Cocoa immediately jumps up, meowing in my face as she grazes my nose with her fur. I giggle and pull her against my chest, cuddling her closely. “How’s mama’s girl today?” I ask, and she purrs.

      “I’ve had a long day, Cocoa. You think taking a bath is bad? Try having every hair on your body ripped out.”

      She doesn’t respond or even look at me, but I continue. “But I have to admit, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be. More awkward than painful. And I did enjoy the mani-pedi and hair salon.” I laugh. “Cameron isn’t the guy I thought he would be. He’s funny and actually kind of sweet. He’s not all business all the time either. In fact, had I met him before all this went down, I probably would have asked him out—well, if I didn’t know about his “love ‘em and leave ‘em” pattern, that is.”

      Cocoa looks up at me, completely unfazed.

      “I know, you don’t care about anything other than licking yourself.” I release her and roll to my feet. “You clean yourself and I’ll go clean myself.” Without another word, I head to the connected bathroom, ready to soak my war-torn bits for a while.

      I fill the Jacuzzi tub as full as it will go, adding in some kind of expensive body oil I found under the counter and some Epsom salt, then slide down into the depths. The water covers my body completely, and the oil coats me like a second skin. It feels as if I’m drinking it up—like my body has been dying of thirst and it’s finally getting a drink of cool water. When I push the button and start up the jets, bubbles build a thick layer along the top. The sweet mixture of vanilla and jasmine wafts up my nose, and I melt into the sensation as I lay my head back and close my eyes.

      The hot water helps to relax my tired muscles, and the smell of the oil calms me. Sleepiness settles over me as I think back on my day with Cameron. I think about how he laughed out loud the first time his feet were touched during his pedicure. He’s so ticklish, he could barely hold still. His face turned red and his eyes lit up. I laughed so hard at him my eyes watered.

      I think about how his hand grazed mine when he handed me a glass of wine before my wax. I can almost still feel the tingles that took over my body with his touch. It makes my stomach tighten in anticipation. My heart starts pounding harder and faster as I picture his sexy face. His strong, firm jaw looks like it could cut glass, and when he flashes me his smile, it looks like a row of sparkling white Chiclets in his damn mouth. If Disney created a prince mixed with an Adonis, it would be Cameron Styles. His dark eyes seem to intensify when I walk into a room. Maybe it’s just wishful thinking, but I swear I saw it today. There’s desire burning behind them; I just know it. The only question is: does he want to change our contract? Does he want to be with me—not in a relationship, but for a quick fling? Just one night to let go of everything holding us back. Is that something I want?

      I know without a doubt that I want to know what it feels like to have him between my legs, but would it change things between us? I like the Cameron I’m getting to know. I don’t want to put our friendship in jeopardy, especially if I have to live with him for the next several weeks. But we’re both consenting adults. Why can’t we have a little fun? No feelings or expectations—just some hot, emotionless sex.

      I let out a long, deep breath as I push those thoughts away as the contract comes back to mind. I’m kidding myself. We aren’t actually friends; he’s just being friendly and cordial as any human in this position would be. I’m just a contract to him—a simple business transaction and nothing more. The sooner I remember that, the easier it will be to ignore the way his firm ass fills out his tailored suit pants. I still think it would be mind-blowing sex, but I guess we’ll never find out.

      I stand and wrap a towel around myself as I turn off the jets and drain the tub. After I dry off, I lather my body in expensive products and pull on a pair of underwear and a t-shirt before slipping into bed. The soft mattress and silk sheets feel like heaven on my skin, and it only takes minutes before I’m in a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      “Samantha? It’s time to wake up,” Cameron says, shaking my leg.

      “No. Go away,” I mumble, pulling the pillows closer to my body as I curl myself into a ball.

      “We have a flight to catch. Come on. Wake up,” he tries again just before the light flicks on and blinds me.

      I quickly cover my eyes and throw the blanket over my head.

      “You really think that’s going to work?” he asks, tugging the blanket down my body.

      He goes silent and we both freeze. I’m only in a t-shirt and my underwear, and judging from the cold air on my stomach and breasts, my shirt has worked its way up.

      “Uhh, sorry about that,” he says, dropping the blanket.

      Hearing the nervousness in his voice makes me laugh, and I remove my arm from my eyes. “What’s the matter, Cam? You’re not scared of a little nudity, are you?”

      He clears his throat. “Not at all. Just not wanting to get sued, that’s all.”

      I push myself into a sitting position and adjust my shirt as I throw my legs off the bed. “Sued? Who’s suing?”

      “Nudity isn’t in our contract, or have you forgotten?”

      I stand up, causing my shirt to fall down around my thighs so no bits are showing, and walk toward the bathroom. “I haven’t forgotten, but there are always amendments, Counselor,” I tease, stepping into the bathroom and closing the door between us.

      Since I took a bath last night, I quickly wash my face in the sink and have a seat at the vanity to fix my hair and makeup. Today is the day I have to look like some rich bitch who’s reeled in the big fish.

      While the curling iron heats up, I begin by putting on some moisturizer and primer. I add a little of everything on the vanity before me: foundation, concealer, blush, eyeshadow, eyeliner, and false lashes. Finally, I use the powder contouring kit and finish everything off with some setting spray. My eyes are darkly lined, and the fake lashes make me appear seductive and sexy. My tan skin is glowing with all the money I’ve rubbed into it.

      I quickly curl my hair and fluff it to look thick and full. I step into my empty bedroom and into the walk-in closet. I know the airplane will be cold, but I don’t want to be greeted by the man I need to impress looking like I’m going skiing for the weekend. I pull on a pair of form-fitting skinny jeans and a pair of knee-high boots. I sort through the clothes until I find a long white and cream sweater. It’s appealing but not in an overtly sexual manner; I can’t afford to offend Cameron’s new clients. Stepping out of the closet, I grab my new purse and look myself over.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I came from money. Maybe not “holy shit, she’s rich,” but upper-middle class—still higher up than I am. With a shrug, I turn away from the full-length mirror and rub Cocoa’s head.

      “I’m off, Cocoa. I’ll see you next week, girl.” I give her a few pats—not wanting to get fur all over my new clothes. I kiss her quickly, then leave the room. Heading down the stairs, I find Cameron back in his neatly pressed suit at the bottom of the stairs. Suddenly, I’m again nervous I might be underdressed. He’s talking to another man, and our bags are scattered around him. Finally, he looks up and our eyes meet. That fire is burning bright this morning.

      “Samantha.” He greets me with a smile, but I can see his eyes look me over like I’m something tempting to devour. This man really can’t control himself with women.

      “Good morning. What’s for breakfast?” I ask, turning to look into the dining room.

      “We don’t have time to sit and eat this morning, but if you head into the kitchen, I’m sure they can whip up something to go.”

      “I’ve already handled it, Mr. Styles,” the maid says, walking through the swinging door with a brown paper bag held out.

      I take it from her with a smile and a thank you, then walk past Cameron to head out to the car. I climb into the back seat and open the bag to find a homemade breakfast sandwich: ham, egg, and cheese on a fresh croissant. I waste no time in taking my first bite and I moan audibly as the flavors engulf my taste buds.

      Cameron slides into the seat next to me with a quiet laugh. “Here. I figured you might need something to wash that down with.” He hands over a paper cup full of freshly brewed coffee.

      “Thank you,” I mumble around my food, taking the cup and placing it in the cup holder at my side. “You skipping breakfast?”

      “I had some yogurt and fruit this morning,” he tells me. “It doesn’t take a miracle to get me out of bed in the morning.” He gives me a sidelong glance.

      I give him a mocking smile but ignore his comment with another big bite of my sandwich. “You’re one of those no-carb guys, huh? Is that how you keep your six-pack?”

      “And how do you know I have a six-pack?”

      I swallow down my bite of sandwich while shrugging, “I don’t. I just assumed it since you have a full gym in your house.”

      “Well, yes, I do tend to watch what I eat pretty severely. Just another way I practice discipline in my life.”

      It doesn’t take long to get to the airport and shuffle about until we’re on our plane. The moment I step into that cool, dry air, my spine stiffens.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, bumping his shoulder against mine.

      “Nothing,” I answer all too quickly.

      He snickers. “Are you a nervous flyer?”

      My eyes flash over to him. “No, why would you ask that?”

      He motions toward my hands, which are latched onto the armrests like my life depends on it.

      I press my lips together and force myself to ease up. “There,” I say, placing my hands in my lap.

      “Have you never flown before?”

      “I have. Once, but I was only two. My mom insisted on flying to Chicago to visit with her family before my dad passed away,” I admit.

      He turns so his body is facing me. “Let me show you a little trick.” He picks up my hands and gently massages both of them. “Now, lay your head back and close your eyes.”

      I do as he says, and already, I can feel myself relaxing.

      “Listen to my voice. Listen to your heart and slow it down. Focus on your breathing, Samantha. Breathe in deeply through your nose, and let it out slowly through your mouth.” The entire time he’s talking, his hands are massaging mine, up my forearm, all the way to my stiff shoulders. I relax into his touch, and his fingertips feel like they’re going to burn through my sweater. I can feel the tingle building between my thighs as I involuntarily press them together.

      Finally, it feels like I can breathe again, and my eyes pop open, landing on his. They’re so dark and intense, I find myself getting lost in them. Something between us thickens, and he wets his lips. My muscles tighten back up, ready and waiting to see if those lips are as soft as they look. I run my tongue across my bottom lip, hoping he accepts the invitation. He begins leaning forward, and my heart picks back up, pounding harder than before.

      “Excuse me, would you like anything to drink before we take off?” a flight attendant asks, interrupting.

      Cameron pulls away and shakes his head clear of his thoughts. “No, we’re fine. Thank you,” he tells her, dropping my hands and turning to face forward in his seat. “Did that help ease your mind?” he asks, refusing to look at me.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah, all good,” I agree, turning to look out my window. I wish I would have taken that drink from the flight attendant. I could use an ice-cold beverage to cool down my burning cheeks.

      Neither of us says a word as the plane begins to move. We don’t look at each other or touch. His arm is on the armrest between our seats, and my hands are in my lap with my elbows tucked in. I know all it would take is a brush of his arm against mine, and I’d be in his lap with my lips pressed to his. One kiss, and I’d be dying to join the mile high club. I need to keep my attention elsewhere. I need my head on straight. I need to get through this job in one piece.

      We’ve been on the plane for an hour before he finally breaks the silence. “This movie is absolutely the worst thing I’ve ever seen.” He pulls off his headphones and drops them in his lap.

      I pull my eyes away from the window. “I gave up on it twenty minutes ago. It’s no Fried Green Tomatoes, that’s for sure,” I say with a laugh as I turn to look at him.

      The second our eyes connect again, I feel that strange pull inside my stomach—the one that’s pulling and pushing me to reach out and kiss him.

      He must feel it too, because he clears his throat and turns his head, opting to wave over a flight attendant to order drinks.
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      Sitting this close to her and not allowing myself to touch her is causing this weird feeling to consume me. The tension between us seems to thicken—so thick now, I can practically see it and touch it. Every time I allow myself to look over at her, she gives me this look that lights a fire in my stomach. It blazes hot and out of control, scorching me, branding me. Her big blue eyes are like an ocean—deep and containing secrets I’m dying to discover. While the color of them could make one think of coldness, I know it’s the complete opposite. When I look into her eyes, I feel the fire in her soul, the warmth of her touch, and the heat she holds in her heart.

      That fire she seems to hide from everyone touched me today, and it pushed me to lean in and want to press my lips against hers. Would she have allowed it? For a split second, it felt like she would. It seemed that fire raging in my stomach burned us both—like it finally grew to be too much for me, and it escaped any way it could. She was close enough that she could feel the heat.

      As much as I want to claim her body, I know I have to keep myself in check. If we get together, it won’t be some random act of passion. It will be thought out and discussed with no expectation of a future. She knows my reputation—that I’m not the white-picket-fence guy you bring home to mom. I won’t pretend to be something I’m not. Hell, I’ll make up another contract if she wishes. But until she says the words, I won’t allow myself to get wrapped up in her any more than I already am. Right now, it’s just a possibility, a tease. I want her because I know I can’t have her. But the moment she tells me she wants me too, everything holding me back will snap, leaving me with no self-control.

      I keep my focus on the magazine in my hands, or the movie playing on the screen, or by just looking around and taking in my surroundings. Sam reads a book and listens to some music. Neither of us seems to know what is going on between us, and I think we’re both afraid to find out. We don’t push to fill the silence. Instead, we both stick to ourselves and pretend there’s nothing beneath the surface. But I think we both know there is. How long can we ignore it?

      When the flight lands, we gather our bags and head for the main doors. I look up and notice a man with a sign that reads MR. STYLES.

      I place my hand on Sam’s lower back and nod in his direction. “This must be our ride,” I tell her.

      She nods once and straightens her back, raising her chin as if she’s putting on her game face.

      We close the distance and I hold out my hand. “Good afternoon. I’m Cameron Styles.”

      He smiles and shakes my hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Styles. I’m Jake. I’ll be delivering you to Mr. Smithfield’s estate this morning.”

      “Lead the way,” I tell him, motioning with my arm for him to walk ahead of us.

      I reach out and take Sam’s hand in mine as we follow him out the doors and into the parking lot. He opens the back door of a blacked-out SUV and takes our bags as we climb inside.

      After our bags are loaded into the back, he climbs behind the wheel and pulls out into traffic.

      “How was your flight?”

      “It wasn’t too bad—quick and no turbulence,” I reply.

      He offers up a smile I can see in the mirror. “Mr. Smithfield has the guest house all prepared for you. Is there anywhere you’d like to stop along the way? Something to eat or drink? Everything is on Mr. Smithfield, of course.”

      I raise my hand to wave off the idea, but Sam speaks up. “Could we stop by Starbucks?”

      I turn and look at her with a smile.

      She shrugs. “It’s getting close to lunch and I need a pick-me-up. That flight sucked the life out of me.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Jake drives a short distance, then pulls into a Starbucks drive-through. She orders a white chocolate mocha, then we’re back on our way. We make our way around the city and into the suburbs where there is a big gated community. He drives further until he slows down and pulls up to a cast-iron fence securing a big brick wall. He taps his key card and the gates open. When the massive five-story house comes into view, Sam takes a loud breath of amazement. It is an impressive home, but I’m not fazed. Sure, my house isn’t this big, but I’ve seen bigger and better. The house I grew up in was this size, so this is nothing for me.

      Instead of stopping at the main house, he drives deeper into the property. The grass looks lush and green, and the landscaping is perfectly planned. Through the trees, bushes, and flowers, I can see a swimming pool and a tennis court. Finally, he comes to a stop directly in front of the guest house. It’s a small two-story brick house with apple-red farmhouse shutters and flowers planted along the front.

      “This is so cute,” Sam says, stepping out of the car.

      “It’s very nice,” I reply, again not fazed. I would’ve much rather stayed at a five-star hotel where there’s room service and private massages. I’m not exactly keen on hospitality or staying in someone else’s home. I prefer my space and privacy.

      The driver grabs our bags and shows us into the house. He places our bags on the floor, then turns to address us.

      “Mr. Smithfield would like to give you the day to settle in. He has invited you to the main house tonight at seven for dinner. The kitchen and liquor cabinet are fully stocked, and he’d like for you two to make yourselves at home. If there is anything you need, please don’t hesitate to call the main house. The number is by the phone.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him as I follow him to the door. I close it behind him and turn to find Sam walking slowly around the house.

      “This is amazing.”

      I snort. “What’s so special about it? My place is better than this.” I walk into the living room and sit down, cringing as I realize how pompous and arrogant my words must sound. I don’t know why I care so much about impressing Sam and trying to prove myself to her.

      “Yeah, but your place is a mansion. This is just a regular house, but it’s so nice.” She spins around to face me. “I call master bedroom!” she shouts, running up the stairs. I can hear her feet pounding down the hallway above me.

      I laugh and stand, following after her. When I get upstairs, I find her standing in the doorway to a bedroom.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask, coming up behind her.

      “There’s only one bedroom,” she replies quietly.

      I frown. “That can’t be,” I mumble, walking down the hall and opening doors. I find a bathroom, an office with a fully-stocked library, and a room that’s been converted into a large walk-in closet with built-in dressers and a vanity.

      I walk back into the bedroom, shaking my head. “I can’t believe this. This could be a three-bedroom house, but they turned the other bedrooms into useless rooms.” A part of me feels like this is a trap—like Mr. Smithfield wanted to make damn sure we shared a bed. Anger burns in my chest at the deceit of it all, even though I know I’m being ridiculous.

      “What are we going to do?” Sam asks, flopping down on the bed. “I guess I could sleep on the couch.”

      I shake my head and sit down beside her. “You can’t sleep on that thing for a week. You won’t be able to walk. I’ll sleep on the couch,” I volunteer.

      She waves her hand through the air. “No, this is silly. I mean, we’re both adults here. We can sleep in the same bed. It’s not like either of us has cooties or something.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, a little fearful.

      She nods. “It’ll be fine. It’s only for a few days.”

      “I know you’re mean when you wake up, but how are you with sleeping? Are you going to beat the shit out of me?” I ask around a grin.

      She bumps my shoulder with hers. “Guess we’ll find out.” She flashes me a smile.

      I laugh and shake my head. “I guess we will.” I stand to gain some distance. I have a feeling that’s something I won’t get much of while we’re here. “I’ll go down and get our bags. We don’t want our things to wrinkle.”

      I run downstairs and grab our bags, bringing them back up so we can begin putting our things away. I hang up my suits in the small bedroom closet, but Sam takes hers to the big walk-in closet. Once everything is put away, we meet in the living room.

      “Now what? We still have several hours until dinner,” she says, flopping down on the couch.

      “Well, he did mention a fully-stocked liquor cabinet.”

      Her head slowly turns in my direction as a smile forms.

      We both stand and start searching downstairs for said cabinet.

      “Found it!” Sam yells from the kitchen.

      I push my way through the door and find her bringing out bottles.

      “What’ll it be?” She looks at me. “Scotch man, right?”

      I offer a half smile and nod my head as I grab two glasses and sit at the table.

      She takes down the bottle of Scotch and sits across from me. “Oh, I have an idea. Let’s play a drinking game.”

      I begin pouring a little in both glasses. “What kind of drinking game?”

      “We’ll take turns asking personal questions. If you don’t want to answer a question, you drink.”

      I shrug. “All right. I’ll answer all of them so I don’t get drunk. We have to make a good impression tonight, Sam,” I laugh.

      “No way! You have to play right. We won’t get drunk, don’t worry. Here, I’ll go first.” She presses her lips together and looks at the ceiling. “Who was the first girl you had sex with? And how was it?”

      I snicker just thinking about it. “Her name was Missy Goldstein, and she was my high school girlfriend. We lost our virginities together on prom night. And then the next day, she broke up with me and told everyone I had a small penis and that I sucked in bed.”

      Her mouth drops open before she bursts into laughter. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry for laughing, but why? Why would she do that?”

      I shrug. “She was a popular girl, but she didn’t have any money. And back then, everyone was doing it. She hadn’t ever done it, but everyone thought she had. I think she wanted to make herself feel more important.”

      “That’s a horrible story. How could you even smile at that?”

      “After she told everyone I had a small dick, I told everyone she was overused—that sex with her was like throwing a hot dog down a hallway. Not my finest hour by any stretch, but I blame it on idiotic adolescence.”

      She gasps, but it turns into a laugh. “And what did everyone think of that?”

      I shrug and pick up my drink.

      “Oh, come on,” she begs.

      I swallow down the Scotch in my mouth and place it back on the table. “Tell me about your first time.”

      She runs her delicate fingers along the rim of her glass. “It was with a boy named Jonathan. We had been dating for the summer, but we both knew that he had to leave. He wouldn’t be going back to our school because his mother had gotten a better job in Florida. She was a single parent, so income was tight for them. She couldn’t turn it down. So on his last night in Chicago, he walked over to my place and picked me up. We walked around the city, talking and laughing, just enjoying our last night alone together. We got dinner from a food truck. We had hot dogs and ice cream. At the end of the night, he gave me a goodbye kiss. But I’d had such a good time with him that I didn’t want to let him go without…you know. I just felt so close to him. My mom was working the late shift that night, so I brought him upstairs to my room.”

      I grin thinking about a teenage Sam—so full of passion, fire, and determination. “And?”

      She shrugs. “I mean, at the time I thought it was magical. I thought he’d love me and maybe even want to carry on a long-distance relationship until we were both eighteen and could be together. But in all honesty, it was horrible. He didn’t know how to put on the condom. And because it was also his first time, had no idea what foreplay was. It hurt and it was uncomfortable. And I had daydreamed this whole big speech at the end of it where he professed his love and asked for something long-distance. What really happened was the minute he finished, he left me hanging. He got up, put on his clothes, and gave me a quick kiss goodbye. Haven’t talked to him since.”

      I laugh. “Ouch.”

      She nods and takes a drink anyway. “Yep. Tell me about the last girl you were with.”

      I roll my eyes. “Nothing special there. I met her at a club, took her to the restroom, and bent her over. After it all, I paid her bar tab and left.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “Seriously? You were a pig.”

      “Were?” I ask, wondering when she suddenly decided I was no longer a pig. I haven’t exactly changed my morals since then and turned into Prince Charming.

      She picks up her glass and finishes it off, refusing to elaborate.

      “How long has it been since you were in a serious, committed relationship?” she asks, and I can see the corners of her mouth lift slightly, but she holds off the smile.

      I take a deep breath and think back. “Never, I guess.”

      “Never?” she nearly yells.

      I laugh and nod my head. “There have been lots of women.” My eyes grow in size just thinking about them all. “A lot of women, but I wouldn’t say I was in a relationship with any of them. I think the closest I ever came was back in college. There was this one girl. Her name was Stacy, and we kept things casual in our shared department. She slept with whomever she wanted, and vice versa. But I did take her out to dinner on occasion, and we went to a few parties together.”

      “What happened?”

      I let my head fall as I shake it back and forth, now focusing on my drink. “She got mad when she walked into my room to find me with another girl.”

      “I thought it was casual?”

      “Me too, but I guess she’d been playing along hoping I’d fall in love and change my mind.”

      “That poor girl.” She picks up her glass and takes a swig. “Have you ever run into her since?”

      “Nope, but I have checked up on her, as stalkerish as that sounds. She graduated, and got hired on at a law firm. Now, she’s married and has three kids. Dodged that bullet,” I joke.

      She rolls her eyes. “One day, Mr. Styles,” she says, moving to sit on the edge of the table directly in front of me, “someone will worm their way into that stone-cold heart of yours.” She offers up a flirty smile and stands, walking out of the kitchen and leaving me alone.

      I can’t help but watch her go, completely fascinated and amazed—wondering if she’s the woman she’s warning me about.
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          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      I feel like I’ve left him hanging, and a part of me likes it. I like knowing that I’m getting to him, teasing him, and maybe even opening his eyes a bit about what an actual grown-up relationship is like. It’s not just about sex. It’s about friendship, trust, and communication. All of which we’re building.

      I feel like I need to give him a moment alone, so I slip into the bathroom and start to fill the tub before I begin getting ready for our big dinner date with his client. I guess my efforts on my appearance this morning were wasted since we didn’t even meet the client yet.

      Tonight, I want to look the part, but now I think that faking this relationship won’t be as hard as I’d been envisioning. I do feel closer to him than I did yesterday, and I can’t ignore this feeling in my stomach that begs to me lean in and kiss him—to caress his cheek, or jump on his lap and ride him until my entire body is spent.

      As much as I’d like that, it also scares me. I know that it wouldn’t mean anything to him yet. I’d just be another one of those girls who didn’t make the cut. And I’d hate to be another Stacy—to feel like I’m winning him over only to have my heart broken.

      A deep sigh leaves my lips as I let the warm water envelop me. I lean my head back and close my eyes as I sink a little lower into the bubbles. All I see is him. My stomach tightens as I imagine him stalking up to me, face full of determination. In my daydream, I’m frozen, unable to move as he reaches out for me and pulls me to his chest. He whispers something, but I can’t make out what it is over my pounding heart. And then, his lips land strongly on mine. With a hand cradling each side of my face, he leans me back, deepening the kiss. My shaking hands wrap around his neck, pulling myself closer. I can practically taste the flavors of Scotch and mint on his tongue. The smell of his rich cologne washes over me so strongly, it’s like he’s actually standing right next to me.

      “Samantha!” he yells, pulling me from my daydream.

      I sit up quickly, causing water and bubbles to splash out of the tub as I look up at him with panic written across my face. “What is it?”

      He grins. “Man, you were really out there. What were you thinking about?” He slides his hands into the pockets of his dress pants.

      “Nothing,” I say, afraid to admit it. “Why are you in the bathroom?” I gasp as I quickly move to cover my very naked body.

      “Dinner is in one hour and I need a shower too. If you wouldn’t mind speeding it up?”

      I nod, breathless. “Okay, I’ll be out in a sec.”

      He stands back and lifts his chin, silently challenging me to do so while he watches.

      I roll my eyes, knowing he’s only joking, but also wanting to tease him even more. I lean forward and pull the drain stopper, then stand—naked and soaking wet as bubbles run down my body. His eyes double in size as I step out of the tub and wrap the towel around myself. I don’t say anything as I step past him, but I make damn sure to keep eye contact. His jaw is flexed and every muscle is hard like he’s forcibly holding himself back. At the last second, I see him shake his head as his Adam’s apple bobs in his throat.

      I snicker as I walk down the hallway to the big walk-in closet to dress for the evening.

      After blow-drying my hair, I style it in loose curls that hang down my back. I apply some makeup, giving my eyes a light smoky look, and top it off with a deep red lipstick. I walk up to the hanging bag and unzip it to reveal a sexy-yet-tasteful black dress. I pull it up my legs and look myself over in the mirror. I can’t reach the zipper in the back, but I slide my feet into a pair of black heels as I look myself over. The dress is flat black and ends just above my knee. It’s form-fitting, but still holds a lot of class. It’s not a dress I’d wear to a club, but perhaps a fancy dinner, if I had ever attended one before.

      Cameron knocks on the door and I turn my head to greet him with a smile. “Care to zip me up?”

      He removes his hands from his pockets and closes the distance between us like a big cat stalking its prey. Slowly, and with his eyes meeting mine in the mirror, he pulls up the zipper, letting the tip of his finger drag softly up my back. The soft touch sends shivers up my spine.

      “Thank you,” I whisper out of breathlessness as I turn to face him.

      Our faces are so close, his hot breath blows across my lips. “You’re welcome,” he whispers back as he slowly moves in for a kiss.

      I lean in just as slowly, lost in this trance. His dark eyes are on mine as we’re pulled together by some unseen force. His hand rises slowly, landing on my cheek just as the space between our lips disappears. His mouth presses to mine, and we both let out a relieved breath. His tongue demands entrance, and I can’t deny him. As my lips part for him, his tongue snakes its way inside. My hands wrap around his neck, pulling him closer as I deepen the kiss, completely unaware that I even needed this so much. My knee bends as I pull it up to rest on his hip, and his left hand drops down to my ass, pulling me closer. A deep growl escapes his chest as he picks me up against him and moves us across the room. He sets me down gently on a small dresser in the room, and his hands are free to travel around my body, only making me need him more.

      This kiss is different. It’s not like the first one we experienced—there’s no “testing the waters” or putting on a show for someone. This is borne out of pure lust and desire.

      His touch is firm but soft at the same time, and his kiss is hard and passionate. This feels better than I’d imagined. He’s a man of many talents, this being the top: seduction. I’ve forgotten all about dinner. I’m not thinking about my hair and lipstick that are probably all kinds of fucked up now. All I can think about are his hands on my body and his lips on mine. His tongue dances against mine, caressing and darting in and out of my mouth as his lips cover my own. The kiss grows deeper with each thrust of his tongue.

      I break the kiss to gasp for air and a soft moan escapes my swollen lips. That sound only seems to fuel him. His mouth moves back to mine, but this time, the kiss is much more forceful. His hands move up my thighs, and under my dress, to brush against my aching clit. When his thumb applies pressure to my sensitive nub, a spark shoots through me and I jerk.

      “Oh, Samantha, you’re going to make our living arrangement so much harder than it needs to be,” he says against my lips. “You’re supposed to be the voice of reason. You’re not supposed to let me do this,” he says, and it almost sounds painful.

      My hand on the back on his neck moves up into his hair, and I tighten my fist, pulling hard, which causes him to break the kiss.

      “I want this as much as you do, Cameron. No strings. No attachments. Just,” I shrug, “working each other out of our systems.”

      He grins. “Should I change the contract?”

      “Fuck the contract; this is just pure lust,” I say, pulling his mouth back to mine. When I’m sure he’s not going to pull away from my kiss, I release his hair to push his suit jacket down his shoulders. He lets it slide off easily, but before he can reach for me, a buzzing sound fills the house.

      We break apart. “What’s that?” I ask, breathless.

      “I think it’s the doorbell.” He quickly looks at his watch. “It’s dinnertime,” he says, clenching his jaw in frustration.

      I stand up and adjust my dress back into place. “Well, we can continue this later. Let’s get to work.” I move across the room to fix my makeup.

      He picks up his jacket and pulls it back on just as the buzzing starts again. “I’ll wait for you downstairs?”

      I nod, glancing at him in the mirror. He reaches down and tries to adjust the massive erection that’s tenting the front of his pants.

      “And Sam?”

      I stop applying my lipstick and turn to view him. “Yeah?”

      “I think you should use this interruption to really think about what you want out of this situation. If you say no strings, I expect no strings.” Without another word, he turns and leaves me alone.

      I sit at the vanity and take a deep breath as I look myself over in the mirror while thinking about his words. I stare at the giant rock on my left hand and spin it around nervously. He’s been burned this way once before, and I have a feeling he’s not willing to let me in to allow the relationship to go any deeper. But I’m not looking for a relationship. Right now, all I’m looking for is to get him out of my system. These daydreams have only fueled the fire burning inside of me.

      One time. That’s all I’ll allow. I know from countless movies and books that friends with benefits never works. The more you do it, the more attached you get. But one time won’t hurt, right? Okay, maybe two or three times, but that’s it! We can have this trip, and when we return home, life will start getting back to normal. I’ll go back to work and so will he. We’ll go back to only seeing each other in the evenings for dinner. No relationship can grow out of that. I’ll treat this place like I treat Vegas: What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.

      I push away from the vanity and rush downstairs.

      [image: ]

      Jake shuttles us from the guest house to the main house in the nicest golf cart I have ever seen. It makes my Jetta look like a heap. When we arrive at the front steps, Cam reaches forward and rings the doorbell as we both stand nervously—not saying anything. Just before the door opens, though, he takes my hand in his and gives it a small squeeze. I can’t help but notice the butterflies that flutter in my stomach at his touch. Is it excitement for what’s come? Adrenaline from the passionate kiss we just exchanged? Whatever the reason, I’m here for it.

      The door swings open and a short man with a shaved head and a bushy white beard opens the door wide. He is accompanied by a petite woman with pinned-up auburn hair that’s greying at the temples. The man is grinning as he reaches out a hand toward Cameron, who says, “Mr. Smithfield, it’s so good to see you again, sir.”

      “Please, son, call me Wayne.” The men shake hands with gusto as they exchange pleasantries before they turn their attention toward us.

      “Wayne, Mrs. Smithfield, this is my fiancée, Samantha Fox.” They both give me a warm welcome and pull us into the house.

      “It’s so wonderful to meet you, Samantha,” Wayne says as he turns toward the woman next to him. “Cameron, Samantha, this is my beautiful wife of forty-four years, Helen.” She gives Cameron’s hand a quick shake before pulling me in for an unexpected warm hug. I guess what they say about Southern hospitality is true.

      We make our way through the massive entryway of their beautiful home, snaking around corners and hallways into an open-concept kitchen and dining area. “You have such a beautiful home, Helen. I just love all the windows.” I can’t help but look around in awe. The house is larger than any house I’ve ever been in, but the way they’ve made it a home is warm and charming.

      After a tour of the house and some small talk, we settle into our seats at the dinner table. I fully expect waitstaff to serve us our meal, but Helen starts bringing items out of the kitchen. “Oh, do you need some help?” I ask, jumping up out of my seat.

      “No, no, dear, you stay there and enjoy some wine. I enjoy hosting.”

      She certainly has a gift for cooking, because the food is delicious—crisp green beans and buttery potatoes with a maple-glazed Cornish hen. I could get used to this Southern life.

      “I have to say I am mighty impressed you managed to tame this wild bachelor,” Wayne finally says as we settle in for dessert. Cam lets out what sounds like a nervous laugh as he settles his hand on my knee under the table. I flinch a little as he gives it a light squeeze.

      “Well, you aren’t the only one!” I say with a big grin. “Trust me, I thought I was going to have to use a branding iron to keep the ladies away.” I smirk as I lightly jab him in the side with my elbow.

      “So tell us the story, dear. How did you two meet?”

      I quickly launch into the story we had agreed upon earlier, “Well, that’s a great story, so you might want to buckle up for this one.” I tell them about my job as a waitress at the Joker Club, and how one night he came in and tried to sweep me off my feet, but since I knew of his reputation, I shooed him away. Of course, I elaborate, adding in details about how Cam would show up at my work unexpectedly to surprise me with flowers and lunch dates and beg me to give him a chance.

      I’m on a roll, making up details right and left as they come to me. “And then, one evening, we had a karaoke night at the club and he got up there and dedicated the song ‘Wonderful Tonight’ by Eric Clapton to me. At the end, he said in front of everyone that he knew from the moment he laid eyes on me that we were destined to be together, and that nothing else mattered in the world because he found me. He pulled me up on stage and we’ve been together ever since!”

      Wayne and Helen swoon at the story and grab each other’s hand on the table. Helen puts her hand to her heart and fights back a tear. “Oh, that is just the loveliest thing!”

      Cameron doesn’t seem too enthused. I can feel his grip on my knee tighten as I lean in and kiss his cheek. Before I can pull away, he turns his mouth to my ear and whispers, “We both know you’re going to pay for that.”
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          Cameron

        

      

    

    
      I’m trying to stay focused on the conversation at hand, but the truth is, all I can think about is hauling Samantha back to the guest house so I can have my way with her. I want her on her knees. I want her spread out in front of me begging me to make her cum with tongue. I can’t wait to plunge my cock into her and feel her fully sheathe my length with her warmth and wetness.

      I nod and laugh in agreement as she tells the engagement story and gives a detailed overview of our wedding plans. I don’t give a fuck about any of this—all I care about is getting some goddamn relief from this raging hard-on I’m sporting under the table.

      I can tell Sam is getting a lot of pleasure by making me uncomfortable with her outlandish stories of me as a lovesick fool. Well, two can play that game. Just as she’s getting to the good part, I lean down to pick up the napkin I’ve dropped under the table and slide my hand up her inner thigh, resting it just below the junction of her legs. She inhales sharply and stumbles with her words.

      “You okay, sweetheart? Need some water?” I grab her glass with my other hand as she shoots me a dangerous look that says she’s about to rip my head off. I don’t relent. Instead, I give her thigh a nice squeeze and tell her to finish the story as I plant a soft kiss on her lips.

      “Uh, where was I?” She fumbles a bit but picks up the story with the help of Helen.

      I can see the pink flush start to creep up her neck and I can’t take it any longer. I slide my hand up until I graze her panties and rub my finger back and forth over her hardened nub. She grips her water glass before chugging it like she’s just finished a marathon. I want to fix my eyes on her and watch her cum, but instead, I ask Wayne to tell us the story of how he and Helen met.

      “Forty-four years is very impressive, Wayne, and something I aspire to achieve as well. How did you and Helen meet, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      I can see a small bead of sweat forming at Samantha’s temple as she desperately tries to focus on what’s being said. At first, she squeezes my hand between her thighs—trying to get me to stop, but she has since given in. I can feel the dampness growing on her panties as I rub small circles over and over on her clit. I want so badly to push her panties aside and thrust a finger into her just so I can taste her. Suddenly, she jumps out of her seat, nearly knocking over her glass of water.

      “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I desperately need to use the ladies’ room.”

      “Oh, of course, dear, let me show you.” Helen walks her out of the room and I turn my attention to Wayne to talk business.

      After what feels like forever, we finish up dinner and coffee and manage to discuss some of the upcoming changes that Wayne has planned to implement in his North American grocery store chain. We talk about our plans for tomorrow: I am going to take a tour of one of the facilities here in Georgia with Wayne, and Samantha will spend the afternoon with Helen.

      The ladies rejoin us and I glance down at my watch. “Well, it’s getting late and I don’t want to infringe any further on your time. We really appreciate how warmly you’ve welcomed us into your home—and Helen, that dinner was fantastic.”

      We make our way back outside and join Jake on the golf cart. The tension between Samantha and me hangs in the air like a fucking lead balloon. I can’t tell if she is going to rip my head off or rip my suit off when we walk through the front door.

      “What the actual hell, Cameron?” Rip my head off, it is. I barely get the door closed before she has a finger pointed in my chest.

      “That was so not okay! You want to make a good impression with these people and you’re molesting me under the table!”

      “Did you cum?” Her ire just turns me on even more. I’m a sick man.

      “What?” She drops her finger from my chest.

      “I said, ‘Did you cum?’ When you went to the bathroom, did you finish yourself off for me?” I can see the flush come back to her neck as it works its way up her cheeks.

      “Seriously?” That’s a yes. I can’t help but smile as I take a step toward her.

      “You did, didn’t you? Did you slip your fingers inside yourself?” She huffs loudly and rolls her eyes as she turns to walk away from me. But before she can, I reach out and grab her wrist. I spin her around and pin her against the wall.

      “Samantha, answer me. Did you stick those pretty little fingers in your pussy and make yourself cum?” Her mouth pops open but she doesn’t speak. Instead, she just slowly nods her head yes. I can’t resist any longer and slip my hand behind her neck as my lips crash against hers. She doesn’t hesitate in reciprocating as our tongues intertwine. She’s clawing at my suit coat, pushing it down my arms as she kicks off her shoes.

      I’m like a starving man at a buffet. I want to kiss every part of her while being inside her and touching her. I want to consume her. My suit coat hits the floor as she works my belt buckle loose, but I grab her hands and pin them above her head as I tear my mouth from hers.

      “Look at me.” Her chest heaves with her breathing as her hooded eyes find mine. “I’m not a nice guy, Samantha. I’m not your happily ever after. I want to fuck you until you can’t walk. I want to use you and make you cum in ways you’ve never imagined. I want you begging—screaming my name over and over while I pleasure you. This doesn’t change anything between us. Understand?” She nods her head slowly. I know I sound like a complete piece of shit, but she’s a good woman and I’m not about to break her heart or make her think this is anything more than what it is: fucking.

      I release her hands and tell her to go upstairs. I lean down and pick up my suit coat from the floor before following behind her. I don’t waste a second. The moment I enter the bedroom, I’m on her again. I need relief and I need it bad. I feel like my dick is about to rip through my pants at any second.

      Unzipping her dress and dragging it down her gorgeous body is torture. I want to cum so bad, but I want to enjoy this moment. I strip her from her bra and panties and lay her back on the bed. Her body looks like heaven in the moonlight that’s breaking through the curtains. I slowly drag my eyes from her lips, and down her taut body. The lines on her stomach are evidence that she puts in hard work to look the way she does. I want to wrap her long thighs around my head and bury my face in her sweet center.

      “Spread your legs for me.” She looks hesitant for a moment but slowly opens them a few inches. I want her spread open—wide open—so I can taste and smell her. I grab her ankles and pull them far apart as she gasps. Then I drop to my knees and inhale her delicious scent as I run my nose up her inner thigh.

      She lets out a soft whimper as my tongue dances across her clit. Her taste sinks into my tongue and my head is flooded with lust. I don’t hold back. I dive in—lapping at her most intimate parts as I hold her legs apart. I can feel her writhing beneath me as she tries to squeeze her thighs together. She’s pulling at my hair as her back arches off the bed. She’s close, on the edge. I kiss and suck at her nub as I thrust two fingers inside her and find her G-spot. I can feel her juices pooling on my tongue as she relents and lets the pleasure roll through her body. Her legs fall open and her breathing slows, and I stand and look down her body as I remove my own clothing. Her eyes are heavy with desire and her lips are swollen and pouty. She’s ready for me. I quickly grab a condom from my bag and sheathe myself before crawling up her body.

      “Let me feel you,” she says as she reaches down between us and grabs my length in her hand. She squeezes me and places the tip of my cock at her entrance. I didn’t think I could get any harder, but watching her long pale pink fingernails wrapped around my shaft has me ready to explode already.

      “Ohhhh fuuuuck, baby, I need to cum so bad. Let me in that tight little pussy of yours.” I begin to rock back and forth, inching in more and more with each thrust. She’s tight—very tight—and I’m a little more than well-endowed. I’ve struggled to get my entire length inside a woman before, but Samantha is like a vise. I don’t want to hurt her, but I’m about two seconds away from blowing my load early like a teenager.

      “You’re so tight,” I grunt as I thrust a little more.

      “Just fuck me, please.” She’s whimpering and it drives me over the edge. Without thinking, I thrust into her and don’t look back. I pull myself up on my knees and hook her thighs over my arms. I thrust into her over and over, watching her tits bounce every time I impale her.

      “Yes! Yesss! Right there, oh, don’t stop!” She fists the sheets in her hands as her back arches and she yells my name. That’s what I fucking want to hear!

      Watching the orgasm rip through her body and feeling her squeeze me has me thrusting into her hard one last time before I empty myself into her. I can still feel her pussy milking me of every last drop as I collapse on top of her, burying my face in her neck.

      “Did I hurt you?” I turn toward her and smooth the hair from her face.

      “A little, but it was worth it. I’m sure I’ll be walking a little cockeyed tomorrow,” she says with a little giggle.

      I can’t remember the last time I held a woman after sex, but this feels…good, right even. Her giggle makes my heart do a little flip—something I have no interest in addressing at the moment, so instead I reach between us and cup one of her breasts.

      “I didn’t get a chance to play with these beauties yet,” I say before leaning down and covering a nipple with my mouth. A small moan escapes her lips as she pulls my face back up toward her.

      “Unless you’re ready for round two, you better cut that out!”

      I can feel a smirk spread across my face, “Well, in that case…” I say before leaning back down to continue my exploration of her supple breasts.
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      The next morning, I wake, shower, and head out before Samantha even wakes. I’m heading to Mr. Smithfield’s corporate office and his largest distribution facility. Part of signing a new contract is due diligence, and I intend to do just that today. Wayne is an honest, hard-working businessman who can respect someone like myself who has also built a firm from the ground up. I like the man. He’s forward and direct and I respect that. I don’t like a client who plays games or is constantly making me work hard to cover up their endless mistakes. Wayne is the kind of client who can not only make my firm endless amounts of steady money, but can open the door for even bigger fish in the future.

      I look myself over in the mirror as I button the cuffs of my shirt. Wayne insisted I not wear a suit, as he takes a more casual approach to his standard uniform of dark denim, a button-down navy shirt, and a brown suede fedora.

      Before I leave, I stop in the bedroom to admire Samantha as she sleeps. Her long, dark hair falls across the pillow and the sheets are draped seductively over her golden skin. I can see her chest rise and fall as small puffs of air escape her parted lips. She’s gorgeous—probably the hottest woman I’ve ever been with—but she doesn’t act like it. I can feel my dick stiffen as my eyes trail down her body to her exposed thigh hanging out of the blankets. I clench my jaw as I feel myself salivating. I want to taste her again. I check my watch and see that Jake will be picking me up in ten minutes. Without a second thought, I drag the blankets down Samantha’s body, causing her to stir awake. A look of confusion washes over her face. “What are you doing?”

      “Having breakfast.” I say as I lower my mouth to the delicious apex of her thighs and set about making her cum—twice before my ride arrives.

      “You don’t want me to return the favor?” she says as I brush her hand away from my belt.

      “Not right now, sweetheart. My ride is pulling up, but we can certainly request tit-for-tat later.” Before I can think through my actions, I lean down and plant a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

      I turn and walk out of the room as confusion settles over me. I don’t know what prompted such an act of endearment. I run my hand gruffly over my face as I step onto the porch and breathe in some fresh air. The last thing I need to do is confuse her. I don’t want to face the fact that it might be me who is becoming confused.

      I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t had some doubts lately about the bachelor life. Seeing how happy Vincent and Madeline have been, plus hearing about Griffin and El getting engaged with a baby on the way makes me wonder if that’s a happiness I could ever have. Where I get fucked up though is wondering if the risk is worth the reward: about the time I fall in love, she’ll probably use me for my money or get pregnant and end up resenting me.

      I’m shaken from my thoughts when Jake pulls up in the golf cart. “Mornin’, Mr. Styles,” he says with a drawl.

      “Morning, Jake.” We speed off toward the main house and jump in Wayne’s blue Ford F-350.

      I know how important the Smithfield account is to my firm, and as much I’m trying to remain engaged during the meetings and tours, my mind keeps wandering back to Samantha. I want to send her a message to see how she’s doing. I fidget with my phone in my pocket over and over, trying to summon the courage to text her.

      What would I even say? Just ask her how she’s doing and how her day is going, I tell myself. Weirdly, the words “I miss you” pop into my brain for a brief moment. I ignore the temptation and focus my attention back on the conversation at hand.

      As we wrap up our day and prepare to head back to the house, I excuse myself to the restroom and pull out my phone to text her.

      Hey, we’re heading back to the house soon for dinner. Wayne said two of his sons will be there tonight and we’ll be having a cookout. We have some time to rest and get ready though, so no rush.

      I can see three dots appear after I send the text, signaling she’s responding.

      Hey! Thanks for the heads-up. I just got back to the guest house after spending the day with Helen. I’m going to take a quick shower and give El a call. Kind of weird not being with you today. See you soon!

      Her message is sincere and genuine; why can’t I be that way with her? Why can’t I just tell her that I missed hanging out with her today? I type out that I missed hanging out with her and my thumb hovers over the SEND button, but instead, I erase the message and type out something more my style—something that won’t confuse her about our relationship.

      Mmm, you in the shower, huh? Get that body nice and clean for daddy, though I’m just going to make sure you’re filthy again as soon as I walk in that door. I hope you’re ready to return the favor from this morning, because I’ve been dying to see those plump lips of yours wrapped around my thick cock.
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      As much as I hated myself for sending that message, I can’t deny I’m loving the consequences. Looking down and seeing Samantha on her knees in her bra and panties waiting to take me in her mouth is a fucking fantasy. She brings out such confusing feelings in me. I want to mark her, to use her, and to make her mine while caring for her and seeing to her needs. A deep groan escapes my lips as she takes me into the back of her throat. I’m so screwed. I look down at her big blue eyes and tell her exactly how she makes me feel. I can’t hold back the filthy things that come to my mind when I look at her.

      “That’s right, sweetheart, suck that cock like you mean it. Make me cum down your throat. Mmm, let me give you dessert before we even get to dinner, baby.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll have a bratwurst, please,” I say to Wayne as he asks me what I’ll have from the grill. The evening has been pleasant. Wayne’s sons, Richard and Thomas, have come by with their families and we’ve been hearing funny stories about their childhood. I glance over at Cam as he makes small talk with Helen about her grandkids. She’s flipping through about fifty photos and he’s smiling along with her and asking questions. It’s cute to see him so engaged and somewhat disarmed in a casual setting. He looks up and catches me staring, shooting me a small wink. Those damn butterflies are back in my stomach.

      I feel my phone buzz in my pocket and pull it out to see Dr. McSexy’s name on the caller ID. “Shit,” I say to myself. I casually excuse myself and step into the house to take the call. I can see Cameron’s eyes on me as I walk away from the crowd.

      “Hello?” I say in a half-whisper.

      “Hey Samantha! It—It’s Kenneth…from work? Dr. Ken?”

      “Hey, Dr. Ken, how’s it going?” I glance over my shoulder to make sure no one can hear me.

      “Well, I haven’t seen you at work lately and I know we never got a chance to catch up after our failed er…uh…get-together?” It’s a little cute that he’s stumbling over what to call it.

      “Yeah, so sorry. I actually took some time off. Just a few days. I’m in Georgia for a bit of an unexpected thing, but I’ll be back to work on Saturday.” I feel like shit lying to the man. I really do like him; he’s one of the good ones. He’s the kind you can count on—the marrying kind.

      “Oh, my bad, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your vacation. I guess I’ll see you Saturday and we can talk about that…date?” His inflection goes up as if he’s hopeful. I can’t help but giggle a little.

      “Yes, that sounds great. Sorry I just kind of fell off the face of the earth after canceling on you last week. I look forward to seeing you and talking about our date.” I make sure to emphasize the last word so he isn’t confused. I hang up with a big grin on my face and turn around to see Cameron leaning against the doorframe with his arms folded across his chest.

      “Who’s Dr. Ken?” His face is stoic, giving away no emotion.

      “Oh, uh, he’s a cowork—a friend. He’s a coworker and a friend.”

      “Sounds like more than a friend if you’re going on a date,” he says, his voice a bit more stern.

      I suddenly feel a little annoyed and defensive. “Well, then I guess he’s more than a friend.” I shrug as I make my way toward the door. Before I can get too far, Cameron puts his hand around my elbow and pushes me up against the wall, pinning me against it with his hard body. His lips are on mine and his tongue thrusts into my mouth with conviction over and over, and I can’t help but feel he’s marking his territory.

      As quickly as he pushed me against the wall, he pulls away, leaving me breathless. “While you work for me, you’re mine, understand?” His eyes are narrowed on mine. At first I think he’s joking, but his jaw is clenched and fixed.

      “I’m not your property, Cameron, and the contract says nothing about me not dating during this period.” I hush my tone, remembering where we are and that people are just outside.

      “We’ll discuss this later. Just don’t forget whose cock you had in your mouth half an hour ago,” he says before walking out, leaving me standing alone as tears prick my eyes.

      His words sting. This is the first time I’ve felt like I’m just a contract to him, but it’s the snap back to reality that I needed. I can’t help but feel a little sick to my stomach when I realize there’s some truth to his words. It was barely thirty minutes ago that I was on my knees in front of Cameron, getting off on the naughty things he was saying to me while I pleasured him, and now I’m on the phone with a guy I actually have a chance with, trying to schedule a date.

      I step into the bathroom and splash some cold water on my face before re-emerging at the cookout. “You all right, dear? Cameron said you weren’t feeling like yourself this evening.” I smile as Helen wraps her arm around my shoulder.

      “Thank you, Helen. Yes, I’m okay. He’s just overreacting. I had a bit of a headache, but now I’m starving!”

      I grab my plate and head over to the grill to grab my bratwurst and a beer. Everyone falls back into their cadence of conversation and I make sure to have intense eye contact with Cameron as I pick up the bratwurst with my fork and take a massive and aggressive bite out of it. I laugh to myself as I see him wince at the sight of me destroying a phallic object.

      That’ll teach you to tell me what I can do! I mutter under my breath as I finish up my dinner and join everyone else for a cold beer and laughter. As much as I want to slap the smug grin off of his face, I know I still need to put on a good show for the Smithfields, so I walk over and stand next to Cameron.

      Without hesitation, he uncrosses his legs and pulls me onto his lap. As much as there was tension between us a few moments ago, it almost seems natural to be so intimate with him. He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls my mouth toward his for a quick, soft kiss.

      I can’t help but notice the look of shock in his eyes when he registers the whistles coming from Mr. Smithfield and his sons. I’m pretty sure he completely forgot where we were and his instinct to pull me in for a kiss was completely involuntary.

      I blush as I look around and see their smiles and laughter, “Oh, to be young and in love!” Helen says as she leans into her husband’s side. I pull myself from Cameron’s lap, but he doesn’t let go of my hand.

      “Well, Mr. and Mrs. Smithfield, we’ve had a lovely evening, but I think we’ll be heading back to the guest house.” We say our goodbyes to the entire family and decide to walk back to the guest house instead of taking the golf cart. Cameron is still holding my hand, but a heaviness hangs between us.

      Neither of us wants to be the first to speak, and I can tell we have some unfinished business to discuss. I look up at the clear night sky and sigh. As much as I’ve been enjoying my time here—and let’s be honest, the white-hot sex hasn’t been bad either—I’ve missed home. We’ll be leaving tomorrow evening, and I’m ready to get back to Cocoa and my routine.

      “What are you thinking about?” Cameron’s deep voice breaks my train of thought.

      “Oh, just thinking about home…and Cocoa. I’ve never been away from her for this long.” He snickers and I jab him in the side. “Hey, she’s my baby!” The silence falls back between us and the tension seems twice as thick.

      I can’t tell if it’s anger or frustration or both. We finally reach the guest house and step onto the front porch. I can’t take the weirdness any longer and I open my mouth to apologize just as he pulls me against him for a kiss.

      This was the last thing I expected, but then I realize that this is how he deals with problems—with sex. It’s no wonder he’s never had a serious relationship, given that he masks his problems with temporary pleasure.

      I push him away, “No, I want to apolo—” But before I can finish the sentence, he’s back to thrusting his tongue in my mouth. I attempt to push myself away again, but give in for just a moment as my body melts into his. I can feel his hardness pressing against my stomach as he snakes his fingers through my hair and tugs my head back to look in his eyes.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he says before devouring my mouth again.

      “What do you want?” I say breathlessly between kisses.

      He grabs a thigh with each hand and lifts me to wrap my legs around his waist. He opens the front door and walks us inside, never breaking our kiss.

      “You. Now.”
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      I can’t sleep. I lie staring at the ceiling as Cameron snores softly beside me. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but I know it’s not going to end well. In his defense, he was very clear about no expectations. In his words, this is “just fucking.” But I know he can feel what’s happening between us.

      A pit forms in my stomach as Dr. Ken’s face appears in my mind. I feel a sense of guilt and I don’t know why. I’m not dating him—we’ve never even been out together—but I feel like I’m somehow cheating on him with Cameron. I continue to toss and turn. The bottom line is I can’t continue on with Cam this way. It’s only going to end in heartache. My heartache.
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      I grip the armrest of the plane seat as we prepare for our descent back into Chicago. The day has been a bit gloomy. Cameron had a few final meetings with Wayne at his office, and Helen had some things to attend to, so I spent the morning on my own. Things are definitely still off between us. I figure I’ll give it some time and maybe it will pass on its own.

      We continue in silence on the way home, after which Cameron leaves me while he returns to his office in the city to get caught up on what he missed while he was away.

      It’s Friday night and as exhausted as I am, I can’t stand the thought of sulking at Cam’s home alone. “Should I call him?” I ask Cocoa, causing her to raise her sleepy head and blink at me.

      “I’m going to call him. It’s Friday night; what have I got to lose?” I jump off the bed and pace back and forth as I pull up Dr. Ken’s name. It’s only 6:30 p.m., so there’s an off-chance I could catch him and grab a drink or a late dinner. I hesitate over the green CALLl button for half a second before pushing it.

      “Oh my God, it’s ringing!” I say, as if I’m actually surprised.

      “Hello, Samantha!” It’s Ken. I panic. I wasn’t actually expecting him to pick up.

      “Hey!” I almost shout, my voice sounding squeaky and unnatural. I clear my throat and take a deep breath.

      “Hey, sorry I’m calling so unexpectedly, but I thought I’d take a chance and see if you’re available for a drink or late dinner?” My hands are flailing about wildly as I speak, like that will somehow calm me down.

      “Actually, yeah, that would be great. I was just about to order pizza and watch Netflix. So, thank you. You rescued me from another lonely night of The Office.”

      I laugh, “I love that show; you can never watch too many reruns.”

      “So, where do you live? How about I pick you up in about an hour?” Suddenly realizing my living arrangement and not jumping at the chance to start a first date with that story, I suggest we meet at this great wine bar in Lakeview East.

      “Sounds like a plan then. You sure you don’t want me to pick you up? I feel like that’s the proper move here.”

      I insist it’s okay and we agree to meet at 7:30, which leaves me barely enough time to hop in the shower and wash the airport gunk off my body.

      I look myself over in the floor-length mirror of the closet. It’s still cold here in Chicago, so I opt for my favorite skinny jeans and an off-the-shoulder pink and white top. My long hair falls in loose curls and I pull on a pair of over-the-knee heeled boots.

      “Shit!” What should I tell Cameron? Should I leave him a note? Text him? I check the time and see that I barely have fifteen minutes to get to the bar. I quickly call an Uber and scribble a note for him.

      Went out with a friend. Will be back later.

      I walk into the bar, and Ken is already sitting at a small booth in the corner. He stands when I arrive and gives me a small peck on the cheek as he touches my elbow. His cologne is pleasant and soft. His thick blond waves are brushed back, and his blue eyes are piercing as they stare back at me.

      He isn’t the type to look me up and down like Cameron—like he wants to devour me. Ken is a gentleman: one of those all-American, guy-next-door types you know will do the right thing and treat you with respect.

      The night is going well. We’ve shared some laughs about work and exchanged horrific tales about working in the medical world. He didn’t pry about my trip to Georgia and I wasn’t about to offer up any details.

      I want to want him like I did before. Before Cameron. I keep staring at his chiseled jaw and his broad chest. He is a tasty dish by all accounts, but I can’t help but compare him to Cameron. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m sitting at dinner with a gorgeous man who is everything I should want, and all I can think about is the douchebag of an asshole who only wants me for my body and says the filthiest things to me.

      I quickly squeeze my thighs together when I think about our last night together, and the way Cam bent me over the end of the bed and used my arms for leverage to pull me back onto his cock over and over until we were both screaming in pleasure.

      I feel sick to my stomach. I can’t do this to Ken. He’s a good guy—a guy who deserves better than someone who is hung up on someone else.

      We finish up our dinner and wine and make our way outside. “So, do you want to go grab a drink somewhere else, or share a great bottle of aged port I have at my place?”

      “I’m sorry, but not tonight. I had a great time though, and I’m sorry it was such a shit show just trying to go out.” I pull out my phone and call an Uber.

      “No worries at all. Thanks again for agreeing to go out. I had a great time. I really hope we can do this again sometime?” He leaves it as a question.

      I don’t know what’s going to happen, so I smile and give a small nod. “Have a good night. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

      On the way home, I decide I want to be honest with Cameron. I want to tell him that while I was on the date, all I could think about was him—that I crave his touch, and that I miss him when we’re apart. I’m not ready to tell him I have feelings for him, but I want him to know that I’m open to the possibility of something between us.

      The butterflies start dancing in my stomach as I get closer to his house. I’m nervous and excited. A big smile spreads across my face as I thank the Uber driver and make my way inside. Tingles build as I bound into the house and anxiously walk into the kitchen. The lights are on but I don’t see Cameron anywhere.

      I can hear the familiar sound of a belt running and the steady thump, thump, thump of his feet on the treadmill. I hang up my coat and put my purse and phone in my room, stopping to give Cocoa a few kisses before checking myself over in the bathroom mirror. I fluff up my hair and refresh my perfume while I slick on a little more gloss. Cocoa stops licking herself long enough to meow at me.

      “Don’t judge me!” I say back to her, as if she knows what I’m about to do.

      I make my way back out into the kitchen to head toward the gym when I see a glistening, sweaty Cameron grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. He’s shirtless and rivulets of sweat are beading all over his cut body. My mouth waters just looking at him.

      “How was your date?” he says without looking at me.

      I’m caught off-guard by his question. I’m not sure how he figured out who I was with, but I go with it.

      “Uh, well, not that great actually. Which is wha—”

      “That’s too bad. I mean, it’s a shame you risked this entire deal and fifty thousand dollars for a friend.” He makes sure to emphasize the last word. Clearly, he’s upset.

      “What? What happened? How did I risk everything?” I’m completely confused.

      “Use your head, Samantha. Everyone knows me in this town and I’m supposed to be engaged to you. How will it look to the Smithfields if my fiancée is photographed out with another man?”

      Suddenly I feel like an idiot and can see why he’d be frustrated. I really hadn’t even considered that. I open my mouth to apologize again, “You’re ri—”

      “What’s worse is I tried warning you not to when we were in Georgia, but you were too stubborn to listen and you still went. I told you it wasn’t a good idea, Samantha! You signed a contract stating you would be engaged to me. Pretend or not, it’s a legally binding contract!” He’s practically spitting the words at me now, each one punctuated by a finger thrust toward me.

      “Okay, first of all, you did not tell me it would be a bad idea because of possible photographers. Might I remind you that what you said to me was to ‘remember whose cock I had in my mouth!’” Now I’m pissed.

      “It’s just common sense, but clearly you’re just so driven by your libido that you have to bounce from one guy to the next without so much as a breath between them.” His chest is rapidly rising and failing as he lifts the water to his lips and chugs it.

      I’m stunned. I don’t even know what to say, so I stoop to insults.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Mr. ‘My Last “Relationship” Was Bending a Girl Over a Public Restroom Counter and Fucking Her Before I Even Got Her Name!’ Don’t you dare throw this in my face. You made it clear that I was nothing more than a dirty fuck and a contract. You have no right to be pissed at me for pursuing a real relationship outside of whatever the dysfunctional hell this is,” I say as I motion between the two of us. Tears have started to fall down my cheeks—tears of anger.

      A smirk spreads across his face, “You don’t have to reduce yourself to insults, Samantha, just because you were careless tonight and clearly in the wrong. You know you were wrong. You know you could have blown everything, but you won’t admit it. Pathetic,” he mutters before turning his back on me to walk out of the room.

      “Pathetic? You know what’s pathetic? A grown-ass man who is so successful, yet he has to trick his clients into signing with him because he’s that morally reprehensible. How hard would it be for you to actually be a better man rather than paying someone to pretend for you?” I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth, but it’s too late.

      “Morally reprehensible? You’re the one who sold yourself for fifty thousand dollars, sweetheart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Cameron

        

      

    

    
      I see the tears fall down her cheeks and the shock set in as soon as I say the words. I’m disgusted with myself, but instead of begging for forgiveness, I let my pride take over and I walk away.

      I don’t know how long she stands there, but I can’t stay in the same room. I rush up the stairs to my bedroom and throw the now-empty water bottle against the wall. I can’t stand the man I’ve become. The truth is, she was right. I should just be a better man instead of pretending—tricking clients into thinking that I care about the environment or that I’m a quality family man.

      I walk into the bathroom and step into the shower before the water even has a chance to warm up. I place my hands on the wall in front of me and hang my head. I’m jealous. I don’t want any man touching her. I want her for myself. I want her to want me the way she wants Dr. Ken.

      I hate that I have to compete with some bastard I don’t even know. Maybe it’s my pride, or maybe it’s because I’ve never had a woman choose another man over me. I pound my fist against the marble wall in frustration. I need to call Griffin and talk this out. Maybe he can help talk some sense into me.

      After I towel off, I grab my phone and send Griffin a quick text.

      I know it’s late, but care to grab a beer?

      I get dressed while I wait for his reply. I hear a buzz and check the messages.

      Oh boy, how badly did you fuck up this time?

      I can’t help but smile; he knows me too well.

      Colossal, man. Meet me at Finnigan’s Pub?

      Give me twenty.
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      “You weren’t kidding, man, that’s pretty colossal. I mean, even for you, those were some pretty cruel and harsh words.”

      “Yes, I’m aware,” I say as I hang my head in shame again. “She just tries my patience and drives me crazy at the same time.” I put my hands in a circle like I’m strangling something.

      Griffin just lets out a loud laugh, throws his head back, and slaps the bar top. “Holy shit, I never thought I’d see the day.” My brows knit together as I take a long swig of my beer.

      “You’re in love, brother!” he says, giving me a loud smack on the back as I almost spit my beer out of my nose.

      I wipe the dribble off my chin, “In love? Whoa, whoa, whoa, that is not the situation here. I’m just not used to having a woman reject me, especially after we’ve…”

      Griffin’s eyes grow wide, “Wait, you guys have been sleeping together? You left out that bit of information earlier.”

      I rub my forehead in aggravation, “Yeah. I tried not to, I swear—but my God, she’s like kryptonite for me, man. I cannot resist when she looks at me; it’s like every tempting thing on this planet that was ever created all rolled into one.” I’m lost in my own thoughts of her as the words leave my mouth.

      Griffin smiles. “I know exactly how you feel, Cam, trust me. But what the hell did you think was going to happen when you started sleeping together? We both know the whole friends-with-benefits lie is complete bullshit.”

      “I was honest with her, Grif. I told her that I wasn’t looking for long-term, and that I don’t do relationships or marriage and all that. Once this is done, we will go our separate ways as planned. Trust me, she has her eyes on some doctor she works with.”

      “Oh, you thought that little caveat would keep her from developing feelings?” he says sarcastically.

      “She doesn’t have feelings for me. I just told you she’s talking to some doctor asshole and is apparently dating him now.” I finish the rest of my beer and wave over the bartender for another.

      Griffin lets me continue to throw a pity party, but more than anything, it’s just making me realize what an asshole I’ve been. After another drink, we both head home and I decide that I need to apologize to Sam.

      I don’t plan on telling her why I lashed out, plus I think Griffin is full of shit. I’m not in love with her. It’s just all the emotions from sex getting in the way, not to mention the sting of rejection.

      It’s late by the time I get home, and I poke my head in her room and see her fast asleep with Cocoa beside her on a pillow. I reach down and give Cocoa’s head some scratches, and she gives me a couple quick sniffs before nestling down and purring. She is a pretty cute cat and it’s damn near adorable how much Sam cares about her.

      I head back to my room and strip down to my boxers. I slide into bed and the cold sheets feel refreshing against my skin. I can’t stop thinking about the way Samantha makes me feel. Is this love? I wouldn’t know, to be honest. I’ve never experienced it before.

      The next morning, Sam has already left for work. It’s a Saturday, so while I don’t normally work, I decide to head into the office to get my mind off of our fight last night. I shuffle through case files and court documents, not digesting anything that I’m reading. Finally, I flip on the giant flat screen in my office and watch ESPN for a while before I decide I can’t focus.

      I pull out my phone and find a local florist, ordering a few dozen roses I can pick up on the way home. I also call Samantha’s favorite restaurant and place a to-go order for later this evening. I want to show her that I’m not always a complete asshole who only thinks about getting in her pants and pissing people off.

      It’s nearing 7:30 p.m. when I hear the front door open. I’ve checked my watch nervously for the past hour or so, anxiously awaiting her arrival. I walk into the kitchen to see her standing at the counter with her eyes closed. Her hair is piled high on her head, leaving her long, slender neck exposed. I try not to get sidetracked by thoughts of running my lips along her supple skin. She lets out a long sigh as her hands massage her neck and her head lolls forward.

      “Long day?” I say, startling her.

      She places her hand on her chest to steady herself. “Jesus, you scared me. Yeah, kind of forgot how long these twelve-hour shifts feel after not working for five days.” She’s tense and I can tell last night is still bothering her.

      She gives me a small smile and grabs her bag before starting for her room.

      “Samantha?”

      She stops and turns toward me. “Hmm?”

      “I’m sorry. I was out of line last night and well, frankly, I was a complete asshole. You don’t deserve to be treated like that.” I can see relief start to wash over her face as her features soften.

      “Actually, I was going to apologize to you. I—I don’t know what got into me last night, and you were right about my careless and thoughtless actions. I shouldn’t have said what I said to you. I didn’t mean it.”

      I step toward her, unsure of what I’m doing. Do I kiss her? Hug her? I do neither.

      “I, uh, have an apology dinner prepared in the dining room. I picked up your favorite, Agostino’s.”

      “Cam, you didn’t have to do that.”

      This time, I step closer and cup her cheek. Something stirs in my stomach and I realize: this woman is everything I want. I have never in my life been prompted to say those three little words, but suddenly, it’s all I can do to hold back from yelling them. I lean in and place a soft kiss on her lips. I pull back and look at her, then lean in again, this time covering her bottom lip with my own, pulling it into my mouth to softly suck on.

      She quickly steps back and pulls my hand from her face. “I should really get out of these scrubs. Trust me, you don’t want hospital germs all over you.” She smiles and walks away, but something still feels off.
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      “Mmm…” A soft moan escapes her lips and her eyelids flutter shut as she wraps them around her fork. While I’m preoccupied with trying to figure out how to fix things, I can’t help my body’s reaction to her sounds. My dick twitches, and I’ve never been so jealous of a bit of lasagna before.

      “Hey, so I was thinking…” She places her fork down on her plate and takes a long sip of her wine. Shit, this doesn’t sound good.

      “I think that us sleeping together really complicated things. I know this is a job and we both have lives outside of this once it’s over, so maybe it’s best if we just keep it simple.”

      Ah, the easy letdown. Seems like she’s made up her mind about being with Dr. Whatever-the-Fuck-His-Name-Is.

      “Did I do something wrong in bed? Something you didn’t like?” I fish for an explanation. I want to hear her say she doesn’t want me.

      “No! No…no. It was good. I just think it muddied the waters a little. We could just say it was a fun Georgia thing and go back to how things were before.”

      I nod slowly. This is the worst idea I’ve ever heard. If she doesn’t want me and wants to be with this other guy, I wish she’d just come out and say it. I can feel my blood pressure rising and I have to remind myself that this isn’t about me. I need to give her space and let do what’s right for her. Who the fuck am I these days?!

      “Yeah, I agree. That makes perfect sense.” I raise my glass. “Here’s to finishing out the contract with no more fights.” I finish off my glass in one gulp and get up to grab something stronger. If this is how she wants to play it, then I’m going to need some Scotch to help my blue balls and broken heart.
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      The next few weeks are fucking torture. Things between Samantha and me have actually been really great. We’ve settled into a routine of work schedules and a few outings here and there. It’s like she’s become one of my closest friends. The only difference is, I ashamedly beat off in the shower every night to thoughts of her. I’m not proud of it, but it keeps me from savagely punching a hole in the wall every time I see her.

      Her new idea is to have me teach her how to work out. I thought it was bad seeing her in regular clothes around the house! Now she’s squatting with her spandex-clad ass practically in my crotch and her full, perky tits bouncing in my face. Goddammit, I’m going to have a stroke!

      Tonight I’ve decided to sneak into the gym before she gets home from work. Hopefully, I can avoid being tortured for an hour. Just as I step onto the treadmill, however, she pokes her head around the corner.

      “Hey! I thought you were going to wait for me!”

      Fuuuuuuuck me!

      “I’m going to change; I’ll be right back.” I hear her scurry to her room and images of her shimmying into those skintight leggings pop into my head. I slam my hand down on the emergency stop of the treadmill. I’ve got about two minutes to formulate a plan before I lose my ever-loving mind.

      “Okay, okay, I can do this,” I say aloud to myself as I nod my head. If she wants to tease the hell out of me, then two can play at that game. I rip off my shirt and look at myself in the mirrored wall. I’m going to tease the shit out of her—give her a taste of her own medicine. Before she enters the room, I pull my shirt back on, deciding a slow tease will be better.

      Just then, she comes bounding back into the gym. Her luscious breasts and perky ass are on full display, covered by a barely-there stretch of fabric.

      “Why don’t you warm up on the treadmill for ten minutes?” I say as I start the belt and bump up the incline.

      I walk over the pull-up bar and make sure I’m facing her as I pound out several sets. I can see her trying not to watch me, but she’s failing. After several sets of pull-ups and curls, I lift my shirt to wipe the sweat from my brow. She’s messing around on her phone, but my movements catch her eye and she looks up just as I slowly pull my shirt over my head and toss it on the floor.

      I can see her lips part as her tongue darts out to wet them. She almost stumbles but quickly catches herself before the treadmill beeps and comes to a standstill.

      “Ready for some squats?” she says as she heads over to the squat rack. She thinks she’s being clever, but I’m on to her.

      “Yeah, I think it’s time we upped your weight. Go a little heavier.”

      “You sure? Last time was pretty heavy already.”

      “Yeah, absolutely. You’re getting stronger,” I say as I load up the bar. I want it heavy enough that she needs me right up against her to help her.

      She warms up with a few lighter reps then goes in for the heavy stuff. “Don’t worry, I’m right behind you.” I place my body just close enough so she can feel the heat radiating from my chest, then I place my hands on her hips.

      “Make sure you’re keeping the weight in your heels and really sticking your butt out on the way down, okay?” She nods her head and starts to lower her body.

      I can feel her struggling on the way up, so I press myself against her and bear some of the weight for her.

      “That’s way too heavy, Cameron. I don’t feel comfortable.”

      I tell her to try one more time, and when she does, I don’t step back before she lowers down—causing her ass to land squarely against my crotch. She quickly bolts upright and re-racks the weight.

      “See, I knew you had it in you!” I say, pretending I didn’t notice.

      “I don’t feel like working out tonight, actually. I think I’ll just take a long soak in the tub and give my muscles a break.”

      I’m disappointed, but I don’t let it show. Clearly, my plan is working. “Suit yourself.” I continue with my workout as she makes her way out of the gym.

      After we’ve both cleaned up, we’re standing around in the kitchen preparing something to eat. I take full advantage of opportunities to walk up behind her and help her reach a glass on the top shelf while I lightly press my body against hers or rest my hand on her hip or lower back as I move to step around her.

      I can see her frustration building until finally she snaps. “Stop it, Cameron!”

      I turn around slowly with a dumbfounded look on my face. “Stop what?”

      “I know what you’re doing! So just stop.” I step closer to her.

      “What am I doing, Samantha?” Her breathing becomes more rapid.

      “You’re trying to seduce me. You keep touching me. It’s not working, so give it up.” She steps back and hits the counter behind her.

      I can’t help but smile. It’s clearly working. I step forward until we’re mere inches apart and lower my mouth until I’m hovering above hers.

      “I’m not trying to seduce you, Samantha. If I were seducing you, you wouldn’t be able to resist.” Her lips part again and I can see her pulse at the base of her neck.

      Her eyes drop to my mouth and she’s fighting hard not to lean in and close the small distance between us. She fails. She presses her lips against mine as she raises her hand to wrap around the back of my neck, but before she can, I reach up and grab it while I pull away and break the kiss.

      “I thought we agreed we didn’t want to muddy the waters.” I make sure to use her exact phrase.

      She rolls her eyes and pushes past me. I know she’s upset and probably embarrassed that I turned her down, but I want her to need me. I want her so wrapped up in desiring me that she  tells me what she wants without thinking about it first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Samantha

        

      

    

    
      I kick off the covers in exasperation. I can’t sleep and I know the reason why: Cameron. I can’t stop thinking about the way his body felt against mine earlier. Why the hell did I ever suggest we stop hooking up?

      I groan in frustration and decide a little self-satisfaction might do the trick. I reach into my nightstand and pull out my trusty vibrator. I close my eyes and images of his shirtless body pepper my thoughts. I place the vibrating head against my clit and gasp at the sensations that ripple through my body. It doesn’t take long before my breathing becomes rapid and shallow and I’m grabbing at the pillow behind me. I’m so close that my toes curl and a light sheen of sweat covers my body.

      “Would you like some help?” Cameron’s voice breaks my concentration and my eyes pop open. What the hell?

      I sit up and try to cover myself with my sheet as I look up and see him leaning against my doorframe. Did I really leave the door wide open?

      “What the fuck? Get out!” I toss a pillow at him but miss by a mile.

      He doesn’t say a word as he stalks toward me. He simply lifts my t-shirt and pulls my panties down, placing the still-vibrating toy against my clit. I gasp and fall back against my pillow again.

      I can hear him saying something to me, but I can’t make out what it is. I’m so close again—oh God, I’m right there! His voice becomes weirder and louder, almost like a wounded animal. I’m so confused, but I don’t want to stop. I’m just about to climax when I feel a thump on my chest and the crying noise wakes me.

      I sit up in a daze as Cocoa flies off my chest and runs to her food dish, crying.

      Oh my God, it was a dream? I put my pillow over my face and scream into it.

      I huff loudly and refill Cocoa’s bowl. I can’t sleep and now I’m so beyond sexually frustrated I’m about to climb the walls and yowl like my cat. I grab my empty water glass and head out to the kitchen. I drag my feet as I walk into the living room but stop when I see Cameron reclined in a chaise lounge facing the windows.

      I know I said we shouldn’t confuse the situation by sleeping with each other, but I can’t take it any longer. I want him. I need to feel his body against mine. I swallow a gulp of water and walk over to where’s reclining and stand beside him without a word. He doesn’t look up but reaches out and runs his hand up my bare leg.

      He knows why I’m down here and I’m guessing he can’t sleep for the same reason. Without a word, I set my glass on the table and place one leg to the left of the chair, and the other on the right, before lowering myself down to straddle him.

      He doesn’t hesitate. He runs one hand up my thigh and grips my ass as his other hand grips the back of my neck and brings my lips to his. No words are necessary in this moment. The kiss isn’t rushed or hard—it’s tender and passionate. His eyes are fixed on mine as he gently caresses my mouth with his own before slipping his tongue inside. My core clenches and I can feel my hips grinding against him, almost involuntarily.

      This feels different. It’s intense and heated, like we’re both taking our time and savoring each touch—each moment before it’s gone.

      His tongue continues to massage mine as his free hand skims up my body under my t-shirt and cups my breast. He runs his thumb across my hardened nipple and I gasp. I’ve never had a man elicit this kind of response from me with just a simple touch. I’m breathless, and I let my head fall back as his lips move down my jawline to my neck. He licks, sucks, and nibbles his way down until he lifts my shirt over my head and tosses it to the ground. I’m completely exposed to him.

      His assault on my body doesn’t stop. He continues to explore my breasts with his mouth, massaging one with his hand while he sucks on the other. His other hand moves to the apex of my thighs and begins to rub small circles on my clit with his thumb. I’m already so primed from my dream that I’m seconds away from exploding.

      I thrust my hips forward with his movements as he once again grabs the back of my neck. “Look at me,” he says in a whisper as my body moves closer and closer to the edge. “You are so beautiful,” he says as he licks my bottom lip before placing a gentle kiss there. I place my hands on his shoulders and grip firmly as he slips a finger inside me. I’m done. I moan loudly as the orgasm takes over my body. I’m panting and my head begins to fall back, but he won’t let it.

      “Keep looking at me. I want to watch you.” His words make me even hotter, and I’m riding out the last waves of pleasure when he pulls his finger from me and brings it up to his mouth, licking off my juices.

      His cock is hard beneath me, and I reach down to stroke him through his boxers before I try to remove them completely. But before I can free him, he’s standing up and carrying me to his room. He doesn’t waste time as he lays me back on the bed and removes his boxers before crawling up me and centering himself at my entrance.

      I wince a little as he pushes himself inside me, but it isn’t long before we’re both moving in a rhythm of pleasure. He continues to kiss me as be thrusts himself into me over and over, causing me to moan. His eyes are locked on mine. He’s making love to me; this isn’t fucking.

      I can feel his movements growing more erratic as we both feel frantic. He kisses me like he’s never kissed me before. It’s like he’s trying to tell me something with his body.

      “I—I’m…” I pant as he pulls back and watches me fall apart again. I don’t even have to finish the sentence—it’s like he can read my body’s every movement. This time I don’t look away. Our gaze stays fixed as waves of pleasure rock my body, and it’s only seconds later that he says my name over and over as he spills himself inside me. His face is buried in the crook of my neck as he plants a soft kiss on it.

      We both lie still, wrapped up in each other without a word as we drift off to sleep. My eyes are finally so heavy I can no longer keep them open, and for a brief moment, I swear I hear him whisper “I love you,” but before I can say anything, I succumb to sleep.
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      It’s my day off, and I finally pull myself out of bed around 9:30 a.m. Cameron has already left for work. I poke my head out of the room to make sure the maid isn’t around and scurry my naked ass back to my bedroom to put on some clothes. I can smell fresh-brewed coffee, so I make my way to the kitchen and find a note from Cameron.

      Good morning, sleepyhead. You looked too gorgeous and peaceful, so I tried to slip out unnoticed. I set the coffee maker to go off around 9 a.m. and there’s a surprise for you in the fridge. Have a great day. ;-)

      A huge grin spreads across my face as I read the note again. It feels like something changed between us last night. I don’t want to get too excited about a little note, though, so I grab a cup of coffee and head to my room to text El.

      Hey girl, how’s the pregnancy? Baby still making you pee every 3.5 seconds?

      Her response is almost immediate.

      Funny you should ask! I just left my obstetrician. Everything is looking good, but yes, peeing nonstop and starting to feel like a giant gassy whale. What about YOU? Things any better since Grif talked to Cam?

      My brows knit together, “What?” I say aloud.

      What do you mean? Talk about what?

      A second later, my phone is ringing and El’s name appears on the screen.

      “Hey, what are you talking about?”

      “Sorry, I thought you knew. A few weeks ago, Cam told Griffin you guys had some big fight and they went out for beers to talk. I’m guessing he didn’t say anything about it to you?”

      “Well, obviously not.” As silly as it is, I can’t help but feel a little butthurt by it. Why was he talking to Griffin about me and our fight? “Do you know what they talked about?” I pick at the cuticle of my nail nervously.

      “Well, like I said, some fight you guys had. I just know Griffin came home and was kind of laughing about it all. I guess Cameron told him he’d fucked up royally and that he wasn’t sure how to fix things. Seems like you guys were able to, though, since I haven’t received any ‘I’m going to kill him’ texts?”

      “Yeah, we both said some things we shouldn’t have and apologized. Things have been great the past few weeks…” My voice trails off. I never told El that I slept with Cameron or that I went on the date with Dr. Ken. Before I can address either of those, though, she interrupts my thoughts.

      “So, when were you going to tell me you slept with him then dumped him for Dr. McSexy?” Shit.

      “About that. First of all, I didn’t dump him for Dr. Ken. We had a planned date that just wasn’t scheduled yet. But yeah, I screwed up, El. I slept with Cameron, but then when I went on my date with Ken, all I could think about was Cam! I wanted to tell him, but that’s when we had that big fight. I never got the chance, then I told him I thought it best that we stop our physical relationship since things were getting weird. I think…I think I was falling for him, but we’d both made it clear that this was just a no-strings-attached thing. But now…now I know I’m in love with him, and he’s finding out today if he landed the contract or not, so I’ll be out of his life soon.”

      I can hear her let out a breath like she’s mulling over everything.

      “You haven’t told him any of that?”

      “No. I don’t want to end up like every other woman in his life. I keep telling myself that if I just ignore it, it will go away and I’ll get over my stupid little crush. But last night, El—last night was different. It felt like he was seeing me for the first time.”

      “Sam, speaking from personal experience here, you need to tell the man how you feel. Otherwise, you’re going to live with regret and it’s not worth it. If he tells you that it meant nothing to him, then you’ll realize that he isn’t right for you. It would suck and be incredibly painful, but at least you’d have that closure.”

      I know she’s right, but the thought of being so vulnerable with him is terrifying.

      “You know, I thought for a minute the other night…no, never mind.”

      “What, Sam? Tell me.”

      “It’s nothing, honestly. I think I was dreaming, but I swear I heard him say, ‘I love you.’ We were both half-asleep, so I think I was just delusional.”

      “That would be a dude thing to do,” she says.

      “How about this: tonight he’ll tell me if he got the contract or not. I’ll see how he handles the next steps in our contract—the whole ‘breaking up and moving out’ thing. If he doesn’t show any signs of wanting to just toss the contract out the window, then I’m not going to tell him.”

      “Well, I think that’s a completely stupid idea, but I’ve said my piece. Just know that I love you and support you, Sam. When this is all over, whatever the outcome, you’ll be fine because you’re strong. I’m sorry to just dip out, but this baby is about to make me pee myself, so I have to go. I love you, Sam. Keep me posted, okay?”

      “I will, and thanks for the support, El. Good luck with the bladder issues. Get some diapers—for yourself, I mean!” I can hear her laughing when I hang up.

      I decide a good way to set the scene for tonight is to return Cameron’s dinner date, only I’ll actually cook for him. I hit the gym for a quick run on the treadmill before showering and heading out to pick up some groceries.

      I’m not a master chef by any stretch of the imagination, but I can cook a mean lamb chop. We were poor growing up, but once a year on Easter, my mom would save up for a lamp chop and let me help her with the preparations.

      It’s nearing 6:30 p.m. when I hear the front door open. The aroma of the meat and the couscous salad I’ve made fill the apartment. I haven’t texted him to find out how today went, but I’ve presumptuously chilled a bottle of champagne.

      “Smells amazing in here!” he says as he walks into the kitchen. “What’s the occasion?”

      “Well, didn’t you have that big meeting with Mr. Smithfield and his team today?”

      A big toothy grin spreads across his face. “I did, and we got him!” he says with his arms outstretched.

      I’m not sure if he’s just pumping his fists in celebration or reaching out to me, so I give him a double high-five to be safe. I can see from the underwhelmed look on his face that he was hoping to pull me in for an embrace.

      I turn back to the food and begin to dish up our plates. “Why don’t you go change? Dinner is almost ready.”

      “What is it? It smells fantastic,” he says, reaching into one of the pots to dip his finger in some potatoes.

      I playfully smack his hand away and he hurries off to go change.

      When he emerges a few moments later, I’ve set the table and I hold two glasses of champagne in my hands. I hand him one as he walks back into the kitchen. He still has a look of confusion on his face as he takes the sparkling beverage.

      “All this for the contract?”

      I shrug, “Well, yeah, I mean, you’ve worked so hard and spent so much money I thought you’d want to celebrate.” I lift up my glass and he does the same. “To many more successes at Styles, Schmidt & Fitz, and to you getting your personal space back and me out of your hair.”

      He stares at me blankly for a moment and then mutters a half-hearted “cheers” before downing the entire glass. I’m not sure what changed from the time he got home to now, but there’s once again a heavy tension hanging in the air. I make small talk but we mostly eat our dinner in silence. Every once in a while, he chimes in again about how good it all is.

      After dinner, he helps me clear the table and clean up, but then retreats to his home office without a word. It’s like the warmth and closeness we had experienced last night have been sucked away. Maybe this is his way of making it clear he doesn’t want anything to do with me now that the contract has ended.

      It’s all starting to make sense. This is probably how he handles most women in his life. He’s charming and funny at first—reeling them in before seducing them, and then poof!—cold and aloof so they get the hint and leave on their own so he doesn’t have to look like the bad guy. The more I think about it, the angrier I become. I retreat to my room and begin to pack up my things. The contract stipulates that I have to stay another week after the deal is signed, but I don’t know if I can stick around that long.

      I have to work the next two days from 7 a.m. - 7 p.m., then I’ll be off the following two days. I could pretty much miss seeing Cameron altogether with that schedule. If I stay a little late at work and eat dinner there tomorrow, he will most likely be in the gym when I get home. I’ll just slip into my room and stay there until I have to leave for work the next morning.

      I should be able to find a place to live in no time. I pick up my phone and begin to frantically look at places within my budget since Cameron broke my lease early. I find two and email the management companies—begging them for a showing after work tomorrow. I need to get out of here before I end up spilling my guts to Cameron while having my heart ripped out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Cameron

        

      

    

    
      I twirl the crystal tumbler around in my hand. Samantha’s message at dinner was loud and clear. She was happy and excited to be done with me. I guess I can’t blame her. I told her that she was just a quick, dirty fuck to me. But I’d changed, and my actions had shown that to her over the last few weeks. Hadn’t she noticed?

      I get up and pour myself another glass of Scotch. I’m not actually getting any work done in my home office, but I don’t want to risk seeing her—watching her float around the house with her long legs and bright eyes. If she flashed that megawatt smile at me, I’d be a dead man.

      I should have known last night when I told her I loved her and she didn’t reciprocate. At first I thought she had just fallen asleep, but now I realize she simply did that to spare me the shame of rejection.

      I feel like a complete idiot. I swear there were moments she felt it too—this thing that’s between us. I take another big gulp of liquor and let it burn my throat on the way down. This just reconfirms why I don’t get involved in relationships.

      I spend the next day and a half sulking. I figure, if I don’t have to see her, I won’t. I spend an extra amount of time in the gym, hoping I can punch and lift away my frustrations. I also indulge in an extra helping or two of Scotch at night, which I know isn’t helping my damn mood.

      Finally, I can’t take my own sulking any longer and I knock on her bedroom door. There’s no answer. I look down at my watch and realize she’s probably still at work. I pop open the door to say hi to Cocoa, and when I see Sam’s room, I feel like I’ve been hit in the gut.

      Everything is boxed up, except her blanket. Cocoa meows at me from her perch on the bed and it snaps me back to reality. She was just going to leave and not tell me?

      I’m startled by a sound behind me. “Hey, you looking for something?” I turn around to see Samantha behind me in her scrubs.

      “What the fuck, Sam?” I gesture toward the almost-empty room and the pile of boxes in the corner.

      “What? Our contract is up at the end of the week and I figured I’d get a head start.” She pushes past me and walks into the room, tossing her bag on the bed and scratching Cocoa.

      “Where are you going to live? You could have asked me to help, you know.” I take a few deep breaths to calm my nerves instead of jumping to conclusions. That’s what got us in trouble last time.

      “I’ve found a place in the suburbs, actually. I’ve been wanting to take a job out of the city in a private practice, and I have an interview at one tomorrow.”

      I nod my head, trying to take it all in. “Can I help with anything?” I’m not really sure what to say.

      “No, I’ve already called a mover and since it’s not a lot, they said they could knock it out in, like, two hours.”

      I walk over to give Cocoa a scratch on her head and she begins to purr and rub against me. I can’t help but smile a little at her, but then an envelope with my name on it on the nightstand catches my eye.

      I pick it up and open it. “No—don’t!” Sam says as she lunges for it, but I’m too quick. Her reaction has made me twice as curious now. I open it and see a letter: a goodbye letter. I scan it as my heart falls to my stomach.

      “You were going to leave without telling me, weren’t you?” She’s staring at her feet. “Look at me, Samantha!” The words come out of my mouth in sharp barks.

      She jolts upward in shock. “Well, I guess I’m not now,” she says, anger burning in her eyes.

      I’m hurt. It’s not anger or frustration that’s boiling up inside me—it’s hurt. I had hoped I was reading the signs wrong the entire time, but this validates my fear: she wants nothing to do with me.

      I toss the letter back onto the nightstand and make my way out of the room. I stop briefly, and without turning around, say, “I won’t get in your way, Sam. The other check will be on the counter for you in the morning. Have a nice life.” I shut the door behind me and head back to my room.
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      It’s been barely a week since she moved out. She didn’t say goodbye, didn’t leave me her address, and didn’t even text me. She just left that damn letter on the counter next to the ring. Talk about a kick to the fucking stomach.

      I stare out the window at the city, but the light behind me causes me to catch my reflection in the window. I’m unshaven and unkempt. My hair is a wild mess, and I’m pretty positive I haven’t showered in three days.

      It physically hurts—that’s how much I miss her. I even miss the damn cat. I miss the way she always hummed “Moon River” on repeat while she did pretty much anything.

      Griffin has tried to reach out to me a few times, but I’ve told him I’m not in the mood. My law partners are worried sick, but I’ve just told them it’s a bout of pneumonia and that I’ll be back in no time.

      If I’m honest, I thought that if a woman ever got to me, I’d bounce back like it was nothing. I always figured that, after a few hours of reflection, I’d be back in the clubs looking for my next conquest…but nope. This real love shit is the worst. No wonder Griffin was a wreck when he heard El had skipped town. At least he had the balls to go after her. Heartbreak is no joke.

      I groan as I rub my hands over my face. The doorbell buzzes, bringing me out of my moment of wallowing. I check the time on my phone, “Who the fuck is here this late?” I walk to the front door and barely get it open before El is pushing her way into my house.

      “You have to go talk to her!” She’s barely over five feet tall, but she has her finger pointed right up in my face.

      “Hello, El, nice to see you too.”

      “I’m serious, Cameron, you need to tell her how you feel. And before you try to deny it, you look like complete shit. You have ‘heartbroken, lovesick, and hung over’ written all over your unshaven face.” Jesus, this woman has a flea up her ass, though she isn’t wrong.

      “Trust me, El, I made my intentions clear to her. I told her I loved her and she didn’t reciprocate.” I turn around and walk farther into the kitchen in search of a much-needed bottle of water.

      “You what? She never said anything about that. When did that happen?” She looks deflated.

      “Over a week ago. I had apologized to her and we had an amazing night and I was holding her and whispered it in her ear.” I can’t believe I’m confessing this to her.

      “OH. MY. GOD. Cam, she thought she was dreaming! She told me that she thought she heard you say that, but she figured you were asleep or she had imagined it or was dreaming or something.”

      I stand there a little dumbfounded. Shit. Maybe she really had been asleep.

      “Well, it’s too late anyway, El. She’s dating that doctor, and I’m sure he can give her the whole suburban fantasy of kids and a minivan or whatever.”

      She rolls her eyes, “Man, you really are something stupid.” Her words shock me.

      “She isn’t dating Dr. McSe—Dr. Ken. She went on one date with him and told me that she couldn’t stop thinking about you the entire time. She doesn’t even work at his hospital anymore.” She throws her hands up in the air and walks over to grab a bottle of water.

      “You know, it’s astounding how little you two communicated throughout all of this. Sure, you slept together, but would it have killed either of you to just say, ‘Hey, I like you. Can we try this?’ I mean, my God, I am pissed out of my pregnant mind because of you! Next time, do me a favor and exhaust all of your options before you guys turn this into some big drawn-out thing that nearly sends me into labor. Jesus!”

      I can’t help but laugh a little at her outburst and the fact that I’ve been wallowing for no reason. The poor woman rubs her belly before darting to the bathroom. I can’t believe I completely misread everything. I’m such a fucking idiot. But then panic hits me again. Just because she isn’t dating the doctor doesn’t mean she wants to be with me. She still celebrated leaving here and ran at the first chance. She’s never tried contacting me or telling me how she feels.

      I’m deep in thought when El emerges from the bathroom. “Do yourself a favor and don’t starting questioning things. I can see it all over your face. She’s in love with you, Cameron. She told me weeks ago, but like you, she misread everything and made her own crazy assumptions instead of just telling you how she feels. Though in her defense, your track record with leaving women high and dry freaked her out.”

      “Yeah, not to mention I also told her the last woman I’d been with was a hookup in a public restroom at a club.”

      She has a totally reasonable look of disgust on her face, “Why? Just why, Cam?” She rolls her eyes and makes her way toward the door. “Never mind, I don’t want to know. But be warned,” she turns to face me and grabs a fistful of my shirt, causing my 6’4” frame to bend down to her eye level, “if you hurt her or treat her like some piece of ass, I will honor my earlier promise: I will rip your balls off—CLEAN OFF!” She emphasizes the last two words with a grabbing motion. I can’t help but be a little scared as I swallow down the lump in my throat. “We clear?” she asks.

      I stand up and smooth out my shirt as she walks out the front door. “Crystal clear,” I say after her. Sam is the one woman I’m not letting get away. Not a chance in hell.

      The next morning, I get ready early and stop by the same florist to pick up some flowers. I jump in my Tesla and punch Samantha’s new address—helpfully provided by El—into my GPS. I got the “all-clear” text from El this morning that Sam would be home today.

      It’s about a fifty-five-minute commute to her new place, and my nerves are in overdrive. I jump into the express lane and stomp on the pedal. I manage to cut the trip down to forty-three minutes, but I now sit frozen in my car outside her apartment building. Thoughts of doubt still bounce around my head. At this point, though, I have nothing left to lose.

      I knock on her door and hear the bell on Cocoa’s collar bouncing around inside. I reach into my back pocket and pull out the cat treats I picked up for her. I hold the flowers over the peephole, figuring Sam might not answer if she sees my face. As the door slowly opens, a look of shock registers on her face.

      “Uh, hey,” she says, half-hiding behind the door.

      “May I come in?” I ask quietly. She looks down, assesses her outfit, and gingerly opens the door a little more.

      “I’m sorry—I wasn’t exactly expecting company.” Her new place is spotless but she’s dressed in one of my t-shirts and sweats. She looks like she’s been going through exactly what I’ve experienced. A wave of relief rolls through me.

      “Nice shirt.” I point at it; she must have taken it from the floor of my bedroom after we had…been together.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. I shouldn’t have taken it. I think I accidentally packed it, actually.” She seems like a shell of herself as she pulls at the oversized clothing. It breaks my heart to know I’m the cause of her pain and sadness.

      “Sooo, what are you doing here, Cam?”

      “Look, Samantha, I’m going to get straight to the point.” I lay the flowers and treats down on the table. “I’m in love with you. I have been for—well, for a long time. You’re all I think about. I miss your smell, I miss holding you, I even miss Cocoa. I—I know I fucked up big time. I wrongfully assumed that you were dating the doctor and that you wanted nothing to do with me. I thought you were just going along with everything to make the situation more tolerable, but that you didn’t really care for me at all. And you weren’t wrong that night when you thought you heard me say ‘I love you.’ I did, but I was just an idiot and mumbled it when you were already half-asleep. I was scared. I am scared…”

      I’m rambling—I can feel the words vomiting out of my mouth, but I can’t seem to stop. I’m not even sure if I’m making sense or getting through to her, but I see big tears well up in her eyes and begin to fall down her cheeks.

      I reach out and wipe one away, but I don’t remove my hand from her cheek. “Samantha, I’m sorry. I understand any fear or apprehension you may have about me—about the kind of man I am. I would, too, to be honest. I swear you’ve changed me. You’ve made me want to be the man I’ve always wanted to be. When I think about my life and my future…it’s you. You’re it for me, Sam. You’re my everything.”

      She doesn’t say a word. She stands there staring at the floor with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “Sam,” I whisper, “say something. Anything.” I’m terrified.

      And then she lunges at me. She wraps her arms around my neck so tight. “I love you too,” she says against my neck. I can feel her warm tears against my skin as she exhales a shaky breath and continues, “I wanted you to love me so bad.” I squeeze her tighter.

      Suddenly, she pulls away and runs to the bathroom before emerging again. “Sorry, I had to splash some water on my face.” She takes my hand and pulls me to the couch. “I’m sorry, too. I know I made assumptions as well, and to be honest, I judged you. I was terrified of ending up as just another one of the women in your life—still am, actually. I tried to move on. I really did. I wanted to like Dr. Ken so much. I kept telling myself that he’s the kind of man I should be with, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the way you make me feel, the way you touch me, and the way you look at me when you kiss me. It’s like you’re actually seeing me.”

      I reach my hand back up to her cheek and pull her toward my mouth. He lips are soft and plump from her tears. It only takes a second before the kiss deepens and she’s climbing on top of me on the couch. “Wait—wait, Sam! I don’t want you to think this is just about sex, or…” Before I can finish, her lips are back on mine.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” she says between kisses. Her tongue snakes its way into my mouth as she paws at the buttons on my shirt. We’re both in a frenzy to strip each other of our clothes. The sound of plastic and yowling interrupts our passionate makeup session, and we both laugh to find Cocoa on the table, chewing on the bag of treats I bought her.

      “I actually missed that damn cat, ya know?” Sam smiles at my comment as she climbs off of me to give her a few of the treats. I continue, “I was thinking, when you move back in, she can have free roam of the house.” I pick at the couch cushion nervously.

      “When I move back in?” she says, turning around.

      “Yeah, I figure you’ve had a week of space. It’s early enough in your lease that we should be able to cancel it without too much of a hassle.”

      “Is that so, Mr. Styles? You’re just deciding what I’m doing now?”

      I give her a smirk as I slowly make my way over to her. “Yes, Ms. Fox, I am. Do you have a problem with that?” I grab a handful of her ass as I take her in a deep, passionate kiss. “That’s what I thought. I like my women obedient and ready to please me at a moment’s notice,” I whisper in her ear as I press her against the wall and shove my hand down her panties. I know she loves when I’m dominant with her; she gets off on the dirty talk.

      She’s already wet and panting for me. I bet I can get her off in thirty seconds. She’s writhing against me, and I can feel her getting close. She grabs my shirt and pulls me in for another kiss then whispers in my ear.

      “That’s not in the contract, Counselor.”
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        Eighteen months later…

      

      

      

      “Samantha!” Cameron shouts my name for the third time.

      “I said I’m coming!” I shout back, giving myself a final look in the mirror in our closet. We finally have a date night scheduled with Griffin and El. Since the birth of their son, Quinton, we barely even see them anymore, which is to be expected. We convinced them to grab a babysitter and accompany us out for some drinks and dancing.

      “Ow!” I yelp as Cameron’s hand lands a loud smack! on my ass.

      “I told you ten minutes ago to get your perky little ass downstairs. Do I need to teach you another lesson in obedience, Ms. Fox?” A tingle runs through my lower belly as I think about the last time he “taught me a lesson in obedience.” He’d left me quivering and begging for release as he teased me for over an hour.

      He pulls my back against his chest as he locks eyes with me in the mirror. Placing one hand on my hip, he uses his other to smooth my hair to one side, leaving my neck exposed.

      “Maybe,” I say as I bite my bottom lip and push my backside into his growing erection.

      He lets out a small groan as he runs his lips up my neck until he gets to my earlobe, nipping it before whispering, “You are such a fucking tease, baby. You sure you want to do this? Just remember it means you’re going to have to explain to our friends why we’re late.”

      My knees are weak and I know exactly what he wants me to do. I slowly pull my straps down my arms until the top of my dress falls, exposing my breasts to him.

      “Mmm, that’s a good girl,” he says as he moves his hand from my hip to my breast, pinching the nipple as he continues to lick and nibble along my neck. I can feel my pulse quicken and a pressure begin to build between my thighs.

      “Keep your eyes on me, sweetheart. I want you to slip your hand up your thigh and into your panties.” I do as he says—all the while keeping my eyes on his. “Now rub your clit for me.”

      I slowly begin to rub my clit, slickness already coating my fingers. I quicken my pace as the pleasure begins to build even faster. Cameron continues to whisper naughty things in my ear as he pinches my nipple and bites my neck. “Put your fingers in that tight little pussy, baby. I want to see you cum.” With those words, I slide two fingers inside myself as my top half falls forward and I catch myself against the mirror with my free hand. My body convulses as my thighs clench together. Wave after wave of pleasure rolls through me from my earlobes to my toes.

      Cameron pulls my hand from my panties and licks my fingers clean before pulling the straps up my dress and covering my breasts. “Good job, sweetheart. Now go clean up and come downstairs. We’re late.” He gives me a soft kiss and winks before he turns and walks out of the room.

      We laugh and scroll through what must be hundreds of pictures of Griffin and El’s toddler. I can’t believe my best friend is a mom. The looks on both their faces fill me with so much joy and cause a tear to prick my eye. “When are we going to have one of those?” Cameron leans over and mumbles in my ear.

      I stare back at him in shock. “Are you serious?” We’ve certainly talked about a future together, but neither of us has seriously or even jokingly discussed children. Truthfully, I never thought I’d want children. Cocoa was enough, but over the last few months, I must admit my maternal instincts have kicked into overdrive.

      “Just a thought, baby. Nothing we need to decide right now.” He kisses the top of my head and we lift our glasses to Griffin and El and their little bundle of joy.

      “You guys ready for some karaoke?” Cam says as he rubs his hands together in excitement.

      “Oh boy, I’m more nervous about this than I was about labor!” El jokes.

      Cam and Griffin had told us about this karaoke bar they’d found and insisted we had to check it out. I’m not shy, but singing in front of others isn’t exactly my forte.

      The bar isn’t too busy, so I’m hopeful I won’t make too much of a fool of myself. We watch a few others go first and my nerves calm a little.

      “Next up, Janelle and Samantha singing ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’ by Cindi Lauper,” the emcee announces.

      “What?” I exclaim. El laughs as she grabs my hand and pulls me up on stage.

      “I knew if I told you, you’d back out,” El admits. They hand us microphones and the music starts up. “Just go with it!”

      I let loose and sing my heart out, dancing around the stage and having the time of my life. We finish our song and head back to the guys, who are cheering, whistling, and giving us a standing ovation.

      “Next up, Cameron singing ‘Wonderful Tonight’ by Eric Clapton.”

      Cameron squeezes my arm on his way up to the stage. “Before I sing this, I want to take a moment to say something to an amazing woman.”

      My heart is pounding and I can’t stop the huge grin from spreading across my face.

      “Samantha, I thought I was happy and that I knew what I wanted in life before I met you. I thought I was content being an arrogant and pompous ass, and that pushing people away was the answer to my own issues. But since you’ve come into my life, you have shown me what it means to be happy. You have shown me through your own values and actions that I not only need to be a better man, but that I want to be a better man, because I want to be the kind of man who deserves you. Sam, I love you more than words can express; thank you for showing me what true love is.”

      Everyone cheers and claps as the music starts up and Cameron serenades me. He puts on a show, walking around the room and hitting all the notes perfectly. I had no idea singing was one of his many talents.

      As the song comes to an end, he hits the last note on bended knee in front of me. The spotlight is on both of us as he reaches into his pocket. “Samantha, you are everything I could wish for. When I’m with you, I’m home. Will you marry me?” He pulls out a gorgeous princess-cut champagne diamond surrounded by a halo of smaller diamonds. The light catches the ring and I’m dumbfounded. It was the ring I had pointed out at Tiffany’s almost two years ago. He remembered!

      “Yes! Yes!” I say as tears pour down my face. He slips the ring on my finger and pulls me in for a tear-soaked kiss. I wrap my arms around him and he stands, picking me up and spinning me around to the cheers of the crowd.

      I wipe the tears away as El pipes up and raises her glass, “I just want to take this moment to take credit for setting this up. If it hadn’t been for me suggesting that Sam take your stupid-ass fake fiancée job, we wouldn’t be sitting here celebrating this.” We laugh as we raise our glasses and toast to a bright future together.

      [image: ]

      I walk in our front door, still staring at the beautiful ring that now sits honestly on my hand. Cameron shuts the door and wraps his arms around me. “So, Ms. Fox, are you sure you’re ready to become Mrs. Styles?”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, “Oh, without a doubt. But are you sure that you’re ready to settle down your wild bachelor ways with one woman?”

      “Wait—one woman? This isn’t going to be an open marriage?” he says in mock surprise. “I don’t recall that being in the contract.”

      I jokingly pinch him and roll my eyes as I lean in and press a soft kiss to his lips. “You’re mine now. Trust me, Counselor, I’ll make sure it’s in the contract.”
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            I’m Damaged. Dark. Haunted.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A shell of a man with no hope for a future.

        Annabelle Locke is Innocent and pure.

        Is she my cure?

        A bright light of hope in my cold world?

        She’s everything I want and everything I don’t deserve.

        I thought I could have a taste and walk away.

        Now the shadows from my past have returned and I’ll stop at nothing to keep her safe.

        Even if that means I have to lose her forever.

        She can’t know the secrets from my past.

        She can’t know the truth of who I really am.

        Or what I’ve done.

        But maybe it’s too late…
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