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Build: A Bad Boy Snowed In Romance

Welcome to Badass Builds where the motorcycles are as sexy as the brothers building them.

Austin Burns:

I thought she wasn’t real the first time I saw her. To be fair I was a hungover mess when I woke up and looked into her gorgeous eyes. After getting the second worst news of my life—that my father would be paroled soon—I’d escaped to my buddy’s posh cabin near Lake Tahoe. Now the maid with the gorgeous eyes is snowed in with me, and I wonder if she might be a better distraction than the mountain of booze I’d planned on drinking. She’s curvy in all the right places, and the snow is falling faster.

Rachel Tannenbaum:

As a single mom, I don’t have time for men, especially irresponsible tattooed bad boys like my ex. But Austin is hot. And sexy. And stuck here in the cabin with me. I can’t say no to a fling with this bad boy, especially since Austin is so gorgeous and awkwardly sweet.

One night becomes two, and I don’t know if I can risk my heart—and my little boy’s—if Austin wants it to become more when we get through the snow and back to reality.
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Austin Burns

 

 

Badass Builds

Sacramento, CA

 

Days like today, I really wish I’d been an only child.

“You’re full of if it you think the West Coast Kings are going to be happy with a fucking paint job like that.” My younger brother by eighteen months, Nathan, growled as we stood in our workshop with all my brothers gathered around the cans for the Kings build. “It’s streaky on that side, and you totally jacked up their logo. We’ll be lucky if those sons of bitches don’t fuck us all up.”

“I know it’s not my best work,” our youngest brother, Dylan, groaned as he stared morosely at the cans in question. “I had some shit on my mind. I guess I wasn’t concentrating. I fucked up.”

“I fucked up,” Nathan mocked. “I’m sure the Kings will find that hilarious when they show up Saturday to pick up the goddamn bike. You know, after they give us a beat down.”

And I wished I hadn’t gone into business with my entire family, like a moron. My temples began to throb in that special way that only my brothers could make me feel.

My middle brother Ryan laughed and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “I’d like to see them try.”

“Really?” Nathan scoffed. “You think you could hold your own with the one-percent motorcycle club that runs this city? They would eat you for breakfast.”

“They could try,” Ryan retorted as he straightened from his slouch. He closed the distance between him and Nathan in a slow, measured saunter. “We all remember who ended up with a broken nose the last time me and you danced. Wanna go again?”

There was a reason the Urban Channel was in talks with our lawyer to make our previous hour long special into a weekly reality show. The four of us together defined drama. 

And dysfunction.

“ENOUGH!” I roared, finally at the end of my patience. “We don’t have time for another run to the E.R. because you two can’t figure out how to get along. We gotta fix this mess and build the bike before we piss off the Kings. They’re our biggest client right now. We don’t have time for finger pointing. So calm the hell down, or get the fuck out. Either way, this bike will be done by Saturday. We clear?”

“Clear,” Nathan muttered with a glare Ryan’s way.

Ryan smirked. “I could use the weekend off.”

“If you’re not careful, you’re gonna have a whole lot of weekends off.” I shook my head. 

“Wait, what?” Ryan turned and blinked at me. 

“I’m tired of your bullshit.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “This is a fucking business. Do you think you’d get away with any of your screwing off if you worked for someone else? It’s time to grow up. You’re twenty-seven years old for Christ’s sake.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack. I’m done bailing you out—both literally and figuratively. You need to start treating this like an actual job. What time did you even come in this morning?”

“Ten,” Ryan muttered.

“I was here at seven. Nathan showed up at eight. Dylan too. How is that fair?”

Ryan hitched a shoulder and studied the tips of his boots, all his earlier bravado gone.

I shook my head. “Maybe try being an adult for a change. God knows I’ve had to be one since I was eight years old.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s a low blow.”

Dylan and Nathan shot me sidelong glances, but neither said a word. Dylan’s face took a reddish hue. He hated confrontation of any kind, but I was too tired to give a shit at the moment. Especially since he was the reason we were in this mess in the first place.

“So, if we’re all done measuring our dicks, can we come up with a plan to finish this bike? Preferably before the Kings make us regret ever taking this job?” I looked from one brother to another. 

After a beat, each gave me a grudging nod. Except Ryan.

“What’s it gonna be, bro?” I asked. “You staying or going?”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” Ryan retorted. Like that was an answer.

Or a fucking apology.

I suppressed the urge to give him the beatdown he clearly wanted. Despite how much he’d pissed me off. We didn’t have the time, and I really didn’t want to spend the whole day in the E.R.

Again.

“Fantastic,” I muttered sarcastically. “Dylan will repaint the cans tonight, and the three of us will be here first thing tomorrow to finish the build. If it all goes smoothly, we shouldn’t have any problem finishing the bike by Saturday. But no more screwups. Clear?”

“Crystal,” Nathan snarled. More than likely he was still pissed that he hadn’t been able to swing on Ryan.

Join the club.

Dylan picked up the cans and left the room without a word. He’d been oddly silent through most of the exchange. Usually he’d have something to say in Ryan’s defense—those two were thick as thieves—but today he was practically a zombie stumbling around the shop. I made a mental note to check in with him later today and find out what had crawled up his ass. 

“I’ll call T-Bone and move the reveal a few hours back. Maybe we should bring the bike to them, instead of having the reveal at the shop.”

Nathan hitched a shoulder. “Could be a good idea. If they have one of their infamous parties, they’ll be more mellow.”

“Anything to avoid a fight, huh, Nate?” Ryan taunted.

Nathan took a threatening step in Ryan’s direction.

“Whoa, okay. You—” I said pointing in Nathan’s direction. “Go home. Get some sleep. Maybe have some booze first, so you mellow the fuck out.”

Nathan lifted his upper lip in a snarl before turning on his heel and stomping away. Before he reached the door, he picked up an empty gas can and hurled it into the wall with a thunderous crash. It fell to the floor with one side completely caved in.

A beat later, the office door slammed shut with a wallop that shook the walls.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

“And you,” I turned to my only remaining brother, and the biggest literal pain in my neck today. “You’d better be here bright and early tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Ryan replied sullenly.

“I’m not screwing around. We’re cutting it close as is. We don’t have time for you to keep needling Nathan and pulling this bullshit.”

“Whatever, bro.” Ryan pushed away from the cabinet he’d been leaning against. 

“You gotta grow the fuck up and be an adult. I’m not kidding, Ry. If you’re not here at seven tomorrow, you’re gone.”

He lifted a middle finger in salute as he walked away from me. 

It probably sounded like an empty threat, since it wasn’t the first time I’d made it. 

But it would be the last because I was done.

Done with their bullshit. Done with E.R. visits (and bills) because my brothers were at each other’s throats. Done with all the family drama. I needed a tropical island getaway—somewhere far, far away from my crazy family.

Running away was a regular fantasy of mine. I craved somewhere quiet, secluded, and just peaceful. Maybe I’d hit up my friend, former client, and rock star great, Cole Jackson, and see if I could borrow his Tahoe retreat. The place was crazy—super luxe with a freaking media room and every amenity you could think of. Apparently it was vacant most of the season since Cole was on the road right now.

I sighed. One day.

Instead, I retreated to my silent office, passing my cousin and Badass Builds’ CPA, Sabrina, on the way.

“Is it all clear?” Sabrina asked, as she tugged on the cuffs of her oversized sweater then crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Yeah, sorry about the fireworks. Nate and Ry took off for the night. Dylan is in the paint shed fixing the cans. It’ll probably be a late night for him.”

Sabrina nodded then gave me a sad smile. “Did you mean it?”

I tilted my head in confusion.

“Ryan. Are you really going to fire him if he doesn’t show up on time tomorrow?”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “You heard that part, huh?”

“Pretty sure the nail salon down the block heard your threat. And Nathan. You all get kinda loud when you’re uh, discussing stuff.”

That was Sabrina’s nice way of saying we get loud when shit hits the fan.

“I don’t know. He’s my brother and I love him. But shit’s gotta change. I’ve worked almost every weekend since I started building motorcycles. Ryan’s had it too easy. I’m tired of holding his hand. He’s a freaking adult. He needs to start acting like it.” I rubbed a weary hand over my face. “And with Dylan’s fuck up, we’re cutting it crazy close to get the Kings’ build done in time. I’m just so fucking tired, Sabby.”

“Well, when’s the last time you took a vacation? Oh wait, I can answer that. When you finished the bike for Cole Jackson, and he took you all up to his cabin. That was what? Over six months ago? That’s not healthy, Austin. You need a break.”

I chuckled wearily. “I can always sleep when I’m dead.”

“The way you’re going, that’ll be sooner than later. I’m worried about you.”

“You’re sweet, Sabby, but I’m fine. I’m gonna go do some paperwork, but I’ll knock off early tonight. I promise.”

Sabrina shook her head. “Still not good enough. Maybe you should hit Mom’s diner on the way home. She’ll get you straightened out.”

I snorted. “I definitely don’t have the energy for Wendy tonight.” My aunt was a ballbreaker and lifelong meddler. The last thing I needed tonight was a dose of Aunt Wendy.

“Think about it. Goodnight, Austin.”

“Night Sabrina.” I shook my head as I walked past her and down the hall toward my office. I’d have to have a death wish if I went to Bette’s Diner when Wendy was working. The food was amazing, but the lecture that came with it wasn’t worth the price of admission.

I spent the next twenty minutes on the phone with T-Bone, promising him everything but my firstborn to push the reveal a few hours back and bring the bike to him at the Kings’ clubhouse. I finally hung up the phone with a groan. If this reveal didn’t go well, we could kiss our business goodbye.

Along with our loved ones, more than likely.

I hung my head between my knees and let out a muted roar. When was this gonna get easier? We’d been doing this for years. Years. When would the shitstorm finally end?

My phone pinged with an incoming email.

I was almost afraid to look. But the Kings were too smart to put any threats in writing.

The words in the subject line made the blood freeze in my veins.

 

Parole granted.

 

No. No. It couldn’t… They wouldn’t…

I clicked on the email and every word made me feel sicker. The usual bureaucratic jargon followed by George Burns. Parole granted. The words swam on my screen. I couldn’t believe it. I never thought that bastard would see freedom for the rest of his life. After the first parole hearing, my brothers and I had stopped attending. We had our lawyer send victim impact statements and our declaration forms because we weren’t spending another second breathing the same air as that bastard. And because we knew there was no way an evil son of a bitch like him would ever be paroled.

Apparently the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation disagreed.

What the fuck was wrong with them? How could they not see past his bullshit? Oh God, I was gonna have to tells my brothers. Sabrina. Aunt Wendy.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe. 

I needed to get the fuck out of here.
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Rachel Tannenbaum

 

 

Lake Tahoe, CA

 

 

I hated snow. 

After living my whole life near the Sierra Nevada Mountains of Northern California, I should be used to driving in snow, but I’d learned the dangers of roads like these. They could take your whole world away in a heartbeat if you didn’t respect them—or at least it felt that way after my mom’s accident. I’d rather be cuddled up in bed with a book and my sleeping three-year-old. Instead I was driving over slick roads and hoping the snow tires I’d bought before I had my son still had enough traction.

I scowled through the windshield of my ancient Subaru Forester and white-knuckled the steering wheel. The snow was falling faster now. So much so that patches of white were sticking to the road. In a few hours the California Highway Patrol would no doubt require chains to get down the mountain. I had to be done with this next job before then.

Mentally cursing my coworker, Shelby, who’d called in sick (on a Friday, cue eyeroll) and the reason I was running three hours behind, I slowed way down before turning into the driveway of the luxury cabin I had to clean before I could go home. My car slid a little with the turn, and I jerked my foot off the break. 

Wait, was that the right thing to do? 

My pulse pounded as I gently pressed the brake pedal again. After coming to a slow, controlled stop, I shoved the gearshift into park with a muffled sob. I hated snow. Hated it. Resting my forehead against the steering wheel, I gave into the moment and released a shaky sob. God, that’d been scary. And it would only get worse the longer I waited to drive back down the mountain. 

But I needed the money—I had a kiddo to feed and my mom to support. Which meant I was going to have to pull up my adult pants and get this last job done. Plus if I was lucky, it’d be short and easy, and I’d be out of here in no time.

Wiping the tears off my face with the back of my hand, I winced as the pearl ring on my left ring finger scraped against my cheek. Ouch. I grabbed the clipboard off the passenger seat and quickly reviewed the job details. The new client had done their walkthrough with my boss, Erin, months ago. They had an as-needed minimum of once a month cleaning contract. Today they wanted the kitchen, living room, and all the bathrooms cleaned before their party arrived tonight. I shot a quick glance at the dash clock. It was three thirty, which meant I had roughly two hours to do the work it should take two people four hours to finish. 

Eff me.

I muttered every curse word I could think of as I pushed open my door and tromped through the snow to the hatchback of my car. I popped the door open, grabbed all the cleaning supplies I could carry, and tromped through the snow that’d already started collecting. 

“I hate snow. I hate snow. I hate snow,” I sang as I stomped on the patches of the stuff with every step on my way to the ornate front door. I didn’t pause to appreciate the gorgeous “cabin” with its lodgepole framed front porch or the cathedral windows overhead that pointed at the surrounding forest. I dumped my supplies on the step and searched through the paperwork in my other hand for the details about getting inside. Finding it on the last page, I punched the four-digit code into the keylock and gave a relieved sigh when it clicked open. At least one thing was going my way.

“Hilltop Cleaning,” I called out as I pulled open the door so I could schlep all the supplies inside. “Anyone home? Hilltop Cleaning.”

The place was supposed to be empty, but I’d learned the importance of announcing my presence early in my cleaning career. Usually I’d knock, but between the snow, my missing partner, and the fact that no one was supposed to be here, I didn’t want to waste any time. 

Which, in retrospect, was a mistake.

I bent to pick up my empty mop bucket, and tossing the hair out of my face, I stared straight into the eyes of Austin Burns, who was stretched out on a leather sofa across the room.

Austin. Burns.

Oh my God.

Like most people in the Sacramento valley, I’d followed his meteoric rise as his custom motorcycle shop, Badass Builds, got press coverage for building choppers for rock stars and actors. Then he had that special on the Urban Channel about his shop and his equally gorgeous brothers who all worked together, more than a little dysfunctionally. And it didn’t hurt that he had that whole wounded bad boy thing going for him. Exhibit A, he was shirtless with all his glorious muscles and tattoos on display for me to see.

And, oh my god, I was staring at him.

“I am so sorry, sir. I should’ve knocked. I just…no one was supposed to be home, and I have a code to the door, so…” I trailed off weakly, still holding the mop bucket and rags. 

Austin blinked placidly back at me but didn’t say a word.

It was at this point I noticed that his gorgeous hazel eyes were red rimmed, and the leather sofa he reclined on was surrounded by empty liquor bottles—tequila, whiskey, and more than a few beer cans.

“What’s dis?” he slurred.

All my fangirl glee drained out of me. I don’t know why I’d held him up on a pedestal. He had player and degenerate literally written all over his body. I hadn’t realized how much I’d fantasized about him as I’d watched his stupid show and decided that he was different than all the other men in my life. 

I should’ve known better.

I cleared my throat. “Hilltop Cleaning. I’m supposed to detail the cabin before your, er, party arrives.”

“Shit.” Austin muttered as he staggered to his feet.

Then he did something I wouldn’t have imagined he’d do in a million years. “I’m sorry.” He bent over and started collecting empty beers cans in his hands, leaning them against his chest. “It’s a fucking pigsty. Wasn’t expecting company.”

It might’ve been the first time I’d ever seen a guy clean up. My dad disappeared when I was little, and I didn’t have any clear memories of him, but I know I’d never seen any of my mom’s boyfriends clean up after themselves. They were more the type to expect to be waited on. Ditto with my ex, Jordan. He wouldn’t have picked up a gum wrapper, let alone his empties.

I dropped my bucket and rags and grabbed a trash bag from my tote. Shaking it open, I crossed the hardwood floor, holding out the bag. “Here.”

“Thanks,” Austin muttered as he dumped his load in my bag. “Sorry about the mess.”

I smiled slightly. “That’s what I’m here for.”

“So, you’re here to clean?”

“Yes,” I replied as I nodded slowly. “That is, if you still want to use my services.”

Austin snorted then covered his face with a hand. “Sorry.”

It took me a second for the double entendre to hit me. My services. My face heated as I shook my head. I felt like I was a teenager standing in front of my high school crush, not a twenty-five-year-old mother of a toddler. Although, in my defense, it’d been a few years since I’d been one-on-one with any guy who wasn’t in diapers, let alone one as gorgeous as Austin. And he was charming, even though he was three sheets to the wind.

“Yeah, sure.” Austin raked a hand through his disheveled hair. “You can start in the kitchen. Do you need a hand with your shit?”

I flinched slightly and took a step back. “No, I’m good. I’ll go grab my stuff and get to work. You won’t even know I’m here.”

Austin grunted a reply, but I couldn’t make out what exactly he said. I was too busy trying not to die of mortification at my thick tongue and the reminder that I was here to clean his freaking ski cabin. I was the help. I couldn’t let myself get lost in any fantasies of turning bad boys good or at the very least tracing the web of tattoos covering his chest and arms. Bad, Rachel.

No doubt my face was fire-engine red as I all but ran back to the front door and schlepped my kit inside. I didn’t look Austin’s way as I grabbed my supplies and headed for the kitchen. After dumping it all on the countertop, I peeled my thick down jacket off and fished my cell phone out of my pocket. My son’s dimpled face smiled at me from my lock screen, and I smiled back. He was the reason I did this. He was the reason I worked two jobs and was looking for a third. I’d do anything on earth to keep that kid from having a fraction of the worry that I knew while growing up. I’d do better for him.

Lord knew I didn’t need another loser boyfriend. I was one or two away from turning into my mom. I loved that woman to death, but I was starting to fear that her horrible taste in men was hereditary.

I unlocked my phone and typed off a quick text to my boss.

 

Me: Williams job took longer since it’s just me. At last house a bit late. FYI Client onsite.

 

She didn’t immediately reply, so I took a second and called my mom. 

“Hey honey,” Mom’s voice had that special power that instantly calmed me. Just hearing it made me feel like everything was going to be okay. My mom was awesome— bad taste in men aside.

“Hey, Mom. I’m at my last job, but I’m running a bit late. I’m thinking I should be home by seven-ish.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Rach? This storm is getting serious.” The worry in her voice was tangible. 

“I know, Mom, but we need the money. I’ll try to hurry through the cleaning.”

“Then drive slow. Take your time on those roads. We don’t need another…”

“I will, Mom.” I answered when she couldn’t finish. We both knew the cost of rushing on roads like these. “How’s Wyatt doing?”

“He’s good. We’re watching some superhero cartoon right now, and we’re gonna have dinner in a few. Everything’s fine here.”

“Good, good.” It burned that I wasn’t there, that I didn’t get to see the enthralled look on his face when he watched his favorite superhero show or listen to the sound of his belly giggles when they did something silly. But I wasn’t. Someone had to bring home the bacon, and that was me. My phone buzzed with an incoming text. “Okay, Mom. I gotta go. Give him a kiss for me. Love you guys.”

“Love you too, honey. Bye.”

I ended the call then looked down at the screen.

 

Erin: Are you okay there alone? If I can find a sitter, I can be there within the hour.

 

I’d already turned her offer down once today, since her kiddo was sick with the flu. More than anything I wanted to get this job done fast and get home, but with this weather, and her history of babysitters, I’d probably be finishing up when she got here, and then we’d both be driving home in a hellish storm.

 

Me: That’s okay. Client is nice and staying out of the way. Will let you know when I’m done.

 

And then I got to work.

I spent the next three hours scrubbing already clean surfaces and trying not to look out the windows. I couldn’t control the weather, and watching the snow collect on the ground only filled me with more anxiety. It helped that the bathrooms didn’t have windows looking out. The skylights overhead were already covered when I first came in to clean, so I was clueless about what was going on outside.

A move I’d come to regret.

When I came downstairs, my arms burning from scrubbing toilets and tile, and I saw the view from the cathedral windows, my heart sank. There had to be at least a foot and a half of snow covering everything outside. My car was entombed in a wide fluffy, cloud of it. So much so that it was unrecognizable—it looked more like a marshmallow than a car. My grip on the mop, bucket, and rags went slack and they crashed at my feet before bouncing the rest of the way down the stairs. 

The sound jolted me out of my reverie. I bolted down the stairs, hoping I didn’t damage the floors. That would cost more than my car and rent combined, but someone beat me to the landing.

“Shit, babe, you okay?” Austin blinked blearily up at me from the bottom of the stairs. 

I hadn’t seen him—or anyone else—while I’d been cleaning. I kinda thought he’d left or passed out somewhere else in the chalet. But there he was, beer in hand, swaying at the bottom of the stairs.

“I’m fine. Sorry for the noise. And the mess,” I finished lamely as I climbed down the stairs. I avoided eye contact while I stooped down to collect my supplies. A bottle of bleach had broken open was soaking into the gleaming hardwood floors. “Oh no!”

“It’s just some water. Don’t worry about it, babe.”

My heart raced as I struggled to clean up the puddle of bleach. The scent burned my nostrils as I pushed the few rags I had around the puddle. Fortunately the wax did its job and protected the wood beneath. I didn’t bother to explain to Austin. Given his drunken state, I didn’t think he would understand my anxiety.

“What are you still doing here, anyway? They closed the freeway an hour ago.”

I piled my rags into the bucket then used my brown paper towels to give the floor one last wipe. “That’s just the Nevada side. I’ll be heading back to Auburn.”

Austin grunted. “Nope. Both sides. They’re turning vehicles away at Truckee. I-80 is closed in both directions. No one is getting off the mountain anytime soon.”

I looked at Austin in horror before whipping my phone out to check. But a low battery warning flashed on the screen just before it went black. Apparently I’d had it muted and playing music while sitting in my pocket for the last three hours. Dammit.

“Looks like you’re spending the night with me.” Austin smirked just before he took a swig from his beer.

Great. Just great.
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Austin

 

I’d honestly forgotten about the harried little maid. Shit like that tended to happen when I’d spent the better part of a day and a half at the bottom of a bottle—or working my way to the bottom. But it was a big cabin. There were more than enough bedrooms and food. She could have her pick. 

She just better not touch my booze.

Before I could tell her as much, she bit her lip and looked up at me with tears welling in her bright blue eyes, and my heart stuttered for a second. I’d rather believe it was a sign that I needed a cigarette or a side effect due to my drinking. I didn’t need anything else on top of the shit I was already dealing with—especially woman shit.

“Do you, er, would you mind if I used your phone?” Her voice was husky with her unshed tears. 

I nodded tightly. “Need to call your man?”

Her brow wrinkled for a second before she looked at the ring on her left hand. She pushed to her feet with a soft laugh. “Something like that.”

“Knock yourself out. There’s a phone in the kitchen I think. Then make yourself at home. I need a smoke.”

I only got the craving to smoke when I drank. But given the awkwardness of that conversation, it was the perfect time to light up. I’d never been a white-knight kinda guy and I sure as shit wasn’t gonna start rushing to a chick’s rescue now. No matter how blue her eyes were or how soft her lips looked. That was a job for whoever gave her that ring. 

I needed a smoke.

I spent the next couple of minutes poking around the garage while I puffed on a rare cigarette. Cole spent way too much money on his toys. Not that I was one to talk, since that was how we’d become friends. Still, a snow mobile, two side by sides, and one, two, three four wheelers seemed like overkill to me. But then again, I wasn’t a famous rock star, so what did I know?

When I left the garage, I found my cleaning lady wiping the countertops with a frenzy that could only be described as insane, given how shiny the granite already was before she’d started.

“Everything okay?” I grunted as I passed by her to the equally gleaming stainless-steel fridge. 

She made the saddest sound I think I’d ever heard in my life—a cross between a laugh, a sob, and defeat. I swung around to look at her, but she had her back to me as she scrubbed the countertop.

“Totally fine,” she replied in a tone that belied her words.

I didn’t know what her issue was. She was spending the night in Cole Jackson’s fucking chalet. For free. No strings or anything. I shook off the urge to talk to her as I grabbed a beer out of the fridge. My buzz was starting to wear off. 

And then she made that sound again.

I closed my eyes in frustration. I was going to have to deal with this shit after all. Everything looked better with a full stomach, right? I pulled a few things out of the fridge and slapped them down on the counter next to the stove. 

“Sorry. I’ll just get out of your way,” she said as she skittered around me.

“Freeze,” I barked. It was at that moment I realized I didn’t even know her goddamn name. I scrubbed a hand over my head. “What was your name again, sweetheart?”

I was trying for a gentler tone, but given how she answered, I’d failed.

“Rachel,” she mumbled, shuffling toward the exit.

“Rachel, sorry.” I bared my teeth in an attempt of a smile. “Look, we’re gonna be stuck here together for a while, so how about I make you sandwich, and we get to know each other a bit?”

She stared back at me with wide eyes while I tried to smile again.

“We’ll get to know each other some so it’s not awkward.” I lifted my chin. “More awkward anyhow.”

Rachel laughed softly, breaking some of the tension. “Okay.”

“Great. Take a seat. You allergic to anything or a vegetarian or something?”

“No.” She twisted her fingers together then took a step toward me. “I could help if you’d like.”

I shook my head. “My kitchen, my rules. Take a seat.”

“Okay,” she mumbled as she hurried around the bar. Judging by the way her clothes hung off her body, she was wearing a top at least two sizes bigger than she actually was. It gave the illusion that she was larger as long as she didn’t huddle into herself the way she currently was. It reminded me of that mutt we had when I was little before everything went to hell. Molly. I couldn’t remember my dad ever hitting the dog, but the way she’d grovel every single time he came home from work had made me sad. And sick. Molly would leave a trail of piss down our driveway every time she saw him. He literally scared the piss out of our sweet, little dog.

Which was kinda the way Rachel was making me feel right now. That I was the big, bad monster lurking over her and scaring the piss outta her.

Fuck, maybe I was just like the old man.

I shook my head as I grabbed a griddle pan from a cupboard. “What’s going on?”

“What was that?” Rachel asked from the other side of the kitchen.

I had to laugh. She couldn’t hear me? That was rich. The pan landed onto the stove top with a clatter that had her jumping. I closed my eyes and looked away. Now she was reminding me of my mom and all the times she jumped when my dad raised his voice. Or his hand. 

Fuck me.

I busied myself lathering a few pieces of bread with butter as I avoided looking at her. “Does your old man get pissed when you’re not home on time?”

“I-I-I’m sorry?”

“Are you shitting me? There’s no way you didn’t hear me that time.” I swung around to glare at her with the butter knife jutting out of my hand. Her gaze jumped to the knife and her eyes widened. I awkwardly cleared my throat then dropped the knife onto the counter top. “Sorry. I just…the way you’re acting seems like you’re worried your old man at home is pissed at you or something.”

“I don’t…I mean, I do have a man in my life. It’s just that he’s not exactly old. I know that’s just a saying, but he’s... He does get mad when I’m not home on time.” Rachel’s lips curled in as she shook her head. “It’s complicated.”

“I’m sure,” I snorted. I might’ve only been eight when all the shit went down with my parents, but I still remembered all the excuses my mom had for my dad. He was just tired. He still loved us. He didn’t mean it. Or the awesome times when she’d blame us for riling his temper—like a bunch of ankle biters had control over how a fucking man should act. “You shouldn’t have to put up with shit like that. No one should.”

Rachel shook her head wordlessly as she stared down at the ring on her hand. She spun it around a few times but still didn’t speak. After a few moments I turned back around and got to work on our dinner.

I cooked in silence—from time to time I felt Rachel’s eyes on me, but when I glanced over, she was fidgeting with her ring or her fingers, always with her gaze on the countertop. Finally I grabbed our plates and crossed the kitchen. I set both down near her. “What do you wanna drink?”

“Water’s fine,” she answered in a soft voice, still not looking at me.

I rolled my eyes, filled a glass of water, and grabbed my beer before I joined her at the bar.

“Thank you,” she said as she stared down at her plate with a slight smile. “It looks delicious.”

I craned my neck until I felt a pop and repeated on the other side. I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I scared you or whatever, but we’re gonna have to figure out how to be together for the next little while. I-80 isn’t opening any time soon. We might as well play nice until then.”

“Play?” Rachel cleared her throat. “What does that mean?”

I grunted as I took a huge bite of my grilled ham, apple, and cheese. “It’s a figure of speech, sweetheart. Believe me—nothing is gonna happen between us as long as you got that ring your finger. I might have a shit-ton of faults, but I’m not now, or ever been, a fucking cheater.”

Rachel laughed and her shoulders relaxed. “Yeah, that’s kinda the point.” Her eyes had a hint of a smile for a change as she looked at me, and then she took a bite of her sandwich. Her eyelids closed as she chewed with a quiet moan. “Oh wow, what did you put in this? It’s amazing!”

I smirked. “Family secret.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s awesome. Thank you.”

I nodded while I kept chomping on my own sandwich.

“So uh, were you expecting more people to join you? A girlfriend or something?” She stuffed her sandwich in her mouth and avoided my eyes again.

“Nope. Just me. I think Cole is touring in Europe or Asia or something, but he lets me use his cabin if he’s not here.”

“Cole?”

“Cole Jackson. The rock star? This is his cabin.”

Rachel made a gasping sound then started coughing. 

“You okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah,” she answered weakly. “It just went down the wrong pipe I think. Cole Jackson, huh? That’s…that’s nice.”

I wasn’t a douche who liked to name drop—I’d just assumed that she knew since she was hired to clean the cabin after all. But apparently not. And it didn’t bug me that she recognized him. Not even a little bit. “You a fan, I take it?”

Rachel’s eye bugged for a second as she chewed and swallowed. “No, I, uh, I like country music actually. I mean I know who he is—I could probably pick him out of a lineup, but I don’t think I could even name one of his songs. Sorry.”

“I’ll take the apology for liking country music.” I smirked as she narrowed her eyes at me. “But don’t worry about not being a fan. That’ll be our little secret.”

She rolled her eyes and continued to eat her sandwich, making happy little hums with every bite. It was cute and made me smile.

“I take it you’re not a country fan then?” Rachel asked as she chewed with one hand covering her mouth. 

I snorted. “Not even a little bit.”

“Let me guess. Christian rock?”

It was my turn to choke. “What?” I wheezed as I tried to catch my breath.

“So not Christian rock? Hmm, I’m rarely wrong about this kinda thing. Are you sure?”

I coughed a few times as I struggled to breathe. “I’m sure.”

“Huh. You just kinda look like the type, you know? I can’t be the first person who’s told you that.”

I blinked at the straight tone she’d used—it sounded like she actually believed every word she said. Me, a Christian rock fan? Really? I swung around on my barstool and tilted my head at her. 

It was then that I noticed that her shoulders were shaking with suppressed laughter.

“Hahahaha! You should see your face.”

I had to smile as I shook my head. She was too fucking cute. Too bad she had a ring on that finger. She might’ve made a perfect distraction from the shit filling up my head. 

But she was off-limits.

Rachel stood, grabbed our empty plates, and made her way to the sink. “Really, let me guess. Rap?”

I crossed my arms on the counter top and shook my head.

“Reggae?”

I shook my head again and replied with a straight face, “Muzak.”

Rachel nodded solemnly. “I could see that. You like to get down with some Kenny G, huh? Makes sense.”

“Kenny G isn’t Muzak. He’s smooth jazz.”

“Well, you would know.” Rachel smirked as she loaded our plates in the empty dishwasher.

I grunted in reply as I watched her wipe the countertops—again—then sort our dishes into the dishwasher. Why the hell was she wearing clothes that were so baggy? Was it because of work, or was it something she did all the time? Because she wasn’t fooling me. I could see the curve of her breasts and how her shirt fell loosely under that—no doubt concealing a taut stomach. What was the point? Did clients hit on her or something? Dicks who couldn’t keep their shit in their pants? Pigs.

Rachel cleared her throat uncomfortably and made me realize that I was staring at her. At the parts she was trying to keep hidden. I looked away and rubbed the back of my head. “So, uh, the satellite tv is probably down with all the snow, but Cole has a huge collection of movies—probably even a few that aren’t available to the general public right now. What do you feel like watching?”

“That’s okay. You don’t have to entertain me. But, um, do you think there’s a charger here that’s compatible with my phone? My battery’s dead, and I really need it.”

My eyes narrowed at the reminder of her asshole man. The one who made her cry earlier. The one who’d put that ring on her finger. “Don’t you think it’ll do him some good to worry about you for a change?”

“What?” Rachel blinked. “Who are you talking about?”

“Your man? I assume that’s who you have to talk to.”

Rachel laughed. “I need my phone because there are numbers in there that I don’t have memorized. Like, most of them. I need to call my boss and tell her what’s going on. And it would be handy to keep an eye on the road conditions. Like I should’ve been doing all day long,” she finished under her breath.

I nodded, conceding her point. “Let’s see what Cole has in the media room. I think that’s where he keeps most of his chargers. Then we can pick out a movie.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know that.” An edge of steel hardened my voice. I was getting sick of her apologizing every fucking minute. The similarities between her and my mom were pissing me off. This was the last thing I needed today of all days. “Look, I’m not normally a nice guy or whatever, and you’re making it really fucking difficult for me to pretend. I was gonna watch a movie, whether you were here or not. You can join me in the media room or find a bedroom upstairs to lock yourself in. To be honest, at this point I really don’t give a shit. Do whatever.”

I grabbed my beer off the counter and stomped off toward the media room, not bothering to check to see if she was following. She could do whatever the fuck she wanted. 

I was done.


4

Rachel

 

I twisted my fingers as I watched Austin stomp off. I had a feeling that whatever just pissed him off had more to do with the reason he was holed up here all alone drinking his way to cirrhosis than anything I’d said or done. But I still felt guilty—I was lying to him. My thumb fiddled with the ring on my finger. I’d never felt bad about the pretense before—it’d been my shield for the past two years. My ring kept people from staring at me with judgmental eyes when I was out with my son. But most importantly it kept men from hitting on me. After I’d scraped off my ex, I didn’t have the time or interest in even talking to another guy.

So why was I tempted to explain all this to Austin?

Throughout our short time together he’d been both a sweetheart and an asshole. I didn’t know how to reconcile the two versions of him in my head. I couldn’t deny that I found him attractive. I’d lusted after him from afar with every local magazine article and tv special that’d featured him. And now he was here in front of me. A large part of me didn’t like the idea that he thought I was taken. 

Not that I would do anything about it if he made a move on me. I had a toddler and a mountain of bills to take care of. I didn’t have time for bad boys with their hard bodies, sexy tattoos, and sultry looks.

I shouldn’t even be worried about him. Tonight was the first night that I wouldn’t be there for my son. Even when I worked late at my other job—tending bar—I still found the time to check in with him—most nights even tuck him in since he went to sleep early. But I wouldn’t be able to tonight. Depending on how this storm went, I might not even see him tomorrow. That was what had been on my mind throughout my meal with Austin—I couldn’t stop thinking about Wyatt and my mom. She’d sounded fine on the phone, but I knew it wasn’t easy for her to take care of him all on her own, especially for so long. As a working mom, I was constantly wracked with guilt, and tonight didn’t lessen it any. I had to charge my phone. Prickly attitude be damned.

I walked hesitantly in the direction Austin had disappeared. I’d reached the threshold but froze at the sound of panting ending in a low rumbling growl.

“Blue, knock it off,” Austin muttered.

I hadn’t noticed any sign of a dog in all my hours in the house and from the sound of it, Blue was a big one. I’d been nervous to enter Austin’s domain given his Jekyll/Hyde routine, now I was giving serious thought to finding a bedroom to lock myself in like he’d said. Dogs and me didn’t exactly get along. Growing up in sketchy neighborhoods, I’d had my fair share of run-ins with menacing breeds before. And I had the scars to prove it.

I was more of a cat person. Goldfish really. 

“Are you this indecisive with every fucking thing, or do I just bring it out in ya?” Austin grumbled from somewhere inside the room.

I cleared my throat. “Where, um, where is the dog?”

The room in front of me was a dark cave, and I had that prickling sensation that someone or something was watching me in a menacing way. I just knew it was Blue.

“He’s in here next to me. Relax. Contrary to his growl, he’s just a big baby. You got nothing to worry about.”

“Maybe you could grab one of those chargers for me and fling it in my general direction?” I would’ve turned tail and run already, but I needed to charge my phone. I had to talk to my kid soon, and I should’ve called my boss an hour ago.

“Blue is really docile. I swear. Come on over and pet him. You’ll see.”

My eyes had adjusted to the lack of lighting, and I could see Austin in the front row of recliners with a large dark shadow at his feet.

My heart pounded into my throat. “Yeah, no. I’m good here.”

“Blue, stay.” Austin commanded before he huffed as he got up then walked to the back of the room and fiddled with something. I didn’t really watch him—I was too busy keeping my eyes on the shadow in front of the recliners. A soft panting let me know that I was right. Blue was right there, probably watching me with his big, hungry eyes.

“Here.”

I flinched when Austin appeared at my side. My fight or flight instincts kicked in as I took a few steps back—away from him or the dog I didn’t know. I just wanted to fly away.

“Whoa. Hold up. It’s okay. No one here—man or dog—is gonna hurt you. If it’ll make you feel better, you can take your charger and hole up in a bedroom with the door locked or whatever. Here.” He held the cord out in his hand and the gentle, understanding look in his eyes melted me, and I started babbling.

“I don’t want to be antisocial, it’s just that dogs kinda scare me.” And you kinda scare me too. 

“Ah, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’ll put him in the garage so you don’t—”

“Oh no. You don’t have to do that. I don’t want you kicking him out. I can hang out upstairs or something.”

“It’s not exactly like I’m putting Blue out in the cold. Cole’s garage is nicer than most people’s houses. It’s nicer than the house I grew up in. Blue will be fine.”

I shook my head as I accepted the cord. “I’d still feel bad.”

Austin rocked back on his heels and stuffed his hands in his back pockets. “How deep is this fear of yours? Could you come over and meet Blue? I’ll turn on the lights and stand between you. Despite his size, he’s really a big marshmallow, I swear.”

I bit my lip in indecision. Austin was persuasive, but my fear of dogs went pretty deep. If Blue was a Pitbull, I was out of here. “What breed is he?”

“He’s a Great Dane. They’re the teddy bears of dogs, I promise.”

“I, uh, okay.”

Austin smiled at me as he grabbed my hand. My heart stuttered for a second before it pounded hard in my chest. I’d like to attribute my sudden arrhythmia to fear, but I knew better. I just didn’t want to think about it. Nothing was going to come of this anyway—Austin still thought I had a man back home.

He flicked on the light switch with his other hand, flooding the room with light. I blinked against the glare then focused on the large dog on the floor. My whole body tensed. The dog’s head tilted as he watched me. Unlike the monster that’d mauled me as a teenager, this dog was kinda…lazy looking. Blue let out a soft sigh then fell over onto his side with a human sounding groan. My lips curled slightly, and most of the tension drained from me. He looked sweet and not threatening at all. 

“See? He’s a lazy lump. Most days I’m lucky if I can get him off the couch. He’s like a big, lazy teenager but with none of the attitude. And trust me, I’d know.”

I nodded slightly, not letting Blue out of my sight. I knew Austin was the oldest of four brothers. But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to look like the crazy stalker I clearly was.

Austin’s rumbling voice tore me from my thoughts. “Are you okay with getting closer to him? Blue won’t mind.”

“I, uh, okay,” I mumbled. Blue looked sweet enough, but I was still too nervous to trust he was a teddy bear. He still looked very doglike to me.

“I got Blue two years ago. When he was a puppy, he was the size of most medium adult dogs. But he was as lazy as ever, even as a puppy.” Austin chattered away as we approached the dog in question. Blue blinked languidly at us but didn’t get up, or even lift his head. A low thumping sound pulsed in the silent room as Blue’s tail wagged, walloping away at the floor. “He’s lazy; he won’t get up even when he’s excited.”

My smile grew as I watched Austin kneel down next to the prone dog. He rubbed Blue on his ribs, but still the dog didn’t really move—aside from his tail, which continued to thump against the floor. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?”

The baby talk was ridiculously sweet and totally at odds with his professional persona. With the tattoos and muscles and overall badass aura, it made my ovaries flutter to watch Austin caress and sweettalk his dog. And it totally distracted me from my fear, right up to the point that Austin grabbed my hand again.

 “You okay with giving him a little pat? I’ll keep myself between you two for your peace of mind, but you’ve got nothing to worry about. He let my brothers lay on top of him.”

My heartbeat thrummed in my ears from the combination of my fear and Austin’s touch. But that sweet, soft look in his eye had me grinning, and before I even realized it, words were coming out of my mouth. “I, uh, yeah sure. That’s okay.”

Austin guided my hand toward Blue’s blue-grey coat. The dog didn’t flinch as our entwined hands moved over him. His fur was soft and kinda bristly. And warm. After a minute Blue groaned again and rolled onto his back, leaving his soft fleshy belly exposed.

“He really loves belly rubs. Here.” Austin moved our hands over Blue’s belly which felt surprisingly like my own skin—soft, hairless, and with that give of a not really firm tummy.

I laughed as I petted him. Austin smiled and looked into my eyes as our hands continued to move over Blue. 

“See? Nothing to worry about. Blue’s just a big ol’ baby. Not a scary bone in his body.” Austin’s fingers linked with mine for a second.

I looked down at our joined hands and felt a tingle between my legs. It’d been so, so long since I’d been near a guy I kinda liked, let alone touched one. But I knew no matter how I felt, nothing would ever come of it. I had a son at home, a mom to take care of, and besides, I doubted he had the same jolt that I’d felt just because our hands had touched. He still thought I was married.

You could fix that, a naughty little voice whispered in my head. But I couldn’t think of a way to bring it up that didn’t sound like a come-on. I didn’t want to look like a needy hussy, especially if he wasn’t into me. How embarrassing would that be, if I all but threw myself at him and he rejected me? Meanwhile, we had to spend however much time together. Alone. 

No thank you.

Austin cleared his throat, and I jerked my gaze to him. I’d been staring at our joined hands in awkward silence for way too long. 

I sat back on my heels and tucked my palms between my knees like I needed to curb the impulse to touch him. “You’re right. Blue’s nothing like that Pitbull that attacked me.”

“You were attacked? Shit.” Austin rubbed a hand over his head while he looked at me with wide eyes. “Fuck, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have pushed you to come near Blue—let alone touch him—if I knew you’d been attacked.”

I shrugged awkwardly. “It was over ten years ago. I’m over it. Mostly.”

“Fuck, sweetheart. That’s shitty. I’ll put Blue in the garage so you don’t have to—”

“No. Don’t. He’s fine. Really. I don’t mind.”

“Are you sure? I know this whole thing tonight isn’t ideal, and I don’t want to traumatize you or anything.”

God. Why’d he have to be sweet? “No, it’s okay. Blue is nothing like that dog.”

“’Kay. If you’re sure…”

“I am.” We sat there in awkward silence for a few moments. I wasn’t looking at him, but I was aware of every bit of him down to his smallest tattoo. After another long, awkward pause, I smiled down at my lap. “Well, I better charge my phone. I need to text my boss.”

“Yeah.” Austin pushed himself to his feet with a small grunt. “Take whatever bedroom you want. Mine’s the one at the end of the hall.”

I nodded like I knew what he was talking about. I hadn’t been to that end of the house. I’d only cleaned the kitchen and the baths, and I had no plans to claim the master as mine. The thought of taking that huge, endless room almost made my skin crawl. I was used to tiny shoebox rooms. I think I might have a panic attack if I woke up and couldn’t reach out and touch the wall.

“Or you could plug your phone in here and watch a movie with me. I’ll even let you pick.” Austin tilted his head as he smiled. 

I smiled back at him before I knew what I was doing. “Okay. Sounds like fun. How about a comedy? Or something with action and comedy, even better.”

“Not a chick flick? You surprise me.”

I shook my head. “I prefer to read my romance. Movies are too hokey and heavy-handed.”

Austin sat down in his recliner next to Blue and smiled at me. “Noted.”

“Unless it’s Princess Bride. That movie has everything—comedy, action, romance. It’s my favorite.”

“I’ll see what Cole has in his library, but I don’t remember seeing Princess Bride listed,” Austin replied as he picked up the remote and pressed a few buttons.

I stared at him for a few moments. His thin white t-shirt did nothing to hide the muscles and tattoos hiding beneath. And when he lifted his arm with the remote, the muscles in his arm flexed in an impressive display. I had a brief fantasy of climbing into that recliner with him and tracing all those muscles and tattoos with my fingers and tongue. And then pulling off his skin-tight jeans so we could—

“Rachel? Aren’t you gonna charge your phone?” Austin’s question tore me out of my dirty little fantasy. 

Which is when I noticed that I was still staring at him.

I blinked furiously and looked away, my cheeks heating with my blush.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, sorry. Just a little tired I think,” I muttered as I crossed the room to plug in my phone. “I need to text my boss and check in at home. Go ahead and start the movie; I’ll catch up.”

And just like that, Austin’s mood changed. His expression grew dark, and he threw a frown at me before he turned back to the screen and punched at the remote—its clicks loud in the sudden silence of the room.

“Oookay,” I whispered to myself as I plugged in my phone and then tapped out a quick text to my boss.

 

Me: I80 closed before I could get down the mountain. Client letting me stay over. 

 

Erin didn’t immediately text back, so I called home. My mom answered on the second ring.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Mom. How’s he doing?”

“Fell asleep thirty minutes ago. Probably won’t hear a peep from him the rest of the night. How are you doing, honey?”

“I’m fine. I’m still at my last job. I’m sure you’ve heard they’ve closed the freeway. The client is really nice, and he has plenty of room, so I’ll have a warm bed tonight and should be on the road first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Maybe you should wait, let the roads thaw some, you know?” The worry in her voice was obvious.

“I won’t leave until it’s totally safe. I promise.”

“I know, honey. I just worry.”

“Me too. It’s hard being away from Wyatt. I don’t think I’ve spent a whole night away from him since he was born. It hurts.”

“Oh honey, he’s fine. I’m here, and he’s asleep. He probably won’t even miss you.”

The words were like an arrow to my heart. I’d somehow become that parent. The one my kid couldn’t count on to be there. The one who was always at work and never around. The one who missed everything.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” I whispered huskily.

“Ah, honey, don’t. You know he loves you. And misses you. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“It’s okay, Mom. He probably won’t even know I’m gone. Hopefully I can be back before he wakes up.” I don’t know if I was saying it to convince myself or her. 

“So who’s your client? You’re in Tahoe, right? With all those huge ski cabins? You said there’s just one guy? Is he cute?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Is he single?”

I rolled my eyes and let out a husky laugh. Trust my mom to cut to the important info. At least she’d temporarily got my mind off Wyatt and my inadequacies. “Yeah, I’m not answering that, Mom. Listen, I gotta go. Give Wyatt a kiss from me, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Ah, is he right there? I got you, honey. Take care of yourself. Use a condom. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

I ended the call and shook my head. My mom was crazy. She firmly believed that all life’s ills could be solved with the love of the right man. Or the next man anyhow. I did not share her philosophy. One deadbeat ex was enough for me. 

I looked down at my phone’s screen. Erin still hadn’t texted back. Given how dead my battery was, I’d need at least an hour to charge. Which I could do in my room, but I didn’t want to look like an ungrateful douche, especially when Austin was currently being so nice.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I surreptitiously swiped at my eyes, or so I thought. I could feel Austin looking at me, but I really didn’t want him to see me like this. So I took a few deep breaths and tried to suck up all my leaky emotions. When I felt a little more under control, I turned around and gave him a smile as I walked over to the empty recliner next to him. “What movie did you land on?”

Austin gave me a once over but said nothing about my little break down. “Cole doesn’t have Princess Bride. Looks like he’s only got recent releases, and I think a few that aren’t even on video yet. Here’s what we got to choose from…”

And that was how I ended up watching a still-in-theaters comedy in Cole Jackson’s chalet with Austin Burns.


5

Austin

 

It was a dick move, but I eavesdropped on Rachel’s phone call. Since I only heard her end of the conversation, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but it sounded like she had a kid who was sleeping over at her mom’s place. And something that her mom told her tore Rachel up, except she didn’t say one word about it to me. What I did notice was that there wasn’t a single mention of the guy who’d put that ring on her finger or the father of her kid.

What was the deal? Was she separated? Widowed? Married to an asshole who couldn’t be bothered to watch their fucking kid?

I’d love to give her something to take her mind—and mine—off our individual dramas, but I’d be damned if I’d poach on someone else’s territory. As long as she had that ring on her finger, I’d be keeping my fingers off her.

Instead I sat in silence and stewed about my fucking family drama. The movie played on in front of us, but I was so lost in my thoughts I didn’t even notice the damn thing. I knew I had to come clean to my brothers—they’d need time to prepare for the upcoming D-day—but I was still having a hard time coming to terms with it myself. How could I expect them to wrap their heads around our father’s release?

Stupid, fucking parole board. 

How anyone thought that fucker was “reformed” when he was obviously blowing smoke up their asses was beyond me. Dumb fucks. And in three months my sperm donor would be walking free and probably trying to wedge into our family and bumming money off his fucking kids. Son of a bitch. My hand tightened around my beer bottle as I remembered that night everything changed for me and my brothers. The look on my mom’s face. The sound of her muffled screams. Huddling with my brothers behind my locked bedroom door. Twenty-five years wasn’t long enough. A lifetime wouldn’t be long enough. 

Fucking bastard.

My beer bottle exploded in my hand.

“Oh my god! Austin? Austin? Are you okay?”

I blinked a few times as my rage dissipated. Rachel stood in front of me, her hands covering her mouth as she stared at me with wide eyes. I shook the liquor and glass off my hand then reached up to scratch my head. A mixture of beer and blood ran down my arm and soaked the side of my formerly white t-shirt. 

“Fuck!” I sat up with a wince as the sharp spear of pain finally pierced my clouded brain. I ripped my shirt off over my head then wrapped it around my bleeding hand. “Son of a bitch.”

“It’s okay. We can take care of this. You wouldn’t believe the number of scrapes and scratches I’ve patched up in the last year.” Rachel gently held my wrist, tugging on my arm to keep it aloft. “Let’s head over to a bathroom. I totally know where that is since I spent the better part of the afternoon cleaning it. People usually keep their bandages in bathrooms, right?”

The combination of her touch and her endearing babble had me transfixed. I docilely followed her as she held my wrist and tugged me in the direction of a downstairs bathroom. 

“Here. Hold it above your heart. That’s a thing, right? I think I read it somewhere,” Rachel muttered as she shoved my hand up over my head. 

Given our size difference, the movement pulled her loose shirt taut over her breasts. It was a fantastic distraction from the throbbing pain in my hand. Rachel’s body was curved in all the right places. I could easily imagine myself spending hours nuzzling the two firm mounds, thrusting my dick between them, shooting my spunk all over her gorgeous face. 

Son of bitch. Now I had a hard-on.

Rachel didn’t seem to notice as she turned around and pulled open every cupboard, continuing to mutter to herself. “I keep my bandages in the bathroom. Do other people put them somewhere else? Maybe the kitchen? Crap on a cracker, where are they?”

I chuckled as I leaned against the countertop. The room swam around me a bit. It must’ve been the booze because I wasn’t bleeding that much. Lord fucking knew that I’d had it a hell of a lot worse before. Like that one nosebleed dear ol’ dad gave me when I was seven. Or that one time in the shop when my wrench slipped and I fell on that freshly grinded metal. This right now was barely a nick in comparison, but no one would’ve known it by the way Rachel was freaking out.

“Found it,” Rachel crowed as she held a first aid kit aloft. Her eyes darted to my covered hand, and the little bit of color leached from her face. “Oh God, that’s bad.”

I dropped my hand and looked at the small spot of red darkening the shirt. “Shit, sweetheart. Please tell me that you’re not studying to be a nurse. Or a fucking poker player.”

“What? No. I’m not studying anything. Why are we talking about this? We need to stop the bleeding.”

“I think it’s already stopped. It’s just the spilled beer thinned the blood out and made it look worse.”

“Well, we need to clean it at least. You can’t be running around with glass sticking out of your hand. How will you build Cole Jackson another motorcycle like that?” Rachel grabbed my hand again and tugged me toward the sink.

But what she’d just said rolled around my head. I must’ve been drunker than I thought because it took me a minute to figure out why that was important. Then it hit me. “You know who I am?”

“What?” Rachel threw her long, brown hair over her shoulder and bent toward my hand over the sink.

I smirked. “You know who I am.”

“Are there any tweezers in the kit? I think I see a piece of glass in here.”

“You know I didn’t peg you as a gearhead. Or was it the layout in The Californian that caught your attention? I think I had a helluva lotta skin showing in that one. They had me hold an exhaust pipe in front of my junk.”

“What?” Rachel stood up and blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Why are you talking about your junk? Don’t you care that you have glass sticking out of your hand?”

“This is nothing, babe. You wanna see the scar from where I landed on a scrap heap? It’s pretty badass.”

“I’m good. Thanks.” Rachel shook her head as she held a pair of tweezers over my hand.

I felt a little pinch, and I closed my eyes as the room swam again. “I have another good one on my chin from when my dad punched me. See? Right here. He was wearing this big fucking ring that ripped open my chin. I bled like a son of a bitch.”

Rachel swiped my hand with something that made it sting. 

I hissed a breath but kept babbling. “It wasn’t even my fault he was pissed. I took the blame for something that my little brother, Nathan, did. I doubt he even remembers, but I have this little fucking line on my face that I see every time I look in the mirror. I don’t forget. I can’t forget.”

Rachel wrapped my hand in gauze and applied some medical tape. “That’s nice that Nathan had you to stand up for him. He’s pretty lucky to have a protective older brother looking out for him.”

I laughed darkly and swiped at the wetness hazing my vision. “I’d like to see you tell the fucker that. He thinks that I was put on this earth to boss him around and get in his face. Like I have nothing better to do than make sure he doesn’t fuck up.”

“You two sure do butt heads a lot.”

I blinked at her factual delivery. I didn’t know this woman from Eve a few hours ago. “How do you—”

“I, uh, I caught that Urban channel special of your shop—Badass Builds. They showed how you and your brothers all work together and argue, and at the end it had that fight with you and Nathan.”

“Right. Yeah, I remember.” We’d had cameras following us around for weeks. The director kept poking and prodding us behind the scenes about things my brothers had apparently said during their interviews. One thing led to another, and Nathan and I blew up on each other. Then it’d been another trip to the E.R. with cameras along for the ride. Fucking bastards. “The show made it look worse than it really was. My brothers and I scrap all the time. It’s kinda how we show affection.”

“Mmmhmmm.” Rachel murmured as she packed away the bandages into the case. “It can’t be easy working with family.”

I shrugged. “I don’t really know any different. I started tinkering in our garage, and it built up from there. I don’t think any of us would hack it in a corporate garage or job or whatever. We’re dysfunctional as fuck, but it works for us.” 

“Well I don’t think you’ll be holding any wrenches any time soon, but otherwise you should be good to go.” Rachel stooped to stash the first aid kit. 

I took a second and admired her ass. It was pretty spectacular—plump without being all in your face. I could easily imagine myself kneeling behind it for a few hours. Maybe with a handful of her hair. I’d bet she’s a moaner. Damn.

When she stood back up, her ring glinted in the light, reminding me that she wasn’t available. Fuck, I must be pretty drunk or lost more blood than I thought if I was having a hard time remembering that little fact. Maybe I should write it down or some shit.

Rachel reached for the blood-spotted wipes she’d cleaned me up with and swayed. “Whoa.”

“Shit, you okay, sweetheart?” I grabbed her arm and led her to the toilet, but she balked at sitting down.

“Yeah. I think the adrenaline or whatever just wore off. I’m fine.”

I raised an eyebrow. She’d been able to keep it together while cleaning out my little cut, but now when faced with a little bit of blood, she got all pasty? Testing my little theory, I reached for the tissues and held them at my side but within her eye line. “If you’re sure…”

Rachel glanced at the bloody tissues and immediately went white. She swayed and this time didn’t fight me as I pulled her down to sit on the closed toilet lid then shoved again until her head was between her knees. 

“You’re really that squeamish about blood? How did you keep it together while digging the glass out?”

“I don’t know.” Rachel moaned as she clutched her head. “It’s a mom thing I guess. I can do it with Wyatt when he gets a cut or has a scraped knee. It’s only after when he’s all patched up and distracted by a cartoon that I fall apart.”

“His dad doesn’t help you out with that?”

Rachel gave a little snort. “Yeah no. Wyatt hasn’t seen my ex since he was about two weeks old. Neither have I. But if you see him, the California Department of Child Support Services has a long letter for him.”

I rocked back on my heels as I absorbed that little nugget. “I take it he’s not the one who gave you that ring then.”

Rachel stilled and audibly gulped. After a moment she shook her head and whispered, “No.”

“What’s his name?”

“Her name.”

“What?” It’d never occurred to me that Rachel was gay. Or bi. I thought she’d been throwing clear interested-but-taken vibes. Fuck me. Clearly I’d had more than enough booze. Maybe it was time for some coffee.

Rachel sighed and finally looked up at me. The chagrin in her expression would’ve been endearing if I wasn’t so fucking flustered. “My mom gave me the ring. It’s a family heirloom. I wear it to keep guys at work from hitting on me and judgmental assholes from sneering at us when I’m out with my son.”

“People really do that?” I asked before my brain caught up with the meaning behind what she’d just confessed. Rachel didn’t have a husband. “Wait, you’re single?”

“Yes, they do that. I once had a woman come up to me, ask if I was married, and when I told her no she said that she was going to pray for my soul. Like I was a heathen for not having a husband. Judgmental bitch.”

“Rachel?” I waved a hand in front of her face. She still hadn’t answered the question I really needed her to.

“What?”

“You’re single? There’s no guy waiting at home for you or worried about you staying here alone with me?”

Rachel hunched over and crossed her arms over her chest. Then she shook her head. “No, there’s no one. Hasn’t been anyone in years.” Closing her eyes, she winced. “I don’t know why I told you that. I think I need a drink.”

After taking a step forward, I dropped to my knees before her. “I think there’s been more than enough drinking here tonight. And I’d really prefer it if you were sober for this next part.”

“Why? What’s going to happen next?”

“This,” I murmured as I leaned forward, stopping when my lips were a hairbreadth from hers. After a beat, Rachel closed the distance and pressed her lips against mine.

Her lips muffled my groan of triumph. She tasted sweet—like a mixture of sugar and vanilla and Rachel. I took the kiss deeper, flicking my tongue against the seam of her mouth, silently urging her to open to me. Rachel moaned softly as I buried a hand in her hair and kissed her like I wanted. Her hands fluttered against my chest then glided up my bare skin to loosely clutch the back of my neck. No longer passive in our kiss, her mouth moved against mine, her lips soft and supple and so fucking amazing, I couldn’t wait to feel them on my dick later tonight.

After a few minutes, Rachel pulled away with a gasp. She panted softly and stared into my eyes with her arms still wrapped around me. “What the hell was that?”

I smiled. “That was the beginning of an amazing fucking night. What do you say, sweetheart? Wanna take this party upstairs?”
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I stared into Austin’s hazel eyes, my heart pounding in my ears. Was he… He couldn’t mean… I’d never in my life had a one-night stand. Hell, both of my previous boyfriends had been so disappointing they weren’t worth remembering. My high school boyfriend had been a two-pump chump. And honestly, my ex Jordan hadn’t been much better. Both were selfish lovers who only cared about getting themselves off. I had more fun with my fingers and my battery-operated rabbit than I ever did with either of them.

But something told me that Austin wasn’t in the same league. Our kiss had been more exciting than any of the foreplay my previous exes had ever attempted. If he could do that to me with just a kiss, what was he like with more time and less clothes between us?

And he was staring at me because I still hadn’t answered his question.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Austin’s eyes clouded with confusion, and he sat back on his heels. 

“Hey, if you’re not interested, that’s cool. I thought there was something here.” He waved a hand between us, and his action distracted me as he waved in front of his totally bare chest. His chest was pure muscled perfection. He could’ve modelled for a fitness or a tattoo magazine. Perfect pecs gave way to an eight pack complete with that Adonis belt or whatever it was called when men had that groove of muscle from their hips down in a V to their…yeah, he had that. And the tattoos. Oh wow. Black ink with hints of color here and there perfectly highlighting his muscles, and I was staring again without talking.

I shook my head. “No, it’s not that. It’s just—you’re all you.” I waved a hand in his direction. “And I’m just…not in the same league.”

“What are you talking about? You’re a smoking hot woman with the hottest pair of lips I’ve ever fucking seen.”

I flushed and looked down at my lap. “I’m…I’m not—”

“You’re not gonna give me some bullshit line about being a virgin or something are you? Because I know you have a kid. If you’re not interested, just say it. I’m a big boy. I’m used to rejection.”

“Yeah right.” I snorted and then covered my face in horror. I just snorted in front of Austin freaking Burns. Oh my god. Kill me now. 

Austin chuckled softly. “Yeah right to the virgin thing or me being used to rejection?”

I shook my head, not able to form a coherent sentence, let alone look at the man.

“If you had any idea how fucking cute you look right now…” Austin broke off with a groan.

“Abject horror turns you on?” I snorted again then buried my head in my hands again at my hopelessness.

“No, you being you turns me on.”

I had to look up at him with that revelation. Really? Me? 

“You’ve got that whole flustered-good-girl-I-really-wanna-turn-bad thing. I can tell at a glance that you’re not the kinda girl who hooks up with guys like me—or the kind who hooks up period. You’re cute and get flustered so fucking easy, but that kiss was fan-fucking-tastic. You got a whole ‘nother level to unleash; I can feel it simmering under your skin.” Austin paused as a lazy smile stretched across his mouth. Like he was thinking of all the dirty things he’d like to unleash with me.

The naughty promise in that smile made my nipples tingle.

“All I’m saying is that you and me can enjoy the time we have together upstairs in bed or we can sit in the theater and watch a movie together. Or you can go off on your own and lock yourself in a bedroom. What happens tonight is totally up to you.” The smile slipped off his face as he stared intently into my eyes. “So, what’s it gonna be?”

 I wanted to look away from the intensity of his eyes, but I couldn’t. I wanted, ached, to be the woman he’d described—only I knew me. There wasn’t another amazing level of whatever simmering under my skin. I was an okay lover who had a hard time letting go. I was afraid I’d be memorable for Austin, but for all the wrong reasons. We had to be here together for however long it took to get the roads plowed. How awkward would it be later if our time upstairs was an uncomfortable train wreck?

Finally I whispered, “I’m not that girl. I don’t think I could ever be that girl.”

The sparkle died in Austin’s eyes as he sat back with an almost silent hiss. “Got it.”

“It’s just…It’s not you—” I rushed to explain when Austin cut me off.

“You don’t have to say it, Rachel. It’s fine. You wanna watch a movie or turn in for the night? Alone, I mean.” He stood up and brushed at some imaginary lint on his jeans.

Meanwhile, all I could do was stare at his naked chest. The play of his muscles as he moved. The way his tattoos stretched. The scars here and there on his body. All the evidence that this amazing, gorgeous, talented man lived his life. 

Whereas I hid from mine—buried myself in work and hid from any slightly interested guy—all because I was afraid. 

That crap ended tonight.

I wanted to just live in the moment. I was a grown, responsible adult who deserved to have some fun and do something for me for a change. Taking a deep breath, I stood up and moved into his personal space. Austin’s eyes widened and he shifted to step away but froze when I spoke.

“I changed my mind. I want to go upstairs. With you.”

He searched my eyes like the answer to my sudden change of heart lay within them. “You sure about that, sweetheart? I don’t want you regretting anything.”

“I’m sure.” I took a deep breath and grabbed the reins for the first time in a long while as I wrapped my arms around his neck, stood on my tiptoes, and kissed him. It took him all of a beat before Austin’s lips moved with mine. Then another before he took control of our kiss.

And I let him. 

I opened my mouth to his tongue and groaned softly as it moved seductively against mine. Austin growled deep in his chest and cupped my ass with both of his hands, lifting me up to his kiss. I tightened my grip around his shoulders and held on as I kissed him back. His skin was firm beneath my fingers. His lips were a soft, supple contrast, and his tongue was so fucking naughty. With only a couple of darting movements, his tongue had my body tingling as I could easily imagine him licking other parts of me later—worshipping my breasts, his broad shoulders nudging my legs apart as he licked my—

I broke our kiss with a groan. I needed air. The combination of his nimble tongue and my dirty thoughts had me panting. Meanwhile Austin’s lips cruised down to suckle my neck. His teeth rasped against my tender skin just before he sucked a bit of my skin deep into his mouth. But apparently that wasn’t enough for him because a moment later he shifted his hands, grabbed me under my arms and hoisted me over his shoulder. 

“Austin! Oh my god, don’t drop me.”

“Fuck me. You worry too much, sweetheart.”

I wanted to laugh at that, but the position I was in made breathing kinda difficult, let alone laughter. I did, however, have a spectacular view of his muscular back and his jean-clad ass as he bounded up the stairs while carrying me. All the blood rushed to my head as the jumbled scenery flashed by. Austin’s tread was silent on the hardwood floor. He didn’t grunt once, which was honestly kinda amazing. 

Anticipation sang through my bloodstream. I was doing this. I was going to have a one-night stand with Austin freaking Burns. I’d picked up every magazine he’d been in. I’d spent so much time drooling over his gorgeous body with his hard muscles and sexy scars and tattoos. And in a few moments all that was going to be under my fingertips. All of him. Oh my god.

A few seconds later he set me down on a white down comforter atop the largest bed I’d ever seen in my life. I was immediately enveloped in a white cloud of comfort. What was this bed made of? Feathers from angel wings? I closed my eyes with a blissful sigh. The rich really knew how to live.

The sound of Austin shucking his jeans had me sitting up and taking notice. And it was everything I imagined it would be. His legs were muscular and dusted with light brown hair with no tattoos in sight. But it was what was behind his boxer briefs that held me spellbound. The stark white material clung to his body and perfectly framed everything he was packing.

And it was immense. 

Austin murmured to me, but it sounded like he was underwater or I was or something. All I could do was look at that thing in horrified fascination. Sure, it’d been a while—over three years, actually. Had I forgotten what they looked like or how big they were? I couldn’t remember being this fascinated by Jordan’s thing before.

Austin’s laughter popped the bubble around me. “Has it been a while, sweetheart?”

I jerked my attention away from his package and looked at his face. “I, uh, what makes you ask that?”

“Intuition?” He shrugged slightly. “Or your fascination with my body? Or the way you are trembling right now? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman shake so much when I haven’t even touched her.”

 I was trembling. Closing my eyes, I tried to will the tremors away, but if anything, that only seemed to make them worse. Or I was more aware of them or something. Either way they weren’t stopping, and I felt like a fool. Maybe I should just get ‘inexperienced goober’ tattooed on my forehead. “It’s okay. I do this sometimes. The shaking thing, not the sex thing. Or something. You know what? I think I’m just gonna stop talking.”

Austin crossed over to the bed and sat down on the edge. His hand hovered over my knee before settling on the bed between us. “You’re not really throwing confident, I-wanna-do-this vibes. Have you changed your mind?”

“No.” I shook my head. My hands went to the bottom of my polo and tugged it free from my pants. “I swear, I haven’t changed my mind. I just didn’t know how this was supposed to go. I’ve never hooked up before. I didn’t know we were supposed to get undressed right away. I’ll—”

“Rachel.” Austin put a hand on mine, stopping me from pulling my shirt over my head. “There’s no supposed to-s here. I got a little overeager there. That’s totally on me. I have a tendency to rush things. Like tasty liquor, or a steak dinner, or apparently a gorgeous woman in my bed—which is a dick move. So how about you and me do a little kissing, and see where it goes from there?”

I melted under the power of that smile of his. I couldn’t see the room around us or Austin’s impressive muscles or his…you know. All I could see was his gorgeous smile with that dimple in his left cheek that his stubble couldn’t hide and the sexy anticipation burning in his eyes. Instead of replying, I sank back onto the bed and tipped my chin up, suddenly eager to be worthy of the fire in his eyes.

Austin’s smile deepened as he leaned over me. His breath was hot and minty against my face as he looked into my eyes. “Shit, girl,” he whispered. “I gotta remind myself to take my time. It’s really fucking hard to do when you look at me like that.”

I blinked, shocked that I was testing Austin’s self-control just by looking at him. Little ol’ me. I had to laugh. “Would it help if I closed my eyes?”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

Obediently I closed my eyes and waited with bated breath for Austin’s kiss.

Instead he laughed huskily. “That doesn’t fucking help. Maybe if you move your hands? They’re crossed over your chest like you’re fucking Cinderella or something, waiting for your prince to wake you up with a kiss. Unconscious girls don’t do it for me, and no one has ever called me a prince.”

 “You mean Snow White?” Giggles instead of nerves shook my body. I opened my eyes and smiled at back at him. “You’re kinda ridiculous, you know that?”

“I’ve heard that a time or two.” He still hovered over me, his face now inches from mine. The grin that stretched his mouth was full of levity with a hint of naughtiness. Then he dipped down and rubbed his nose against mine. “Whereas you are fucking adorable.”

I opened my mouth to rebut his compliment, and Austin took advantage of the moment as he swooped down and covered my mouth with his. He swallowed my gasp, his lips moving confidently over mine. A beat later I sank into the kiss, and everything else just fell away. Austin seduced me with his mouth while his hands were busy holding his body up. 

But my hands were free to roam at will, and they did. As Austin’s tongue teased mine, I ran my fingers over his shoulders. I traced the flexing, bulging muscles, and it made me more aroused. Austin groaned and shifted so that instead of lying next to me, his body was now atop of me, his pelvis pressing into mine. My thick pants muffled the sensation some, but my legs still fell open as I unconsciously arched toward his heat.

He broke our kiss with an uneven breath. “Fuck me. I was trying to take this slow.”

“How about we take it at your pace this time, and we can go slow next time?” 

Austin ground his pelvis into mine. “Sounds like a fucking good idea to me.”

I wiggled under him until I could get a grip on the bottom of my shirt. I wanted to feel his hands on me, and all this freaking material was getting in the way. After whipping it over my head, I tossed it somewhere over his shoulder, leaving me in only my bra and jeans. And shoes. Screw it. I’d worry about that part later. The heat in Austin’s eyes as he took in my chest had every worry and thought disappearing from my head.

“Christ,” Austin groaned as he dropped his head and nuzzled at my lace bra. “You’re even hotter than I fucking imagined.”

It was my turn to groan as his beard prickled against my exposed skin. I could easily imagine what that would feel like later between my thighs. Then I couldn’t think about anything as he dipped a finger into my bra and pulled the cup aside. 

His thumb flicked against my nipple, and I whimpered. A shot of electricity blasted through my body with his touch. Arching mindlessly toward him, I buried a hand in his dark hair and silently urged him to suckle me. I caught a hint of his smug little grin before he dipped his head and took my nipple into his mouth. He suckled deep, pulling my aching tip into his mouth before releasing it with a pop and laving it with his tongue. Meanwhile his fingers were busy preparing and teasing my other nipple. It was pure sensory overload. Between his mouth, his fingers, the weight of his body on mine, and the feel of his firm muscles under my fingers as I clutched at his shoulders, I was a mess of whimpers and thrusting hips. I rubbed my still clothed crotch against him with a frustrating lack of friction. I wanted more. More of him. More of the delicious pleasure surging through my body.

Austin chuckled darkly as he moved to my other breast. The cold air brushed against my moistened tip, and I shuddered. Drawing my other nipple into his mouth, Austin hummed around it. 

I groaned in frustration. “Oh God, Austin. Please. I need…more. I need you. I need…fuck, I don’t know.” 

“That’s fine, sweetheart, because I know exactly what you need,” Austin murmured as he pushed away from me. Rolling to his side next to me, he propped himself up on an elbow and smiled down at me. “But first, we gotta get rid of a few of these layers.”
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That was fine by me. Hell, I’d even help him. I pulled at the waist of my jeans, trying to work the button tab, but my damn fingers were so slick with sweat I couldn’t undo the freaking button. I only realized that I was making panicked little cries when Austin’s hands covered mine.

He brought our joined hands to his chest, flattening mine against his rock-hard body. “I’m gonna need you to take a deep breath, sweetheart. Breathe with me. Innnnn. And ouuuuut.”

My face was hot with either my embarrassment or frustration or maybe a combination of the two. I wanted to close my eyes in mortification, but Austin’s gentle eyes were burning into mine. There wasn’t any judgement or humor there, only concern and a burning fire I wanted to feel all over me. I followed his command and breathed with him until the thrum of my pulse left my ears. After a minute, his hands fell away and he grinned down at me.

“Now how about we get rid of those fucking pants finally?”

I bit my lip and nodded a little too enthusiastically. I wanted those fuckers gone.

This time it was Austin’s fingers that made swift work of the button tab. The sound of my zipper was harsh in the silent room, but I trembled with anticipation. Austin’s fingers skimmed down my jeans until he reached my feet. He pulled my Keds off and tossed them over his shoulder without a glance as to where they’d land. Then in one quick motion, he shucked my jeans down and off my legs and tossed them in the same direction as my shoes. 

Now it was my body that burned under the power of Austin’s stare. Because he took his time and surveyed me from head to toe. Only my bra, panties, and socks shielded me from his gaze—practically nothing. My tremors came back as Austin silently looked his fill. I was just getting ready to cover myself with my hands when he spoke.

“Fuck me, sweetheart. Why are you hiding all this behind those baggy-ass clothes? You’re gorgeous.”

A wave of heat swept over my face. I wasn’t gorgeous—I knew that. I still had a bit of a stomach that fortunately didn’t show when I was on my back, and I had more than my share of stretch marks that’d faded with time. For the most part I had my pre-baby body back, but still I wasn’t gorgeous. I’d seen the kind of women Austin usually had on his arm. I shook my head. “That’s sweet, but I’m not. You don’t have to say that. I’m here, I’m willing. I don’t—”

“I know that. But it’s true. I never would’ve guessed all this was under your baggy shirt and pants.”

“Austin,” I groaned in embarrassment.

He smirked. “Guess I’m just gonna have to find a way to convince you. I think I know just the thing.”

I gasped as he pulled my legs apart and proceeded to crawl between them until his shoulders nudged my thighs wider. Almost like he knew what I was thinking earlier—and judging by the naughty twinkle in his eyes he did—he sprawled between my legs just as I’d pictured him earlier. Ducking his head, he pressed a gentle kiss on one of the hearts decorating my panties. He repeated the gesture until he’d kissed every single one. Suddenly, my silly underwear didn’t feel so silly. I could feel his hot breath against the thin material covering me. It was agonizing. I wanted to feel him with nothing between us. I wanted him inside me. 

Reading my body, Austin gripped my panties in his teeth and tugged at them. But I was so wet they hardly moved. With a grunt of frustration, Austin sat up slightly, grasped my underwear in his hands, and ripped them off my body. A zing of desire shot through me. That was so fucking hot. 

Austin grunted. “Finally. Now I can feel you, sweetheart.”

I could only gasp as he assumed his earlier position and stared straight into the heart of me. The elastic still circled my waist as he nudged aside the limp material. And a beat later, I felt his breath on me. A beat after that, I felt his tongue or finger nudging against me. I didn’t know because my eyes were clamped shut. Then his tongue swept over the seam of my sex, and I shivered. 

Austin murmured something, but I was too lost in sensations to focus on his words. He nudged the lips of my sex apart as he ran his tongue slowly up and then down. Up, until he nudged at my hidden clitoris, then down, circling my opening. His teasing was intoxicating. Delicious. And enraging. I wanted to scream at him to just fuck me already, but I was too busy biting my lip to keep my whimpering inside. I was half afraid that he’d think the sounds were me not enjoying his foreplay, given all the times he’d already checked in with me. 

Then he gripped my ass in his palms and raised me to his mouth, and I think I forgot to even breathe. He devoured me. Licking, sucking, at my flesh, stabbing his tongue inside me until I couldn’t hold my whimpers in anymore. I started to plead with him.

“Please, Austin. Oh my god. Oh God. Oh. Oh! Right there. Please! Just a little more.” I panted as I tried to arch my body toward him, but the way he held me made it impossible. And apparently I didn’t need to. 

Austin hummed in the back of his throat, and I felt the vibrations inside me. My whole body tightened as I built toward my orgasm. Austin hummed again as he attacked my clit, and I went over. Wave after wave of pleasure slammed through my body. And through it all, Austin kept licking and sucking until it was all too much. On my fourth aftershock orgasm, I rolled away, and Austin let me go.

My heartbeat still thundering in my ears, I shivered as Austin tucked the blankets around me. Bliss sang through my bloodstream as I smiled into the white sheet in front of me. That had been amazing. Better than either of my exes. Better than my one-on-one time with my rabbit vibrator. Better than my wildest fantasies. Austin Burns should have a PhD in oral. The man was a genius.

I heard some rustling or something behind me, but I was too busy trying to remember how to breathe to keep track of what he was doing. All I knew was that I wanted to do it again. And again. And again.

But maybe we should do him first.

Rolling onto my back, I smiled drunkenly at Austin who was reclined next to me. 

He smiled back. “You ready for round two, sweetheart?”

“Technically I think it would be round five for me. I just…” I shrugged helplessly. “That was amazing. I never, I don’t, I haven’t… I didn’t know oral could be like that.”

What I left unsaid was that he just might’ve ruined me for all other men.

Austin’s smile dimmed a bit before he grabbed a condom from the nightstand and ripped it open. “You must’ve been with some jackasses before me. Because nothing is hotter than getting a woman off. Especially with my mouth. I’ll be tasting you all night long.”

Before I could even process what he’d said, he whipped the sheet off his lap and revealed his very naked body. His boxer briefs hadn’t been stuffed earlier. He was every bit as hung as I’d thought. And wide. His girth alone had me crossing my legs. I was still all giddy from my orgasms, but I was already tensing at the thought of him pointing that thing anywhere near me.

And, oh my god, was that a piercing?

A glint of silver sparkled near the head of his cock, and I just had to get a closer view. I shifted on the bed and bent toward his lap.

Austin laughed. “That’s sweet, Rach. But I’m about two flicks away from embarrassing myself. If you’re still interested after this next round, you can play with him then.”

“I’m not… I mean, I totally believe in reciprocity, but are you… Is your thing pierced?”

He paused, holding the condom a few inches above his hardened cock. Fisting his cock in his other hand, he ran his hand up and down the length. 

I watched, spellbound, and sure enough, the end of his thing had a barbell piercing going through that extra bit of flesh just below its head.

Austin coughed to cover his laugh. “Did you just call it a thing?”

I shrugged as a wave of heat swept over my face. “You know…your penis or whatever.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“And you still call cocks things?”

“I just, it never feels right to use that word. And with my son we use pee pee or penis, but that doesn’t feel right either, so…” I trailed off weakly as Austin stared incredulously at me. 

Finally he snorted. “Yeah, whatever you do, please don’t call it a pee pee.”

I buried my face in my hands and wished the ground would just open up and swallow me whole. Why did I ever think I could hold my own with Austin freaking Burns? The man dated models every other week if Sactown Magazine were to be believed. Despite our earlier connection and my orgasms, I was so over my head.

“How about this?” Austin asked.

I peeked between my fingers and held my breath as he gently rolled the condom over the piercing in his thing and then down the rest of the way.

“You and my thing can get better acquainted after this round. And in the meantime, we’ll work on your dirty talk.” Holding the base of his penis in one hand, he awkwardly crawled until he settled between my legs. Austin smiled down at me with a naughty smirk that relaxed some of the tension from my body, and at the same time, made me bite my bottom lip in anticipation. 

“Sounds like a plan,” I tried to murmur sexily.

“So glad you approve.” Austin smirked. He ran a finger through my folds then brought it to his mouth and sucked on it. “Still boiling hot and dripping.”

“Kinda hard not to be when you’re between my thighs.”

“Maybe you don’t need any lessons after all.” His eyes were hooded as he stared down at me like a hunter who’d caught their prey. 

I shivered in anticipation. 

Until my eyes landed on his condom clad thing jutting out from his body, and I remembered the size of him, how long it’d been for me, and how this was never gonna work.

“You’re all tense and shaking again, sweetheart. What is with that? I thought you were ready.”

“Sorry.” I winced and closed my eyes for a second. “And sorry for apologizing again—I know you hate that. It’s just…you’re all you, and it’s been a long time for me. I don’t think you’ll fit.”

Austin smirked. “It’s kinda like riding a bike. Not really something you forget. You just take it slow.” His fingers returned and ran up and down my folds, probing, searching, teasing. He thrust one finger inside me while he ran his thumb over my aching clit. “We’re gonna go at your speed until you’re ready to ride without the training wheels.”

I arched into his hand and couldn’t help but laugh at his teasing. “Is that what this is? Training?”

“No, that’s what this is,” he murmured as he sank a second finger inside me. 

I gasped as his large fingers stretched my tender flesh. He thrust them into me once, twice, then slowly scissored his fingers. All the while his thumb stroked my clit, drawing my need out until I was whimpering again. “Oh. Oh God. Austin, please. Just…”

“That’s my cue,” he muttered as his fingers left me and something larger probed at me. His thumb still working my clit, he slowly pressed his cock inside me. Just when I thought there couldn’t be anymore, he sank another inch into me. He kept up his slow approach, pressing a little more into me every so often. Finally, after what felt like the longest minute ever, he rested, with his pelvis kissing mine.

“Christ, you’re tight, sweetheart.” He groaned. “Fuck, don’t squeeze me like that if you want this to last longer than two seconds.”

I felt so full. I was afraid to move, but that didn’t stop my body from grasping at his thing that’d invaded me. “I can’t help it.”

“Fuck.” Austin dropped his forehead onto mine and his breath puffed over my face. He smelled faintly of whiskey and smoke and him. He ground his pelvis into mine, and I groaned.

“Who’s the one moving now?” I moaned.

“Christ, you’re so sexy when you make that sound.” 

I didn’t know what he was talking about. All I could think was that he was so big and was inside me. I arched my hips toward him, seeking that yummy sliding friction. I missed the feeling of his finger on my clit. It wouldn’t take much more to send me over—I’d almost climaxed before he sank inside me. 

Austin groaned as he slowly withdrew. I felt the rasp of something different against me, but it was gone before I could focus on it. He glided back inside me, his finger took up its position against my clit, and I couldn’t think about anything else.

He slid into me. In and out. In and out. Slowly. So fucking slowly. All the while he caressed and teased the throbbing bud of my clit. I dug my heels into the bed and arched toward him as an endless stream of whimpers and pleas fell from my lips. 

“Please, Austin. Oh my god. Yes. Please. Harder. Harder. Just a little more. Faster.”

But he wasn’t listening to me. He kept gliding into my body with his slow rhythm. Teasing me. Frustrating me. Just when I’d get close to coming, his hand fell away from my clit. I’d arch into him, urging him to continue, but he’d freeze until I stopped moving and then he’d go again. 

I stared, frustrated, into his face, but he just looked back at me with an almost blank face. The determination in his expression was the only clue that his slow, annoying rhythm was on purpose. Staring straight into my eyes, he glided in and out so slowly. And then I finally got his unspoken rule—we’d take this at his pace or not at all. 

Giving in, I wrapped my arms and legs around his body and just held on.

Austin acknowledged my silent agreement to his rule and pounded into my body. No teasing finger, no caressing, just his cock and piercing stroking me, his hips grinding into me. I built toward my orgasm. Tension laced through my body, and I was so close. One more thrust took me over and my sex grasped at him, milking his cock until I couldn’t hold onto him anymore.

But Austin didn’t stop. He slowed somewhat, but he kept grinding into me. He didn’t ask if I was okay. He didn’t say anything. He just kept moving. His cock thrust into me, once, twice, I lost track. Then with a strangled shout, Austin froze above me.

I watched, transfixed, at the tendons that stood out on his neck. His face was frozen in an agonized bliss. His arms were a masterpiece of ropey muscles and tattoos as he held himself up above me, but I couldn’t look away from that expression on his face. I did that to him. I made him feel like that. It was awe-inspiring and empowering, and I wished that moment could just go on and on. 

But then all too soon, Austin groaned slightly, his whole body went slack, and he rolled onto his side next to me. 

“Christ, Rachel, I think you might’ve killed me.”

I hummed happily. 

“Shit!”

“What?” I sat up with a start. “Did the condom break?”

“No. Sorry. Just occurred to me that we forgot your dirty talk lessons. We’ll have to see to that in round two.”

I smiled drunkenly at him as I snuggled into the bed. Round two sounded pretty freaking awesome. The bed jostled as Austin got up to deal with the condom. A moment later I heard some water running in the adjoining bathroom. Burrowing into the downy soft comforter, my eyelids grew heavy as my body floated on the soft bedding. Despite the fact that I was in a stranger’s bed, everything felt pretty dang nice. Tomorrow was soon enough to worry about all my usual troubles.

And that was the last thing I remembered before sleep overtook me.
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She was dead to the world when I came back into the bedroom. It’d been a while since I’d slept in the same bed with a woman. Usually it was wham bam, I’ll see myself out, ma’am. Don’t get me wrong, there was a thank you in there too, but I didn’t do relationships. I’d spent most of adult time ducking any hint of commitment with women. It was for the best. I wasn’t a happily-ever-after, white-picket-fence kinda guy.

Witnessing your dad kill your mom tended to do that to a guy.

I stood at the side of the bed, staring down at Rachel. I didn’t know her whole story, but I’d put together enough to know that life hadn’t been easy for her. She was so damn open and sweet and real. She sure as hell deserved better than the little bit I could give her. And I was afraid that she’d think there would be more if we woke up together in the same bed.

I walked around the king size bed, pulled aside the comforter and crawled in until Rachel was nestled into the spoon I’d made with my body.

Like I said, I wasn’t a good guy. See above. 

I closed my eyes and tried to fall into sleep, but I was still so wired. Without conscious thought, that night came back to me. The thud of his fists. Her cries. The gasping sound Ryan made when he burrowed into my arms. Something from deep inside the closet digging into my back. Him yelling. That fucking gunshot. 

My whole body flinched like I’d been the one shot.

I rolled onto my back and scrubbed at my eyes with the heels of my hands. Christ. Think about something else. Rachel’s tits. That expression on her face when she came. Anything but him.

Fuck me. It was gonna be a long night.

 

*

 

The next morning I woke up to the smell of bacon frying. 

“Aunt Wendy?” I called before the cobwebs cleared from my mind. Looking around the room, the day before came back to me. The email from the Department of Corrections. The liquor. The snow. The cleaning lady.

Rachel.

Fuck.

I pushed aside the tangle of blankets. I was alone in the bed. Rachel must be the one cooking breakfast. That was a first for me. And I was afraid it’d mean that we needed to have a little conversation about expectations and how there weren’t any to be had between us. Goddamn snow.

Grabbing some clothes from my bag in the closet, I stopped in the bathroom for a piss then brushed my teeth. A few minutes later I followed the smell and sound of crackling bacon into the kitchen.

“Morning,” I muttered.

Rachel grunted back at me and waved to the full coffeepot. 

I guess that was another thing in her favor. Nothing was more damn annoying than a cheerful morning person. Like my little brother, Dylan, the asshole. No one should ever be cheerful at six in the morning, especially when we went to bed at two.

I grabbed a coffee mug and filled it to the brim with the sweet, sweet nectar of life. Black coffee. Then I rested against the counter and watched as Rachel moved efficiently around the kitchen wearing only my t-shirt. 

My t-shirt.

It barely covered her ass. Her tits bounced, unrestrained under the material, reminding me of all the ways I’d wanted to play with them last night. Unfortunately, she’d fallen asleep before I got to do half of them. When she stretched up to reach for salt in the cabinet, the material pulled up revealing the tender curve of her awesome ass. It was sexy.

And annoying as fuck.

This was supposed to be wham, bam, go home, ma’am. Why was she wearing my shirt? Why the hell was she still here and cooking me breakfast? She had one pan frying bacon, another cooking potatoes, and a third empty, but given the carton of eggs next to it, it would be piping hot and cooking eggs in a few minutes. Was she under the impression that night meant there would be something more between us? Had she not heard my little one night only speech? What the fuck was going on?

I drained my first cup then filled it again before I finally spoke to her.

“How long have you been up?”

Rachel jerked a shoulder but didn’t turn to look at me. “Maybe two hours ago? I let Blue out to do his business, and I think he’s chilling in the media room. My kid gets up early, so I guess I’ve forgotten how to sleep in.”

Right. Her kid. The reason she should be driving down the mountain back home, not cooking breakfast for an asshole like me. “I-80 open yet?”

She froze for a second and then ducked her head as she cracked the first egg into the pan. “I-80 is open, but it looks like the five miles or so between it and us are still buried beneath about three feet of snow. My little Subaru can’t make it over that.”

“What? The snow removal service hasn’t come yet?” I slammed my coffee cup down on the bar and made my way to the front picture windows. 

Behind me Rachel murmured a soft, “wow.”

If anything she’d underestimated the amount of snow out there. Her car was a white bump amidst the sea of white surrounding us. The road hadn’t been cleared. Shit. From my previous visits to Cole’s place, I knew he had a service that came and plowed his private driveway and the few miles between the highway and the cabin. They usually woke me up at six with their crazy sounds—scrapings, beeps, and the occasional shout. But no one had been here.

Fuck.

Stomping to the media room, I grabbed my cell phone and turned it on. I thumbed through the contacts until I found Cole’s business manager’s phone number. Connecting the call, I paced as I listened to the hollow rings. Blue sprawled at one end of the room; his wagging tail thumped in time with my pacing. Finally voicemail picked up.

“You’ve reached Jase Henson. Leave a message.”

“Jase, it’s Austin Burns. I’m out at Cole’s cabin in Tahoe, and I’m snowed in. No one’s been by to clear the road. Can you find out what’s going on? Or text me the number to the plowing company? I’m fucking stuck here until it’s sorted out.” I ended the call and curbed the impulse of chucking my phone across the room. My shitty luck kept getting shittier.

Although, technically, we weren’t stuck here. I was sure Cole had a few of snowmobiles here somewhere given his toy collection, but that wouldn’t help Rachel get to Sac. 

Son of a bitch.

I took a second and looked through the unread texts on my phone. My business manager wanted to talk about some magazine interview. Some rando chick wanted to hook up last night or whenever she could track me down. My brother, Nathan, wanted to know where the hell I was. I still hadn’t told him about the shitstorm that was waiting for us in three months’ time, when our fucking father would be released—and there was the shitstorm that would rain down on us when the media inevitably found out. 

I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation. I wasn’t looking forward to any of it. It was starting to feel like every fucking person wanted a piece of me. Ever since we did that tv special, the media had been relentless. We’d become this weird pseudo celebrity thing. Sure, it’d helped us sell bikes, but I was getting really sick of the interviews and probing questions about our fucked-up family. Or the pushy paparazzi who followed me from time to time, seemingly eager to pick a fight. I swear to Christ if one more photographer brought up my dad—or my mom—I’d gladly spend the couple nights in jail pounding on them would cost.

But I couldn’t do anything about that now. I guess I could call my brother back, but I was chickenshit enough to know I could put that off for another day. Or twelve. The fucking amazing smells coming from the kitchen kept distracting me. Even if that meant I had to have the awkward morning after talk with Rachel. With a heavy sigh, I left the media room and headed for the kitchen. 

Where I found Rachel sitting at the counter eating her breakfast.

“Hey,” she jerked her chin at me as she reached for her coffee. “I made your eggs over medium. There’s another dozen or so in the fridge if you don’t like them that way. Help yourself.”

She hadn’t waited for me. All her earlier subservient behavior was gone. No apologies for starting without me. She didn’t even ask me how I liked my eggs. Who the fuck was this, and what had she done with my Rachel?

I stood there for a second, but she didn’t look up from her plate. She took a bite of potatoes and hummed a happy little moan.

She’d made the same sound last night when I’d been licking her delicious pussy.

Christ.

I stomped across the kitchen, grabbed the plate of eggs, and piled the plate high with the rest of the potatoes and bacon. She didn’t even make toast. Or put out any condiments. Who the hell didn’t have ketchup with their potatoes? Or hot sauce on their eggs? I set my plate down next to hers with a thunk and then searched the fridge for condiments. It felt like five minutes later when I finally sat down next to Rachel. She scraped her fork against her plate as she gathered up the last of her potatoes. 

As I took my first bite of my cold congealed eggs, Rachel pushed away from the bar and carried her plate to the sink. I watched her prewash her dishes and the pans as I ate the cold—but still delicious—breakfast she’d made for me. Neither of us said a single word. 

I stewed over her lack of fawning over me. What the hell kinda game was she playing? I’d perfected the practice of scraping clingy women off me the morning after. Hell, most of the time I made sure there wasn’t a morning after in the first place, so I could avoid all the awkwardness that came with it. Now I didn’t know what the hell was going on.

Rachel grabbed the last pan.

“Leave it,” I snapped.

She looked over at me with wide eyes before carefully setting it back down on the stovetop. Still not saying a word, she grabbed a kitchen towel and dried her hands off then made for the hallway without even once looking my way.

“What the fuck is going on?”

Rachel froze with her back to me and seemed to take a deep breath before she turned to face me. “With what?”

“You. The attitude. The silent treatment. And where do you think you’re going anyways? You think maybe you should ask permission before you touch anything in someone else’s house?”

“I’m the one with the attitude? You haven’t said one pleasant word to me today. You didn’t even have the decency of thanking me for cooking breakfast for you this morning. Is that the way it’s going to be between us?” Rachel put a hand on her hip as she stared me down. 

“There’s no ’going to be.’ That’s the way it is. Period.” I know I sounded like an ass; she was just getting under my skin with this sudden change of behavior. And that wasn’t fucking okay.

“Got it.” Rachel nodded tightly then turned to leave again.

“You didn’t answer the fucking question.” I pushed away from the bar; the barstool making a harsh scraping sound before teetering over with a crash. We both ignored it as we stared each other down.

“Which question was that again? The one about my attitude or the one about me asking permission before I touch anything?”

“The one where I asked you where you think you’re going?”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. That one. Well, Mister Burns, I’m going to put my pants on, and then I’m going to go dig my car out. And if the fucking plow service isn’t here yet, I’m gonna call my own while I wait in my car. Because if I have to spend one more minute with you being such an asshole, I’m gonna lose it.”

“Oh, so I’m an asshole now? Funny. That’s not what you were saying last night.”

“Wow. Thanks for proving me right.” Rachel shook her head like she was disgusted with me.

Fuck, at that moment I was disgusted too. “Rachel, wait. I didn’t—”

“No, it’s fine. Clearly you’re used to being the one doing the scraping off when it comes to one-night stands. Sorry I stole your thunder. If you want, you can tell everyone you were the one who broke things off.”

I snorted. Like I needed the ego trip. “I’m not telling anyone anything about us.”

Rachel flinched. “Right. Wouldn’t want anyone to know you lowered your standards.” Shaking her head, she sent me another disgusted look then headed for the hallway. “Got it.”

“Rachel, wait!” I jogged after her, through the grand entry way and up the stairs. I finally caught up to her just outside my bedroom. I grabbed her arm and forced her to turn and face me. “I didn’t mean that. Any of that. I’m sorry. I’m an ass.”

She jerked her arm out of my hold and folded her arms across her chest. Taking a step away from me, she rested her shoulders against the wall. A muscle in her jaw flexed as she debated what to say to me.

I laughed nervously then ran a hand over my head. “It’s been a really bad couple of days for me. I’m sorry I took it out on you this morning. I was a dick. I’m sorry.”

Rachel relaxed slightly. “Thank you.”

“And in case you can’t tell, I’m really not a morning person.”

Rachel snorted. “I’m not either.” 

 “Ditto. If I can, I sleep straight through till noon. Nothing worse than a cheerful morning person.”

“Unless it’s a grumpy asshole who’s spoiling to pick a fight.”

“Touché.” I tipped my head at her scored point even as an arrow of pain pierced my black heart. If ever there was a series of words that’d describe my father to a tee, it’d be ’asshole spoiling to pick a fight.’ I really didn’t like that Rachel saw me like that. “Sorry about everything.”

She lifted a shoulder in a slight shrug. “Do better next time.”

I nodded slowly. That sounded like a hell of an idea. 

Rachel gave me another smile then pushed away from the wall. “Well, I’m gonna go get my pants on and dig my car out.”

“What? I thought we straightened everything out.”

“I still gotta get down the mountain today. My little boy needs me, and I have a shift at my other job tonight.”

“It’s a waste of effort to do anything about your car before the plow gets here. You’ll just end up digging it out again if they pile a bunch of shit in front of it.”

“Well, when are they getting here? I really can’t wait all day. There’s another storm due to hit this afternoon. I gotta be down the road before then.”

“They’re usually here around six in the morning. I’ve got a call in to Cole’s business manager to find out what’s going on. I expect he’ll call me back soon.”

“So, in the mean time we just…what exactly?”

“I don’t know about you, but I could really use a shower.” I raised my eyebrows.
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“Really? You think I want to get into a shower with you after all your shit? Excuse me, but I do have some self-respect.”

“Ouch.” Austin’s hands covered his heart like I’d stabbed him or something. I was sure he was going for cute and disarming, but I was still simmering from his hissy fit.

I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. I didn’t care what he thought—I wasn’t taking it back.

“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll just…” Austin trailed off as he nodded toward his bedroom. 

“Sure. Just let me grab my stuff.”

Austin raised his hands in surrender. I dodged past him and gathered up my shoes and clothes. I don’t know what I’d been thinking, cooking him breakfast in only a shirt and panties—his shirt technically. He wasn’t my boyfriend. This wasn’t a relationship. We were one-and-done and now awkwardly passing time until I could get home to my family. And then I’d never see Austin or his ripped body again.

Or at least not in person again. With my luck, the very next magazine I’d see would have a staple in the middle of his navel.

I gave him an awkward smile as I ducked under his arm to leave.

“Feel free to use any bedroom or bathroom you like. And you’re always welcome to join me in my shower if you’re feeling lonely.”

Shaking my head, I ignored my unsteady heartbeat and the way his smile caused my nipples to tingle and instead made a quick getaway. That man would tempt a nun.

After a quick shower in a room on the other end of the house from Austin, I sat on a pristine white duvet and pulled my phone out of my pocket. My mom still hadn’t replied to my text from this morning. Concerned, I dialed her number and waited impatiently for her to answer.

But she didn’t.

The call rang through to the voicemail that she’d never bothered setting up. Crap. Okay, I know I shouldn’t panic. What was the worse that could happen overnight in our apartment? I would’ve heard if the whole building burned down, right? Oh God. What if the building burned down? Oh God. Oh God! I was looking up our neighbor’s phone number in my contacts when my phone vibrated in my hand with an incoming call.

I answered with my heart in my throat. “Mom? Are you okay? What’s going on? Is Wyatt okay?”

“Yes, honey. Everything’s fine. I just forgot to turn my ringer on this morning and never saw you’d texted. Wyatt’s fine. He’s sitting at the table eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich right now.”

I had to lay down on the bed as I went boneless with relief. “Oh, thank God.”

“What worse case scenario had you leapt to this time?”

I laughed softly. My mom knew me so well. “Apartment fire.”

“Honey. You need to knock that crap off. Maybe my phone battery was low? Or maybe I was in the bathroom? Why’s it always gotta be death and dying with you?”

Because I’d gotten that phone call four years ago. I’d lived it when my mom ran off the road in her car during that horrible snow storm. Now I lived in fear that that moment was coming again. We’d been lucky. Well, as lucky as you can be when your mom gets paralyzed and you accidentally conceive a child in all the crazy aftermath. Not that I regretted my mom being alive. Or Wyatt. 

“Rachel? You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “I just wish I was home with you two. But like I said in my text, the road here still hasn’t been plowed, and I don’t think my car could make it over this much snow.”

“Okay. Do you know when the plow is expected?”

“That’s the thing. Austin, um, I mean, the client said that they usually come early in the morning. He doesn’t know why they haven’t been by. He’s calling some people, but it might be a little bit before I can get on the road.”

“I see. Are you okay where you are? Are you comfortable at least?”

I snorted. “It’s a freaking millionaire’s cabin in Tahoe, Mom. It’s kinda the definition of comfortable.”

“That’s not what I meant. It’s hard to be comfortable if the guy’s an ass. Is he treating you okay?”

I bit my lip and ducked my head like my mom could see the flush heating up my cheeks. “Yes, Mom. He’s treating me okay.”

Silence stretched over the line for a moment before my mom spoke. When she did, I could hear the smile in her voice. “So, it’s like that, is it?”

I swear to God she was psychic or something. How the hell did she do that? But of course I didn’t cop to it. Instead I played dumb. “Like a nice guy letting me sleep free of charge in house? Like that you mean?”

“Rachel, you know I would never judge you for letting loose. You’re a twenty-five-year-old woman who’s been living like a nun. You deserve to have a little fun and enjoy your life.”

She might claim to never judge me, but she sure as hell loved to remind me of my nun-like social life. I swear if I had a dollar for every time she’d said as much… “Mom, I love you, but I’m not talking about this with you.”

“Okay, okay. Just promise me that you’re being careful.”

“Mom!”

“I don’t mean safe sex. Well, not just safe sex. Please, please use condoms, but I also want you to protect your heart. Don’t forget that men with fancy cabins in Tahoe are usually the kinda guys who have a girl in every city. Have fun, but protect yourself too. Please.”

“I am, Mom.” Not that I needed the lecture. I’d seen my mom bounce through one relationship after another and never settling down. The number of men she’d asked me to call Uncle So-and-So. The number of times I’d heard her crying herself to sleep... I didn’t need a lecture about protecting myself against hopes and dreams. Those had died a long time ago. Now I was too busy trying to survive. Besides, I didn’t want to be that example for Wyatt. I’d be damned if I taught him that love or women were disposable. “Can you put Wyatt on? I need to talk to my boy.”

“Okay, honey. Text me or call when you get on the road. And be careful.”

“I will.”

“Love you. Here he is.”

“Hi, Mama,” my little boy chirped. He was always so happy in the morning. I could picture him with his sticky smile and sparkling hazel eyes.

“Hi, baby. How are you? Are you being good for Nana?”

“Uh huh.”

“What are you having for breakfast this morning?” I knew the answer, but I had to hear his little voice for just a little longer. The way my morning had gone so far, hearing Wyatt talk was like manna—food for my soul.

“Nut butter and jelly.”

I smiled. I could already picture it. PB and J and chicken nuggets were the only things that kid would eat. Oh and cookies. Never anything green, or heaven forbid different. “Wow, sounds yummy. Nana makes the best sandwiches.”

“Yeah.”

“Listen, honey, I gotta work a little longer today, so I don’t know when I’ll be home to see you. Maybe after your nap. Okay? I miss you and love you.”

“Love you, Mama.”

Tears burned the back of my eyelids. No matter how many times I’d heard that little voice say those words, it still got me. “You be good for Nana, okay? And I’ll see you later.”

“Bye.”

“Bye, Wy—” 

He ended the call before I could finish. That little stinker. He always had to be the one to end the call, otherwise there’d be tears. With a broken little laugh, I tossed my phone onto the bed and buried my face in my hands. I fought against the tears burning my eyes. I didn’t want to cry. Not here. Not anywhere Austin could hear me. I didn’t want to explain to him of all people why I was so sad. I could almost hear his snarky tone, “it’s a free vacation in a rock star’s cabin. What’s got your panties in a twist now?”

Something wet pushed against my arm, and I shrank back. Blue whined as he licked at the exposed skin on my arms. 

“Hey buddy,” I whispered huskily. Reaching out with a very shaky hand, I patted his head cautiously. 

Blue whined again and looked up at me with his liquid dark eyes. He pushed his head against my hand, effectively petting himself. I had to laugh at that. 

“You’re just a big ol’ sweetheart, aren’t you?” I gave in to his unspoken but clear demand and pet him. His fur was silky, like velvet. So smooth and soft. And he was looking at me with his very human-like eyes that made me feel like—at least with Blue—I had a friend in the house. “What am I going to do, Blue?”

He blinked up at me and didn’t say anything. 

I laughed softly. I don’t know why that’d surprised me. “It’s just…I feel like I have so much weight on my shoulders. I’m working two jobs—barely making ends meet—I hardly ever see my kid, and I know I’m leaning on my mom way too much. She does so much for me and she never complains, but sometimes I wonder if it’s all too much for her. I just…” I sighed. “Really wish you could make all my worries go away. Hell, at this point I’d settle for someone making all that damn snow disappear out front. I really need to get home. Today was supposed to be my day with Wyatt. Instead I’m stuck here. I should be cuddling with my kid and giving my mom a well-deserved break. Why didn’t I go home last night before all that snow fell? And why did I sleep with him last night? What the hell was I thinking?”

Blue still didn’t say anything. Leaning into my hand, he looked at me with his liquid eyes and sighed heavily.

“I know I should probably regret it. I don’t do one-night stands, and he doesn’t do relationships—not that I have time for a relationship—but still. He just looked so gorgeous, and I’d spent so long daydreaming about him while watching his show. And he was interested in me. Me. But maybe I was just the nearest warm body. He didn’t have anything else to do last night, so apparently I was good enough. God, that’s so pathetic. He certainly made it clear enough this morning that I was lacking. Not up to his usual standards.” I sighed. “The thing is though, I really don’t regret it. No matter how big of an ass he was being this morning, last night was amazing. I’ll probably be thinking about it every time I reach for my rabbit. Which is probably the most pathetic thing of all, right? He treated me like shit this morning, and given the opportunity I’d probably still sleep with him again.”

Blue groaned as he sank down onto the gleaming hardwood floor. 

“I know. It’s ridiculous. I’m ridiculous. I’m talking to a dog. God! And all this will just be a memory tonight when I’m slinging drinks at Finnegans.” I fell back onto the bed with a sigh. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I’d be damned if I gave Austin the opportunity to get all snarky with me again. Despite his piss-poor apology, he’d practically exiled me to a bedroom. I guess I could go outside and start shoveling the driveway myself, but it seemed so futile when a big truck was on its way to do the job for me. And my arms still burned from the work I’d done yesterday. I guess there was always a stupid game on my cell phone to keep me occupied. I was reaching for my phone when a motion on the other side of the room made me jump. 

The bedroom door swung open, and Austin stood in the doorway with a disgruntled expression. “I didn’t mean for you to hole yourself up in a room all day. I know I acted like an ass, but I swear I can keep my hands off you if that’s what you want.”

I opened and closed my mouth a few times. How long had he been standing there? Had he heard me pour my heart out to Blue? Given the way he was frowning at me, I guessed not. I had just confessed to thinking about him when I was diddling myself after all. No way would that info make him so irritated. 

Finally I replied, “I’m not holed up here. Blue is keeping me company.”

Austin grunted. “Yeah, well I need to take the mutt outside and let him run a bit. You wanna come?”
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Austin

 

I’d actually come down the hall with Blue, but when I heard Rachel make that gasping little cry, I lost my nerve. After I’d been such a dick to her, I didn’t think she’d want me to see her in another moment of weakness. So, I let Blue in to keep her company while I eavesdropped outside like a fucking stalker. 

And I’d heard everything. Her troubles with her family. Her insecurities. And how—despite me being a total ass this morning—she still wanted me.

I didn’t know what to do with all that information. I barely knew the woman, and she clearly didn’t want me to know any of it. Besides what could I do? It’s not like I was a fucking fairy godfather who could make her wishes come true. Especially if any of them involved me and a happily ever after. Just the thought of it made my skin itch. That shit wasn’t for guys like me. Families weren’t for guys like me, and she had a kid already who counted on her. The last thing she needed in her life was me. 

So, I did what any normal guy would do—pretended like I hadn’t heard a word. 

“You coming to walk Blue or not?” The words sounded harsh, but fuck it, that was me.

“I uh, I…” Rachel looked away from me and laughed at the look Blue gave her. The mutt was a pro at the sad eyes. Finally Rachel sighed. “Fine. I’ll come with you guys.”

Like he’d understood everything we’d said—and with Blue that was a possibility—he jumped to his feet and pranced to the doorway. I laughed and gave him a pat on his head as he passed by. “You’re such a fucking goof.”

Blue wiggled down the hallway and stairs while Rachel and I followed, keeping a respectful and awkward distance between the two of us. I didn’t know what to say to her. I tried to remember how we left things before I took a shower, but that didn’t help either. If memory served, I said something stupid about her taking a shower with me after I’d been a total ass to her. Instead I kept my mouth shut as I let Blue out the back door and watched on the deck next to a silent Rachel as Blue frolicked in the snow like a puppy—all goofy and happy. It was enough to bring a smile to an old miserable bastard’s face, judging by the way my cheeks ached after a few minutes.

Right up until my cell phone rang, and I saw the contact on the display. Nathan. 

“Is it about the plow?” Rachel asked.

“No,” I grunted as I pushed the button to reject the call. 

A beat later, my phone started ringing in my hand again. Nathan. Again. Determined little fucker. “I gotta take this. I guess it’s important.” I turned away from Rachel and took a few steps down the large deck away from her then answered my phone. “Yeah, what?”

“Wow. Rough night I take it?”

“Fuck off. What do you want?” Guilt pinched at my upper back. I still hadn’t told my brothers about Dad’s upcoming parole. I knew I’d have to, I just hadn’t figured out how I wanted to deliver the news. I sure as shit knew I didn’t want to do it over the phone though. 

“Well, I wanted to know if you were coming in to work today. Haven’t see you in a couple days. Nice to know you’re still alive.” Nathan drawled like he was a disappointed father. “After that little speech about everyone pulling their weight, I kinda thought you’d show up to work this week. You know we got the final fitting for the West Coast King’s bike. And that scary son of a bitch won’t be happy if I’m the only fucking guy who shows up to deliver the bike. He’s dropping a fuck-ton of money and you know he wants the whole show.”

I closed my eyes as I rubbed the back of my head. “Shit. I forgot that was today.”

“So? Get your ass over to the shop and help me finish the bike before our delivery time. Half the reason the clients come to us is to see your pretty face.”

“Fuck you. You know I hate that shit.”

“Aww, does that mean you didn’t get lucky last night? Did Austin Burns actually strike out and have to go home alone for a change?”

My eyes darted to Rachel like she could hear our conversation. She clapped her hands and laughed as Blue raced by, stirring up snow in his wake. Christ, she looked so happy in carefree in that moment—unlike how I’d found her earlier upstairs. Just the sight of her smile caused my heart to stutter. Until she saw me watching her, and the smile fell right off her face. She stared back at me with an earnest expression for a moment before she shook her head and turned away, leaving me suddenly anxious for no reason that I could tell. I didn’t know what that had been about. And honestly the whole thing just pissed me off. 

“None of your fucking business,” I bit out. “Isn’t Ryan there helping you?”

“Like you are? When you pulled your little no call no show yesterday, he took off after lunch and I haven’t seen him since. He’s probably knee deep in the pussy that rejected you last night.”

“Very funny, asshole. Look, I can’t come in today. Maybe you should call T-Bone and tell him the bike won’t be ready until Monday.”

Nathan snorted. “You want me to call the president of the fucking West Coast Kings Motorcycle Club the day he’s supposed get his bike, and tell him what? That we forgot? Are you fucking shitting me? No way in hell am I making that call.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Nathan. I’m in Tahoe. There’s three fucking feet of snow on the road. I’m not getting down the mountain anytime soon. You fucking figure it out.”

“Are you shitting me? We have the scariest fucking son of a bitch I’ve ever met in my life expecting us to deliver a bike and you’ve fucked off to Tahoe for the weekend?”

“Something came up and I…had to get away. Fuck, I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Goddamn it!” Something metallic sounding crashed in the background, and I knew Nathan was already at the shop working on the bike. Where I should be. Fuck.

“I’m sorry, bro. I just…” I sighed. I really didn’t want to get into the reason I’d come to Tahoe in the first place. Nathan deserved a face to face when he got that info. I was afraid he’d do something crazy and either wind up in jail or the E.R. I had to be there to make sure it didn’t all go tits up.

“No. I got it.” Nathan bit out. “I’ll take care of it. Like always.”

“I’m so—” A low beep sounded, cutting me off.

The fucker hung up on me. 

I yelled and clenched my fists. I really, really wanted to throw my fucking phone and vent some of the rage I felt, but it wouldn’t help anything. And I needed my phone to get through the rest of the weekend here. “Fuck!”

My leg swung out and connected with a deckchair. The blow reverberated up my leg and only budged a few inches of snow covering it. “Fuck.”

I didn’t even know who I was mad at. My father. The parole board. Myself. The owner of the fucking snow plowing company who didn’t bother to show up today. It was all just a big fucking clusterfuck of bullshit. 

Fuck my life.

I shoved my cell phone in my back pocket and was bending down to pick up a deckchair when a soft cough froze me in my tracks. I’d forgotten I had an audience. Son of a bitch. I closed my eyes and rubbed at the back of my neck. I needed to get my shit in line. 

I cleared my throat and couldn’t even look in her direction. “You okay watching Blue for me? I need to take care of some shit inside.”

“Yeah,” she answered softly. “I can watch him.”

“It’s so cold out here, he won’t be long, and he doesn’t wander off. I’ll be inside if you need me.”

“Ummm hmmm,” Rachel murmured.

I could hear the skepticism and disappointment in her quiet reply.

Join the club. I was disappointed in me too.

 

*

 

A shit load of sweat, a messy home gym, and an hour later, I still didn’t feel any better about the situation. Despite what Nathan had said, I’d never left him holding his dick in front of clients before. I was always there to do the glad handing and bullshitting. So to drop the ball in front of the fucking West Coast Kings… I’d be lucky if all that happened was their disappointment and vowing to never buy another bike from us again. Those fuckers were intimidating assholes—they didn’t pull that shit with me, but with my little bro they were dicks—and I’d left Nathan to face them alone. 

I wiped at a trickle of sweat coursing down my temple. This whole thing with my dad just threw me off so much. And apparently no amount of pushups, squats, or punches at the heavy bag was gonna make that feeling go away. Weights were strewn all over the place and the stack of yoga mats fell over when I’d grabbed one from the pile. I really needed to clean the place up. I didn’t want to be that douchey houseguest. Cole was a good guy, and I kinda wanted to keep him as a friend. The rate I was going, I’d need every one I had.

I’d just straightened up the pile of mats when a scraping sound caught my attention. Raising the blinds, I looked out the window and saw Rachel standing in the middle of the road, shovel in hand, pushing the snow into big piles. She’d got about ten feet of road cleared in addition to her car.

Did she really think she could plow the fucking road between here and the highway? It was miles of road! 

“Son of a bitch.” I ran out of the room. Three steps later, I almost tripped over Blue in the hallway. He’d taken up a post between me and the doorway, almost like he couldn’t decide who he should be guarding. “Hey, boy. You okay?”

Blue sat up with a whine and swung his head toward the front door.

“Yeah, I think we gotta talk some sense in her. She can’t plow the fucking road all by herself. Come on.” I grabbed my coat next to the door and pulled it on over my naked chest. My shirt was balled up somewhere in Cole’s home gym. I shoved my bare feet into my boots next to the door and half-assedly laced them up. Blue whined next to me, urging me to hurry. I ripped open the door, and Blue bounded out, with me close on his heels.

“What the hell are you doing, woman!” I shouted before I met up with Rachel.

She glanced at me then bent down to pet Blue. “What does it look like?”

“It looks like you’re fucking insane. You do know there’s like five miles of road between us and the highway, right? Are you planning on plowing the whole fucking thing by hand?”

“I have to do something!” Rachel waved an agitated hand as she stood back up to face me. “I can’t just sit here and wait for someone to call or show up. I have people waiting on me—my family is counting on me.”

“You think I don’t know that? You think the same fucking thing isn’t happening to me right now? I was supposed to be at work today too. Our scariest fucking client is expecting a bike delivery today, and I’m not gonna be there to stand between him and my brother. That’s my job! That’s what I’ve done my whole life, and today I’m not gonna be there. I won’t be there to protect him.”

Rachel stared back at me with wide eyes, and her mouth opened and closed like a fish. 

I sighed as some of my anger melted away at Rachel’s bewilderment. 

I hadn’t meant to reveal so much. My shit was my shit. No one else needed to know what was really going on in my life—least of all a piece of ass I’d hooked up with for a night. I just had so much anger pent up. Booze hadn’t helped. Exercise hadn’t helped. Really the only thing that’d worked was when I had her naked and under me, but that’d never happen again.

I needed to get my shit under control. 

“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” I reached over and gently took the snow shovel out of her hands. “We all have shit—that’s all I’m saying. Well, that, and there’s no way either of us is going to be able to dig our way out of this mess. There’s too much road between us and the highway. It’s dangerous. We’re better off waiting until the plow comes. I don’t know where the hell Cole’s business manager is, but he still hasn’t called me back. If you’d like, I can call around and see if I can find another service.”

Rachel bit her lip and looked down the long, snow-covered road, her brow wrinkled.

“I’ll even pay.”

Rachel’s eyes shot to mine. “It’s not the money that’s bothering me. Well, it is, ‘cause I can’t afford it, but I’m worried about the weather. There’s supposed to be another system moving in this afternoon. If we can’t get out of here by noon, I doubt you’ll find another outfit willing to come out in the middle of another storm. We could be trapped here overnight again.”

I nodded slowly. “I’ll get on the horn and see if we can get you home to your little boy sooner than later.”

“Thank you.”
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Rachel

 

I followed behind Austin as he tromped through the snow toward the house. He whistled for Blue then muttered something about finding his phone to make the calls. I grabbed the snow shovel and waded to the garage so I could put it back where I’d found it.

I stood in the relative quiet of the garage and looked at all the toys that boys had to buy, and Austin’s words rang in my head. 

“I won’t be there to protect him. That’s my job! That’s what I’ve done my whole life, and today I’m not gonna be there.”

What the hell had gone on in Austin’s life that he had to take up a guardian role with his brothers? I knew there was only like a year or two difference between him and Nathan. I’d thought that was the reason for the friction between them, but now I wondered. I vaguely remembered something about his past about his parents. I thought he’d been raised by an aunt or something, but I couldn’t remember. My fingers itched to whip out my phone and search for the answers. Only suddenly that felt wrong since I kinda knew him now. We’d had sex and then slept in the same bed. I’d made him breakfast. Sure, we weren’t a couple, but I still kinda felt like I owed him more than creeping on his past online. And even though he’d been an ass this morning, I didn’t like that he was hurting after his phone call with his brother. I hoped whatever happened, he stopped feeling so responsible for everything going on.

Pot meet kettle.

I rolled my eyes and a snort slipped out.

“What’s so funny?”

I swung around and couldn’t fight the blush heating up my cheeks when I found Austin and Blue standing in the doorway to the house. Austin hit the button to lower the garage door and raised his eyebrows.

“The last thing I thought I’d find was you in here laughing to yourself. Have you lost it? Do I need to call for a shrink or something?” Austin hopped down the steps into the garage and walked toward me with a distinct swagger.

Why the hell did he have to look so attractive when what he was wearing looked so damn ridiculous? His sweatpants were stuffed haphazardly into his boots that were barely laced up, and he had on a thick sheepskin coat over his bare chest. And yet it was the tribal tattoo covering his right pec that I couldn’t look away from—a motorcycle seemingly built out of fire. I’d wanted to trace that pattern with my tongue last night, lick those flames over and over again until he was as crazy with desire as he’d made me. But I never got the chance. 

Probably never would have the chance now.

I sighed, ignoring his question. “Did you get a hold of anyone?”

“Nope. Left a few messages. I guess we’ll see if anyone calls back or shows up.” He stopped in front of me and crossed his arms over his chest, hiding the awesome view I’d been drooling over. His elbow brushed against my chest in the process. “Now how about you answer the question? What got you so happy all the sudden?”

I ducked my head. “I’m not happy. Just…” I peeked up at him out of the corner of my eye and thought what the hell. Why not just say it? “I just thought we made a perfect pair. Not perfect perfect. Just that we both are the responsible ones in our families. The ones who are working their ass off for their families and everyone looks to…”

Austin stared back at me with wide eyes. My verbal diarrhea was out of control. I wanted to lean forward and just bury my face in his chest in total embarrassment, but again we weren’t a couple, and that was just ridiculous.

I sighed. “Never mind.”

Austin tipped his head up and rocked back on his heels. The intensity of his stare made my skin prickle. Finally one side of his mouth hitched up in a half smile. “No, I get it. We’re both the breadwinners of the family. My brothers do their share, but they have jobs because of me. I’m the one who started the shop. I’m the face of the business. I’m the responsible one. Or at least I was, until this weekend when everything went to hell.”

“Do you want to talk about it? I’m a really good listener, you know.”

A stony expression fell over Austin’s face. “No.”

“Okay.” I bit my lip as a shaft of pain pierced my chest. It was totally irrational. We weren’t a couple. He didn’t owe me anything, but I still felt a depth of pain in the face of his abrupt rejection. Pivoting, I surveyed the motorcycles and side by sides arranged in the garage. 

And then it hit me. This far out in the hills, shouldn’t there be one of those attachment plow thingies for four-wheelers? It looked like Cole had every boy toy I could name—he totally should have one of those, right? 

I tore off to examine the shelves and equipment piled inside the garage. 

“What are you doing?” Austin drawled from somewhere behind me.

“Does Cole have one of those plow attachments for a four-wheeler or the side by side? We could plow the road ourselves and be out of here before the next storm hits.”

“Fuck, why didn’t I think of that?” Austin muttered. 

The next few minutes clangs of metal and grunts were the only sounds in the garage. To be honest, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what we were looking for. But I’d know it when I saw it, right?

Ten minutes later I wasn’t so sure. Nothing I could see in the garage looked like what I thought a plow attachment should look like. I’d been all over my side of the garage and Austin’s and found nothing. I sank into the passenger seat of the side by side and sighed heavily. Nothing. And Austin’s phone hadn’t rang once. No one was coming to help us. We were gonna be stuck here another night.

The side by side rocked as Austin settled into the driver’s seat. His voice was rumbly when he spoke. “We could always take one of these out and see how far we can get. Might be able to reach the highway.”

I snorted. “There’s three feet of snow in the driveway—the drifts are even deeper. We’d sink to the axle, get high centered, and be stuck there. And even if we made it to the freeway, then what? We drive it all the way to Sac or Auburn? That’s insane.”

“You’re really tightly wound. Has anyone ever told you that before?” The smug, condescending tone of his voice pissed me off. I might be stuck here with this asshole, but I sure as hell didn’t need to listen to his bullshit for one more minute.

“You know what? Fuck you, Austin. I’m not dealing with your shit.” I pushed up off the seat and was two steps away when he spoke again.

“And off she goes. Running away. Again.” The sound of his mocking slow claps rang in the garage. “Fucking fantastic.”

“What do you want from me?” I whirled around and marched back to his side of the vehicle. “I’m sorry. Was I supposed to fall down and bow and scrape to your brilliant suggestion? You are ever so smart, sir. I know you’ll save us. My hero.”

Austin shook his head wordlessly, his eyes narrowed even as his lips curved in a sneer. 

“I don’t believe that you even want to go home. Did you even call the business manager again? Or other plow companies? After that call from your brother you just disappeared into the gym and didn’t say a single fucking word. Who’s the runner? You just wanna hole up here and wallow in your misery. I know, maybe some alcohol will help. You can always drink us out of here.”

“Fuck off. You don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about, so shut the fuck up.”

 “I know a bitter, alcoholic asshole when I see one. My dad had been one after all. You two are very much alike. Kinda gross to see that I have daddy issues, so thanks for that. Fuck you very much.”

“I am not him! I will never be him.” Austin jumped out of the vehicle and towered over me. “I am not my goddamn father and fuck you for even saying it.”

His chest heaved with his breath as he glared down at me. I shrank back as he moved into my personal space and was being kinda scary.

“I uh, didn’t say that. I said you reminded me of my father. Not yours. How would I know what your father was like? I’ve never met the man.”

Austin blinked a couple times then seemed to snap back into himself. “Fuck. I didn’t mean, I wouldn’t…”

Taking a few steps back, he shook his head slowly then—and if I didn’t see it myself, I’d never have believed it—tears welled in Austin’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Before I could reply, he stepped past me and made for the house.

“Austin, wait…”

But he didn’t pause. A beat later the door softly clicked shut behind him, leaving me and Blue in the garage together.

Blue jogged to the closed door and sat on the top step. With his nose pointed at the door knob, Blue whined quietly. I walked over to him and patted him on the head.

“I’m sorry, Blue. I kinda took my anger out on your owner, and I think I might’ve pushed him over the edge. Do you have any suggestions on how I should make it up to him?”

Blue swung his head toward me and whined again. He wasn’t speaking English, but I knew what he wanted, and I agreed with him. Blue, at least, could help Austin right now. I opened the door and watched as Blue tore through the house searching for his master. I followed behind but kept my distance so as not to scare Blue or Austin off.

Our search ended in the home gym down the hall from the media room. Blue nosed open the door, but I hung back, waiting behind the door to see how Austin was doing.

“Hey boy,” Austin murmured softly. “I’m okay.”

Blue whimpered. I couldn’t see what was happening but from the metallic clinks it sounded like Austin was punishing himself with more exercise. It hadn’t worked before, judging by his earlier explosion. How often had he gone to a gym to work through his demons? Enough times to give him an eight pack apparently.

“I know I fucked up, buddy. It’s just…you know how I get when he’s brought up. Not that she brought him up—I did—but argh. I don’t like being the one in the wrong. How do I even apologize for that shit that just went down?”

“How about you start with “I’m sorry?” It’s my go-to phrase.” I said as I stepped into the room.

Austin’s eyes snapped to mine from where he sat on a weight lifting bench. His expression went flat just before a small smile tugged at his lips. “I guess it serves me right. I eavesdropped on you first.”

“Wait, what? When?”

He jerked his head in a tight nod. “Earlier today. When you were with Blue in the bedroom.”

My eyes widened as I realized what I’d said earlier, and the fact that Austin heard it all. Shit. “That’s not even the same thing. I was pouring my heart out to Blue, and you were whining about having to apologize.”

“Not my fault if you interrupted us too soon. Maybe I was just gonna get to the good stuff. You should’ve waited.”

I had to laugh at that. “Touché. I guess I need some eavesdropping tips. You wanna swap? I’ll teach you how to apologize, and you can teach me how to listen in on private conversations?”

“Sounds like a deal.” Austin smiled and the sight made my heart pound. Unlike earlier, his eyes were soft with regret, and I just wanted to curl up in his arms and tell him that everything would be all right.

“I am sorry. I just…shit with my dad has kinda reached epic levels, and I’ve been twitchy about it all week. Hell, it’s the reason I’m out here in the first place.” He sighed and hung his head for a second. Then, with a resolved straightening of his shoulders, he tipped his head back and met my eyes straight on. “I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have lashed out at you like that, and I’m sorry if I scared you. I don’t…I’ve never hit a woman. You don’t have to worry about that with me. I swear.”

“Good to know. And I’m sorry I was blaming you for everything. I was pissed and taking it out on you apparently. I’m just…I miss my little boy, and I’m worried we won’t be able to get back to town today.”

Austin crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head. “What’s the worst thing that would happen if you didn’t make it home tonight?”

“Uh, I don’t show up at work, I lose my job, and my little boy forgets what I look like.”

His booming laughter made me jump. After a moment, I reluctantly joined in.

“That’s fucking whacked, sweetheart. He’s gonna forget you after what? Two days? Didn’t you see him yesterday before you left for work?”

“Well, yeah but—”

“And your job. Do you really think your boss won’t understand that you can’t make it in because of a fucking blizzard?”

I sighed. “He probably would understand.”

“You might as well call him and let him know. Get someone else to cover your shift, and then you got nothing to worry about.”

“Aside from how I’m gonna pay all my bills.”

“It’s that tight for you guys? One shift could make or break you?”

I shrugged uncomfortably. Between my mom’s doctor bills, our mountain of credit card debt, and all the regular, monthly bills, it was close. I was really the sole breadwinner considering Mom’s paltry social security check. But I couldn’t lay all that out for Austin—talking about money with someone I hardly knew and had slept with was uncomfortable. And tacky.

Austin tilted his head. “We could arrange something that might benefit both of us.”

My eyes widened, and I blurted out. “I’m not a hooker!”

“No! I didn’t mean… I was thinking of hiring you to spruce up our shop. We have a service, but it’s easy enough to switch to you.”

“You’d have to go through our booking agent. I don’t poach clients from my boss. It’s the fastest way to lose my job.”

Austin nodded. “I could still—”

“No! And I’m not talking about this with you anymore. It’s my problem. I’ll figure it out.”

Blue whined at my strident tone, so I held out a hand to him. He came to my side, rubbing his head against my hip. I ran a hand over his soft, velvety fur. After a moment he sat at my feet and let me rub at that spot behind his ears.

“Okay.” Austin held his hands up, palms out. “Just trying to help. But you do know that there’s nothing wrong with accepting help from time to time, right? Especially from people who like you.”

“Well, you don’t need to. I’ve got it handled.” I tried for a softer tone, but I was afraid it still came out a little harsh given his expression. “I just…I need to be able to take care of it myself. But I do appreciate your offer. And if you really want to, you can call our service and request me specifically. Less time spent driving to Tahoe and back would be awesome for me and my family.”

Austin tipped his head up in acknowledgement but didn’t say anything. Another awkward silence fell between us. And me being so uneasy, I had to fill the silence with something.

“Do you want to talk about your whole dad thing—the reason you said you were up here in the first place? Sometimes talking through the situation with someone who doesn’t have a side in the whole thing helps—like how you helped me with the worst case scenario thing. We can do that for you if you like…” I trailed off as I realized that once again I was babbling. Apparently one night of sex wasn’t enough to stop the runaway train that was my tongue when I was in Austin Burns’ presence.

Austin’s lips tipped up in a half smile. “You know you’re really cute when you do that endless sentence thing. Especially the way you blush afterwards.”

I fought the smile tugging at my lips. He was a smooth SOB when he wanted to be. “And that’s not an answer to my question.”

“I got a little lost in your tangled question. What did you ask me?”

I huffed. If he thought his teasing would make me back down, he was wrong. “Do you want to talk about the shit going down with your dad?”
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“Fuck no,” I muttered.

Rachel crossed her arms over her chest with a wounded expression like I’d just punched her puppy.

“Shit. That came out harsh. I just—I really don’t want to talk about him. Ever. Least of all with you.”

Rachel flinched.

I closed my eyes in disgust—at myself. Pushing away from the weight bench, I crossed the distance between us then wrapped my arms around her waist. 

She shrank away, shaking her head. “Austin, I don’t…”

“I’m sorry. Nothing is coming out the way I mean. What I’m trying to say is that I don’t want anything about that bastard to ever touch you. He imploded my entire family. And took away the only person who’s ever loved me unconditionally. I just…I really don’t want to talk about him right now.”

“Okay. I’m sorry.”

I laughed softly. “We really gotta work on that with you. There is nothing you should be sorry about. The sorry is all on my end. In fact, let me make it up to you.”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to make anything up to me.”

“Oh, believe me, it’ll be my pleasure.” I dropped my head and nuzzled at the delicate skin at her neck. 

“Oh.” Rachel gasped before she sank into me. “I guess you do owe me.”

“Mmmm,” I smiled into the nape of her neck before placing a kiss there. “You just let me know when you think I’ve done enough to get back into your good graces.”

Rachel shivered as I suckled on her skin like I was an oversexed teenager. Let’s be honest, not much about my libido had changed since my teens. Least of all when I was around this woman. I swear most of the time I was either so pissed I couldn’t see straight or so horny I couldn’t stand up. 

I pulled away from her neck with a pop, leaving a very red mark marring her silky skin. Looking around the room, I spied the weight bench, and a fantasy from my teenage years jangled at the back of my mind. Gently turning her until I could look at the bench over her shoulder, I smiled wickedly at the mental image running through my head. Christ, I had to muffle my moan as my dick flexed beneath my pants. 

“Everything okay?” Rachel blinked up at me with lust fogging her bright, blue eyes. She bit her bottom lip. “You haven’t…changed your mind?” 

I could almost feel the self-doubt rolling off her. This time I didn’t bother muffling my groan as I nuzzled the top of her head. “Why the fuck would you think I would ever change my mind about you?” I buried my right hand in her hair and tipped her head back to make her meet my gaze. “Fuck me, baby. You are crazy hot. It’s everything I can do to keep enough blood in my head so I can function. When you’re near, my dick has dibs on my blood supply.”

Rachel blushed furiously as I rubbed the proof of my erection against her. “Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh.” I grinned down at her and couldn’t resist leaning down to press a kiss against her pursed lips. It only took that little bit of contact to get her breathing a little bit heavier. I groaned and covered her lips with mine. Taking the kiss deeper, I prodded at her lips with my tongue then delved deeper when she parted them to me. She tasted like a mixture of honey and vanilla. Sweet and fresh and so damn addicting.

I broke off with a grunt as she swayed in my arms. 

“Sorry,” she panted. “Kinda forgot how to stand up there for a minute.”

I laughed softly. “There’s not exactly a lotta choices in here for flat surfaces and I want you too much to go hunting for a bed right this second. Come on.”

Grabbing her hand, I led her over to the weight bench then let go of her so I could pull the thin bench clear of the weight bar. Taking a quick second, I shucked my pants, leaving me in only my boxer briefs as I sat on the bench and pulled her into the vee of my legs.

“Really? Here?” Rachel looked down at me doubtfully.

I shrugged. “I uh, kinda have this little fantasy that I wanted to play out.”

“A fantasy?”

I pulled her close, until I could burrow my head into her chest. When I spoke, my words were muffled by her jacket. “It involves you and me and this bench and so many orgasms we’ll both collapse into a boneless heap afterwards.”

“Well, what the hell are we waiting for? Let’s get this party started.” Rachel laughed as she pulled away from me to unzip her jacket. In seconds it was sailing across the room, quickly followed by her polo shirt. She arched to reach the clasps of her bra, pushing her breasts out and into my face. 

I groaned as the little shimmy she did made her fantastic tits dance just inches from my mouth. She gave a little cry in victory, and her bra fell down her arms. I couldn’t look away as her breasts bounced while she shimmied out her pants. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I grabbed her around her waist and pulled her to me. She tripped over her pants, tangled at her feet, and squealed.

“Austin! Wait!”

“Nope. You’ve teased me too fucking much. I can’t wait another goddamn second.” I pulled her to me until she had no choice but to climb onto my lap. I splayed my thighs to give her a place to rest. And then I did the thing I’d been dying to since she started her little striptease—I buried my face in her fantastic tits. Groaning, I quickly moved to her nipples, licking, sucking, tasting to my heart’s content. Who the fuck was I kidding? My dick was the one running the show. He had his own little fantasy about thrusting between those two, large, fucking fantastic tits all slippery with lube until my dick came all over her, covering her in a milky bath of my spunk.

But one fucking fantasy at a time.

I captured one of her nipples between my teeth and gently tugged until she gave a little gasping cry. I immediately released her tip and bathed it with my tongue, easing the pain she’d claimed to feel but knowing it was actually the best kind of torture given the way she arched back into my mouth. I repeated my actions with her other nipple while my fingers travelled south and delved into her panties. I was inches away from her silky, wet heaven when she made another cry that sounded more like a squeal and not sexy at all.

“Are you okay?”

 “Blue!”

Sure enough, when I swiveled around to look past Rachel’s torso, Blue was skulking away from us. I mean, I loved the dog to pieces, but no way did I want an audience right now. “Blue. Out.”

He whined quietly but obeyed, creeping out the door with his tail between his legs.

“Aw, I feel bad now,” Rachel murmured while she watched Blue leave the room.

“I do too,” I replied as I burrowed my head between her breasts once more. “I swear to Christ, if I don’t sink my dick into your tight, little pussy in the next two minutes, it might implode.”

Rachel snorted a soft laugh then buried her hands in my hair, holding me to her breast. “Well we can’t have that happening, can we? It would be a crime against humanity.”

“It really would,” I murmured around her tight, puckered nipple.

Her laughter ended in a moan as my seeking fingers found the edge of her panties and delved inside. Already her pussy was wet. I groaned as her juices coated my finger when I ran it up and down the seam of her pussy, spreading her moisture and teasing us both with what was to come. She was so fucking wet. Slipping my finger into her pussy, I sank to my second knuckle with no effort.

Rachel groaned and grasped my finger with her inner muscles, squeezing me tightly. 

And then it was my turn to groan. 

I could easily remember what she felt like when it was my dick buried deep in her pussy as she squeezed me last night. I couldn’t wait to feel it again. 

But first I added a second finger to prepare her. She must’ve been a little bit sore because she hissed as two digits stretched her. I quickly bit down on her nipple to distract her then kissed it better. Rachel have a gasping cry but didn’t pull away from either my lips or fingers, so I kept going. Scissoring my fingers to stretch her a bit, I tried to soothe her with a combination of my mouth on her breasts and my thumb on her clit. She moaned as she pushed into my hand, wanting more of my fingers or my thumb, I didn’t know, so I gave her both. Thrusting my fingers into her tight, grasping pussy, I circled her engorged clit with my thumb, teasing her until she was bouncing on my lap, thrusting her hips into me. In moments she was gasping, until with a keening cry, she clenched around my fingers with her muscles. Her pussy spasmed tightly around my fingers, and it went on and on. Until finally Rachel slumped into my chest. 

“You are amazing,” she slurred.

Meanwhile my dick was so hard, I felt light headed. I couldn’t take it anymore—I had to get inside her.

Gathering her in my lap, I twisted her until both legs sprawled over my right leg. Rachel was like a limp ragdoll in my arms, calmly letting me bend her to my will. I pushed the only material between me and heaven down her legs with a grunt. I had to be inside her; I needed to feel that wonderful nirvana again. I grabbed Rachel by the hips and moved her so she was straddling me once again.

“You are so strong,” Rachel gasped. “The way you can just pick me up and move me has got to be the hottest thing ever. It shouldn’t be possible, but I think I’m wetter now than I was before you gave me that orgasm.”

“Fantastic,” I muttered as I lined my dick up with her sopping wet pussy. “It’ll make fucking you that much easier.” I sank maybe two inches into her fiery hot cunt when Rachel pushed against my chest with a cry.

“Wait, stop.”

“What? Why?” I all but cried. I was inches from nirvana—the last thing I wanted to do was stop now. 

“Condom. We need a condom.”

“Fuck.” Really at that moment all I wanted to do was cry—I was a man on the edge—but with a groan I grasped her around the waist and pulled her off my dick. I stood and pointed an angry finger at her. “Do not move a fucking inch. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir. I will be here, horny and waiting for you to come back.”

I snorted a quick laugh then all but ran to my room and to hunt for the two remaining condoms I knew I had in my bag. When I ran by Blue, he thought it was a fun game and barked as he ran alongside me. Quickly locating the condoms, I ran back to the gym and slammed the door shut behind me to keep Blue out. The last thing we need just then was a cold, wet nose nudging us. I turned to face Rachel with a triumphant grin, but it faltered as I found her not exactly where I left her. 

Instead of sitting on the weight bench, Rachel was now facing me on her hands and knees atop of the bench, her breasts hanging down heavily beneath her. 

I gulped.

Holy fuck.

Rachel bit her lip, and I almost lost it. Steeling myself from coming all over my feet like an untried teen, I took a few deep breaths. I couldn’t even trust myself to roll the condom on just then. 

“I uh, kinda moved. Hope you don’t mind.” Rachel tiled her head and arched slightly, so I had a better view of her fantastic tits.

I gulped again but didn’t say anything. I fucking knew if I opened my mouth right then all that would come out would be a stuttering mess. Instead, I glared at her like I was displeased, trying to think unsexy thoughts so I roll the fucking condom on.

“We’ll discuss your punishment later.”

“Punishment?” She purred. “I kinda like the sound of that.”

“Holy shit. Shut up.”

Rachel sat back on her heels with a wounded expression.

“I don’t…” I groaned. “Fucking hell. I gotta put this condom on. And you’re sitting there looking like a goddamn wet dream come to life. The last thing I need right now is you whispering all sexily about punishments.”

As I spoke, the wounded expression melted away, and a smug pout stole over her face. She bit her bottom lip as her eyes bounced from the condom to my dick and back again. My dick flexed like it could feel the heat of her gaze.

And I remembered the heat of her pussy.

Fuck.

I turned my back on her with a hiss. “You, sweetheart, are my kryptonite. I can’t fucking do this and look at you right now. I need a minute. Then I’m gonna make you come so hard, they’ll hear you screaming in Sactown.”

Rachel laughed huskily behind me but didn’t say a word. Meanwhile I took a few deep breaths then rolled the condom on. When I finally turned and faced Rachel she was still in the same position—kneeling on the weight bench—only this time there was that smug expression on her face. Like a woman who had found her power.

I don’t think there was anything hotter on this fucking earth than the way Rachel looked right then. And I had her all weekend.
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I bet if I really wanted to, I could make Austin beg. Maybe even get some ridiculous promises from him. As tempting as that power was, there was only one thing I wanted from him just then, and he had his hand wrapped around it.

His eyes flickered from my face to my breasts to my hand, and he froze. “Take it off.”

“What?” I was naked. What the heck was he talking about?

“The ring. Take it off. I can’t… I can’t do this when you have that on your finger. Feels like I’m fucking a married woman.” He hitched a shoulder like his skin itched. 

“Oh.” I sat back on my heels so I could take off the offending ornament. I don’t even know why I still had it on. Habit? But why had it freaked him out so much? He knew it wasn’t a real wedding/engagement ring. My brow furrowed, I slipped it off my finger then tossed it toward our pile of clothes. 

Austin’s eyes flickered in that direction and he kicked the pile of clothes so my shirt covered the ring. His eyes met mine again and he shook his head ruefully. “Sorry. It’s just… The ring bugs me, okay? Every time I see the thing it feels like you’re cheating on someone with me. I’ve never said I was a good guy, but I’m no fucking cheater. That’s one line I don’t cross.”

I blinked up at him. “Okay. No problem. But just to remind you, there is no one else in my life. It’s a fake ring. I’m not cheating on anyone with you.”

Austin closed his eyes with a bitten off curse. “Fuck. I’ve killed the mood, haven’t I?”

“I don’t know.” I stretched in an exaggerated motion and smiled a little smug smirk when I saw his spellbound gaze ensnared on my bare breasts. “I seem to remember you saying something about a punishment? Would that put you back into the mood?”

He approached me with hooded eyes. “A punishment, huh?”

“Although I thought you couldn’t handle thinking about them, let alone doing anything to me just now,” I whispered.

Austin’s eyes narrowed at my jibe. Suddenly I remembered how dangerous it was to tease a man like him. Last night he’d shown me how much control mattered to him. 

I lost sight of him as he stepped behind me. But then I felt his hand softly cup my right butt cheek. My body reflexively arched toward his touch, pushing my butt into his hand. 

Smack.

I heard it before I felt the sting. 

Austin had slapped my ass.

“Hey!” I twisted around to glare at him over my shoulder as my butt cheek stung from the slap. “Really?”

Austin’s hand gently rubbed over my stinging flesh, soothing the ache and creating a new one. His fingers cruised over my skin until he was petting my slippery pussy. I moaned and pushed into his hand again. 

Smack.

My left butt check stung now, but Austin didn’t touch it again. He went right back to fingering my pussy. I groaned and dropped my head, pressing my hot face into my arms.

Smack.

“What was that for?” My head shot back up, and I glared over my shoulder at him.

Smack.

Christ. I closed my eyes as my pussy throbbed demandingly. The juxtaposition of his gentle fingers moving over my sex, and the sharp stings of his spanks was driving me out of my mind. “Whatever it is I’m doing wrong just fucking tell me. I’m about one more finger thrust away from coming. So, if you want to be inside me when I come, you better get moving.”

Smack.

I dropped back down and thrust my hips back at him. 

Smack. Smack. Smack.

And then his fingers dove back inside me, thrusting, sliding, moving, until I couldn’t breathe. I was vaguely aware of the sound of a long keening moan. I was so close. One more thrust, and I broke. My body shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure crashed through me. I think I even screamed.

It took me more than a few moments to come back to myself. I was still crouched on the weight bench with my knees under me. Austin’s hand gently petted my sweat-dampened flesh.

“You okay, sweetheart?”

“Oh yeah,” I muttered drunkenly.

“You still got another in you?”

“Uh huh, as long as you don’t expect much from me.” I sighed as that blissful post-orgasmic haze sang through my bloodstream.

Austin laughed softly. “Oh, you got plenty left in you, sweetheart. Let me show you.”

His hand gently probed my folds, and then I felt something bigger and broader than his finger pushing into me. Our time together last night and my powerful orgasm made it much easier for my body to accept him. I arched my spine, pushing back toward him. Austin grunted slightly and froze. A shuddering breath left him as his fingers pressed into my hips. He held us together for another moment before one hand let go of my hips, coasted over my stomach, and down between my thighs. His fingers slipped over the lips of my pussy until he found my clit. Just as he danced over my aching bud, his hips shoved at mine until he was finally buried deep inside me. 

Austin groaned. “You okay, baby?”

“Yeah,” I gasped as his clever fingers continued to play with my clit. “Totally okay.”

He gave a soft, snorting laugh. “Just wanted to make sure you were still with me. You usually make more noise than that.”

“What? I would never. I’m a total lady in bed.”

Austin snorted again. “I might believe that if we were actually in a bed. Or if my ears weren’t still ringing from that last scream of yours.”

“I don’t scream during sex. I’ve never screamed during sex. Oh.” I lost my train of thought as Austin pressed deep inside me at the same time he brushed against my clit.

“Never say never. Oh Jesus. I swear if you squeeze me like that one more time—” He groaned. “Time to hold the fuck on.”

His hips pounded into mine as he continued to tease my clit. The combination of sensations had me climbing toward the peak. I didn’t have any control over my body. I wanted to wait and come with him, but I couldn’t help it. With every thrust, his piercing ran over that spot inside me—that one spot that had me both tensing up and arching toward him at the same time. In moments I was moaning as all my muscles tightened up. Then it felt like I was melting and exploding all at once. A keening cry left me. It was overwhelming and amazing. Finally, I sagged onto the bench, unable to hold myself up any longer. 

Austin gave a shout and his fingers dug into me. He pressed his hips into mine and groaned deeply. Then he collapsed onto me, his big body pushing me into the bench until it felt like I couldn’t breathe.

“Austin?” I gasped.

“That was fucking amazing, baby.” His weight left mine, and I shivered as a waft of cold air hit my sweaty body. I heard some rustling on the other side of the room, but I was too damn tired to open my eyes. I was too damn tired to move much of anything. The tiny weight bench was almost as good as a bed, right?

I must’ve dozed off for a moment because the next thing I knew Austin picked me up from the bench and set me down on the soft rubbery floor, cuddling his warm body into my back.

“Holy shit, sweetheart. You really know how to help relieve some tension. That was fucking amazing. Like a damn wet dream come to life.”

“You said something about that earlier I think.” I giggled. I was so relaxed, my whole body felt like a wet noodle. I didn’t think I could stand up if the building was on fire. I just wanted to lie here next to Austin and be. My relaxed state must’ve unhooked my brain because clearly I wasn’t thinking when the next sentence fell out of my mouth. “And it totally got your mind off your dad.”

The words hovered between us in the air, and I could only stare at the ceiling in horror. A million curse words ran through my head, but I couldn’t figure out what to say—how to take it back. It felt like forever, but several heartbeats passed before I realized Austin was still lax beside me. He hadn’t tensed up. I snuggled into his armpit and risked a glance at his face.

His face was blank, and I might’ve guessed that he was asleep but for the flaring of his nostrils. He might be mostly relaxed but that little tell outed him.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered then bit my bottom lip.

“I’m lying on the floor—naked—and holding the hottest fucking chick in the world. The last goddamn thing I want right now is to talk about him.” 

The irritation on his face had me flinching. 

“Right. Sorry.” I shrank away from him. All my wonderful post-multi-orgasmic endorphins were gone. Now I was back to being a mess of insecurities, and I kicked myself for ruining what had been an amazing late-morning quickie. I just wanted to find my clothes and a nice corner to hide in. I curled into a sitting position so I could get the hell out of there when Austin’s hand on my shoulder stopped me.

“No, I’m sorry. I just… Like I said, my dad is the biggest asshole on the planet, and I don’t want anything about him to touch you.”

I shrugged his hand off me and crossed my arms over my chest, uncomfortable with my nudity despite all we’d just shared. “No, sure. It’s fine. I’m just gonna get dressed and maybe make some lunch. You want anything?”

“Yeah, I do.”

I wasn’t really listening. I was too busy curling into myself and frantically scanning the room for my clothes. They were so far away! I jumped when Austin settled his hands on my shoulders again and turned me toward him, leaving me nowhere to hide.

“I want you to relax again. And I really don’t want to see that expression on your face.” Austin’s own expression was earnest as he stared into my eyes. “Where’d that confident, sexy-as-hell woman from a few minutes disappear to?”

“I don’t know how to do this, okay? I’ve only ever had sex with guys I’m in a relationship with. Both times. That’s my number by the way. Two. Well, technically three now, if I include you.”

“Please do,” he drawled and sprawled back with a shit-eating grin and his hands laced behind his head.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

He shrugged. “It’s just cute.”

“What is?”

“You.” He reached up with one hand and pulled me back down onto his chest before I could process what he’d said. 

“I’m a ball of neuroses. What about any of that is cute?” Despite my words I cuddled into his body heat and enjoyed the feeling of his hard body beneath me and his arm around me. “Or are you referring to my lack of experience? Because that’s kinda patronizing and disgusting.”

“You are so fucking determined to twist anything I say so you can put some distance between us, aren’t you? We just had fantastic sex—you had how many orgasms?—and five minutes later you’re wound up tighter than a sexually-repressed church mouse. You gotta learn to relax. Enjoy the moment. Just fucking be.”

“Are you sure you build motorcycles for a living? You kinda sound like a beach bum.”

Austin’s shoulders shook with his silent laugh. “Nah, I just learned early that if you don’t decompress you turn into a fucking maniac. You might feel like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders, but it’ll sure as hell crush you quick if you don’t find some outlet to relax.”

“And for you, it’s sex.”

“Actually, for me it’s exercise. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no monk, but I probably don’t whore around nearly as much as you think I do. But when I get all twitchy, I work out. It releases the same endorphins as sex, it just isn’t nearly as much fun.”

I could hear the smile in his voice and couldn’t help smiling in return. “I don’t know. From where I’m lying, it looks well worth the effort.”

“You don’t gotta pump me up, sweetheart. I already know you’re a fan.”

I punched him lightly in the stomach and he grunted.

“I’m sorry for all that shit I said. I just…lashed out. It wasn’t right, and I’m sorry.”

“Already forgotten. Now, are you ready for round two?”

“Seriously?” I sat up, put my hand on his chest, and stared down at him. Judging by his naughty grin, he was serious. And I was tempted. Until I reflexively squeezed my thighs, and muscles I’ve never felt before twinged in protest. Wincing, I regretfully shook my head. “I don’t think I can. The spirit is willing, but my muscles are sore.”

“Sounds like a nice, hot shower is in order then.”

“That does sound good. Although it does mean leaving the awesome warmth of your naked body.” 

“Aww, sweetheart. You’re so cute. Do you think you’re showering alone?” Austin’s laughter vibrated under me. “Okay, come on.”

And that’s how I found myself naked, for the second time that day, with Austin Burns. Only this time water and slippery soap was involved.

And many more moans.
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An hour later, we were mostly dry and lying on the huge bed in my room. Rachel nestled in my arms and Blue sprawled out on the carpet below us. This was nowhere near the weekend I thought I’d have when I headed for the hills, but I gotta say it was damn near perfect.

Rachel turned in my arms and her nose scrunched up. “Not to ruin the mood, but have you heard from any plow companies? That storm’s supposed to hit in a few hours.”

“Sorry, sweetheart. Looks like you’re stuck here with me for another night.”

“I guess I can’t really complain. You’ve almost perfected the whole hospitality aspect of my stay here. I’d give you five stars.”

I snorted. “That’s out of five, right? I guess I’m okay with that then.” 

Rachel snugged back in my arms, and my mind wandered. I thought about the shit with my dad that had brought me to Tahoe. The fact that I hadn’t told my brothers. How Nathan was busy back home building the Kings’ bike before they showed up tonight. If I’d just stayed home and confronted my problems like a fucking adult, my brother wouldn’t be busting his hump by himself.

“Fuck.”

I didn’t realize I’d said that aloud until Rachel looked up at me with a frown. “What’s wrong?”

I sighed. “Just thinking about Nathan at work all alone, busting his ass to finish the bike that’s due for pickup today.”

She rolled her eyes. “Wow, could you be any more alpha male?”

“What do you mean?” I didn’t know if I should be pissed off or flattered.

“It just sounds to me like you don’t like to ask for help—you’re used to doing everything yourself, and it kills you when you can’t.”

“That’s a little kettle and pot but whatever. I seem to remember telling you the same thing about getting a coworker to fill in for you.”

She pursed her lips before a smile broke through. “Touché. But what about you? You have what? Two other brothers who work with you guys at the shop? Call one of them to help your brother.”

I blinked. With all my self-flagellation, I’d forgotten about Ryan. I owed him an epic ass-chewing. “Fuck me. That’s brilliant.”

Rachel shrugged. “I try.”

“I’ll call in the cavalry right now. Thank you.” I gave her a smacking kiss and leaped out of the bed to hunt down my cell phone.

“While you’re busy saving the day, I’m gonna get dressed. Can’t be naked all day.”

“Now let’s not get crazy here.”

Rachel snorted with laughter and hurled a pair of sweatpants at my head.

I caught them mid-air and pulled them on. Grabbing my phone off the nightstand, I headed out the door to call my brother in peace. If I watched Rachel put her clothes on, I’d be tempted to help her pull them off again.

Blue followed me out into the hallway and I absentmindedly patted him on the head while I thumbed through my phone. Usually I only communicated with my family through texts, but this was too important. I found Ryan’s contact info in my phone and called him.

The line rang and rang and rang until finally his voicemail message picked up.

Fuck.

I called again. The line rang and rang and rang. Voicemail again.

I called a third time. I knew my brother. More than likely, he was face down in some random chick’s bed. I was gonna call until he or his hookup got so annoyed they answered. I could’ve called Dylan, but his specialty was painting, not mechanical work.

Finally, on the fourth call, a woman answered. “Hello?”

I sighed. “Put Ryan on.”

“Um, he’s not exactly—”

“I don’t really give a shit. If he’s there, put him on.”

Fumbling and hissed whispers came over the line until finally Ryan answered. “What the fuck.”

“And a good morning to you, bro. I need you to get down to the shop. That bike’s not gonna build itself.”

Ryan snorted. “Like you’re one to talk. You made this big deal about everyone pulling their weight and you don’t even bother to show up the next day. Besides, it’s Saturday. I don’t work fucking Saturdays.”

“I’ve worked more than my fair share of Saturdays. It’s your turn now. Get your ass down to the shop.”

“I’m fucking busy.”

“I don’t give a damn. If you wanna keep working at Badass Builds, it’s time you start pulling your weight. Get your ass down to the shop and help Nathan with the West Coast Kings’ Bike. They’re expecting it to be delivered tonight, and I really don’t think I need to tell you that there will be hell to pay if the bike’s not ready.”

“Fuck,” Ryan bit out. “Fine. I’ll see you guys in twenty.”

“You won’t see me, but Nathan will appreciate the help.”

Ryan’s breath huffed on the line. “Why aren’t you at the shop? Where the hell are you?”

“I got snowed in up at Tahoe. Storm dumped a few feet of snow overnight, and I’m still waiting on a plow to clean up the road.”

Just then, my bedroom door opened and Rachel poked her head out. “I’m going to start on lunch. Sandwiches and soup sound good?”

She spoke softly, like she didn’t want to interrupt my conversation, but we were standing close enough her voice carried. 

“Fuck. Really?” Ryan hissed. “You give me endless shit about me not pulling my weight, and you’re up in Tahoe with some snowbunny? Are you shitting me?”

I jerked my head at Rachel then turned to face the wall while I rained a shitstorm down on my little brother. “I have worked every fucking Saturday since I opened the shop. I was working nights and weekends until my knuckles bled while you were busy feeling up your little girlfriend in high school. You wouldn’t have a job if it wasn’t for me. And I’m not about to explain my choices to you right now. If you want a job come Monday and a fucking paycheck to cash next week, get your ass to the shop, and help Nathan with the motherfucking build. I’m snowed the fuck IN!”

I hit the ‘end call’ button and barely curbed the impulse to punch the wall in front of me. I’d worked my ass off to give my family a secure life, and this was the thanks the bastard gave me when I asked for one little favor? Fuck. He was lucky I was a hundred miles away. 

After taking a few deep breaths, I tossed off a quick text to Nathan.

 

From me: Ryan should be on his way to help you out. Give me a holler if he’s a no show. 

 

I waited a beat, but Nathan didn’t reply right away. Most likely he was busy working and hadn’t heard the incoming text. 

That little bastard had better show up.

I jumped as I felt a hand clasp my bicep. 

“Everything okay?” Rachel asked softly.

I hitched a shoulder in reply. I didn’t really know how to answer that. I hadn’t been to work in two days. Nathan was no doubt pissed at me. After that phone call, I knew Ryan was definitely pissed at me. And in three short months, my dad would be out on parole. My life had turned into a clusterfuck of drama. 

All the stress-relief from playing with Rachel was gone. Now I was just a bundle of flayed nerves and suppressed anger. My body vibrated with all my bottled-up emotions. I needed an outlet, but I wasn’t in any shape to be around anyone just then, so I lifted my chin at Rachel. “Help yourself to anything you want in the kitchen. I’m gonna go work out a few problems in the gym.”

“Austin, wait.”

But I didn’t pause or say anything to Rachel. I all but ran downstairs to the gym so I could sweat out my problems. I really didn’t want to be around anyone just then. 

Least of all Rachel.

 

*

 

Hours later, I’d sweated my demons out and showered the sweat away. And I felt bad about the way I’d walked out on Rachel. She’d helped me figure out the problem with the Kings’ bike, and I didn’t even thank her. Instead I’d argued with my brother and then ran away with my tail between my legs. 

I grabbed a bottle of Heineken and searched the house for her. She wasn’t upstairs in the bedrooms. She wasn’t in the media room. She wasn’t in the kitchen. Fuck, she’d better not be outside in this snowstorm. My pulse picked up as the possibilities raced through my mind. 

I was so relieved when I found her in the front room, sitting in the big picture window, watching the snow fall in big, fat flakes. But it was the expression on her face that had my stomach feeling hollow. She looked totally heartbroken, like nothing would ever be okay again. Even Blue knew shit wasn’t right. He sat at her feet, whining quietly. Every now and then, the sound would penetrate the aura of sadness enveloping Rachel, and she would reach down and pat his head. 

I stood there silently watching her. I wanted to make everything right for her, but I couldn’t. Nothing would be okay for her again until she was back with her kid. And away from me.

I didn’t know what was sadder—the look on Rachel’s face or the way my stomach felt when I realized our weekend together—this escape from the shitstorms of our lives—was almost through.

I cleared my throat roughly. “You know, I don’t think that’s healthy.”

She glanced down at the mug in her hands. “Three teaspoons probably makes it more sugar than tea, but it’s still gotta be better than the swill you drink.”

“This isn’t for me.” I held up the bottle, so she could see the bottlecap still in place. “Thought maybe you’d like something stronger to drown your sorrows.”

“I don’t like Heineken. Do you have any tequila?”

I snorted. “Yeah, no. There’s no way we’re bringing tequila to this pity party. You’ll be shitfaced in nothing flat.”

Rachel lifted a shoulder. “Isn’t that the point?”

“Or we can talk about whatever’s bugging you.” I twitched uncomfortably and avoided looking at her. “You helped me out with my shop and family and whatever. I’d like to return the favor if you’d let me.”

“It’s snowing. I’m stuck here—again—so I can’t work, I can’t see my son, I can’t help my mom. And maybe in a few weeks, I won’t be able to pay rent. That’s what’s wrong. That’s what’s been wrong since I got here.”

I blinked. “We can’t change the weather.”

“I know.” She turned her head back to the window. 

I looked out the window as well at the snow falling under the outside lights. It would’ve been pretty but it was the reason that Rachel was so fucking miserable. I was beginning to really hate the stuff. Reaching over, I flicked off the outside lights, leaving the window black with darkness.

“Hey! Turn it back on.”

“No. Pity party over. We can’t stop the snow. There are some things in this life you can’t control. The weather being one of them.”

“I know there are things that are out of my control. Believe me, I know. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be a single mom living in a shitty apartment and working two jobs. I wouldn’t have to rely on my paralyzed mom for childcare. So, I really don’t need a lecture from you about the realities of life. Turn the fucking light. Back. On.”

“Yeah no. Sorry. But not really. Come on, let’s do something.”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “I’m not in the mood. I just called home and explained to my little boy that I’m not coming home—again. He cried. I cried. It was a whole thing. Now turn the light back on.”

“Awww, I’m flattered that’s all you can think about when you see me, but I’m not talking about sex. Let’s do something. Watch a movie or talk or drink. Anything that’ll get you out of your head and into the moment.”

She opened her mouth to reply when I cut her off again.

“And I’m not talking about sex. Really.” I smirked. “But I’m not taking it off the table. I’m just not talking about sex now. Just to be clear.”

“You are. Crystal. But I’m not in the mood for any of that. I just want you turn the light back on and go away. Really.”

“Yeah, not happening. Come on.”

And before she could come up with another excuse to avoid me, I grabbed her tea, set it on the window seat next to her, and hoisted her over my shoulder.

“Austin! Put me down.” She gasped and wiggled around on my shoulder. “What is it with you and carrying me everywhere? Seriously?”

“It’s fun. And it’s the easiest way to get you to do what I want.” I laughed. She was light as a fucking feather, and I really enjoyed the way her tight little body felt when it rubbed against any part of me.

“Austin, seriously, put me down.”

“I will. Once we find the tequila. If I can’t get you to have fun, I’m gonna get you drunk.”

A minute later, I plopped her down on a large recliner in the media room.

“Now, stay. I’ll be back with tequila.”

“Fine.”

Yeah, I didn’t believe her. “Blue. Guard.”

A jangle of metal tags had her head swinging to the corner of the room where Blue had followed us in and now stretched out on a large dog bed. Blue lifted his head and stared back at us. 

Rachel snorted. “I’m shaking in my boots.”

“You’ve only got socks on. And your ass better be in that seat when I get back.”

“Yes, sir.” She mockingly saluted me before I left the room.
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Rachel

 

Looking around the media room didn’t let me know what he’d been up to for the last couple of hours. When Austin stomped away to work out—again—he didn’t exactly seem to be in the best of moods. Now he was all hyper and bouncing and bullying me with kindness. 

Austin reappeared with a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses in his hands. He plunked them down onto the little end table next to me and dropped into the chair opposite. “How about a little game of never have I ever?”

I raised my eyebrows. “That drinking game from high school?”

He shrugged as he filled the shot glasses. “Yeah. You know the rules, right? You say something you’ve never done before, and if I’ve done it, I drink. You go first.”

“Okay. Never have I ever done drugs.”

Austin froze. “Well neither have I. What the fuck, Rachel?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just…you were so pissy earlier—you disappeared for hours—and now you’re all hyper and bouncing around the room. What was I supposed to think? I’m sorry.”

“I…shit, I’m sorry I jumped down your throat.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay, thank you. And I am sorry.”

“How about we make a pact? You stop apologizing, and I’ll stop being an ass?”

“Sounds good.” I laughed, even as I bit back the urge to apologize again.

“Okay then. My turn. Never have I ever…had a kid.”

I rolled my eyes. “I see how you roll.”

“What? It’s the name of the game.”

I smirked and grabbed my shot glass. After a bracing breath, I downed my shot and shuddered as fire burned a path down my throat. I set my glass on the table with a click and gasped. “Smooth.”

“I love me some Patrón.” He refilled my shot glass with a smirk. “Your turn.”

I smirked. “Never have I ever smoked a cigarette.”

Austin grunted. “I’m sensing a theme here.”

But he took the shot.

“What is that about anyway?” I asked as I refilled his glass. “You smoked a few cigarettes last night, but I don’t think you’ve had even one today.”

Austin lifted a shoulder. “I only smoke when I drink. Mostly. It’s usually more of a social thing—like I started because all the guys I’d go out with are smokers—but it kinda spun out from there. I’ve cut way back from when I first started building bikes. There for a while, it was part of my design process. Or part of my panic, when I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.”

“Maybe you should think about quitting.”

Austin groaned. “You’re starting to sound like my Aunt Wendy. She’s pissed. I’m the ringleader who got all my brothers smoking.”

“Okay, okay. Just saying, it’s not the sexiest thing ever, in my opinion.”

 “Noted.” He quirked an eyebrow. “I think it’s my turn. Um, never have I ever…been engaged.”

I silently shook my head.

“Really?” Austin asked. “Not even your…”

“Baby daddy?” I filled in for him before laughing bitterly. “I really hate that phrase by the way, but no. Jordan wasn’t the type to commit. Hence the disappearing act when Wyatt was two weeks old. Jordan wasn’t interested in diapers and a colicky crying baby. Or celibacy. Apparently six weeks was an eternity to him.”

Austin blinked. “Fuck, babe. Maybe you should take the shot anyway. I feel like I need one after that.”

“Not the rules of the game. Besides, I stopped wishing Jordan was a different man a long time ago. There’s nothing I can do about it. I just wish he’d step up when it comes to Wyatt. My boy deserves so much more than the crappy hand he’s been dealt.” I blinked away the sheen of tears when I thought about Wyatt and how much I struggled to give him so very little. I cleared my throat roughly. “Anyway, I think it’s my turn. Uh, never have I ever posed mostly naked for a magazine.”

“Well, I guess I have to do two shots for that one. Touché.” Austin tossed me a look that said he knew I’d changed the subject and then downed his shot and mine before I could blink and without a wince from him.

I smiled feeling lighter than I had only a moment ago. He could be such a goofball sometimes. “Impressive. So, two almost-nude layouts? I only saw the one.”

“I shoot the second one next month.”

I wasn’t sure, but it looked like he grimaced as he said that. I tilted my head. “Do you like doing them?”

“Hell no. They’re fucking embarrassing, but the editor talked me into the first one before I knew what I was doing. The amount of shit I got for holding the muffler in front of my junk…” He shook his head with a soft laugh. “But it got more visibility than I’d ever had. My business really took off, and I had TV producers begging me for meetings. It was insane.”

“So, it was worth the price?”

“In the end, yeah, but at the time I was scared shitless. I puked in the dressing room before I came out in my little towel. I was so fucking nervous.”

I bit my lip. It was sweet to know that this big, tough, strong man had felt so vulnerable. Too often it was women pressured to be in the position he’d described. That he’d felt just as powerless was kinda powerful in its own right. 

I refilled the shot glasses and tipped my head at him. “Your turn.”

“Hmmm, never have I ever… graduated college.”

I shook my head. “Me neither. I got through two years of my degree, and then I got pregnant.”

“Do you regret it?”

“That I had Wyatt? Never. That I sacrificed so much for my relationship with Jordan?” I sighed. “No. I’ll be able to tell my son that I did everything possible to make it work with his dad, but we’re just two different people. I try to live my life with no regrets. Sometimes that’s easier said than done though.”

“Like when you took this job.”

“It’s not that big of a regret. A small blip really. You’ve helped me see that.” I tilted my head and toasted him with my still full shot glass. “Thanks.”

Austin smiled, and the sight made my insides jiggle. Crap, I really shouldn’t let myself feel anything like that. We were short term. I had to remember that. No matter how sweet and gorgeous he was. After tonight, I’d never see him again.

He shrugged. “You can always go back, right? I mean to school?”

“Yeah. Never say never, right? But being a physical therapist is a pipe dream at this point. I still have a year and a half on my undergraduate degree, and I’d still have to do a doctoral program, and then complete a residency. Besides I don’t know if I want to go into that field anymore. I’ve had way too much personal experience.” Memories of my mom in the hospital and then later at home slammed into me. It’d been the hardest months of my life. Now, the thought of physical therapy was intricately tied to my mom. Aware I’d been lost in my own thoughts for too long, I met Austin’s concerned gaze then laughed uncomfortably before clearing my throat. “Anyhow, my turn, right?” 

I reached for the tequila bottle but couldn’t see through the sheen of tears. I tipped the bottle, and in less than a second, tequila went everywhere. I slammed the bottle down and searched frantically for something to clean it up with. “Shit!”

Austin pushed a bunch of fabric into the puddle as he made a hushing sound. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. What’s that saying? No crying over spilled milk? Same thing. Only a little sadder because, I mean, it is precious tequila.”

A sob escaped me and Austin cursed under his breath. 

“Shit. It’s totally fine, baby.” Austin clasped my shoulders and pulled me toward his naked chest. 

It was only then that I realized he must’ve taken his shirt off to clean up. And I really must’ve been a mess if I didn’t notice that he’d stripped. Damn, I was pathetic. After only one shot, I was already a weepy mess. I pulled back to swipe at my eyes. “I’m sorry. I think I’ll go upstairs and lie down if you don’t mind.”

“Fuck yes, I mind. And what the hell did I say about apologizing so goddamn much? You need to knock that shit off.”

“I’m sorry.” I bit my bottom lip and winced as I realized that I’d apologized again. “It’s like my default setting. I really don’t think I can do anything about it.”

Austin gave an exasperated sigh and shook his head. “Fine. Now how about you tell me what the hell caused your little break down there? What do you have against physical therapists?”

“It’s a long, sad story.” I shrugged uncomfortably and avoided his eyes. Despite our clothing disparity, I was the one who felt naked. 

“Okay, how about this?” Austin said, drawing my attention to him. “I’ll trade you your one long, sad story for one of mine.”

“You have a sad story, too?”

“Sweetheart, everyone has a long, sad story. We’re all just a collection of walking war wounds. But how you pick yourself up and keep on moving makes you the person you are.”

I nodded slowly as I thought through what he’d said. I mean, I knew I wasn’t the only person in creation who’d had hard time. But sometimes it felt like the hard times were never going to end.

Finally, I sighed and told him. “A little less than four years ago, my mom was driving home from work in the middle of a snowstorm and lost control of her car. It rolled down the embankment and she was trapped inside for—I don’t even know—hours. She had broken bones—including three vertebrae in her back—frostbite, hypothermia. She wasn’t conscious when they brought her in. They didn’t even know if she’d live or if she would have brain damage if she woke up. It was the scariest night of my life. And then, miracle of miracles, she woke up, and she was my mom. She was whole. But she couldn’t feel her legs. She was paralyzed from the waist down.”

“Christ.” Austin hissed. “That’s—that really fucking sucks. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

I smiled sadly. I’d heard those words so many times when people found out about my mom. Although the irony of Austin using them now didn’t escape me. “Thanks.”

“Wait, you said four years ago? So that’s when…”

“Yeah. It was stressful, and I didn’t know if she would even wake up, so it was this whole cacophony of life and death and doctors and hospitals, and I just wanted to feel like something, somewhere in my life was real and safe. That whole cliched life affirming sex thing.” I rolled my eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, Jordan and I were already together. Long enough that we’d done away with condoms and were relying on my birth control pill. Funny thing about that. When you’re up all night in the hospital and worrying about your mom, the last thing you think about is taking your daily pill.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. So, it is what it is. I got pregnant. Jordan showed himself for the ass that he was and had hidden for so long. Or maybe my threshold for asshole behavior had been larger before my mom’s accident. But I was pregnant and taking care of my mom—running her back and forth to specialists and trying to figure out benefits and all that—and two weeks after I had my son, Jordan just…bailed.”

Austin tilted his head. “But you didn’t. You stayed and took care of your mom and Wyatt.”

“Yeah. Of course I did.” My forehead wrinkled. “And despite being paralyzed, my mom helps a ton with Wyatt. We’re family. That’s what you do.”

“Jordan didn’t.” Austin spit his name out like an insult. “That asshole couldn’t hang because that’s the kind of man that he is. But not you. You take care of your mom and work two jobs to keep your head above water. And that’s pretty fucking amazing if you ask me.”

I ducked my head as a wave of heat burned my cheeks. It felt weird to accept praise for something like that. In my mind there hadn’t been another option. It’d never even occurred to me to compare. I just chalked Jordan up to being the asshole that he was and kept on swimming against the current of bills and doctor appointments and sadness, trying like hell to keep our heads above water.

“I guess.”

“Don’t diminish it. You stepped up. That says a lot. You kinda remind me of my Aunt Wendy.”

I reminded him of his aunt? That was…disconcerting. “That’s…nice?”

Austin snorted at the horror that must’ve been painted all over my face. “Fuck, I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t have an Oedipal complex or whatever the hell it’s called. You don’t look like Wendy, and I don’t want to sleep with my fucking aunt. Shit.”

“Whew.” I clutched at my heart and sagged, overexaggerating how relieved I felt. 

“Screw you,” Austin laughed. “I just meant that you’re the kinda woman who stepped up in the face of tragedy like my aunt did, and that’s pretty fucking awesome.”

I flushed as he repeated his compliment. It sounded like he thought the world of his aunt. I was touched that he’d put me in the same class. 

“My turn to share my sad secret pain?”

“If you want.” I hitched a shoulder. “You don’t have to.”

“No, a deal’s a deal.” Austin grabbed his shot glass and downed the drink in one gulp. I watched as his throat worked with his swallow and couldn’t help it when my gaze wandered south to his gleaming muscles and the tattoos etched in his skin. God, he was built. All firm muscles with definition that I’d never seen outside of a magazine before. Only hours before I’d traced the lines of his abs with my tongue. And then I’d kissed my way down his happy trail until I found the object of my happiness. I’d made this big, strong man squirm using only my hands and mouth.

Austin cleared his throat. “Eyes up here, sweetheart.”

My face burned for a second time as I realized that he’d caught me daydreaming. I lifted my eyes to meet his and shrugged helplessly. “Sorry, you’re just a little distracting, being all you.”

Austin’s lips curved with a smug little smile. “We can do something about that if you want.”

“Hey, a deal’s a deal. No reneging now. I spilled my guts, now it’s your turn.”

“Okay, okay. Do you need me to put a shirt on, so you don’t get all distracted again?”

I sighed. “I think I can contain myself. Barely. But you better talk fast.”
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Austin

 

I shifted on the plush recliner, uncomfortable despite the luxurious material. I hadn’t talked about my father in forever. I refused to answer journalist’s questions about him—instead letting them piece together “facts” from old newspaper articles. No amount of words could capture my feelings about my parents, especially my father.

Rachel stared back at me expectantly. Christ, why did I think this was a good idea? I was tempted to come up with some bullshit story about some hidden pain, but after how she’d just bared her soul to me, I couldn’t disrespect her like that. 

I cleared my throat roughly and avoided her soft eyes when I finally spoke. “My dad was granted parole yesterday. He’ll be out on the streets in two months’ time.”

“I didn’t realize that your dad was in jail. Sorry. That must’ve been hard, but at least he’ll be home with you guys soon.”

I stared at her in bewilderment. “I don’t want him anywhere near me or my brothers. He killed my mom..”

“Oh my God, Austin. He killed your mom?”

“Welcome to my nightmare.” I rubbed the back of my neck then saw Rachel’s amazed expression out of the corner of my eye. “You didn’t know about my mom? Really? The paparazzi bring it up every time they find me. It’s like they’re trying to bait me to get me to swing on them or something.”

“I mean, I knew you were a local celebrity, I saw your Urban Channel special, and skimmed one of your magazine layouts, but I don’t read every word written about you. I live with a three-year-old, my paralyzed mother, and work two jobs—I don’t have that kinda free time.” 

“Huh.” It was then that it hit me what a self-important asshole I’d turned into. Did I really expect that everyone I met knew my life story? Like I was a rock star or something? I build custom motorcycles for rich bastards who could afford my fees and had had a few articles written about me. When did I turn into such a douche? “Sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry about your mom. Is that why your aunt raised you and your brothers? See, I remembered that much.” She shrugged as she raised her palms like she needed forgiveness for not knowing my life story.

Christ. I was an ass. “Yeah. My mom’s sister, our Aunt Wendy, took us in after Dad beat my mom and then shot her. It was pretty fucked up.”

“Holy shit. I can’t even… There aren’t words, Austin. That’s so, so horrible.” Rachel shook her head. “I’m so sorry you lost her.”

“That he killed her you mean.”

“Yeah. That too.”

An awkward silence fell between us, broken only by the heavy panting of Blue from his corner dog bed.

“So, your aunt went from being a single woman to taking care of four boys? That’s amazing.”

“She’s an amazing woman. Like someone else I know.” I smiled at Rachel and tipped my head. She flushed and looked down at her lap. “Wendy was a single mother herself at the time. My cousin, Sabrina, wasn’t even one yet, I think. Wendy went from taking care of a baby all by herself to having five children. But she kept us all together. And that couldn’t have been easy. My brothers were inconsolable for weeks—months after.”

If I closed my eyes, I could still hear my mom’s pleas, the smack of his fist hitting her, that gasping choked sound she made just before she died. Christ. Tears burned the back of my eyes. And Nathan. His screams that night. His sobs every night after for weeks, months. My throat grew thick with unshed tears. This, this right here, was why I refused to talk about my mom in interviews. I hated being weak.

And I hated the knowledge that I didn’t do a fucking thing to stop him that night.

“Austin. I don’t even know what to say. I can’t imagine going through all that so young.” Rachel shook her head. “It’s pretty amazing what you’ve been able to build for your family. People with everything going for them—all the support in the world—aren’t able to build a thriving business like you have. You’re the amazing one.”

Her words burned like acid in my stomach. “I’m not amazing. People who step up are the amazing ones. Like my Aunt Wendy. And you. I grabbed my brothers and hid when my dad started hitting my mom. I didn’t do a fucking thing. I hid. It’s my fault she’s dead.”

“Oh my God, Austin. No.” Rachel sprang from her chair to kneel at my feet. Grabbing my cold hands in hers, she peered earnestly into my eyes. “Don’t say that. There’s no way that’s true. I bet the night she died wasn’t the first time he hit her. That kind of crap builds. And you were a child. There was nothing you could’ve done to stop it. Your mother’s death is on your father and only your father. He’s the one who took her from you and your brothers.”

I shook my head. She didn’t know. She didn’t live twenty-five years with this burning her soul. Fuck. 

“Please, Austin, don’t do this to yourself. And you did do something. You took your little brothers and hid—you protected them. Don’t you deserve credit for keeping them safe that night?” She peered into my intractable face then sat back on her heels with a sigh. “What about your brother, Nathan? You said he was there, too, right? Did he do anything to stop your father?”

I frowned. “Are you fucking kidding me? Nathan was six. What could he do to stop our dad?”

“And how old were you?”

“That’s different. I’m the older brother. It’s my job to—”

“Answer the question.” Rachel interjected. “How old were you?”

I sighed. “Eight. I was eight.”

“How can you defend Nathan for being a child, and in the same breath hold yourself responsible when you were only two years older? How is that fair, Austin?”

I just shook my head. She didn’t get it.

“Here.” She whipped out her cell phone, her finger tapping onto the screen until she finally held it up for me to see. A ridiculously cute little boy smiled mischievously up from the screen. With his pencil straight brown hair and bright Crayola blue eyes, it was undeniable who he belonged to. “So, in five years, it would be his fault if he didn’t get between me and an abusive boyfriend? Would you blame him too?”

My heart dropped. The thought of Rachel and this cute little boy being in that same situation had bile burning the back of my throat. “No. Never.”

“Then give yourself a break, okay? You were eight. Eight. It was your parents’ responsibility to protect you. You went above and beyond by taking care of your brothers. Don’t take the weight of your mother’s death onto your shoulders. You don’t deserve that. And eight-year-old Austin really doesn’t deserve that weight either. Promise me you’ll think about it?” 

I didn’t know if I believed what she was saying. But still I nodded in agreement. I’d think about it.

I had a feeling there’d be a couple things I couldn’t stop thinking about after this weekend.

Rachel gave me a pleased smile and sat back down at my feet, twisting her legs so she could wrap her arms around them. Resting her chin on her knees, she blinked up at me. “So, what do you brothers think about your dad getting out? Are they as pissed as you?”

“They—” I coughed to clear my suddenly hoarse throat. “They don’t know yet. I got the news Wednesday and came up here. I’ve been drunk, hungover, or working out ever since. It’s up to me to tell them, and I don’t even know how I’m going to do it. I just… I don’t know how.”

Rachel hitched a shoulder. “You should do it pretty soon. If you wait too long you run the risk of someone else telling them.”

“Yeah, I know. That’s all I need—some wannabe journalist cornering Nathan and giving him shit about our dad. Bail gets really expensive with my family. We don’t do anything half assed.”

“I remember that from your show.” Rachel smiled slightly then shook her head. “It sounds like Nathan might be too busy this weekend working on that motorcycle to be out and about anyhow.”

“Yeah. And Ryan should be there with him. But if I hadn’t run from my troubles, I’d’ve been home to help him. Hell, both me and you would be home, and neither one of us would be stuck here.”

Rachel bit her bottom lip. “I’ve been stuck in worse places. And with worse people.”

I had to laugh at that. “I don’t know if I should be insulted or flattered.”

“Flattered. Definitely flattered.” Rachel popped back up onto her knees. Reaching for my fly, she tilted her head with a coy expression in her eyes.

“Wait, how many shots have you had?” I covered her hands with mine and looked into her eyes for any hint of fogginess, but they appeared crystal clear and full of mischievousness.

“Enough to feel relaxed but not so many that I won’t remember this in the morning.”

“Okay then. As you were.” I sat back in the chair with my hands behind my head as my dick flexed beneath my pants. 

Biting her bottom lip, Rachel slowly opened my fly. The material of my boxer briefs kept my dick from jumping out. Rachel gave a hiss of annoyance when she couldn’t work out the pocket of my underwear. So, I pushed my hips up to help her work the fabric down my legs. 

“Finally,” she huffed as my dick sprang up front and center. She clasped him in her tight grip and ran her lips over the head of my cock. “I’ve missed you, baby.”

I puffed out a little laugh. It was hard to make any noise aside from a groan when she looked so fucking hot holding my dick so close to her face. 

“So, I’ve been meaning to ask you about your piercing...” Rachel ran her thumb near the metal and my dick flexed in response.

“What about it?” I groaned.

“I don’t know. Does it hurt?”

“Sometimes, but the good kinda hurt.” I smirked. “Mostly it feels good. Especially if you touch it just right.”

Rachel narrowed her eyes at me. “That feels like a line.”

I shrugged. “You are already holding my dick.”

“Still feels like a line.” Rachel bit her lip as she carefully rubbed her thumb against my piercing like she was afraid it’d hurt me or something. “I know it was only a few hours ago, but I think he missed me too.” 

“Fuck me, sweetheart. He sure as hell did. Fuck. Dammit.” I think I might’ve swallowed my tongue when she moved her lips down my cock.

I wanted to keep my eyes open and watch her gorgeous face as she licked and sucked and jacked off my cock, but my body wouldn’t let me. It felt so fucking fantastic that I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I buried my hand in her hair, just so I could feel more connected to her, since I couldn’t watch. Her silky hair, woven through my fingers, was a soft compliment to her velvety warm mouth as she ran her lips up and down my cock. 

I groaned. She felt so fucking good. I just wanted… I needed… “Fuck. Shit. Oh God.”

Then I had to let go of her hair as the impulse to grip her and thrust myself into her mouth all but overwhelmed me. Instead I gripped the soft leather of my chair and held the fuck on. It felt like she had my entire dick in her mouth. 

“So fucking good. I’m gonna…I’m almost…I’m gonna…” 

I couldn’t stop myself from arching off my chair to push into her mouth as my orgasm bared down on me. Rachel made a soft gagging sound as I filled her mouth. 

I sagged back into the chair with a low groan. “Fuck me, baby. Are you all right?” 

I cracked my eyes open and found Rachel still on her knees in front of me. 

She wiped the back of her arm across her lips and gave me a devilish smile. “I think I’m fucking good.”

She looked more disheveled than before. Her hair was ruffled and her lips were shiny, red and swollen. But she’d never looked so fucking gorgeous.

“I think you’re a hell of a lot more than just good. You are fucking amazing.” I reached down and grabbed her under her arms to pull her up and into my lap. She snuggled deep into my arms and buried her face in my neck. “Sorry I was a bit of a minute man. I’ll make it up to you. I just need to get some feeling back into my legs first.”

She laughed softly into my neck. “I don’t know about minute man. I think my jaw would disagree with you there.”

“Aww, baby. Are you okay?” I pressed a kiss against the top of her head. 

“I’m fine, but you might have to do the heavy lifting next round.”

Christ, she was a fucking wet dream brought to life. I had to have more of her. I had to have her naked and writhing beneath me where I had some room to work.

“Ask and I shall deliver.” 

 It didn’t take any effort to persuade her. Mostly because I hoisted her over my shoulder and carried her up the stairs and down the hall to my bedroom. Not that Rachel minded. She giggled and shrieked with laughter the entire way with Blue barking at my heels.

Blue gave a huff of annoyance when I closed the bedroom door on his face. But after this afternoon in the weight room, I knew better. And after a frantic search through the bathroom cabinets and nightstands, I found a strip of condoms. 

It was time to have some fun.

In minutes I had Rachel groaning and writhing with need. Her hands tangled in the sheets as she fought the urge to grasp my hands and shove them where she really wanted to feel my touch—between her legs. 

A glint of something on her hand caught my attention. That ring. Again.

I sat back with a hiss. “Do you mind taking your ring off for me?”

Rachel blinked up at me with lust darkened eyes. “Ring?”

“Yeah.” I tilted my head toward the offending ring. I didn’t even know what my problem was, but something about that ring on that finger of this woman really rubbed me wrong. 

And I really didn’t want to think about why. 

“Just…” I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “Take it off. For me. Please.”

Rachel’s eyes widened at my last word then she tugged the offending jewelry off without a word. Stretching across the bed, she dropped the ring onto the nightstand. “Happy?”

“Fucking ecstatic.”

Her lips quirked as she reclined and repeated my earlier words to her. “As you were.”

“Yes ma’am.” I kept teasing and kissing her fantastic tits. They were so plump and luscious; I couldn’t resist. 

And I got back to business. 
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A series of continuous shrill beeps woke me up the next morning. Like a garbage truck or something backing up. Loud, jarring, and fucking annoying. I buried my head under my pillow to muffle the sounds before I realized what they meant. A snowplow. 

I rolled out of bed and walked to the window. Cracking the blinds slightly, I peered out and saw a huge pickup truck with a snowplow attachment reversing slowly, pulling around Rachel’s car to continue plowing the driveway. My brother, Ryan, was digging Rachel’s car out with brush/scraper thing while Nathan was literally digging the bottom of the car out with a small shovel. Half the driveway was clear down to the street and the path continued down the road to the highway. 

We were free!

My brothers must’ve borrowed a truck and come up to rescue us themselves. I spun around, eager to share the news with Rachel, until I saw her. She was still all snuggled up in bed, dead to the world with the most peaceful expression on her face. I don’t know if she always looked like while she slept, or if her six orgasms last night did that. We’d spent the better part of the night playing with each other. Learning all the things that made the other squirm and laugh. It’d been the most laughing I’d ever done in bed with a woman. 

It’d been the early hours of the morning when we finally fell asleep exhausted. And judging by the amount of sunlight piercing the room, it was way past dawn.

I slipped from the room, grabbing my sweatpants on the way, and tugged them on at the top of the stairs. Once I reached the door, I pulled my leather/sheepskin jacket on over my bare chest and stepped into my boots. Blue stood with his nose to the doorjamb, whining, clearly excited by all the noise. Bundling my jacket around me, I opened the door and let Blue out first. He sprung out the door and raced down the driveway, sprinting past Nathan to tackle Ryan and send him sprawling into the snowbank.

“Hey, hey! He is alive!” Nathan smirked as he leaned against his shovel. “We were getting ready to call in a SEAL team to come rescue you. Why the hell haven’t you answered your phone?”

I patted down my empty pockets. “I don’t even know where my phone is. Why? What’s going on?”

“Oh, you know, the usual.” Nathan shook his head as he looked back my way. “Ryan and I saved the day, delivered the bike on time, and the motorcycle club was so appreciative they threw us a huge party. It was all fun and games until Ryan decided to sleep with a club girl.”

“Not what happened, and I don’t want to hear it.” Ryan pushed himself back up and ducked Blue’s tongue with a muttered curse.

Dylan tossed me a questioning look as he joined us on the driveway, leaving the pickup idling on the road. He raised an eyebrow at the tension simmering in the air before he bent down to give Blue a pat.

“I’m just saying,” Nathan said with a smirk. “It’s gotta be the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen you do.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “Whose girl was she? How is it you’re standing here in one piece and The Kings didn’t fuck you up?”

“She wasn’t anyone’s girl. Just leave it okay?” Ryan closed his eyes like the sun was personally out to get him. “It was fine. Nobody’s pissed. Nathan needs to shut the fuck up and mind his own business.”

“Just fine, huh?” Nathan muttered as he jabbed Dylan in the stomach with his elbow. “Sounds like someone’s a little rusty.”

Ryan scowled. “I swear to God, Nate, if you don’t shut it…”

“Rough night?” I broke in before there was bloodshed. “They at least liked the bike, right? Shit, I don’t think I wanna know if T-Bone didn’t like it.”

Nathan nodded stiffly like only how someone with a hangover did. “They were fucking thrilled. T-Bone was all but humping the bike at the end of the night. But fuck me those guys know how to party.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Sorry I missed it.”

 “You’ll have to come to the next one.” Ryan grinned. “The Kings’ VP commissioned us to build a bike for him too.”

“Fuck me.” I turned to Nate. “You finished one bike and got them to sign papers on another? I think we’re wasting your skills in the shop. You should be on the sales floor. That’s fucking fantastic, Nate.”

Nathan scowled and squinted. “A little less volume there, shithead. I think they could hear you in fucking Nevada. Jesus, my head hurts.”

I just laughed. “Come on inside, guys. Let’s get some coffee or something to warm you all up.”

“Sure, and then you can tell us why the fuck you dropped everything and hightailed it for the hills.” Ryan lifted his eyebrows. “You know, after you gave me shit about pulling my own weight.”

I shook my head. “Can you stop stirring the shit for one minute, Ryan? Just one?”

“Hey, it’s a valid question,” Ryan rebutted. “I wanna know.”

“Fine,” I sighed. “Come on inside, and I’ll let you all know what’s going on. Blue! Let’s go.”

We stumbled not-so-quietly into the house and stopped at the entry to take all our kit off. I winced as Ryan dropped his boots with a loud thud. With all this racket, I really hoped we didn’t wake up Rachel. I needed a few minutes with my brothers without the awkwardness of explaining her to them. 

Or them to her.

After last night, there was no way I was done with her. I needed more time. I needed more Rachel. I just had to figure out how to tell her that. Ask her? It’d been forever since I’d been in this situation, I couldn’t even remember how this talk was supposed to go down.

“Austin?” The impatient tone of Ryan’s voice made me think that wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get my attention.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s all go into the kitchen, have some coffee, and I’ll tell you what’s going on.” I led the way to the large kitchen and its gleaming granite countertop. Not that my brothers didn’t know the way, they’d spent just as much time as I had at Cole’s cabin.

Once the coffee was made and we each had a mug, we sat around the counter, my brothers looking at me expectantly.

“What’s going on?” Nathan leaned against the granite. “Did you get a chick pregnant or something?”

I huffed a laugh. “No.”

“Well, just spit it out. It can’t be as bad as the buildup.” Nathan’s face paled when I didn’t say anything. “Fuck, are you sick? Need a kidney? What’s going on?”

“Shit, no. Sorry. It’s nothing like that.” I raked a hand over my head. My mind blanked. I hadn’t given one thought about how I was going to break the news to them. Shit. Quick like a Band-aid was probably the best bet. “Our father is getting paroled. He’ll be released in three months.”

No one said a word. I didn’t need to ask if they’d heard me—I could tell by their expressions that they’d paid attention. Nathan looked like he was grinding teeth. Ryan stared at the cabinets behind me with dead eyes. Dylan’s cheeks were flushed, and he looked anywhere but at me. 

“What?” Nathan’s face slowly turned red and his voice raised with every word. “How? Why?”

“The infinite wisdom of the California Department of Corrections. They really fucked up this time.” I shook my head. “I haven’t seen any news coverage on it yet, but it’s only a matter of time. I have an interview with The Californian next month, and I know it’s gonna be a topic with them. I want to talk to our lawyer about what we can to do to protect the business and our name from him. I don’t know what, if anything, we can do, but I’m gonna try.” The idea had come to me during one of my marathon workout sessions. I couldn’t stop him from trying to butt back into our lives, but I sure as hell wanted to do everything I could to protect me and mine.

“Why would we do that?” Dylan looked at all of us, his forehead wrinkled.

“What the fuck kinda question is that?” Nathan leaned forward with his hands on his knees. “He killed Mom. Beat her to hell, took a few swings at me and Austin before we all hid in the goddamn closet, and then he fucking shot her in the chest. Why wouldn’t we want a restraining order against him?”

“But he’s changed.” Dylan’s pants jangled as the heel of his foot bounced. His gaze continued to bounce around the room. To Nathan, Ryan, then me.

“How would you know that?” The coffee pot beeped somewhere behind me, but I hardly heard it due to the roaring in my ears. 

Dylan hitched a shoulder. “He’s our dad.”

 Like that was a fucking answer.

“He killed Mom!” Nathan roared. “Beat her black and blue night after fucking night. There’s not a goddamn leopard on this fucking planet that could ever change his spots like that.”

Dylan frowned. “He joined AA. He’s been going to meetings. Even joined a Christian church group thing. He’s different.”

“It’s a fucking front.” I shook my head in disbelief. How could Dylan not see that? “It’s the stupid act he played so he can get paroled. And it worked. It fooled you. He fooled the goddamn parole board because he’s gonna be out in three months.”

 “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Nathan yelled.

“Bro,” Ryan jumped up and stood between Nathan and Dylan when it looked like Nathan was getting ready to charge our brother. “Calm down. Take a fucking breath.”

“It’s bullshit!” Nathan’s face was so red, it almost looked purple. “Mom is dead because of that bastard, and you’re visiting him in prison? What the fuck, Dylan?”

“He’s our dad.” Dylan didn’t flinch. 

“He’s a fucking sperm donor. That’s all.” I was just as pissed as Nathan, and it took everything inside me not to lash out at Dylan. “He was never our father, even when Mom was alive. He spent every fucking day drinking himself into oblivion and pounding on his family. He doesn’t give the first fuck about us.”

“He’s different.” Dylan lifted his paint splattered hands in supplication. “We’ve already lost one parent. We’ve only got one left.”

“You got that right.” Nathan jabbed a finger at Dylan. “Aunt Wendy is the only fucking parent we got left.”

Dylan sighed. “You’re wrong. We’ve got Dad.”

“You can have him.” Nathan shoved at Ryan’s hands on his arms. 

“I um, know it’s not any of my business,” Rachel said softly from the end of the kitchen. She was fully dressed in her wrinkled clothes from two days ago and looked delightfully rumpled. Unfortunately she’d wandered into my fucked up family nightmare. “But I think—”

“Who the hell are you?” Nathan roared.

“Not cool, bro.” I jumped up and stepped between him and Rachel. “Back the fuck down.”

“No, this is bullshit!” Nathan yelled, spittle flying into my face. “Your piece of ass thinks she gets a say on our family? Bullshit. I’m drawing the fucking line because she doesn’t know dick about what’s going on. She’s been too busy riding yours.”

My fist swung and crashed into Nate’s cheek. Then it was pandemonium. Muffled thuds and curses as barstools crashed to the ground when Nathan swung back and then we were wrestling on the kitchen floor. I got in a few punches and so did he before our brothers separated us. Dylan drug a protesting Nathan to the other side of the room.

“You need to shut your fucking mouth.” I pointed an angry finger at a still struggling Nathan. “The only one who doesn’t know dick around here is you.”

“Not exactly my fault is it?” Nathan twisted his head and spat a bloody mixture onto the hardwood floor. “Because—like always—when you couldn’t handle shit, you bailed. It would’ve been nice to know what the fuck is going on. I’m the last one to find out—after you, Dylan, and your piece of ass over there.”

Ryan snorted. “Not the last one to know.”

I strained against Ryan’s hands holding me back. “You call her that one more time! I fucking dare you.”

“I’m out of here.” Nathan shouted as he pushed away from Dylan’s restraining hands then stomped away.

Blue jumped up from under the table and paced anxiously to my side. 

“Well that was awkward,” Ryan drawled.

“Not funny.” I swung back to the doorway where Rachel had been standing only to find it empty. “Where’s Rachel?”

Ryan hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “She bailed once the fists started flying.”

“Shit.” I ran for the window, but her car was long gone. I rubbed a hand over my head. I had no idea how to go about finding her now. I didn’t have her number. Or her last name. Fuck.

I swung back around and pointed a finger at my other asshole brother. “You’re gonna regret this, Dylan. Men like George don’t fucking change. He’s gonna burn you one way or another once he gets out. I just hope you haven’t torn up this family anymore before you realize who he fucking really is.”

“No, you’re the one who’s gonna regret this.” Dylan shook his head. “We only get one father in this life, and he’s ours. If you go ahead with this lawsuit or whatever… It’s a mistake, Austin. Give him a chance.”

“I wasn’t in the room when he killed her because I grabbed all of you and hid in my bedroom closet. So, I didn’t see it, but I heard it. I hear it every time I try to sleep. The thud of his fists. Her cries. Him yelling. That fucking gunshot. I will never forget.” My eyes sheened with tears, but I didn’t give a fuck. “Mom’s the one who deserves another chance, but that’s never gonna happen because he fucking killed her. He doesn’t deserve shit from me.”

Dylan shook his head and walked out.

I let out a shuddering sigh. That hadn’t gone even remotely the way I thought it would, at all. “What do you think Ryan? Or have you been secretly visiting him in prison too?”

Ryan shrugged. “Dylan was too little to remember Mom. So am I. He only knows the stories you’ve told him. And we don’t talk about George. Ever. I don’t blame Dyl for being curious.”

“It’s bullshit.”

Ryan hitched a shoulder. “It’s family.”

Didn’t I fucking know it. I rubbed at the ache developing between my temples. “So where do you stand? I know Nathan is in for the shit with the lawyer and obviously Dylan isn’t. Do you want your name on it?”

“I don’t want to choose sides.” 

That was Ryan. When he wasn’t causing his own trouble, he was busy keeping us from fighting with each other.

“I know, bro. But I need to know if I should include your name. Our attorney will need to know.”

Ryan pushed away from the countertop he’d been leaning against. “Can I take some time to think about it?”

“Yeah. Just not too much. I want to get rolling on this by the end of the week. We need to have all our ducks in a row before that bastard gets his first breath of fresh air.”

Ryan nodded stiffly then left with his shoulders bent and hands stuffed in his pockets. I had no idea which way he was leaning. He’d only been a year older than Dylan when Mom died, three years old to Dylan’s two. Neither one of them had their own memories of Mom. Or Dad. But even so, I couldn’t imagine why they would want the first thing to do with that bastard. He’d stolen everything from us. He didn’t deserve one goddamn thing from us now.

Avoiding my annoying, stubborn family, I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. When I opened the door, her scent enveloped me—vanilla, sugar and Rachel—mingled with the scent of our sex. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Maybe if I just closed my eyes tight enough, I could imagine her arms around me still. Sighing, I let my breath out. It didn’t work. 

I felt like shit that she’d seen me like that—fighting with my brothers like a punk. She deserved better. And if I wanted her to be in my life, she would demand better from me. I had to grow up.

When I opened my eyes, my gaze landed on her pearl ring still laying on the nightstand. I had the perfect excuse to run her aground. And I would damn well make sure she knew what I wanted from her. 

Everything. I was a hundred percent in.

I just hoped she felt the same.
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Rachel

 

I’d woken up so happy. 

I’d spent the night with Austin, and it’d felt so good, all the cuddling and laughter and orgasms—it’d been damn near perfect. 

With misty eyes, I pulled into a service station a few miles from Austin’s cabin. No, wait, Cole Jackson’s cabin. 

Like that mattered.

My fingers shook as I punched out a quick text to my mom.

 

Me: Roads are clear. I’m coming home!

Mom: Drive safe, honey! We’ll be here waiting for you!

 

I smiled slightly and put my phone away. Her text said everything without saying much. After taking one more deep breath to calm my nerves, I slowly pulled out of the parking lot.

And then I headed home.

The entire drive home I tried not to think about Austin. Or that scene with his brothers. Why did I open my big mouth? I should’ve just slipped out the front door without saying anything to anyone. 

But it had hurt my soul to hear them yelling at each other like that. I would’ve loved to have such a large and close family like they did. All I was gonna suggest was that they calm down. But my mere presence seemed to just rile them up more. 

And I really should stop thinking about things I couldn’t change. Instead I turned up the volume and tried to sing my troubles away with George Strait.

It took me almost three times as long as normal, but I finally pulled into the cracked and pothole covered parking lot of my ancient apartment building. The crappy structure had never looked so good. Unlike Tahoe and the eastern half of I-80, the lot was dry and without a speck of snow. I hadn’t even pulled into my parking spot before the door to our ground-floor unit sprang open and my rambunctious little guy came running out.

“Mama!” Wyatt ran down the sidewalk and came to a skittering stop at my front bumper.

I pushed open my car door and had him in my arms in seconds. “Wyatt! Oh, I missed you so much, kiddo!”

His tiny arms wrapped around my neck as my throat grew thick with unshed tears. I’d missed him like crazy. Burying my nose in the nape of his neck, I inhaled that smell that was uniquely his—baby shampoo, sunshine, and Wyatt. I was home. 

Before I was ready, he wiggled in my arms, eager for the hug to be over and the next adventure to start. I released him with a sigh. He was growing up too damn fast. I surreptitiously swiped at my eyes so he wouldn’t see my tears. 

“Wyatt!” My mom barked from somewhere behind me. “What do we say about parking lots?”

He hunched his shoulders and the sparkle left his eyes. “I hafta hold your or Mama’s hand.”

My mom wheeled herself to my side. “It’s super dangerous, and we don’t want anything bad to happen to you. Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I just missed Mama.” His lower lip quivered as tears welled into his eyes. 

My heart melted in the face of his tears, but I had to stay strong and back up my mom.

“Gramma’s right,” I replied as I knelt next to him. I’d missed Wyatt like crazy too, but we’d done this dance enough times that he knew better. I wasn’t falling for his achingly pitiful guilt trip. “I missed you too buddy, but you still gotta be careful. Promise me.”

“I promise,” Wyatt muttered as he shoved his hand in his pocket and turned the topic from his scolding like a puppet master. “Look what I saved for you while you were on your bay-cation, Mama.”

“Bay-cation?” I parroted in confusion as I accepted three ordinary rocks from Wyatt. 

“Yes, Rachel.” My mom folded her hands in my lap. “I told Wyatt all about your ski vacation in Tahoe and how sometimes mommies need some time to themselves.”

That was news to me, but I guess it was better than telling Wyatt the uncertain truth. My mom was awesome and thoughtful and deserved so much better than our crappy apartment and paycheck-to-paycheck lifestyle. I wished I could give her more. Instead I let all my love shine as I knelt next to her chair and gave her an awkward side hug. “Thanks, Mom. And thank you for my awesome rocks, Wyatt. My vacation was great. I got to see snow, and my friend had a huge dog that followed us everywhere.”

Wyatt cried with glee as he clapped his hands, but it didn’t cover my mom’s hiss. She looked at me with wide eyes. “A dog?”

“Yeah, but it was okay. Blue is the sweetest, laziest doggo ever.” 

“I wanna meet him, mommy!” Wyatt jumped up, tugging on my arm. “I wanna see the dog.”

“Errr, maybe one day, buddy.” I scrambled to my feet since the concrete had been digging into my knees. Biting my lip, I avoided looking at my mom. She’d encouraged me to hook up with Austin after all, but I still felt awkward at even the thought of talking about him or Austin-adjacent topics with her or my son. 

I’d always remember him and our weekend together. But Austin was a snowy fantasy. He had no place here in my real life. 

No matter how much I wished he did.

“I’m starving. Who else is hungry? Have you guys had breakfast yet?”

My mom gave me a searching look before she shook her head. “Wyatt and I already ate, but I can fix you something.”

“Nah, I can do that. You’ve been here working for days while I was off relaxing on vacation. I’ll fix myself something. Come on, Wyatt. I’ll race ya!”

We took off running for our apartment, leaving my mom to slowly follow us in.

I couldn’t stomach looking at her knowing eyes for another minute. I might just break down and cry.

But I couldn’t hide forever. Later that afternoon when Wyatt zonked out for a nap, Mom cornered me in our building’s laundry room—literally right next door to our apartment. One of the crappy features of our hideously expensive ground floor apartment. 

I stood next to the washing machine contemplating the layer of cheese on Wyatt’s t-shirt when my mom entered.

“So, spill. Tell me everything.”

“Mom, where’s Wyatt?” I knew the answer, but I still tried to dodge the subject.

She lifted the video baby monitor one of my high school friends had given me at my baby shower. “Snug as a bug who passed out after too many cartoons. Now spill.”

A wave of heat swept over my face. Yes, I know that I’m a grown adult, but talking about boys—men—wasn’t something that I’d ever done with my mom. “It was fine. I was worried about you guys back here. I know Wyatt can be a handful at the best of times. I’m so s—” I cut myself off as I realized that I was going to apologize. Again. For something that was out of my control. I cleared my throat. “Thanks so much for watching him, Mom. I owe you.”

“He’s my grandson. I’d do anything for him—or you. And that wasn’t what I meant. Was he cute? What did you guys do for two whole days? Was the house amazing? And you said something about a dog?”

I cleared my throat and promptly buried my head in the washing machine. “It was fine. Austin was nice, and so was his dog, Blue. I cooked some meals and we watched some movies in the ginormous media room. But really, I mostly worried about you guys here. I felt guilty being away.”

“Okay, that’s a lotta vagueness to unpack. Let’s start with the dog. Blue?”

“Yeah. He was sweet. A Great Dane with a bluish silver kinda coat. He was really more like a teddy bear—just so sweet and docile. He was nice.”

“That’s good, honey. I’m glad you were comfortable enough to spend a couple of days with a dog. I’ve seen how you are with Wyatt when he runs across any kinda dog. I was worried that your fear would become Wyatt’s. I’m so proud that you spent the weekend with a dog. That’s pretty dang amazing.”

 It was hard to accept praise over such a simple thing, but mom knew more than anyone why I was so afraid of dogs. She’d been the one to scare the animal off and had taken me to the ER. 

“Blue is a pretty great dog. I’m glad that I met him.”

“And maybe you can let Wyatt meet him. I bet he’d love a big ol’ dog like Blue. I can just see them now.”

I shook my head. “That’s not gonna happen, Mom. I doubt I’ll see Austin or Blue again.”

“Oh.” My mom looked down at the video monitor in her hands and absently brushed some lint off the screen. “I thought—I’d hoped anyway—that maybe you’d met someone special.”

“I did. Austin was—is—special. But we were only together because of the circumstances. If not for the weather, we’d never had met. We’d only spent time together because we had to. And it was great. He’s great. But now we’re back in the real world.”

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“Don’t be, Mom.” I wryly shook my head. My mom was apologizing to me. Maybe it was genetic. “I’m not sorry. I love my life. I love you and Wyatt. I wouldn’t trade the two of you for anything.”

“Well, if he can’t see what an amazing woman you are and want you in his life, then maybe he’s not that great after all.”

I closed the lid on the washing machine with a laugh. “He’s just not built for relationships, Mom. And I think after this weekend, I wouldn’t be happy with anything less.”

“Good. You deserve the world, sweetheart. Don’t settle. Ever.”

“Thanks, Mom. Now let’s go raid the kitchen for chocolate. I suddenly feel the need to eat my body weight in chocolate.”

“Chocolate we can do.”

Because us Tannenbaum women knew that chocolate fixed everything. 
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Austin

 

It took me two days, but I finally got Rachel’s address through some underhanded dealings on my end. I owed a few favors to a member of the California Kings MC. But it was worth it. 

Rachel was worth it.

I pulled into the parking lot of her apartment building. I took in the sea of potholes disfiguring the patches of asphalt, the peeling paint on the building, and five different colors of shingles barely covering the roof. Rachel lived here?

I had to look again at the scrap of paper with Rachel’s address that Knuckles had given me. 

I hadn’t spent much time in Auburn, but I knew there were better apartments to be had. Hell, there were better trailer parks. This was where she lived? Her and her mom and her son? My heart felt leaden as I pictured a three-year-old boy playing in this parking lot.

Then some of our conversation last weekend came back to me. Her worries about missing a shift at work. And then two shifts. Something about making rent…

Fuck.

My euphoria long gone, I approached her door with a determined set to my jaw.

Bam. Bam. Bam.

From somewhere inside her apartment I heard a muffled, “One second! Keep your pants on!” 

I waited a few beats. Still nothing.

Bam. Bam. Bam.

In the two-inch gap between the bottom of the door and the ground, I watched her shadow sway slightly as she no doubt peered through the peephole. 

 “I know you’re in there, Rachel. You said as much a few seconds ago, and I can see your shadow under the door. I’m not going anywhere, so open up.”

She pulled the door open. “Hey, Austin.”

She was wearing her damn cleaning uniform of polo shirt and slacks, and I had to grin. “You do own other clothes, right?”

 “Did you really come out here to harass my fashion choices? How do even know where I live?”

“Stalkers gotta stalk. Can I come in?”

“I don’t know. You just outted yourself as a stalker. Not really the smartest move on my part if I let you in, is it?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Hey, I’m just being honest. The number of hoops I had to jump through to get your address was insane. I would’ve been here yesterday, but I didn’t know where here was.”

“So, I should let you in because you’re an honest stalker?” She squinted at me. “That doesn’t sound very smart.”

“Come on, Rach. Let me in. I’m freezing my balls off out here.” I hunched my shoulders in my leather sheepskin jacket. 

Rachel’s gaze lingered on my jacket. I could almost feel her eyes roving over my chest as her cheeks turned a cute shade of dusky red. She shivered. I burrowed my hands into my jacket pockets. It could’ve been the blast of cold wind, but I think someone was enjoying some naughty memories. My lips quirked in a smirk, and catching sight of my grin, she shook her head, took a step back, and ushered me inside.

“Thanks,” I murmured as I stepped past her.

The door clicked closed behind me, but I was too busy taking in her living room. The sparseness made my stomach feel hollow. The sofa had to be at least ten years old and sagged on one end. A few toys dotted the carpet, along with a dark purple stain. The rest of the room was empty, but it probably had to be to accommodate her mom’s wheelchair. 

Wrapping her arms around herself, Rachel squared up to me, defensiveness coming off her in waves. “So, what do you want?”

My eyebrows rose. “Nice to see you too.”

“Yeah, we don’t have to do the little dance. Your brother made it clear that I wasn’t welcome.”

“I’m sorry he mouthed off to you. And when you meet him next time, he’ll apologize. Things got a little heated with my whole dad getting parole news—that’s not to excuse what he said about you. I’m sorry, and he wants to tell you how sorry he is too.”

“Okay, thank you. I appreciate that although you could’ve said as much in a note or to my boss or whatever. You didn’t have to track me down at home. But thank you.” Rachel turned back to the door like we were done.

We so weren’t.

“But that’s not the only reason I wanted to see you,” I blurted out.

Rachel faced me with a wrinkled brow. “I uh, don’t know what more we have to talk about. You made it clear that we were a one-night then two-night-stand, so I don’t know what else you want from me.”

 “I don’t remember that conversation. Regardless, it went out the window after that second night, and if you’d bothered talk to me before you left, I would’ve told you as much.”

“Wait. What?” Rachel blinked at me.

I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I just…I like you, okay?” I dropped my hand to my side then waved it erratically between us. “I want to spend more time with you. And if that means commitment or whatever, okay then.”

“Okay then?” She repeated weakly. “Is that your way of asking me out?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t had this conversation since I was fourteen. I don’t know how to do it as an adult.”

“Most guys just ask if they can see me again. Or call. Calling is good, too.” A smile crept across her face followed by a red flush. 

 “Okay then.” My cheeks felt flushed, too. “Would you like to go out with me?”

I couldn’t even look at her. Was she ever going to answer? 

“When?”

My eyes met hers, and I cocked my head. “That feels like a trap. I wanna say tonight, but don’t girls usually have rules about same night dates or something?”

“I don’t have dating rules. Aside from the one you introduced me to.”

“Rules? I don’t have rules.”

“Oh, you have one.”

A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

She swayed closer to me. “Something about if it feels right do it.”

“That’s a fucking fantastic rule,” I whispered as I closed the distance between us. Wrapping my arms around her, I pulled her to me and covered her lips with mine. I was voracious. I didn’t ask permission—I took. In seconds her knees went weak, and she sagged in my arms. 

My breath was ragged when I broke our kiss. “Which bedroom?”

“Huh?” She blinked up at me, her brain still foggy from all the pheromones surging between us.

“Which bedroom is yours?”

“I—Uh, shit. We can’t.”

“The hell we can’t. Fuck it, I can figure it out.”

She giggled as I dragged her a few feet toward the hallway. “Austin, stop. Wait! I really can’t. I have to go pick up Wyatt from preschool, and then we have to get my mom from physical therapy, and then I have to figure out dinner before my shift at the bar starts.”

I groaned and rested my forehead against hers. “Fuck me. I just need a minute.”

She bit her lip, hiding her smile. My girl had an evil streak and enjoyed the pain I was currently feeling. 

Because I was in pain. 

My cock throbbed impatiently behind my stiff and uncomfortable jeans. I wanted to be naked. I wanted to be buried inside her. I dropped my head onto her shoulder with a groan. Think unsexy thoughts. Think unsexy thoughts. Think unsexy thoughts. 

“So, um, raincheck?”

“Raincheck,” I grunted in agreement. “But we gotta talk about that schedule of yours, sweetheart. There doesn’t sound like there’s much time for me in there.”

“There’s not.” She shrugged. “I work two jobs to keep a roof over our heads. Even a crappy roof like this one costs a stupid amount, because it’s on the first floor. Mom’s medical bills and Wyatt’s preschool aren’t cheap—the state helps with both, but not much. Last weekend was a fluke. I don’t generally have two whole days off ever. I’m lucky to get a few hours when I’m not working or fetching or cooking or sleeping.”

“I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it. Let me know when you can carve out an evening or a few hours for me, and I’ll make it work on my end. Someone told me recently that I need to take some more time off for me, so I’m gonna do that. As long as you’re with me too.”

“I’ll do that. I just need your phone number first.” Her cheeks turned bright red like she’d never asked a guy for his phone number.

Although given all we’d been through it was kinda ridiculous that she had to ask him for that now. “I’ll text it to you.”

“Wait, so you have my phone number? Why didn’t you call me first?”

“Why would I call when I could come by and do this?” I pulled her to me and pressed another kiss on her lips. She laughed but then parted her lips and let me take the kiss deeper. 

It felt like an eternity but was probably only a few moments later when she broke the kiss and took a few steps away. “Okay, you have to leave now. I’m not kidding. Just having you in the same room with me is bad for my self-control, and I have things to do today.”

“So, you’re saying with a little persuasion I could…” 

“Yeah, you definitely need to leave. Now.”

“Fine. I’m going. But first I wanted to give this back to you.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out her ring.

Rachel smiled as she reached for it. “Thanks for bringing me my ring back. It’s kind of a family heirloom. When I realized I’d left it behind, I couldn’t figure out a way to ask my boss about retrieving it without subjecting myself to a ton of embarrassing questions. This morning was difficult enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“My boss offered to pay me for my time being stranded in Tahoe.” She made a face. “Awkward. I laughed off my boss’ questions with an excuse about it feeling like a vacation given the extravagant cabin and everything. But I’m afraid she didn’t buy it.”

“That’s uh, awkward. Do you want me to call her and, I don’t know, compliment the job you did?”

“No!” Rachel shouted before taking a deep breath and continuing softly, “No, I don’t think that would help. I just want to put some distance between her and last weekend. It’ll be fine.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks,” she smiled as she slipped the pearl ring onto her left ring finger. 

“If it’s all the same to you, could you to wear it on any finger but that one?” I shrugged uncomfortably. “It drove me nuts last weekend every time I looked over and saw your ring sitting on that finger. Felt like I was sleeping with a married woman or something.”

“Oh.” She looked down at the ring sitting on her finger. After a deep beat, she slid it off and moved it to her other hand.

“Thanks, sweetheart.” I wrapped an arm around her, and pulled her to my side, and pressed a kiss against her temple. Everything felt right in my world—aside from the bullshit with my father. And Dylan. And not being there to deliver the Kings’ bike. But this right here—having Rachel in my arms—made all that fall away.

Right up to the point where she went rigid in my arms.

Rachel brushed her head against my chest. “I think we need to slow this down a bit. We need to see if we work together in the real world before we invite everyone else into our relationship.”

“The real world?” I frowned. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I need to see if you can fit into my life here, and not the snowy cocoon we spent last weekend in. We need to figure out if we work in the everyday between preschool and doctor’s visits and my jobs. Speaking of…”

“Yeah, speaking of.” I gave her a sad smile and kissed her temple again then took two exaggerated steps back. “I need at least five feet between us if we have any chance of making out the door in the next minute. You are my fucking kryptonite, sweetheart.”

“You are ridiculous.”

“And you are too fucking hot for your own good.” I bit my bottom lip and groaned. “I’ll text you.”

“You better.”

“You better let me know when I can see you again. This is…fuck, this is not enough. I just want ten more minutes. Can you give me ten minutes? I think I can get you off at least twice before time’s up.”

Rachel closed her eyes with a muffled moan. It probably wouldn’t take much more to convince her. Until she took a quick glimpse of the clock then squealed when she realized what time it was. “I have three minutes to get to Wyatt’s preschool. Get out! Go. Now!”

Rachel shoved me out the door and all but ran to her car. 

“Hey!” I yelled from her front step. “Take a few breaths. And don’t drive like a maniac. Wyatt is safe right now. If you’re a few minutes late, it’s not the end of the world.”

“Yeah, he’s three—he doesn’t exactly understand that—I’m never late.”

“You need to calm down. You’re gonna be really late if you get into an accident on the way. You know what? Maybe I should drive you myself.”

“Yeah, no. That’s not happening. I’m not ready to explain you to Wyatt or to the nosy moms at preschool either.”

“I’m starting to think you don’t want anyone to know about us. Am I just gonna be your dirty little secret?” My laughing tone belied my concern. 

“No, it’s not that. It’s just…I need to think about all this, okay? I wasn’t expecting you to show up. You’ve thrown a lot at me, and I need a second to unload it all. Just not now. I have to pick up my son and my mom right now.”

“Okay. But you better answer my text.”

“Aye, aye, captain.” She mockingly saluted my before diving into her car and tearing out of the parking lot. 

I sat in my truck and typed out a text to Rachel. Or three.

 

Austin: Dear Rachel, please let me know when you’re available to go out on a date. Yours truly, Me.

Austin: You better not be reading this while driving.

Austin: This is Austin Burns by the way.

 

I rolled my eyes at my last stupid text, but I couldn’t deny the giddiness that filled me. I felt like a teenager who’d asked out his first girl. She said yes! 

She said yes!

I pulled out of the tired apartment parking lot feeling like I could take on the world. It was a bit of a drive back to Sac from Rachel’s place—forty minutes without traffic—so I pulled into a convenience store for some snacks. I was coming back out with my hands filled with junk food when my phone pinged with an incoming text. Then again and again.

That giddiness came back as I shoved the food into my passenger seat and reached for my phone.

 

Rachel: The stars have aligned. I have tomorrow night off.

Rachel: Not technically off-off. I’ll just be done with both of my jobs by 5 tomorrow night.

Rachel: This is Rachel Tannenbaum by the way.

 

That last text had a grin sweeping over my face. Who was I kidding? All three of them had me grinning like a fool.

 

Me: Tomorrow can’t come soon enough. How does dinner at my favorite restaurant sound? 

Rachel: Sounds good to me. Just a heads up. Pretty sure my mom will interrogate you if you pick me up. Maybe I should meet you there?

Me: I’ve got nothing to hide. I’ll pick you up at six. Be ready.

Rachel: Okay. But it’s your funeral ;)

 

 I laughed softly as I threw my phone down and started my truck. I couldn’t wait, and I was worried about how it would all go. 

It was the best feeling in the world.
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Rachel

One month later

 

I still couldn’t believe that this was my life. I didn’t have a ton of time to spend with Austin, but we’d still managed to carve out over half a dozen dates. The guy I’d thought was an arrogant, player asshole had turned out to be the sweetest, sexiest, and most thoughtful man I’d ever met. He understood that Wyatt and my mom came first, so he moved anything in his schedule if it meant we could spend some time together.

He’d moved an interview with one of the most important magazines in our state, The Californian. Their initial interview with him a few years back was the reason he’d gotten all the national coverage which ultimately led to the cable special. And he moved their follow-up interview so he could have lunch with me? Someone pinch me. There was no way this man was real.

I was quickly falling under his spell.

My eyes flicked to the top of our text exchange, and I reread our silly texts from yesterday.

 

Austin: I haven’t seen you in forever. I’m dying for some Rachel time.

Me: It’s been three days. Really?

Austin: What can I say? I’m a Rachel addict. 

Me: You misspelled breast.

 

Because Austin was obsessed with my boobs. He always wanted me naked as soon as possible so he could play, fondle, nibble on my breasts. Not that I was complaining. My whole body turned into a large throbbing erogenous zone when he was near, but my breasts? He could practically make me come just by licking them.

 

Austin: I’m addicted to every part of you. But I can’t deny that your tits are my favorite. 

 

I rolled my eyes even as a huge smile curved my lips.

“Are you crazy?” Shelby hissed from the other side of the kitchen. “Erin will flay you alive if she sees your phone out. She’s out for blood today.”

I shoved my phone into my back pocket and gave Shelby a shrug. “I know, I know, but I couldn’t resist.”

“You need to start resisting. I don’t know what’s going on with Erin today, but you do not want to get on her bad side. She tore me a new one at the last house because I left a dirty paper towel in the trash can. The trash can.” Shelby bugged her eyes out at me.

“I know. I heard.” I barely bit back the impulse to say I’m sorry—because of Austin—and said what I really meant. “That sucks. Thanks for the warning.”

“I’m hearing a lot of talking and not a lot of scrubbing in there, ladies.” Erin barked from the hallway. “Does that mean you’re done already?”

Oh my god, had she heard us? I traded frightened glances with Shelby. Coughing uncomfortably, I dropped my gaze to the counter top then resumed scrubbing. “No. Still working in here, Erin.”

“It doesn’t sound like it. I don’t pay you to gossip. I pay you to clean these houses, quickly, efficiently, without a bunch of nonsense and lollygagging. Get to work, ladies.”

“Yes, Erin,” Shelby and I replied. I resumed scrubbing and after a moment Erin’s footsteps echoed down the empty hallway, away from us. I waited an extra minute then swung around to face Shelby. “Nonsense and lollygagging?” I whispered. “Really?”

“I know. She sounds like my grandma. I don’t think anyone would guess she was thirty-something if they heard her.”

I muffled my giggle and rolled my eyes. “Her being eighty would explain her texts. How does she not know about autocorrect?”

“I know, right? Speaking of, who were you texting with before the boss lady came in?”

 I turned back to the counter top and picked up my cloth. I hadn’t told anyone at Hilltop Cleaning about Austin because of the way we’d met. There was every possibility that if Erin found out, she’d can me. And judging from her attitude today, she’d probably blacklist me with every agency in the city. I couldn’t afford to lose this job; I didn’t make nearly enough money at Finnegans to support my family.

“Or you know, don’t tell me. That’s fine. I know you’re still pissed about the whole snowstorm thing last month. I get it.”

“Shelby, no. I swear I’m not. It’s just…” I darted to the doorway and listened to the sound of the vacuum roaring on the second floor. Erin was busy and couldn’t hear us. Turning back to Shelby, I shrugged uncomfortably. “It’s because I met the guy in Tahoe. That weekend. In the cabin I was cleaning.”

“Oh my god!” Shelby shrieked. “You’re hooking up with Cole Jackson? Oh my god! Oh my god!”

“Shut up!” I hissed. 

Shelby clasped her hands over her mouth but continued to jump.

“I’m not hooking up with Cole Jackson. I’ve never even met the man.”

Shelby blinked then pulled her hands away from her mouth. “Wait, then who are you hooking up with?”

“Austin Burns. I guess he’s friends with Cole Jackson? I don’t know. But I’m seeing Austin.” I darted another glance down the hall, but Erin’s vacuum continued to hum away.

“Austin Burns? Who the hell is that?”

I opened my mouth to reply when Shelby waved a hand. 

“Wait, that sounds familiar. Where do I know that name from? Was he in that boy band that was big ten years ago? Boys of Summer or something like that?”

“No, he’s not a singer.” I laughed remembering the offkey way he’d hummed along with the radio last weekend. I think people might pay him to stop singing. “He’s not famous like that.”

“Who is he?” Shelby whipped out her phone to search for herself.

“He builds motorcycles. He and his brothers had that cable special a few months back. He’s done a few interviews and stuff. He’s a local celebrity, I guess.”

“He’s also hot as hell.” Shelby held her phone out to me, displaying the infamous photo of Austin and the muffler. “Wow, girl. You have got spectacular taste.”

“He’s also super sweet and thoughtful, and he can do amazing things with his tongue.”

“Hell, yes!” Shelby gave me a high five. 

I slapped her hand with a laugh even as I felt a wave of heat sweep over my face. It’d been forever since I’d had a conversation like this with a girlfriend. I’d missed it. I’d been so lost, so busy working to survive, I’d kept everyone away from me. I’d missed out on friends and laughter and just being a stupid twenty-something. 

But no more.

“We’ll have to meet up later, so you can tell me all the details.” Shelby wiped down the Sub Zero fridge’s handles and doors. “And you said something about him having brothers? Maybe invite one or two of them along too.”

I laughed then sobered when I heard the vacuum turn off upstairs. “But um, you won’t say anything about this to Erin, right? She’d have a stroke since I was technically on company time and all that.”

“I’m a vault.” Shelby mimed turning a key in her lips. “She’ll never find out. You guys are just hooking up, right? So, what’s there to tell?”

I shrugged and dropped my gaze to the gleaming countertop. Picking up my cloths and spray bottle, I thought over the past month. The stolen moments with Austin. The way he made me feel when I was with him. Cuddling with his dog. The gentle way his brothers teased me when I visited their shop—the initial animosity gone. The amazing dinner Austin had cooked me that we’d had to reheat because we couldn’t stop kissing…and doing other things. How he’d understood when I had to cancel on him because my neighbor fell through for babysitting after my mom had already left for her date.

Taking a deep breath, I turned back to Shelby. “Actually, we’re not just hooking up. I’m going to introduce him to my son tomorrow.”

“Oh wow. That’s a big step.”

“Yeah.” I bit my lip to hide the huge grin threatening to spread across my face. Bending down, I shuffled through my basket and the collection of spray bottles. I had to get back to work. No matter how much I wanted to skip and daydream, I had a job to do and a paycheck to earn.

“I’m happy for you.” Shelby bent down next to me and swapped out her spray bottle for another. “And I’m jealous. You better hold on tight to that one, Rach.”

“Always,” I replied with a smile.

Austin had the fingernail marks on his back to prove it.

 

*

 

That night, after two shifts at two jobs, I reclined back on my bed and texted Austin.

 

Me: Is it okay if someone else comes along on our lunch date tomorrow?

 

I went to toss my phone aside, but three little dots popped up in the corner, letting me know that he was typing his reply.

 

Austin: Sure. Who’d you invite? 

Me: I’m ready for you to meet Wyatt if you’re okay with it.

 

A second later my phone vibrated in my hand and the screen changed to show an incoming call from Austin. I smiled and clicked the speaker phone option. 

“Hey,” I murmured through my smile.

“Are you sure? I don’t want to push you to introduce me before you’re ready.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible since it was my idea. But are you ready? Do you want to meet him?”

“Of course. I mean, I think so. I can’t say that I know a lot of three-year-olds. At least not recently. What do we talk about? What do I say to him?”

“I’ll tell him that you’re my friend. And more than likely we’ll spend the whole lunch hour talking about dinosaurs or superheroes you’ve never heard of and looking at what he can do. Kids are pretty easy really. You just have to be present.”

“Okay.” Austin exhaled loudly on his end of the phone. “I can do that.”

I laughed lightly. “He’s three. There’s nothing to be afraid of. He feeds himself and is potty trained. All the hard, hands on stuff is done.”

“That’s not even slightly true. Kids are sponges, especially fatherless ones. Trust me. I helped raise my little brothers. I know what a big deal this is.”

Now he had me doubting myself. “Are you… Do you think it’s too soon?”

“I’m in, Rachel. I’m all in. I thought I spelled that out a long time ago, but I’m happy to repeat it if you need a reminder.”

He made it sound like a sexy threat, but I honestly had no idea what he was talking about. Neither one of us had said the three little words. I’d been burned so hard I think it would take an act of god for me to be the one to say it first. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.” I dropped my voice to a whisper, my eyes darting to my open bedroom door and the empty hallway beyond. “Is this a sex thing?”

“No.” Austin laughed. “But we can circle back around to that later. I mean…” Austin sighed. “I guess I thought I showed you how important you are to me. Hell, I reshuffled my whole week and almost lost my spot with The Californian so we could have lunch together tomorrow. If that doesn’t say I’m in, I don’t know what the fuck we’re doing here.”

“You almost lost your interview?” I repeated incredulously. “You didn’t tell me that part, Austin. Why would you do that?”

“Because I want to spend time with you! I like you, okay?” He all but roared. “I more than like you. I’m in. I want to meet Wyatt. I want to spend time with your mom—hear all those embarrassing stories about little Rachel. You’ve met my whole family. It’s only fair that I get to meet the most important guy in your life too.”

“I’m sorry.” I sighed as I heard the frustrated groan on his end. “I know—I said it again—but I am sorry. I have huge trust issues. Every man I have ever met has let me down when it mattered most. I don’t mean to make you pay for all the shit they did to me, but there you go.”

Austin sighed. “I know. We’re fucked up more than most. I guess that’s why we fit together so well.”

“I guess so,” I whispered back.

“So, we’re good to go tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“And how many people should I pack a picnic for? Two or three?”

“Three.” I smiled. “But maybe I should pack the lunch. It’ll be easier on you if Wyatt’s not freaking out about whatever food you’ve packed. He’s a picky little brat.”

“I’ll bow to your expertise on that front. I’ll pick you guys up at eleven-thirty, then, and we’ll go to a park or something near your place?”

“Sounds good.”

“Okay, baby. Get some sleep.”

“Night.”

“Goodnight.”

I smiled down at my phone then jumped when my mother spoke from the doorway.

“You’re introducing him to Wyatt tomorrow.” She sat in her wheelchair facing the hallway, so I couldn’t see much of her face in the dim light. But I could tell from her choked voice that she had feelings about the situation.

“I uh, yeah. We’ve been seeing each other for a month now. I like him.” I finished lamely.

“I’m happy for you, honey. I hope…” She paused to roughly clear her throat. “I hope you three are happy. You deserve a man who will take care of you and your son. I spent so many years searching for the same thing. I’m glad one of us has finally found it.” My mom gave me a sad smile then pushed her wheelchair forward and disappeared down the hall.

It was an uncomfortable juxtaposition. I had been trying not to think about how I was in the same situation as my mom had been. Single parent dating. Absentee fathers. As much as I loved and respected my mother, this was one mistake of hers that I didn’t want to repeat. But that little nagging voice in the back of my mind reminded me of the long chain of men Mom had introduced me to after Dad had disappeared. And how I’d felt when the ones I liked stopped coming over. Steve had been the first. He’d told stupid jokes and had a funny laugh. He’d been so easy and comfortable—the opposite of the tension we’d lived with those last few months with Dad. And then Steve had disappeared too. One minute he’d been at every Friday night dinner and then the next week he was gone.

Then there was Colton. Followed by Jon.

And then I’d stopped keeping track.

Was that the life I was setting Wyatt up for? Did I want to do that to him? Could Austin and I really go the distance? Was this moving too fast?

I hadn’t felt like I was making a mistake. Austin was a great guy. And he’d just spent the past five minutes reminding me how “in” he was. But doubts circled my head as I tried and failed to go to sleep. Instead I stared up at the cracks on my bedroom ceiling and prayed that I was doing the right thing.

That I wouldn’t regret it later. 

That Wyatt wouldn’t pay for my mistakes.
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Rachel

 

You’d think after I spent four hours cleaning bathrooms and kitchens I wouldn’t have any nervous energy left. You’d also be wrong. I might’ve been up since the butt crack of dawn and worked until my fingers were raw, but I was still jittery waiting for Austin to show up for our lunch picnic. Instead of a picnic and a cuddle in his backyard, we were having a picnic in the park down the street so Wyatt could play. And also, so Austin could meet Wyatt. He’d be the first man I introduced to my child, so you know, no pressure.

“I swear to God if you pace around this room one more time, I’m gonna… I don’t know. Just knock it off!” Mom huffed from her chair in the middle of the room.

I groaned and collapsed onto the sofa next to her, and immediately my knee started bouncing. “I can’t help it. I’m freaked out!”

 “I don’t know what the hell you’re worried about. He’s a great guy. You’ve said so yourself. What are you freaking out over?”

I glanced over at the table where Wyatt was happily coloring away. Hopefully on a coloring book this time. “Oh, you know, I’m just introducing my son to the man I’m sleeping with. No big deal.”

“It’s not a big deal. Wyatt’s never met a stranger. Everyone loves him because he’s a cute kid. Stop worrying.”

“You say that like it’s easy.” I scoffed. “I worry. It’s what I do. Is there enough gas in the car? Is the snow going to make me late for work? Is Wyatt gonna have a meltdown in the park and freak Austin out? I am a professional worrier.”

 “So what if that happens? Do you seriously think one little temper tantrum is gonna make your man run for the hills? He seems like he’s made of stronger stuff than that. You’re worrying about nothing.”

“Well, it’s what I do.” I twisted the pearl ring on my right hand—I was almost used to it being there—while my knee bounced an endless rhythm. 

“If it wasn’t noon, I would recommend a shot of tequila or glass of wine, but I know you, so why bother?”

“I have to work at Finnegans later, Mom.”

“And heaven forbid you show up to work at a bar with one drink in your system.”

Fortunately, a knock at the door saved me from replying.

I jumped and raced for the door. It might’ve been closer to me, but I still didn’t get there first.

“Wyatt, no!”

My son had already opened the door—without asking for permission or who was at the door—and stood in the doorway blinking up at Austin. “Who are you?”

“That’s a question you ask before you open the door,” I reply as I nudged him out of the way. “When you’re allowed to open the door. Which you’re not.”

“Mama—”

I sighed. I could already feel the meltdown vibes emanating off of Wyatt. In five, four…

“Hey, buddy. I’m Austin. I’m a friend of your mom’s.” Austin shoved his hands into his pockets, his gaze ping ponging between me and Wyatt before finally resting on my son. “I came over to see if you guys wanted to have a picnic in the park.”

“Yes!” Wyatt cried with glee, his meltdown forgotten. “Come on, Mama. Let’s go!”

He was halfway out the door before I could blink. “Wyatt! Jacket?”

“Oh yeah.” He turned and took off for the bench where we stored our winter gear while I rolled my eyes.

I smiled at Austin. “Come in for a second. I gotta grab the food and my coat.”

“Let me help.” Austin stepped into the apartment and closed the door behind him. 

“Oh. Er, thanks.” I stammered. “Everything’s packed in the backpack on the table there. Just let me grab my jacket and we can go.”

“Afternoon, Mrs. Tannenbaum.” Austin nodded as he crossed the room.

“Hi, Austin, but please. Please call me Trish.” Mom replied before shooting me a smug look.

“Okay, Trish.”

“I’m ready!” Wyatt shouted.

“Here, let me button up your coat,” I muttered after tossing my mom a dirty look. I really hated it when she was right.

“I got it.” Austin interjected as he crossed back into the living room with the backpack slung over his shoulder. “You go grab your jacket.”

“But—” 

“I want Austin to help me!” Wyatt shouted.

I shook my head and went to put on my jacket. Despite it being January, and all the snow the mountains got the past couple weeks, in the Sacramento valley we were snowless and in the fifties. Which was freezing for us thin-blooded folks, but still warm enough that Wyatt could run around outside and we wouldn’t freeze our tails off watching him.

“All right. Everyone ready?” Austin stood up and looked around the room. “Trish, aren’t you coming with us?”

“I think I’ll just stay in. This looks more like a family outing.”

“But you’re family.” Austin shot me a confused glance.

Mom cleared her throat. “It’s cold outside, so I’ll just stay here and catch up on my soaps. You kids go on and have fun. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Enjoy your show.” Austin smiled politely and stepped out the door.

“Bye, Mom.” I tossed her another glare before grabbing Wyatt’s hand and letting him tug me outside.

“Have a lovely lunch!” Mom trilled just before the door closed.

“Everything okay?” Austin asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Fine,” I replied. There was no way I was telling him about my mom’s view on men and their lifesaving abilities—her choked voice from last night was still ringing in my ears. You deserve a man who will take care of you and your son. I spent so many years searching for the same thing. I didn’t want Austin to think that was how I thought of him—someone who swooped in to save the damsel. I was capable of saving myself, thank you very much, and besides, Austin was so much more. He was sweet and sexy and so damn thoughtful. 

I was just glad my mom had exercised her one ounce of subtlety. That could’ve been so much worse.

“Not family,” I muttered under my breath.

“What’d you say, Mama?” Wyatt asked as we walked along the sidewalk toward the park.

“Nothing, honey.” I put my mom and her not-so-subtle attempt at forcing a family behind me and tried to concentrate on the present. Smiling down at my son, I asked him, “Do you want to eat lunch first or play?”

“Play!” Wyatt chirped with a heart-melting grin. “I wanna hold Austin’s hand, too.”

“Sure thing, buddy.” Austin paused and held out his hand.

Wyatt grabbed it with the largest smile I’d ever seen on his little face. A beat later they continued down the sidewalk while I stood there staring. Why did that feel so good and hurt so much all at the same time? I watched as Wyatt skipped along for a few steps before slowing down and attempting to copy Austin’s swagger.

“….what do you think?” Austin swung his head around when I didn’t answer and pulled Wyatt to a stop when he found me standing ten feet behind them on the sidewalk. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I replied huskily before clearing my throat then repeating. “Yeah. Everything’s great.”

“Come on, Mama. Hurry up! You’re gonna miss the park.” Wyatt wriggled impatiently like a puppy being held back from his dinner bowl.

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” I replied as I closed the distance between us to grab Wyatt’s unclaimed hand. 

Later after we spread out on a picnic table and watched Wyatt race around the park with a pack of kids, Austin asked me, “are you sure you’re okay with this?” Austin reached out to me next to him before awkwardly pulling his arm back. “If this is too soon or—I don’t know—awkward or whatever, I can go.”

“No.” I leaned on his shoulder and smiled when his arm reflexively wrapped around me. “I don’t even know how to describe it. It’s awesome, but it hurts too. I see how much he aches for a male presence in his life, and I just…” Unshed tears made my throat raspy, so I cleared it and then continued in a soft voice. “It hurts that I’m not enough for him. For Wyatt. No matter how much I try, there’s always going to be a hole in his life, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I won’t ever be enough to fill that hole.”

“I know more than a little bit about growing up with holes in your soul. And I can tell you he’ll be all right.”

“I know you didn’t have either of your parents growing up, so I appreciate what you’re saying. But it’s not that easy. You can’t just say it’ll all be all right, and it’s magically so.” I watched Wyatt attempt to do a somersault with the other neighborhood kids and fail, landing sideways but with the hugest grin. He was my whole world, and I felt like I was failing. We were living less than paycheck to paycheck. I was working two jobs and we were barely making rent. Add in my mom’s health, juggling doctor appointments, preschool, and work and it was all so damn hard. Some days it was a feat just to get out of bed. “It’s taking everything I am to hold my tiny family together, and I’m so worried that it’s all gonna fall apart. One bad thing happens, and we’ll be on the streets.” 

Austin ducked his head and met my gaze with an earnest expression. “I can help you out with that.”

“No. That’s not your job here. And I don’t want Wyatt to get confused.”

“And what if I want to be more. What if I want to step up?”

“Austin… I can’t—I don’t—” I couldn’t even wrap my brain around what he was saying. It was nuts. We’d only known each other a month.

“Just think about it. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“It’s a lot of responsibility.”

“Hey, I’m a responsible guy. I got a business—a mini empire really. I pay all my bills on time. Well, technically Sabrina does, but I have good credit. I own my own home. I’m a good risk—just ask any of my creditors.”

I laughed. “You’re so insane.”

“But the best kind of insane. Because I’m crazy about you.”

My heart caught even as I rolled my eyes. “That’s kinda corny.”

“I don’t care. As long as you’re ready to open up to me. I want to be there for you. I want to be there for Wyatt. And I really hope you’ll let me.”

“Thank you, Austin.” I bit my tongue as I looked into his eyes. For the first time in a long time, I wanted to lean on someone. Some of the tension leached out of my shoulders. I knew I could trust him. I believed him. Somehow on that crazy, snowy afternoon in Tahoe I’d met the one guy who was willing to put up with my heavy load and even help me carry it. A well of emotion swelled inside me. Seeing it mirrored in his eyes made me catch my breath. “Austin, I—”

“Mom! Mom! Mom!” Suddenly Wyatt appeared at my side, panting but hungry for attention. “Can I have chicken?”

And apparently hungry for food too.

I sighed, the moment lost. “I didn’t have any chicken to pack, kiddo. Let’s see what’s inside the bag.”
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Austin

 

Life was pretty damn perfect. I had a rocketing business, shit was finally going right with my family—aside from he who shall not be named—I had an amazing woman in my life, and her kid was pretty fantastic, too. I was actually kinda surprised how much I enjoyed hanging out with Wyatt. He brought out the lighter side of me that I’d buried when I was eight and had to be an adult for my brothers. My eyes flicked to the large stuffed superhero riding shotgun. I’d gleaned enough about Wyatt over the past month to know that he loved this one cartoon about kids as superheroes. I just hoped I hadn’t gone overboard and pissed Rachel off in my attempt to get in good with Wyatt. I already knew he liked me, and I loved to see him smile.

Okay, I was trying to buy his love, but he was three; it wasn’t like it would take much.

Really, the only thing not going right was the fucking traffic. My eyes flicked to the dashboard of my truck. I still had fifteen minutes before I was late. As I idled at my fourth red light in as many blocks, I seriously debated just saying screw it and taking my pickup onto the sidewalk.

The world around me slowed to a muted roar at the sight of my brother, Dylan, standing in front of an office building—where my father’s lawyer had an office. I could be wrong. Maybe Dylan had some tax stuff or wanted to see a therapist or something. 

But I knew.

The blare of a horn jerked me back to the present. The light was green. I surged forward, cut across three lanes of traffic before screeching into a parking garage a block away. Pulling into the first empty spot I saw, I shoved the gearshift into park and sprang out of the truck, getting tangled in my seat belt in the process. I tugged my arm free, and the belt clanged against the window before I slammed the door shut.

As I walked toward the building Dylan had entered, I pulled out my cell, chose his name on the contact list and called him. The line rang and rang and rang until finally his voicemail picked up with a robotic woman’s generic message.

Son of a bitch.

I stopped in front of the board that listed the building’s tenants. There were a few therapists, a lawyer, but my eyes narrowed in on one. 

Fuck.

I tore up the staircase and by the time I reached the glass door of 202 I was puffing. And it had nothing to do with the cardio workout. Why the fuck was Dylan here? Why was he meeting with Dad’s fucking lawyer? I had to find out, but I was afraid to know at the same time. The lobby looked empty, but I couldn’t be sure. 

I took a few beats to try to calm the rage roaring through my veins because I knew—I fucking knew why he was here—but I wanted to hear it from him. 

The door creaked when I opened it, and I didn’t really take in the 90s beige waiting room in front of me. Instead I scanned the mostly empty room—not finding Dylan—then rested on middle-aged blonde behind the reception desk. She was idly clicking her mouse, head buried behind the computer screen until I cleared my throat. 

“Is he in?” I growled.

 “I’m afraid Mr. Kilpatrick is with a client right now. If you’d like, I could schedule an appoint—”

“Not Tony. Dylan. Is Dylan in there?” I jabbed a finger at the hallway behind her desk and the closed doors beyond. “I saw him come in. Is he back there with that fucking shark?”

I might have written everything about my sperm donor off, but I remembered the arguments my aunt had with his parents for months both during and after the trial, and the paperwork I’d found years after their deaths. How they’d set up a trust in his name to pay for attorney fees. All their money went to him. They didn’t leave us a fucking dime. Even after death, they’d picked him. 

 The name Tony Kilpatrick had been branded on my brain ever since.

“I’m sorry. I can’t divulge the name of any of our clients.” 

“He’s not your fucking client. He’s here because of one of your clients. There’s a difference, right?”

“Sir, you need to calm down. If you don’t, I will call security and have them escort you from the building.”

That old relic who’d been napping next to the elevator? Like he was a threat. But she’d probably call the cops and press trespassing charges against me. And I wouldn’t get any answers from Dylan while I was hanging out in a holding cell.

Fuck.

I pivoted to survey the sagging beige chairs surrounding the waiting area. Picking the least uncomfortable looking one, I plopped down and folded my arms across my chest. I sat like a stone, my eyes trained on the two closed doors behind her. Dylan was back there. I wanted to see his face when he saw that I knew what he was doing.

I don’t even know how much time passed. My phone vibrated a few times in my pocket, but I didn’t bother to look. My gaze didn’t leave the hallway and whichever door Dylan was hiding behind.

Finally, the closest door opened and an older, short, dark haired man stepped out. He was talking to the man behind him, and I stood as a familiar head came into view behind Tony. 

Dylan.

Tony was laughing at something Dylan had said, and Dylan was smiling too. Both of them looked like they didn’t have a care in the world—like they hadn’t helped to unleash Satan himself on the world. 

Dylan laughed and nodded at something, then his eyes lifted to me and he froze. His face went pale before a red flush swept over his face and neck.

I hooked my thumbs in my back pockets and shook my head. “Why?”

“I’m not talking about this here, Austin.” Dylan scowled.

“Austin? Austin Burns?” Tony perked up and sent me a smile. “I’m so pleased to finally meet you. I’ve called and sent some letters that—”

“I got them. All of them.” I cut in. “I’m not interested in anything to do with that fucking murderer. Dylan, let’s go.”

“You’re not the boss of me,” Dylan replied mutinously like we were ten fucking years old. 

“Actually I am. It’s my name on the business license and my name on your fucking paycheck. But that’s got nothing to do with this bullshit. We gotta talk about what the fuck you’re doing here. Because if it’s what I think, we got some huge fucking problems.”

Dylan’s face went pale. 

The receptionist reached for the phone on her desk.

“No need to call security.” Dylan crossed the office to grab my arm. “My brother and I are leaving. Tony, call me if you need anything.”

I glared at him but didn’t say a word as we stomped down the stairs, past the comatose security guard, and out the building’s door.

As we walked down the sidewalk toward the parking garage, I shook my head and muttered, “I can’t fucking believe you, Dylan. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“How the hell could I? He killed our mother. What are you doing helping his fucking attorney? How far back does this go?”

Dylan didn’t reply. Shoving his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, he hunched his shoulders and refused to look at me.

“How fucking far back does this go?” I repeated. As we reached the entrance of the parking garage, I stopped and pulled his arm until he stopped too. “He killed mom. Why the hell would you want to talk to him?”

“Because he’s the only parent we have left!” The parking garage echoed with Dylan’s shout. “Grandma and Grandpa are dead—not that we ever even saw them. Mom’s parents died a long time ago. Mom’s gone. He’s all we got left.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. You’ve got me and Nathan and Ryan. And Aunt Wendy and Sabrina. You’ve got a whole fucking family here. Why the hell would you ever waste a single breath on that bastard?”

“I wanted to know, okay? I don’t have the same memories you and Nathan do. Everything I know about Mom and Dad are from stories. I don’t fucking remember them. He’s been in prison for over twenty years, Austin. That’s a fucking long time.”

“That’s twenty years that Mom didn’t have. Twenty years that we didn’t have with her because he killed her!” 

“And he regrets it. He’s sorry. He told me that if he could, he’d change places with her. That he’s the one who deserves to be dead.”

“Great, where do we sign up to make that happen?” I gave a dark laugh. “See this? Do you know how I got this?” I roared, pointing to the scar on my chin. “I got this when dad punched me. I was seven. Seven. It wasn’t even my fault he was pissed. I took the blame for something that Nathan did. Neither one probably remembers it, but Dad was wearing this big fucking ring that ripped open my chin. I bled like a son of a bitch. Because that’s my job. I’ve always stood between you guys and the tough shit raining down on us—Dad, that fucking bully who’d picked on you in the sixth grade, the West Coast Kings—that’s my job. And now I have this little fucking line on my face that I see every time I look in the mirror. I don’t forget. I can’t forget. Because the last thing I wanna do is turn out like him.”

“He spent the first few months in prison on suicide watch, that’s how much he regretted what he did. He’s a different man. He’s spent years in anger management. He joined AA. He got help for his problems. That’s why…” Dylan trailed off and rubbed at the back of his neck.

After the way Dylan had argued in support of our father when I broke the news of his parole to the family, I knew Dylan had softened toward the bastard. But I was still beyond pissed. How could he side with him? That bastard was the reason we didn’t have Mom anymore. 

And Dylan was obviously holding something back. 

I didn’t know how much more I could handle without totally losing my shit, but I had to know.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Dylan kicked at a pebble and wouldn’t meet my eyes at first. After a beat, he took a deep breath then stared defiantly into my face. “I testified on his behalf at his last parole hearing. More likely than not, I’m the reason why he’s getting released.”

White hot rage sang through my bloodstream. Dylan sided with him. Spoke for him. Wanted him in his life.

“Get. Out,” I gritted out between my clenched teeth. 

“Austin, wait. You don’t underst—"

“And I’m never gonna understand. You chose him. You sided with him over our family? Really? What the fuck is wrong with you? He killed her, he beat us, and you chose him.”

“It’s not like that, Austin. If you’ll just let me—"

“I don’t want to. As far as I’m concerned you’re no brother of mine. Now get the fuck away from me!” I roared. I caught a glimpse of Dylan’s slack and shocked face before I turned away. Because if I looked at him for one more second, I was gonna seriously lose my shit.

Instead I stomped to my truck, jumped in, slamming the door behind me, and roared off. 

I didn’t know where I was driving to. I just had to get away from Dylan and his bullshit. My mind was blank as I drove on autopilot. 

And then I blinked and my pickup was idling outside of Cole Jackson’s Tahoe cabin.

I didn’t even remember driving here.

I just hoped my entry code still worked because I was gonna get blind, fall down drunk. 

As soon as possible.
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Austin

 

 

It was the chirping of my phone that woke me up. I blinked blearily at the unfamiliar surroundings. This wasn’t my bedroom. I was sprawled in a leather recliner surrounded by other leather recliners. What the fuck? Why was I at Cole’s Tahoe cabin?

The room swam a little as I struggled to my feet. Empty bottles clinked when I kicked them over with my uncoordinated feet. Fuck, I think I was still a little drunk. 

I finally fished my phone out of my back pocket, only to lose the call as my voicemail picked up. Reading the display, my heart dropped to my feet and my stomach rolled.

Fifteen missed calls.

Ten from Rachel. A handful from my brothers. And twelve missed texts.

I opened my texts.

 

Rachel: Are you okay? Running late at work?

 

Rachel: Wyatt is getting impatient. We’ll meet you at the theater.

 

Rachel: Where the hell are you? I’m getting worried!

 

I knew it had to be serious if she had dropped the h-bomb. 

Wait, I missed taking Rachel and Wyatt to the movies? Shit. My memories of yesterday came roaring back. Dylan. The attorney. The fucking betrayal. A hella lot of liquor—tequila, whiskey. 

My phone vibrated in my hand, alerting me to a new voicemail. Looking down at the display, I could see I’d missed a few texts from my brothers—Nathan, Ryan—and even one from Sabrina. But I assumed they were more of the same. At the very least they could wait till I sorted shit out with Rachel. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I was so pissed at myself for running without even letting her know what was up. 

I toggled through my favorite contacts and called her back. Shifting my weight from foot to foot, I waited impatiently for her to pick up.

Finally on the fourth ring, Rachel whispered, “Hello?”

“Hey baby. I am so, so—”

“Oh my god. Austin!” She sounded more alert. “I thought for sure it’d be the police or hospital that’d finally return my call. I’ve been so worried. What happened? Where are you? The hospital? Were you in an accident?”

“No, baby, I’m okay. Everything’s fine. I uh…” I sighed. There was no easy way to say this. “I got some bad news and needed some time to think.”

The silence on her end of the line made my ears ring. 

“Rachel? You still there?” I cleared my throat nervously.

“Are you telling me that instead of meeting me and my son—to go to the new superhero movie that he didn’t even know was out until you told him and promised him you’d take him to. And you built it up because he’s never been to a movie since I can’t afford that luxury—you’re telling me that you went out and got drunk?”

“It’s not that simple. My brother—”

“Is your brother alive? Did anyone die?”

“Of course not. I would’ve…” 

“What? Called me? Because you know that’s what I was worried had happened, right? It was like the night of my mother’s crash all over again. Only instead of a phone call from the hospital, I got silence from you. I was so freaked out I dragged my son over to your shop after the movie. I got your brothers all worked up, and for what? You went on some bender and got drunk because you can’t face whatever’s going on in your life.”

“Rach, it’s not that simple. You don’t understand. See—”

“No, you don’t understand. My son was counting on you. I was counting on you. We went to the movies anyway because I wasn’t going to disappoint him. He saved you a seat. He wanted to buy the big tub of popcorn because he knows how much you eat. He spent the whole movie waiting for you to show up. And when he asked me where you were right before the show started, his eyes welling with tears… I just, I can’t…” Her voice grew thick and she sighed shakily.

“I’m sorry. I know I messed up. I’ll make it up to him. I swear.”

“No, Austin. You won’t. I don’t—I can’t trust you to show up or communicate with me when you can’t make it. It’s how we met after all. You ran away from home and went on a bender because you couldn’t deal with the shit going on in your life. Well, good for you. We don’t all have that luxury. I gotta show up to work to keep a roof over my family’s head. I gotta be there for my son.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “And you’ve shown me pretty damn clearly that I can’t trust that you’ll do the same when whatever shit you have in your world hits the fan.”

My heartbeat thumped loudly in my ears. “What are you saying?”

 “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

“You can’t be serious? Because I didn’t show up to one movie? That’s ridiculous, Rach.”

“It has nothing to do with a movie. It’s because you disappointed Wyatt. Because you didn’t even have the courtesy to call. Your life is about you. And so this is what I have to do. It’s what’s best for my family. I can’t trust that you’ll be there when I need you. When Wyatt needs you.”

“This is crazy.” My mind raced as I tried and failed to think of a reason or excuse to make this up to her. She was right. This wasn’t the way anyone should treat the people you cared about. But it’s the way I’d been treating my brothers. They had let me get away with it—for years. But Rachel wouldn’t. I had to do better. Because there was no way in hell that I was giving up on her. I loved her.

I froze. 

I loved her. 

It’d been hovering at the back of my mind every time I was around her, but I’d never put the words together until now. I loved her.

And I was going to lose her.

There had to be same way I could make it up to her. Drawing a blank—no doubt due to my foggy and still slightly inebriated head, I sighed. “I don’t want to do this over the phone. When can I come see you? I think we need to talk face to face.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she said softly. “Have a good life, Austin.”

“Rachel, wait!”

But there was only silence on the other end of the line. She’d already ended the call.

I looked at my phone in frustration. I wanted to strangle it. I wanted to hurl it across the room. I wanted to smash it into a million little pieces. 

I wanted to go back in time and act like an adult so none of this had to happen.

It was the last thought that had me sagging into a chair when my knees went out on me.

Because that was what had happened. I’d acted like a child and ran from my problems. And for what? Because my brother wanted to get to know the bastard who’d killed our mom? There was only one way that was gonna turn out—my dad was an asshole through and through.

My phone vibrated in my hand again, and seeing Nathan’s name on the display, I hit accept and waited for the shitstorm to rain down.

“Hey bro, Sorry about last night. I just—”

“Ran away to pout. Yeah, I know. Dylan filled us all in this morning when no one could find you. Listen—”

“Are you at the shop? Is he there?”

“Yeah, I think he’s in the paint shed packing up his shit. Listen—”

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Tell him to forget about all the shit I said yesterday. He still has a job. I don’t want him going anywhere.”

“Fine. Now listen! The photographer for that article is here, and he’s wondering where you are since you were supposed to be here an hour ago.”

“Son of a bitch. I forgot that was today.”

“Yeah I figured. I got him taking some pictures of the shop and a few of our projects, but he’s here for you, so get your ass down here.”

“About that.” I coughed then cleared my throat. “I’m uh, in Tahoe.”

“Again? Holy fuck. You think maybe you got a problem? That’s not normal, bro.”

“I know. I know. I have a ton of shit to make up to people. Rachel and you are on the top of the list. Fuck, I mean after Wyatt. Can you stall the photographer? Take him to lunch or something? I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Nathan groaned. He hated dealing with the whole media side of the business. “You better fucking hurry.”

“I will. But I gotta go see a girl first.”

*

In a little over an hour, I was standing on Rachel’s doorstep hoping against hope that she was home.

But it wasn’t my gorgeous girl who answered the door. It was her mother.

“So, you are alive,” she drawled, sitting in her wheelchair blocking the doorway.

“I uh, yeah, Trish. I am. Um, is Rachel home?” I felt like a pimply teenager asking permission to go out with his girlfriend. It was unnerving.

“She’s at work.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. I should’ve known that. I’d wasted time driving here, but she hadn’t returned any of my texts before I left Tahoe and had sent me to voicemail every time I’d tried to call her on the drive down. “Do you know where I could find her?”

“She’s at her cleaning job right now, so who knows? She should be home by ten tonight, but I wouldn’t advise you waiting for her here or at her job. She needs some time.”

“I know that, but if I could just make her see—”

She shook her head in dismay. “Do you know my daughter at all?” Trish cut me off with raised eyebrows. “Listen, Austin. I like you. I thought you might be the guy for my daughter, but you should know that there isn’t a person on this planet who can make my daughter do anything. She’s her own woman, but she’s had her heart banged up a bit. Her dad. My boyfriends. Wyatt’s father. She doesn’t trust easily, and you seriously screwed the pooch yesterday.”

“I know. If I could just—”

“Take it from someone who’s disappointed Rachel before—give her some space. She’ll come around. Just give her some time to calm down.”

I sighed in frustration and looked down at the plush superhero in my hands. I wanted to fix it now. I wanted her back in my life. I wanted to know that everything was going to be okay with us. Like I’d never wanted anything before.

But clearly that wasn’t going to happen here and now. 

After a beat, I held out the superhero to Rachel’s mom. “I uh, got this for Wyatt. Yesterday, before I disappeared, so it’s not my weak attempt at an apology or anything. And you don’t even have to tell him it’s from me. I just want him to have it. He’s a cute kid,” I finished weakly. 

After an awkward pause, Trish took the stuffed toy and set it on her lap. “He’s napping now, but I’ll give it to him when he wakes up.”

A burst of wind belted against the building and the apartment groaned under the force. I shuddered against the cold air. It couldn’t have been much warmer inside since she’d been holding the door open this long. Giving her another awkward smile, I reached into my pocket for my wallet and pulled out a business card. “If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to call me. All my numbers are on there. I uh…” I shook my head then shrugged. “I hope I can make it up to Rachel, prove to her that I am the man for her. If she’ll let me. And uh, I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell her I came by. I don’t want to make anything awkward for you and her.”

“I’ll tell her.”

I looked down at her with a frown. 

“I’ll tell her you came by to see her. I won’t tell her about the toy or the card. Some things she doesn’t need to know.” She gave me a cryptic smile then wheeled herself back to close the door. “I hope to see you again, Austin.”

“Me too,” I muttered as the door closed.

But first I had an interview to do. Then maybe I’d convince my brothers to go out for a drink. Together. 

At Finnegans.

 

*

 

The interview was a fucking disaster. I couldn’t get my mind off of Rachel and some of my angst had slipped out. And they’d known about my dad’s parole and my brother’s testimony. Shit had gone downhill from there. Dylan had disappeared before I got to the shop, and it didn’t look like he was planning on coming back anytime soon. This day couldn’t get any worse.

But the look Rachel gave me from behind the bar at Finnegans let me know that today could get a helluva lot worse. 

Her scowl would’ve sent a lesser man running, but I wasn’t going anywhere until she heard me out.

“I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you need to leave.” Her eyes widened in surprise as she took in Nathan and Ryan standing behind me. “Really, Austin? You brought your brothers for backup?”

 “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“That should be the name of your biography.” She turned on her heel and marched to the opposite end of the bar where a group of barely-legal frat boys waited impatiently.

Ryan laughed. “She’s fucking hilarious. I love her!”

I braced my hands on the bar and hungrily watched as she talked and laughed with the group of frat boys. 

She was so close and still so far away.

And she underlined that point by checking in with every table in the whole place before finally returning to our corner of the bar.

“What can I get you, Nathan? Ryan?” She asked keeping her eyes on my brothers and not once looking my way.

Nathan’s eyes volleyed between me and her a few times before he finally answered. “Uh, how about a pitcher of whatever lager you have on tap?”

“I can do that.” Rachel pushed away from the bar with an empty smile and turned to the taps.

The smiles, the laughter, the flirting were all an act. She was in just as much as pain as me. 

Fuck.

Rachel returned to Nathan standing next to me and set down a pale-yellow pitcher with two tall pint glasses. “That’ll be twenty-two dollars.”

I slapped two twenties on the bar before my brothers could reach for their wallets. “Is there somewhere we go to talk for a minute?”

Rachel finally met my eyes and the pain in hers had me cursing under my breath. She shook her head. “I said everything there is to say on the phone. I just—I can’t do this, Austin. Not here.” She sucked in a deep breath and turned away. “I’ll be right back with your change.”

“Keep it. And you don’t have to say anything to me, just listen. Please.”

Her shoulders moved with her sigh. I watched the back of head, silently urging her to turn around and look at me again. More than anything I wanted to hold her in my arms, tell her everything was going to be okay, that I wouldn’t ever leave her again like I did yesterday. That I had learned from this. But I needed the chance to do it. I’d give her anything if she’d let me.

Finally, she nodded stiffly. “I get my break in five minutes. Meet me by the bathrooms down that hall.”

She swiped surreptitiously at her eyes and walked away to serve another customer.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing, bro?” Ryan asked as he poured himself a pint. “She’s at work. This has got to be the last place she wants to see you. It might be better if you give her some space.”

“She’s hurting, Ry. I gotta do whatever I can to make it right.”

“It’s your funeral.” He whistled under his breath.

Ten long and jittery minutes later, Rachel finally appeared in the back hall. “Rachel, I—”

She lifted a hand. “Not here. Come to the back office. We can talk there uninterrupted.”

I nodded and silently followed her down the short hallway to the last closed door on the right. The office might be private, but we were in serious risk of being trapped in an avalanche of files, boxes, and stemware. Rachel slid in sideways until she reached the two chairs wedged in front of the large, paper strewn desk. She waved a hand at the chairs as she took position in the large leather rolling chair behind the desk. About as far from me as should get without leaving the room.

Sighing, I sank into the chair as I took in her tired features again. “I am really sorry about yesterday. And last night. I should’ve called you when I left, but…I just wasn’t thinking. My brother—”

“I get it. You had a family thing that sucked, and you couldn’t deal. We went over this before. That doesn’t change the problem. You don’t—”

This time I interrupted her. “Please just hear me out. You don’t even have to say anything. Just listen to what I have to say. Please.”

“Fine.” She sat back into the chair with a mutinous expression. “But I only have a ten-minute break so whatever it is, say it fast.”

“I am so sorry that I didn’t show up yesterday. I feel horrible that you were worried about me. If I could, I’d go back in time and take it all back—show up for Wyatt. But I had a weak moment. I got some really fucking bad news and felt like I had to retreat and lick my wounds. But I shouldn’t have. I should’ve gone to you. I should’ve let you be the one to help hold me together. I see that now.” I sighed and hung my head for a moment, trying to find the words that’d magically make this all better. But I came up empty. Shaking my head, I looked into Rachel’s pain filled eyes and implored, “I just want one more chance. I swear to you that I won’t let you down again.”

Rachel’s eyes welled with tears. She opened and closed her mouth a few times before she finally spoke. And when she did, her words and the croak in her voice broke my heart. 

“If it was only me we were talking about, I’d believe you. I’d be willing to give you another chance. But it’s not. I have to think about Wyatt. I have to put him first. And I can’t bring another irresponsible and unreliable man into his life. He already has a dad who doesn’t bother to show up, or call, or keep his promises. He deserves better than that and it’s my most important job to make sure he gets it.”

“Rachel, please…” I didn’t know what to say. 

“Goodbye, Austin. I wish you nothing but the best. I…”

It felt like she was going to say I love you but she left the words unspoken. So I said them for her.

“I love you. I love you and Wyatt. Hell, I even kinda love your crazy mother. I swear I’m going to make this right. I’d do anything for you guys.”

Rachel closed her eyes with a wince like I’d punched her in the stomach. After a second a tear trailed down her cheek and she swiped at it with a clenched fist. “And sometimes love isn’t enough.” Rachel shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry, Austin. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be. I need to get back to work.”

I watched with wet eyes as she squeezed around the desk and walked out of my life.


 

Excerpt from The Californian

 

A Tough Guy’s Tender Side

By Angie Greene

 

Austin Burns has made his living with his tough guy persona. As a thirty-two-year-old man who builds custom motorcycles, he has had to be able to hold his own with rock stars and one-percenters alike. We’ve seen the famed Burns’ temper during his blowups with his brothers on his television special earlier this spring. Neither he nor his brothers are afraid to let their anger fly in order to settle a dispute. Austin Burns personifies a rare species in this day and age: an alpha male who doesn’t take any nonsense from anyone—least of all family. 

So, it was more than a little surprising when I sat down with this tattooed, hard-bodied alpha male and so much emotion poured out. But then it seems like Austin Burns’ whole world is on fire at the moment, so it’s understandable.

When Austin finally shows up to our meeting—he was running two hours late—he looks stressed. His eyes are red, his hand has a tremor when he reaches for his coffee, and he has an almost defeated air about him. He tries to hide it behind his trademarked grin, but I can still see his frayed ends.

“So sorry to keep you waiting. It’s been f****** nuts around here.” He apologizes, reaching a hand across the table to shake. Then he winces. “Sorry. I’ll try to tame the language.”

I laugh. “No need to apologize, but I appreciate it.”

Then Austin’s face drains of color. I was afraid he might bolt for a trash can to throw up, but after a moment he gets himself under control.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

Austin gives a bitter laugh. “Not really. Sorry, you just reminded me of someone for a minute there. It’s fine.”

“Who did I remind you of?”

He shrugs uncomfortably. “I had a pact with someone where she would stop apologizing, and I would stop being an asshole. I don’t think ‘I’m sorry’ was part of my vocabulary before I met her.”

“And did you hold up your part of the bargain?”

“Not in the end. Not when it mattered the most.” He stares down at his lap, and I swear I see a sheen of tears in his eyes. But then he blinks, and I doubt that I even saw it in the first place. “I kinda had a mirror held up to my face recently, and I really didn’t like what I saw. I’ve become an egotistical asshole because of a little bit of money and fame. S*** has to change before I lose everyone I care about.”

To say I was taken aback would be an understatement. Typically during interviews, the subject dances and weaves, only answering the most basic and surface of questions. It usually takes time to get this kind of honest, soul bearing moment, but Austin came into the room and let it all hang loose for me to see.

“I think millions of women would love to know what her secret is.”

Austin smiles slightly as he looks at his cell phone lying silent on the table between us. “She is an amazing woman. And I hope that one day, she’ll think I’m half a percent as amazing as I think she is.”

“Has the toughest guy in Sacramento fallen in love? Will we be hearing wedding bells soon?”

The smile falls off his face, and he avoids my eyes. “Probably not. I seem to have a knack for f****** everything up lately. She deserves to have anything she wants. And apparently that’s not me.”
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Rachel

 

His picture was everywhere. Once the magazine hit the shelves, I couldn’t go to the grocery store or the gas station without seeing that ridiculous picture of Austin staring back at me. Him lying on a bed, with only ripped jeans on, his tattoos on display and clutching a teddy bear of all things. It didn’t help any that he looked so heartbroken staring down at that stupid stuffed animal.

And then news of his father’s parole leaked, and I couldn’t turn on a radio or the news without hearing about it. The rehash of the horrific crime. The outcry about the too short sentence. The betrayal of Dylan’s testimony. It was like a soap opera being played out on the news channels to everyone’s voracious delight.

Everyone but me.

It hurt every time I saw his picture, heard his name on tv, or-- I hit ignore on my phone-- ignored his phone call.

“Was that him again?” my mom asked.

I shrugged, turning back to the bubbly commercial on tv. “Does it matter?”

“Did you at least read the article? He all but groveled. And he left your name out of it, like the gentleman that he is. Why are you being so pigheaded? Give the boy another chance.”

“Mom, I love you, but stay out of it. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know you’re being ridiculous. He missed one date. How is that such an unforgiveable offense?”

“Because it’s Wyatt! Because I swore I was going to protect my son in a way you never protected me!” My voice rang in the apartment. Words I never thought I’d throw at my mom echoed around us until I wanted to throw up. 

Her voice sounded stiff when she spoke. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I never meant that for you.”

“I was heartbroken every time you broke up with another good guy. Because I knew it was only a matter of time before the guy that I’d gotten to like didn’t show up anymore. I wanted, needed, a father, and it hurt so much every time one of them walked away. And they all did. Every single one of them walked away. I won’t do that to Wyatt.”

Mom sighed. “I know I made a lot of mistakes with you growing up, but I did the best I could. Kids don’t exactly come with an owner’s manual.”

Despite the angst of the moment, I snorted a suppressed laugh. 

“But that’s no excuse for you to stop living your life. You deserve to be happy, honey. I want that for you more than anything.”

“I guess we can agree on one thing—our kids’ happiness is the most important thing. Which is why I won’t compromise Wyatt’s for mine.”

Mom shook her head sadly and turned back to the tv. Looking down at my phone, I deleted Austin’s voicemail message without listening to it. I couldn’t bear to. I was afraid that if I even heard his voice, I’d lose my resolve.

God, I missed him.

 

*

Austin

 

I ended the call, knowing that Rachel wouldn’t return it, probably wouldn’t even listen to the voicemail. I finally had good news, and the one person I wanted to share it with wouldn’t even pick up the phone. Christ, when did this become my life? 

“She not answering?” Nathan asked like he already knew the answer.

I shook my head silently, feeling like the saddest fuck in the whole world.

“Well, come on, bro. Let’s go celebrate.” Nathan threw his arm around me. “It’s not every day that you get a fucking tv show.”

“I don’t know, Nate. I’m just not feeling it.”

“You know what they say: the best way to get over a woman is to get under a new one.”

I let him push me toward the parking lot as all our family crowded around and poured into vehicles, ready to celebrate our contract signing. I’d get drunk tonight, but there was no way I was getting under any woman who wasn’t Rachel Tannenbaum.

Christ, I really was a sad fuck.

 

*

 

The next day we were all nursing hangovers from hell. The shop lights were too bright, the cement was too hard, and Ryan had claimed the only comfortable sofa we kept in the garage. Although that last one might’ve been for the best, I didn’t want to get my face anywhere near the collection of stains on those cushions. 

Last night we’d painted the town every shade of red we could find. It’d been almost fun at first. Until the women started circling. 

I kept picturing the look on Rachel’s face the last time I saw her—the pain, her tears, the way her voice caught when she spoke. I’d done that to her. I’d hurt her, and I’d do anything to make it up to her. I loved her.

But apparently she didn’t love me back.

I startled as my phone rang and immediately winced as my head pounded. Christ, that was loud.

“Make it stop,” Ryan moaned into the sofa cushions across the room.

“I am never drinking with you assholes again,” I muttered as I pulled my phone from my back pocket. Not even bothering to check the number, I accepted the call just to make the sound stop. “Hello?”

“Austin?” Rachel’s mom replied in a shaky voice. “Oh, thank god. I’ve called just about everywhere, and no one is answering.”

“Trish is everything okay? Is Rachel all right?” My heart went into freefall. “Is Wyatt?”

“No. Yes. Rachel was in a car accident. She was on her way to pick me up from physical therapy, and I don’t know what happened. The police officer just said that she was in a collar, and that they were taking her here to the hospital.”

My mind raced as I tried to take in all that info. Rachel was hurt. Fuck. I had to get to her. Had to make sure that she’d be all right. “Shit. I’ll be there in five.”

“No! I’m here in the waiting room. My physio is on the hospital grounds, so I just wheeled myself over. God, I’m rambling. They haven’t updated me yet, but that’s not why I called you. Wyatt is at preschool, and I can’t find anyone to pick him up. Can you go get him?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Thank you. That’s one less thing for me to worry about. I’ll text you the address.” She took a shuddering breath, and her voice broke. “I uh, God. I just… I don’t know what I’m going to do if she’s not okay. She’s my whole world. And Wyatt. Oh God. I can’t…”

“Trish, please take a few breaths. We’ll get through this. I’ll take care of Wyatt. Just—please, please, keep me updated on Rachel. I don’t—I can’t…” This time it was my turn to take a shuddering breath. I couldn’t make my brain and mouth function. All I could think was Rachel was hurt. Rachel was hurt, and I couldn’t be with her. 

But I could be there for Wyatt. 

Trish’s froggy voice came over the line. “As soon as I know anything, I’ll let you know. I uh, don’t think Wyatt should be told anything. He doesn’t need to deal with the uncertainty.”

“Agreed. I’ll head over now. And um, take him out to eat or something.”

“I-I’ll be in touch. Thank you, Austin.”

“Anytime.” I felt like a tool, but I didn’t want to say those words that might not be true. She’ll be okay. They ran through my head like a litany, but I couldn’t dare speak them. She might not be okay. She might never be okay again. I might lose her. A sense of doom weighed me down. 

Christ, it hurt. Hurt so much.

The phone I still held up to my face buzzed with an incoming text message. Trish had ended the call and sent the address of Wyatt’s preschool.

I had to go get him. And not let him know that I was going out of my mind worrying about his mom. I looked around the shop for some help, but Ryan was comatose on the sofa, Nathan was nowhere around—he’d disappeared early last night with some blond before everything got stupid, and I don’t think Sabrina was even here yet.

The front door swung open. I blinked against the harsh natural light and winced. Dylan stepped into the light, letting the door swing shut behind him. I lifted my chin at him. 

“Hey, bro. Thank god you’re here.” I crossed the room toward him.

Dylan’s eyes widened at my greeting. We’d had an uneasy relationship the last two weeks. I’d tried to get past the choices he’d made, but it was still so damn awkward anytime we hung out. Last night he’d spent most of his time on the opposite side of the room. His distance and the loud, pounding music in the club had made it all but impossible to talk last night. Not that we’d tried.

“Is that a joke or something?” Dylan asked with a frown.

“No, I need your help. Rachel’s been in a car accident, and I gotta go pick up Wyatt, but I don’t have a car seat for him. Can you run over to a box store and get one for me? He’s three and—I don’t know—thirty-ish pounds? Then meet me at the school? I’ll text you the address.”

“Of course. I’m on it.”

“Thanks, Dyl.” I bent over my phone to forward the address of the school to him. My fingers shook, making the simple task difficult. My head was foggy and it felt like everything was underwater or in slow motion or something. I couldn’t make my fingers work. 

“Whoa, you okay, Aust?” Dylan’s face appeared between me and my phone. He blinked a few times, his forehead wrinkled.

“Yeah, no. I’m fine. I gotta go get Wyatt.”

“Yeah, there’s no way I’m letting you drive anywhere. Ryan! Yo, Rye, get your lazy ass up!”

“What?” Ryan sat up with an angry frown. “Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep here.”

“Are you sober? Can you drive?” Dylan asked.

Ryan rubbed at the back of his head. “Yeah, why? Where are we going?”

The whole conversation felt like it was happening miles away. I couldn’t focus. All I could think was Rachel. Rachel was hurt and bleeding somewhere, and I couldn’t see her. She was still mad at me. She probably wouldn’t even want to see me. Why did I fuck it all up?

“All right, bro. Give me your phone.” Ryan appeared at my side and took my phone out of my hands. His fingers flew over the screen. “Sent you the address, Dylan. We’ll see you there.”

I shook my head. “I’m okay. I gotta go pick up Wyatt.”

“Yeah, you’re not driving anywhere.” Ryan snorted. “We’ll go pick him up together.”

I protested as we walked to my truck but gave up when I realized that Ryan wasn’t even listening. On the drive over, he bitched about the station I had selected, the brightness of the sun, and the stupid drivers who were all driving too slow. But it all felt like it was happening at a distance from me. I was numb to it all. I was too busy thinking about Rachel.

But I snapped out of it when I saw Wyatt standing all by himself on the playground at the school. 

“Austin!” He shouted, running across the blacktop. He stopped at the fence and hooked his fingers through the fence. “What are you doing here?”

He looked so much like Rachel. I swallowed hard against the bubbling nausea. Christ, I couldn’t think about that now. I had to be an adult. “I came to pick you up. Your mom said you can hang out with me and my brothers today. Maybe go pick up my dog then go see the shop where we build motorcycles. What do you say?”

“Yes! Let’s go!” Wyatt pulled away from the fence and ran toward the building.

I tossed a smile toward my brother as he stood next to my pickup. “He’s got some energy, huh?”

“Yeah,” Ryan smiled. “I’ll wait out here for Dylan if you don’t mind.”

“Sounds good. Thanks, Ryan.”

He shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, but we both knew different. This was what my family did. We might bicker or even throw punches, but we showed up when it mattered. 
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Trish Tannenbaum

 

Mercy General Hospital

 

 

I wanted her to be okay. I needed her to be okay. Wyatt needed her.

I’d fought tears back for the past two hours. I couldn’t waste my time crying over the possibilities. I had to know what we were dealing with before I could let myself fall apart.

I hated hospitals. That antiseptic smell. The piercing voice on the loud speaker. Knowing that my baby was lying somewhere here broken and bleeding. I hated every bit of it.

And waiting rooms were the worst. Everyone in here was crying or fighting back tears. Every time the door opened, every single person held their breath, waiting to see if they’d finally have answers. It was beginning to feel like it would never be me. I’d been waiting forever and hadn’t had any new information aside from signing the consent for emergency exploratory surgery because Rachel was bleeding internally, and they needed to stop it. 

That had been ninety minutes ago.

On my left a family of six sat weeping and whispering in Spanish. A stoic man sat on the opposite side of the room with a blank face, his eyes never leaving the door to the waiting room. 

My eyes turned in the same direction. A second later I jumped as the door opened, but it wasn’t a doctor with news—just another family. A thin woman about my age with blue hair and tattoos entered with two men in their late twenties and a woman a bit younger. I had taken a spot on the far side of the room, away from all the loving families because I was here alone. I’d only been able to get ahold of Austin, and he was taking care of Wyatt. Once he answered, I’d stopped calling people—no one was answering, and I couldn’t stomach leaving a voicemail. What would I say? Rachel was… I shuddered and tried to stop thinking about it. I’d call when I had some answers.

 “Mrs. Tannenbaum?” The thin woman with blue hair sat in the chair on my left. 

“I, yes?” My heartbeat pounded in my ears. 

“I’m Austin Burns’ aunt, Wendy. This is my daughter Sabrina and my nephews, Dylan and Nathan. Austin sent us over to wait with you and keep you company.”

For the millionth time that day, tears welled in my eyes. “That is so thoughtful of him. Thank you.”

“We’re happy to do it. We’ve all met Rachel. She’s a wonderful woman. You’ve raised her well.” Wendy reached over and patted my hand.

The younger man, Dylan I thought, stepped forward. “Austin sent me over to get your house keys. He thought Wyatt might sleep better in his own bed instead of a strange place tonight.”

“Oh.” I reached a shaky hand into my purse and pulled out my keys. “Will you tell him thank you? I uh, I have a feeling Rachel will be staying here a few days, so I’ll try to figure out what we’re going to do. I don’t want to impose on him or any of you. I know he needs to get back to work. As do you all.”

“I know he doesn’t see it as an imposition,” Wendy said with a small smile. “He loves that boy.”

Dylan nodded. “He put a car seat for Wyatt in his truck. I don’t think he sees it as an imposition at all.”

“He bought a car seat for Wyatt?” I asked.

Dylan laughed. “Yeah. Wyatt and I learned some new curse words while we watched him install it today.”

Wendy cleared her throat and shot Dylan a dirty look.

Dylan’s face sobered. “Not that he’s a bad influence or anything. I just meant…”

“That you need to get the keys to Austin ASAP,” his brother filled in with narrowed eyes. “That’s what you meant to say. Right, bro?”

“Right. Keys. Austin. I’ll just be…” Dylan turned around and booked it out of the room like the hounds of hell were on his heels. 

I had to laugh. “It was sweet of Austin to get a car seat for Wyatt. I didn’t even think of it.” I chuckled at the mental image of that big, strong man trying to install the seat in his pickup. “I probably would’ve cursed too. Those seats are such a pain in the ass.”

Everyone laughed softly.

 “Have they updated you at all about her condition?”

I shrugged helplessly. “All I know is that she was t-boned by a drunk driver. She was unconscious when they brought her in, and they took her away for emergency surgery over an hour ago because she was bleeding internally. I think—” My voice broke. “I think they said something about a broken rib and internal lacerations? It was hard to focus with all the jargon they were throwing around and the paperwork. But I know she’s in surgery. They haven’t updated me since.”

Sabrina tilted her head with a concerned expression. “I’m sure they’ll be by as soon as they can.”

“And your daughter is a fighter,” Wendy said with a firm nod. “If she can keep Austin on his toes like she has the past couple of months, she’ll fight like hell. She’s strong.”

“She’s stubborn. So, so stubborn,” I whispered. “I told her time and again to give Austin another chance. That man loves her so much, so hard. She doesn’t know how rare that really is. And now…now she might—”

“Tannenbaum? Tannenbaum family?” A man in scrubs stood in the doorway. I’d been so caught up with Austin’s family and my thoughts that I’d missed his entrance. 

My heart in my throat, I raised my hand and called out weakly. “Here. Over here.”

 

*

 

“Thank you so much for the ride home, Dylan. Your family has been amazing. I can’t…I don’t know how I can ever thank you all.”

Dylan shrugged uncomfortably as his truck idled in front of my apartment. 

It had been the day from hell. I was exhausted, and I still had the hardest part of my day ahead of me—somehow I had to explain to Wyatt what had happened, where his mom was, when she’d be home. A weak part of me hoped that since it was eight o’clock, he would already be asleep. I needed time to work out what I was going to say to him.

“I’ll help you inside,” Dylan said before he hopped out of the truck and around the bed where he’d stashed my wheelchair.

I still had to figure out how Wyatt and I were going to get around town. Our only car was totaled, besides which I couldn’t drive. I’d never taken the city bus, and I didn’t know how I’d be able to manage it in a wheelchair with a three-year-old. The only solution I could think of was taxis and rideshares we couldn’t afford on top of the incoming mountain of Rachel’s hospital bills. What were we going to do?

I put on a brave front as Dylan helped me into my chair and walked beside me to my apartment. There was always time later to fall apart. I’d (mostly) held it together today.

Before we reached the door, it swung open to reveal Austin standing in the doorway with an exhausted but anxious expression.

“Trish. How’s Rachel? Is still stable?”

“No change.” I gave him a grim smile as he stepped aside so I could enter the apartment. “She’s sleeping comfortably—or as comfortably as one can with three broken ribs and a lacerated kidney. The hospital said they’d call if there was any change. Is Wyatt—?”

“Asleep.” Austin finished for me. “He and Blue ran around the park forever. He’s uh, actually not sleeping alone.” Austin ran a hand over the back of his neck and gave me a sheepish look. “I couldn’t get Blue out of Wyatt’s bed without waking the little guy up. But Blue is clean. I gave him a bath a few days ago, but uh, yeah. Sorry.”

I laughed. “That’s fine. Every boy needs unconditional love from a dog. Especially on a day like today. What did you—”

“If you’re okay for the night, I’m going to take off,” Dylan interrupted from the door. 

“We’re all good here,” Austin answered for me. “Thanks for stepping in, bro. You were a ton of help today.”

“Yes, thank you, Dylan,” I said then tried to curve my lips into a smile. I was just so damn exhausted. 

“Thanks again, Dyl.” Austin said before grabbing his brother in a one arm hug. He turned his head and murmured something I couldn’t hear. Dylan laughed softly and murmured a reply. Dylan walked away after another wave my way.

“You have an amazing family, Austin. Thank you so much for sending them to the hospital. It was nice to have someone there with me.”

He lifted a shoulder. “They wanted to. They all love Rachel too.” 

His eyes clouded, and he looked away.

My heart ached for him. “You should go to the hospital tomorrow. I didn’t have the chance to tell Rachel what all you did for us, but I know she would appreciate it and want to thank you herself.”

“She’s made it pretty clear that she doesn’t want anything to do with me, Trish. But I still want to be there for her and you and Wyatt if I can. I’ll have someone take you to the hospital tomorrow morning while I stay with Wyatt, if that’s all right with you. I’ll just stretch out on your sofa tonight.”

“You don’t have to do that. You can take Rachel’s bed. She wouldn’t mind.”

He gave me a sad smile. “Thanks, but it wouldn’t feel right. If you have a spare pillow, I wouldn’t turn it down.”

“I can do that. I uh, I don’t know what you told Wyatt. Does he know?”

Austin shook his head. “I couldn’t—I didn’t know what to tell him. So, I lied and said that his mom was working late, and that you had a doctor’s appointment. I felt bad for lying, but I didn’t think it was my place to tell him what’d happened. Once he met Blue, I think Rachel and you were the last things on his mind. Those two fell in love so fast.”

“Sounds like someone else I know,” I murmured to myself.

“What was that?”

 I cleared my throat. “Sorry, I’m mumbling. I’m tired. I said, sounds like he had a good afternoon.”

“He did. I tried to give him one anyway. He passed out about twenty minutes ago midway through the second story. He’s a pretty damn cute kid.” Austin smiled, his eyes distant.

And my heart melted. 

Why was my daughter so damn stubborn? She deserved to have Austin in her life. And so did Wyatt.

“I’ll get that pillow for you,” I said before wheeling myself down the hall.

“Do you need any help with anything tonight?” Austin asked as he accepted a pillow from me.

“No. Thank you for everything you did today.”

“I’m just glad I could be there for her one more time.” A bleak expression stole over his face then he turned away. “Good night, Trish.”

“Night, Austin.”
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Rachel

 

I woke up with a start. It took me a few panicked seconds to figure out where I was. But between the loud beeping, the antiseptic smell, and floral sheets, I put it together. Hospital. I was in a hospital bed. 

But oddly I had no pain. Instead I felt kinda floaty. Hazy. 

Oh God, was that how Mom felt when she woke up after her accident? Could I even feel my feet? I blinked at the bottom of the bed and cautiously wiggled my toes. They moved. I wasn’t paralyzed. I flexed my hands. They moved too. I sighed in relief. It couldn’t have been that bad then.

Wyatt! Where was my son? How long had I been here?

I turned my head and saw my mom in her wheelchair, watching a gameshow on the TV. “Mom? Where’s Wyatt?”

Mom turned her head to me and smiled. “Hey honey. How are you feeling?”

“I don’t know. Where’s Wyatt?” My eyelids felt so heavy. 

“He’s home. I got someone to watch him—take him to school and keep him occupied, so I could be here with you.”

“That’s good. I’m glad.” I murmured as I closed my heavy eyes. “What happened?”

“You were in a car accident. A drunk driver hit you. You had surgery to repair some internal bleeding but you’re going to be okay.”

I fought against the sleep tugging at me. There was something I needed to know. Something that was important. What was it again? I couldn’t remember anything.

“Mom? Where’s Wyatt?”

Mom laughed softly then murmured, “She’s really out of it, huh?”

Before I could ask who she was talking to, I surrendered to the darkness enveloping me.

 

*

 

The next day, or two, everything had blurred together I couldn’t even tell what day of the week it was—I was sitting up and trying to ignore the ache afflicting my entire body. I don’t think there was a single part of me that didn’t hurt—my head, the places where my seat belt had bit into me, my back where the surgeons had cut into me. I was a walking, throbbing pain. Not that I was walking. Ugh. Instead I was sitting in my hospital bed, attempting to eat the “food” on the tray in front of me. Honestly none of it looked appetizing, but that was probably more of a comment on my churning stomach than the grey blobs on the tray. But I knew if I wanted to get out of here, I had to eat.

 “They tried to get me to eat that slop for a solid week when I was in here. It was vile.”

“Thank you, Mom. That’s so helpful.”

“We should get Wendy to bring you something from her diner. I bet that would perk you up.”

I froze with my spoon suspended a few inches from my face. “Austin’s Aunt Wendy?”

“Uh huh.” My mom bent over her phone, her fingers flying across the screen.

“How do you know Wendy?” I set the spoon down, unable to concentrate on more than one thing with my fuzzy head.

“Oh, she came here the day of the accident. His whole family was in the waiting room with me. That Austin is so thoughtful.”

“Thoughtful? Wait, his whole family was here?”

“Yes, I called and asked him to pick up Wyatt from preschool—which he did—but he also sent his family over to wait with me. I met Wendy, Sabrina, Dylan, and Nathan. And the other brother stopped by later…Ryan I think? Such a wonderful family.”

My head was spinning, and it had nothing to do with my accident or the drugs they had me on. “Why would you call Austin to pick up Wyatt?”

“No one else was available, and I wanted to be here with you. Hospital waiting rooms are no place for children, especially one Wyatt’s age. And Austin was happy to help.”

“Happy to help,” I repeated to myself as the anger roiled within me. “Mom, I broke up with him. You can’t be calling a man to bail us out of our troubles. You’ve done that plenty of times in your lifetime already,” I muttered under my breath.

“I heard that.”

I pushed my lunch tray away then carefully eased back onto my back on the bed. “What? It’s true, isn’t it?”

My mom’s eyes narrowed then she shook her head like she was disappointed in me. “I’m not letting you change the subject. We were talking about Austin.” 

I gingerly crossed my arms over my chest and looked away. 

“Haven’t you punished him enough, Rachel? He missed one afternoon date. One. I think he’s thoroughly proven this week that he cares about you, that he only wants the best for you and Wyatt.”

“Because he watched Wyatt once? What a commitment,” I snarked sullenly.

“He picked Wyatt up from preschool, bought a car seat for him, and watched him all day yesterday and today. And he also sent his family here to wait with me. You know, while I waited anxiously to hear if you were still alive? They are wonderful people, Rachel—Austin most of all. And if you don’t make it right with him, you will regret it your entire life.”

“Can we talk about this later?” I closed my eyes to escape my mom’s lecture. “I’m tired.”

“You can run all you want, but if you’re not careful, that man will move on, and you’ll be all alone. Again. Take it from me, there are more important things in life than your pride, honey. Regrets weigh heavy.”

Before I could ask my mom what she regretted a nurse interrupted us to take my vitals, and the moment was gone.

 

*

 

“Wyatt!” My abs contracted so I could sit up, but a wave of agonizing pain had me moaning and collapsing back into bed. My bed. What the…?

Oh right. 

I’d been dreaming that Wyatt’s dad had picked Wyatt up from school and had disappeared again, only this time with my son. But that was a dream. Jordan never showed up anywhere, least of all for our son.

“Rachel? Are you okay?” The night nurse asked, as she wrote my vitals down on a chart. 

I blinked against the light. Her coming in must’ve woke me up.

“It hurts,” I groaned, gesturing to the surgical incision.

“I’ll get you something for the pain. Other than that, how are you feeling?”

“Fine, I guess.” I was tired, sore, and out of sorts from my nightmare. Not to mention the guilt trip my mom laid on me the entire day before she finally left last night. Mom was Team Austin and had no problem letting me know how wrong I was. And then Wendy and Sabrina had stopped by. Neither had mentioned Austin but he was the elephant in the room. He was the reason I knew both women and the reason both were visiting me. And yet his name didn’t come up once during their short visit. 

I didn’t know how to feel about the situation. I knew I owed him for stepping up in a way that no one had really asked him too. But I couldn’t forget the way he’d dropped me and my son when he went AWOL. He hadn’t even bothered to call or text me. Could I let myself depend on someone like that? Was I willing to trust Wyatt’s heart with a man like that?

“You sure everything’s all right?” The nurse, Cynthia I think her name was, asked with a frown.

I laughed sardonically. “How much time do you have?”

“Well, my shift doesn’t end for three more hours, and you’re my last patient to check on for a while. What’s on your mind?”

“Nothing. It’s okay.” In addition to Austin, there were my worries about my jobs—would I still have one, let alone both?—making rent at my craptastic apartment, and the mountainous medical bills my shitty insurance wouldn’t cover. But I didn’t want to think about any of that. All I could think about was him. Could I trust him again? Could I let Wyatt get close to him? Would he break my son’s heart? Why did life have to be so hard? 

“You know if you keep burying your feelings, eventually you’re gonna start walking on them. Wait, that’s not right. What was my grandma’s saying again?” Cynthia paused for a second then waved her hand. “I can’t remember. Anyhow, it’s not healthy. So what’s going on?”

“Nothing really. Nothing worth bothering you with anyways.”

“What’s his name?”

“Huh? I’m sorry?” I immediately winced. Austin and sorry. Ugh.

“Only a man could tie you up in knots like that. What’s his name?”

Was I really so transparent? I thought I’d developed a tougher façade than that. And then I remembered how loud my mom got when she was passionate about something, and today she was really passionate about my relationship with Austin.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “How much of my mom’s ranting did you hear before she left tonight.”

“Enough to know she wants you to get back together with what’s-his-name. I’m sorry, I know it’s none of my business, but if you wanted to talk about him—the situation, whatever—I’m here. And if you want me to mind my own business and leave you alone, I can be at the nurses’ station in a jiffy.”

I had to laugh at that. Cynthia had a way about her that made me want to confide in her. Like she was already a friend or something. “Austin. His name is Austin.”

“Austin. Sounds sexy.” Cynthia sat down in the chair next to my bed and crossed her heels. “Now what did Austin do that was so unforgiveable?”

“He uh, he stood me and my son up for a movie date.” I groaned, my head fell back against my pillow. “It sounds kinda ridiculous when I say it out loud, but if you understood mine and his history it’d make more sense.”

Cynthia lifted a shoulder. “Then tell me.”

And I did. For the next few minutes it all spilled out—how I met Austin when he was running away from his family, our time in Tahoe and later back home, how I was falling for him, and then his disappearing act again that had let down Wyatt. My history with unreliable men. “And that’s it.”

“I get it. When it comes to your kid, you gotta put them first.”

“I know it was just a movie, but next time it might be an important soccer match or heaven forbid—a surgery. I don’t want to have someone in my life that I can’t count on. I’ve had more than enough of them.”

“Sounds easy to me. Trust your gut. You gotta watch out for you and your son. If Austin isn’t trustworthy, don’t let someone talk you into giving him another chance. Stand strong and keep him out of your life.”

“I would. Only…”

“Only, what? Is there something you haven’t told me?”

I closed my eyes with a sigh then opened them to meet Cynthia’s attentive gaze. “He kinda has been showing up all week since my accident.”

“He has?” Cynthia frowned. “I don’t remember seeing his name on the check-in sheet.”

“He hasn’t been showing up here. He’s been there for my mom and son. He picked up Wyatt from preschool, bought a car seat so he can drive him around town, arranged for his family to visit with my mom, arranged someone to take her to and from the hospital since she can’t drive, and he’s watched Wyatt every day that I’ve been here. He’s done nothing but show up for my family this week.”

“And he hasn’t come to visit you?”

 “I might’ve previously made it clear to him that I didn’t want to see him again.”

Cynthia’s eyes shone with emotion. “That might be the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

I sighed. “I know.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

I sighed and picked at the blanket covering. “That’s what I gotta figure out.”

 

*

 

My mom wasn’t one to ever let something go. The next day, Austin’s aunt Wendy showed up with food from her diner, and the Austin love fest resumed.

“You did such an amazing job with those boys, Wendy. You must be so proud of all they’ve done.” My mom beamed from her seat at the tiny table on the other side of the room. Three containers of food covered the table in front of her.

It all smelled so amazing, but my stomach wasn’t up for the challenge at the moment. I was struggling to keep my applesauce and soup from lunch down.

Wendy smiled. “They’re pretty special. But I could tell you stories that would make you want to keep your daughter as far away from those boys as possible. They were pretty wild growing up.” She stopped and tilted her head. “And as adults.”

“Oh, I bet. I can’t even imagine raising five children, especially four boys. How they’ve turned out and what they’ve accomplished is really a credit to you.”

I closed my eyes and tried like hell not to be offended. I worked my ass off at two menial jobs to keep a very crappy roof over our heads. What did that say about my mom? I sighed and tried to get comfortable. Let it go. Just let it go.

My poker face must’ve been MIA because Wendy tossed me an understanding smile. “I laugh it off, but I had to sacrifice a lot to raise my family. My boyfriend wasn’t interested in taking in four young boys, and I’d just had Sabrina, so I was new to the whole taking care of tiny humans thing. I mean I’d watched my sister do it, but it’s so not the same when it’s you all alone. I spread myself so thin with two jobs and school activities for the boys… Looking back I can’t tell one day from the rest. It’s just a long jumble of lack of sleep and stress and heartache.”

I laughed. “That sounds familiar.”

“Especially the lowlife partner bit,” My mom tossed in. “I’ve had more than my share of those.”

I nodded.

Wendy turned to me and took a deep breath. “I know it’s not my place, but can I just say one thing about Austin?”

“You can try,” my mom muttered. 

“Mom, really?” I shook my head. “It’s not easy, okay? I have to think of more than just what I want. I have to think about Wyatt and what’s best for him.”

“Because Austin hasn’t shown you his best this week?” My mom retorted. “He has taken care of Wyatt without a single complaint. He has shown up day after day and you’re still punishing him over something that happened weeks ago.”

“I am so sorry that my getting hit by a drunk driver inconvenienced you all so much.” Tears burned my eyes, but I was determined not to let them fall. 

“If I could butt in…” Wendy smiled awkwardly.

 “Sure. Why not? I’d love to hear more from the Austin is Awesome Brigade.”

“Rachel,” Mom hissed.

“No, it’s all right,” Wendy replied. “And for the record I—more than anyone—am aware of Austin’s short comings. But that last time he ran off was a little different. He uh, he had just found out that Dylan had testified on their father’s behalf at his last parole hearing.”

“He did?” I whispered. 

Wendy nodded. “I guess he and Dylan got into it at their father’s lawyer’s office. It got pretty ugly. Things were said…”

“But why would Dylan…?” I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I’d met Dylan a few times at the shop. He seemed like a nice guy. Why would he defend the man who’d murdered their mother?

“I don’t know. I have a hard time with it too. Janet was not only my sister, she was my best friend. I don’t…I can’t…” Wendy took a shaky breath and wiped at her eyes. “Anyways, I know it was screwed up of Austin to disappear like that, but there were crazy extenuating circumstances.”

“I’m so sorry.” I shifted to get out of bed then winced when my stitches pulled.

“No, please. Stay in bed.” Wendy waved a hand. “I’m fine really.”

Mom reached over and held Wendy’s hand then turned to me. “I know he disappointed you, but don’t you think you can forgive him? 

“I didn’t break up with him over a simple misunderstanding. What Dylan did was horrible for your family, but Austin doesn’t show up. That’s how we met! He found out about his father’s parole and he bailed. That’s what he does. How can I ever trust someone like that with my son? I just—I don’t…” I shrugged as I trailed off, frustrated.

“But hasn’t he done enough to make up for it?” My mom shook her head. “I know he disappeared that day, but he has shown up over and over again while you’ve been in here. Every night he sleeps on that lumpy, tired sofa because he doesn’t want to leave Wyatt. Does that sound like someone who’s not one hundred percent in? When will it ever be enough to make you trust him again?”

“I don’t know what to say, Mom. It’s just…hard. There’s a part of me that’s afraid to trust him again.”

“Love is scary, honey. Trusting someone with your heart, with your child’s heart, is the most terrifying thing in this world. But you have to decide if it’s worth it. If Austin is worth it.”

I picked at the thin blanket on my hospital bed as I thought over her words. “I never even let him tell me what was going on. I just cut him out of my life without an explanation. I don’t… What do I even say to him?”

Mom tilted her head. “You start with I’m sorry and go from there.” 

 

*

 

I had to wait another day and a half for my doctor to feel comfortable enough to discharge me. Between all the blood and urine tests, I felt like I was a fluid factory. And I could probably float out on my own with all the liquid they’d been pushing on me. I just wanted to lie down in my own bed and relax and try not to worry about how I was going to pay for all this. Hopefully that asshole’s insurance would pony up without dragging their heels. I couldn’t afford to hire a lawyer so I really hoped I wouldn’t need one.

But I had some business to take care of first.

An orderly pushed my wheelchair out the hospital doors to where Dylan waited at the curb with a sedate sedan.

Before I could even think of up a smartass retort, he raised a hand. “Don’t even start. It’s Wendy’s car. She thought it’d be easier to get you and Trish home in this instead of my pickup.”

“I didn’t say a word.” I felt a little awkward seeing Dylan given all that Wendy had spilled. But it didn’t feel like my place to say anything, so I gave him an awkward little smile.

Dylan’s cheek turned a dusky pink, but he didn’t say another word as he helped me into the front seat, my mom into the backseat then stored her chair in the trunk.

“I think that’s everything?” He asked as he turned back to look at my mom. “You okay back there, Trish?”

“Comfy as can be. Thank you, Dylan.”

“Yes, thank you, Dylan.” I echoed before I cleared my throat and started awkwardly. “Is Wyatt waiting for us at home?” The hospital had a strict no children visitor policy, and honestly, I’d been afraid to have Wyatt see me in that environment. I didn’t want to give him any horrible memories of hospitals. I’d been an adult when my mom had had her accident and it’d marked me. I didn’t want to do that to my child when he was so young.

Dylan pulled away from the curb after checking his mirrors. He tossed me a quick glance. “No, I think Austin said something about letting you get settled in first so Wyatt wasn’t jumping all over you like an overexcited puppy. He wanted me to give him a call when I left, and he’d have me or Nathan bring Wyatt over.”

“Oh.” I deflated slightly. There went that plan. “Do you know where they are?”

“Well, I think they spend their afternoons at the shop. Austin lets Wyatt follow him around and play with Blue in his office when he’s busy. Why? Do you want him to meet us at your place instead?”

“No. I want you to take me to the shop. I gotta see a man about a relationship.”

My mom squealed in the backseat. “I knew it! I knew it! I’m texting Wendy right now!”

I rolled my eyes and sat back in my seat, ignoring my mom’s crowing and the huge grin on Dylan’s face. The butterflies swirling around my stomach were enough of a distraction. I just hoped I wasn’t too late.
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Austin

 

I couldn’t stop checking my phone. Waiting for Dylan to call and let me know how the ride home with Rachel went was driving me out of my mind. I felt like I was back in middle school. Did she ask about me? Did she want to see me? Was she still mad at me? Argh. 

My silent phone was mocking me. 

I had to accept the fact that she didn’t want me. If Rachel had made one thing clear these last two weeks, it was that we were through. All my calls and texts had gone unanswered. She’d broken ties completely. But for the fact that her mother had asked for my help, I wouldn’t have seen Wyatt again. And more likely than not, I wasn’t going to see Rachel again. I just had to accept it.

“Hey buddy, how are you feeling? You hungry? We can go grab some lunch before…” I trailed off awkwardly. I didn’t want to mention his mom and get him all riled up. Who knew how long it’d take for Rachel to get discharged and settled at home. But Wyatt didn’t notice my awkward phrasing. He was too busy trying to climb onto Blue like a pony.

“Giddy up!” Wyatt crowed. 

Blue’s left ear twitched, but otherwise he didn’t move.

“Hey, kiddo, you can’t ride Blue.” I crossed the room and plucked Wyatt off my dog. I was dying to laugh, but after almost a week with Wyatt I knew better. The last thing he needed was to think I was encouraging this behavior. Even though it was funny as hell. Blue was so exhausted from their racing around all morning he was practically comatose. But still I didn’t want Wyatt to accidently hurt the dog. “Even though he’s really big, he’s still not a horse. You can’t ride him.”

“I wasn’t riding him, Austin. I was just pretending.” Wyatt blinked up at me with the same bright blue eyes as his mom, and I tried really hard not to melt.

“Just don’t treat Blue like a horse, okay? You might accidently hurt him.”

“Okay.” Wyatt stood next to Blue and patted him on the head. “Sorry, Blue.”

Blue groaned and rolled over onto his side.

Wyatt giggled and tried to mimic the sound Blue had made.

“All right, kiddo. Let’s go grab some food. I’m hungry.”

“Me too. Me too!” Wyatt beamed up at me.

“Do you guys mind if we get something to eat back home?” A familiar voice asked from the doorway. “I don’t know that I’m up for too much excitement.”

“Mom!” Wyatt cried before racing to the doorway where Rachel stood, looking so frail and beautiful all at the same time.

“Whoa, kiddo. Careful.” Rachel held her hands out to keep Wyatt from crashing into her. “Go easy on me. I’m still pretty sore.”

Wyatt stopped a few inches away from her, his head tilted back. “Did the doctor make you all better?”

“Yeah, but I still have a few owies that’ll take a few more days to heal. Come here. Give me a gentle hug. Ooooh, I missed you!” Rachel groaned as she gave Wyatt a hug.

“I missed you too, Mommy, but look, I met Blue! And Austin took me to school and picked me up in his truck. It’s so big!”

Rachel laughed. The sound made my heart clench. This might very well be the last time I’d get to hear it. After a moment, she turned her twinkling eyes to me and she sobered. 

“It sounds like you had an awesome week.” Rachel smoothed a hand over the top of Wyatt’s head. “How about you run outside and go see Grandma and Dylan while I talk to Austin?”

 “Can Blue come with me?” Wyatt asked.

“Sure, buddy,” I answered then whistled for Blue. 

Blue perked up, and after a bit of coaxing from Wyatt, followed the child out of my office and down the hall. I closed the door behind them and turned to Rachel standing a few feet away.

“I’m sorry—”

“No. Don’t.” I cut in. She was apologizing. Again. It would be funny if it didn’t hurt so damn much. “I don’t want you to ever apologize for looking out for you and your family. Wyatt comes first. I get it.” 

“I just… I have a thing about abandonment.”

“Your ex—the douche? I know.”

“No. Well, yes, but not just Jordan. My mom dated a lot of guys and it felt like just when I was starting to like them, they’d disappear. It uh, seems to be a pattern with me. My father left when I was six. He’d visit every week or so but after a while the time between visits got longer and longer until he stopped coming all together. He started a new family in southern California, and I wasn’t a priority anymore.”

“Shit, that’s fucked up, baby—Rachel. There’s no excuse for a man walking away from his family.” I closed my eyes with a wince. “I was wrong. I know I was wrong. It’s something that I have to work on, but I can promise you—whether you want to get back together with me or not—I have learned from this. I’m done running. When shit gets hard, I’m gonna stick around. I’m gonna lean on my family and not run away from them. I’m gonna work it out with them.”

“So I heard. Thank you for calling in the troops and helping out my mom this week. I don’t know what we would’ve done without you.”

“You’re welcome. I don’t think I’ve ever been so freaked out as when your mom called. I didn’t know if you were okay. All I knew was that you’d been in accident, and that it wasn’t good. I uh, I wanted to come by the hospital and see you but…”

“But you didn’t know if I wanted to see you.”

“Yeah.”

“To be honest, I don’t know if I would’ve. I had a lot to work through on my own. But I do now. Want to see you that is.”

“Obviously. You’re standing here in my shop instead of curled up at home in your comfy bed.”

“Well yeah, but I mean I want to see you again. Date you or whatever—go back to where we were before it all went to hell. That is if you want to, too.”

I stood there for a long moment, looking my fill at Rachel’s wan but hopeful expression. Finally I shook my head. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“Oh.” Pain washed over Rachel’s face that had nothing to do with her physical injuries. 

“I don’t want to go back to where we were. I want to go forward with all this shit under our belts. I learned from it. I’m better because of it. I love you more for having the ability to stand up for your yourself and your son despite your feelings for me. And I hope one day you love me half as much as I love you and Wyatt.”

Tears wells in her eyes. “Austin.”

I pulled her into my arms and kissed her, putting every bit of my love and the angst I’d felt over the past month into our kiss. It only took a few moments for Rachel to pull away panting. When I saw her pale face, I cussed myself for pushing her.

“Sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have—”

“What is it you say about apologizing?” She cut in with a smirk. 

“I believe the deal was I’d stop being an asshole if you stopped apologizing all the time.”

“And I think that should go both ways. I was kind of an asshole for not even talking about our whole situation, and you’ve apologized enough.”

“Wait, I’m confused. Are you saying I don’t have to apologize ever again?”

Rachel snorted. “No, that won’t work either.”

“How about we both try like hell to be considerate of the other person and not be afraid to apologize when we’re wrong.”

“You are a very smart man. I love you.”

“Love you too.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “Now how about we get you home and in bed. My bed so I can take care of you.”

She sighed. “That sounds really good. I want to, but…”

“Wyatt?”

“Yeah. And my mom. I don’t know—”

“Do you honestly believe that I don’t know you’re a package deal? Bring them all. I don’t only love you—I love Wyatt too. He’s so funny and sweet and awesome in his own right. I want him in my life. If I’ve learned anything this last week, it’s that my house has been too quiet for too long. I’m ready for all the craziness that having you and your family in my life will bring.”

Rachel sighed and dropped her head onto my shoulder. “And just when I think it isn’t possible to love you more…”

She tipped her head back and looked up at me under her eyelashes. I’d seen that look plenty of times before. If she wasn’t just out of the hospital…

“Mommy?” Wyatt called through my office door. “Grandma wants to know if you guys are done making up yet. I’m hungry, and she’s tired.”

I closed my eyes with a laugh. It was a tiny preview of what our life was going to be like.

“You sure you’re ready for a Tannenbaum invasion?” Rachel whispered.

“Hell yeah.”

I was going to love every damn minute.


Epilogue

Austin

 

 

 

Three months later

California Kings MC Clubhouse

 

 

“Those fucking curves are giving me a hard on,” a gruff voice boomed next to me.

I’d been a little nervous bringing Rachel into the belly of the beast, but now that I was here and seeing her in action all my nervous had disappeared. “Might make riding her a little uncomfortable.”

Hawk, the Vice President of the MC, ran his hand over the fender of the bike we’d just delivered and groaned. I smirked. It felt fucking fantastic when I got this kinda response from a client. It made all the hours, sweat, and bullshit so fucking worth it. 

On the other side of the courtyard, Rachel gave a peal of laughter, drawing my attention away from Hawk and his fondling of his bike. She looked gorgeous. Her long, brown hair falling like waves of chocolate behind her as she tossed her head and laughed at whatever T-Bone had said. Her breasts bounced in the tight tank she wore. Talk about hard-ons. Fuck me.

Hawk grunted. “You might wanna go make sure T-Bone isn’t making a play for your woman.”

“I’m not worried.” My woman only had eyes for me. I was surprised that the clubhouse hadn’t caught fire with the looks Rachel had been throwing me.

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d like some time alone with this little lady.” Hawk ran his hand over the gleaming gas tank. “We need to get better acquainted.”

“Sure, man. Take her for a spin and let me know what you think.” I was half way across the courtyard toward Rachel before I finished the sentence. I heard Hawk chuckle behind me and then the roar of the bike’s engine cut through everything. Safe bikes were loud bikes and my bikes were the safest of them all. 

I reached Rachel’s side and pulled her to me until I could wrap both my arms around her. With her nestled in front of me, I buried my face in the nape of her neck for a moment. I wanted to find a room down the hall and mark her as mine, but we’d only been here five minutes. Instead I kissed the side of her neck and breathed in that scent that was purely Rachel while I mentally counted the minutes until I could take her home.

To our home.

Rachel, Wyatt, and Trish had moved into my house last week. Rachel into the master bedroom with me, Wyatt in his very own superhero themed bedroom down the hall while Trish took over the pool house in the backyard. It’d been a crazy week with the move and finishing up the Kings’ build that we hadn’t properly christened the house yet. And since Trish had Wyatt in the pool house all night long, we could finally make the house ours. Especially the living room. And the dining room. And the kitchen. And the master bath. And the hallway.

I had plans, and this fucking build reveal was getting in the way of them all.

I jumped as a hand slapped my shoulder.

“You did a fucking fantastic job,” T-Bone boomed.

“Thanks.” I jerked my chin in acknowledgement, my arms still wrapped around Rachel. “I can’t take all the credit. Nathan and Ryan did a lot of the work. And Dylan is a master when it comes to paint.”

“The bike is purdy, don’t get me wrong, but I was talking about your woman here. You clearly have good taste. Don’t let this one go.”

“Not planning on it.” I bared my teeth in a semblance of a smile that I sure as hell wasn’t feeling. 

“And I mean it little lady. If you ever want a job tending bar, I’ll hook you up.” T-Bone nodded at Rachel then me. “Amazing job on the bike.”

I jerked my chin at him again, and Rachel and I watched silently as T-Bone ambled away.

I dropped my head onto her shoulder with a groan. “Do you really have to charm every man you meet? I was worried for a second there that I’d have to throw down with the baddest man in Sactown.”

“What can I say? All my time tending bar has perfected my schmoozing skills.”

“Are you interested in his offer?” I asked with raised eyebrows. Rachel had cut back on her hours just before the move—quitting her job at Finnegans so she could apply to local colleges.

“Do I miss listening to sob stories and wiping up after stinky men? I do enough of that at home.” Rachel laughed.

My heart pounded, both at her words and the sound of her laugh. “Do you think it’s too early to duck out? We don’t even have to say goodbye and I doubt anyone would even notice.”

Rachel bit her bottom lip with a soft groan. “I really, really want to…”

“Then let’s do it.”

“Austin! Get your ass over here!” Ryan waved an arm over his head like his voice wasn’t enough of an attention getter. “We’ve got celebratory shots to do!”

I sighed and pressed my forehead against Rachel’s. “Raincheck? Like in an hour?”

“I’m holding you to that, bucko.” Rachel smirked as she pulled away. 

Rachel spent the next hour drinking beer, doing shots, and bullshitting with some of the scariest bikers in the state. Meanwhile, I nursed my one and only beer and tried like hell to keep my hands off her. I don’t know if it was possible to love her any more than I did. She just fit so seamlessly into my life. I don’t know how I ever got this far without her. 

And I couldn’t wait to get her alone so I could show her how much I loved her.

I slid my hand down her back, ready to make our getaway when I noticed Ryan slipping out the side door with a gorgeous blond. Son of a bitch. Taking a quick glance around the room, it didn’t look like anyone had noticed their exit. Until I tipped my head down and found Rachel’s eyes pointed in the same direction as mine were. 

“Is that…” she whispered.

I cleared my throat, cutting her off, then muttered. “Not here. We should uh, stay a minute so it’s not an obvious mass exodus.”

Rachel shook her head. “Why would he—”

“Because he’s a dipshit who lets his little head do his thinking. I just hope like hell that she’s not tied to anyone here. She wasn’t wearing a “Property of” vest so he’s got that going for him at least. Maybe he’ll live to see tomorrow.”

Rachel snorted a laugh and leaned against me. She might’ve thought I was exaggerating, but I wasn’t. No one fucked with the Kings. I just hoped Ryan knew what he was doing. There were some messes I wouldn’t be able to get him out of.

“I love you,” Rachel purred up at me as she wound her arms around my neck.

“Love you, too, baby.” I laughed. “And I had no idea you were such a lightweight. We better get you home and into bed.”

“Mmmmm, your bed. Sounds good to me.”

“Our bed.” I hoisted Rachel into my arms and then over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry, to the shouts and whistles of the entire West Coast Kings’ MC and carried Rachel out of the clubhouse.

So we could get home and get busy living our happily ever after. 

Because I believed in that shit now.

 

The End


To everyone out there with dysfunctional families
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Chapter 1

 

June 6

Reno, Nevada

 

The worst date of my life didn’t start out so bad.

When I spotted him across the room, I couldn't believe it—my mom had actually set me up with a stellar guy. Which was something of a surprise. My mom's idea of the perfect man was light years from mine. But tonight's guy, Charlie, was hot. It wasn’t so much his looks as the confident air he had about him—the way he wore a suit reminded me of James Bond. He owned the look in a totally understated, badass way. Although he wasn’t GQ handsome, the combination of his confidence and height made him more appealing to me than any model. Height was an important checklist item. Most men were shorter than me and seemed intimidated by my five-foot-ten frame.

But then not much daunted Charlie, as I later found out. 

 “Jessica?” He stood and offered a well-manicured hand.

“Yes, so that would make you Charlie?” 

“Guilty.” He gently squeezed my hand as he gave me the once-over. His smug little grin made me think he didn't mind the view. Holding onto the back of his chair, he gestured to the vacant one across the table. “Sit, please.” 

Charmed, I took a seat and we exchanged smiles, although mine felt a little awkward. I looked around at the other diners and slyly scoped out their plates. I was starving. “So what’s good here?” 

 “No need to worry about ordering.” He leaned back in his chair, totally comfortable with his surroundings. “I’ve already taken the liberty of ordering for both of us.”

“But…” I trailed off as the waiter approached with our dinner salads. Okay, then. Granted it was a little high-handed, but I was determined to make the most of the situation. I gritted my teeth, picked up a fork, and dug in. “So tell me about yourself.”

Charlie smiled charmingly over his salad. “What would you like to know?”

“Um, how about what you like to do for fun?”

“Well, I’m what some would call an adrenaline junkie. I’ve scaled Mount Kilimanjaro. The sound of the wind and the taste of the air so high above the rest of humanity really makes you feel alive. Of course I climbed it without a guide. Only weak excuses for climbers use Sherpas. And just last month I surfed the Banzai Pipeline in Oahu. My third day there, I caught a thirty-foot wave and rode it over…” 

He continued to drone on about his accomplishments, but I was too busy resisting the urge to stab my eye with my fork to pay close attention. And here was the drawback that always came with my mom’s setups. I should’ve known he was too good to be true.

Of course he didn’t seem to be interested in anything about me at all. At every turn he managed to slip in some outrageous claim about himself. I’m pretty sure over our entrees—which was a fish pairing and I hate fish, ugh!—he told me he’d testified in front of Congress on the same day he’d rescued a baby seal. Although given the amount of wine he downed, it was hard to believe he could walk in a straight line on a Saturday night, let alone climb Mount Kilimanjaro.

Whatever snow job he gave my mom, it obviously hadn’t been the truth. Captain America wouldn’t know the truth if it bit him on the ass. How had he managed to hide his utter douchiness? I certainly hadn’t detected it from across the room. But once he opened his mouth… Whatever it was, I had to change my inner jackass radar and maybe buy my mom one, too. I didn’t want to ever do this again. 

When the bill thankfully arrived, I expected at least some modest tussle over who would pay. I mean he was so macho and all. Not that I was going to let him; I didn’t want even the hint of “owing him” at the end of the night. I just wanted to get the heck out of there and forget Captain Douche and his amazing conquests.

But there wasn’t a tussle.

Charlie made a big production of patting his shirt pockets. “Oh, dang it. I can’t find my wallet.”

 So he was either the world’s biggest cheapskate—he did drink two fairly expensive bottles of wine after all—or his master plan was to owe me at the end of the night. 

Not in this lifetime. 

I put my pleasant—if slightly irritated—fake smile on and paid the bill. I could not wait for the evening to end. He, of course, insisted on walking me to my car. Which was where my historically awful evening got worse. 

“I insist. It is, after all, the gentlemanly thing to do.” He bowed low enough that he lost his balance and tipped forward, coming within kissing distance of the pavement. Although it could’ve been the breeze that pushed him off center.

“Oomph.” 

I grabbed his right arm and helped him back up. I looked around the dark parking lot. No one—even the street off the lot was quiet. Great. I really couldn’t live with myself if I let this asshat drive home. There were innocent people on the road, after all. “Hey, Charlie, did you drive yourself here?”

 “Nope. Had my secretary drop me off. Did I tell you I’m a lawyer? I’m this close to getting partner.” He held his fingers up for my inspection. 

I had a feeling they weren’t as close together as he thought. “That’s great. Well, here we are.” 

I stopped next to my car and Charlie crashed into me.

“But you’re right. I do need a ride home.”

Oh Lord, here it comes.

“Can I get a lift home? Or better yet, I’ll go home with you. We’ll save gas that way. It’s better for the environment.” He sent me something I thought was supposed to be a charming smile but came off looking more like a leer.

“Uh, no. Thanks. Not tonight.” Or ever. I barely held in my shudder.

“Come on, baby. You were feeling the same vibes I was. You know you want me. Why deny it?”

 There were times for the polite dismissal, but this definitely wasn’t one of them. “Because I don’t want you. This date sucked and I’m going home. Alone.”

“Playing hard to get, huh? That’s okay. I love some slap with my tickle.” Charlie pressed in close and trapped me against my car. 

Freaked out, I struggled against him but his arms were like tentacles, sliding all over my body and impossible to get away from. My heart raced and a litany of oh my gods ran through my head. I tried to bring my knee up but he blocked the movement and pinned my legs with his so I couldn’t move. 

Suddenly he didn’t seem very drunk. 

“No, Charlie. Stop!” 

But he didn’t seem to be interested in my objections. His slimy lips moved down my neck, leaving a trail of saliva like a slug. He stopped at my cleavage and buried his face between my breasts.

Shuddering with disgust, I grasped for my purse dangling from my wrist, but it fell to the ground and my can of pepper spray with it. Panicked, I did the only thing I could think of. 

I screamed. 

The sound was loud, piercing, and terrified. 

Because I was. He was too big to fight off. He was going to rape me in the parking lot and there was no one around to help me. Oh God. 

Oh God. 

He didn’t budge an inch, aside from his hands that continued to slide over my body. His breath was heavy and putrid against my face. My skin crawled from the combination. 

“No. Stop. Get off me!” I struggled as much as I could with his big body sandwiching me against the car. “Stop. No!”

And then suddenly he was gone. 

I was afraid that I’d dreamed it—gone to that safe place in my mind—but the muffled thumps and curses definitely weren’t part of my happy place. 

“When a lady says no, she fucking means no.” My white knight gave Charlie one last brutal kick to the ribs, then stepped over his body and slowly approached me. 

Our corner of the parking lot was dark, so I couldn’t see him very clearly. I just knew he was big—built like a linebacker, way over six feet tall—and had possibly saved my life. He stopped a few feet away from me, his hands raised as if to show me he wasn’t a threat. 

“You okay?” His voice rumbled in the darkness, a deep baritone.

My eyes darted from my white knight’s dark outline to where Charlie slowly inched away. “I—uh… Yeah. Mostly. I think.”

“Good.” He turned slightly and watched Charlie stagger to his feet and stumble away. “Do you guys live together?”

“What?”

“Will he be waiting for you at your house?”

“Oh, no. This was our first and last date.” I pushed my bangs off my forehead with a shaky hand. “A very bad blind date.”

“No shit.” He jerked his chin in a masculine head nod. “Well, have a good night.”

With that, my white knight turned and walked away in the same direction Charlie had gone.

“Wait.” I couldn’t just let him leave. I had to do…something. The guy had saved me from being raped and now he was just going to walk away? 

He stopped and turned to face me slightly. I still couldn’t see him clearly but I could tell from the way he rolled his shoulders that he was impatient. 

“Can I buy you a drink? To say thanks?” To be honest, I wasn’t sure why I’d said that. All I knew was that my heart was still racing from the almost assault and I had adrenaline running through my veins. I wanted—needed—to do something.

He silently studied me. I wasn’t sure if he could see more of me than I could see of him. But he just stood there and stared. After what felt like eons I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Just one drink? I really don’t want to be alone right now.”

He shook his head. “Phone a friend, princess. I took care of the asshole. Go home.”

His rejection stung. What a fucked-up night. First I endured the longest dinner ever with a self-absorbed asshole who almost raped me in the parking lot, and now I’d apparently thrown myself at a completely unwilling man. Maybe this was a sign from above that it was time to stop dating.

“Look, I’m not trying to jump your bones. I don’t want to be alone right now, and it’ll take too long for one of my friends to show up.” Great, now I was sniffling and holding back nervous tears.

He paused for another uncomfortable moment, then grunted. “You’re paying?”

Shocked, it was my turn to stare at him. “I…uh, yeah.”

“Fine. Let’s go.” With that he turned and walked away. 

I stood frozen for another few seconds. I guess I was supposed to follow him. I looked around for my purse, which had fallen during my tussle with Captain Douche. Rescuing my Chloé bag from the dirt, I took a few stumbling steps after him. 

Why was I even doing this? Adrenaline sang through my veins and pushed the question from my mind. I just knew I felt safe with him and I was scared. Besides, he’d made it more than obvious he wasn’t all that interested in anything more.

When he reached the sidewalk and stopped to wait for me, the street light illuminated my white knight. Make that dark knight. His dark leather jacket gleamed softly in the harsh overhead light. But the white patch stretching over his large upper back was clearly visible—“True Brothers” —as were the two grinning skulls beneath. So he wasn’t just a guy in leathers—he was one of those kinda bikers. 

Uncertain in light of this discovery, I hesitated. What was I doing? Was I really going to go to a bar with a biker?

He turned to look back at me and my jaw dropped. He was gorgeous. His long hair fell past his chin. He gave an impatient head toss and I could finally see the planes of his face in the stark overhead light. His razor-sharp cheekbones, long sideburns, and facial stubble reminded me of a younger Hugh Jackman. But bigger. Huge. In my heels, I’d barely reached his chin and that was a first for me. My earlier fear about his biker status dissolved. Even without that gorgeous face, I’d been intrigued. Now I was spellbound. 

I practically ran the distance separating the two of us. Eager much? I was only slightly out of breath when I reached him.

“Where do you want to go?” I puffed while trying to sound disinterested.

“I was heading over to the Mineshaft when I heard your scream.” He jerked his head toward the most notorious bar in all of Reno, about a block down from the parking lot. 

I’d heard stories about the Mineshaft. I don’t think any Reno native could say they hadn’t. The True Brothers’ hangout was the kind of place my mom had spent my entire teenage years warning me about. More specifically, about all the ways she’d kill me if I ever stepped foot inside. I was pretty sure the threat still held true ten years later.

I hesitated.

“You could always head back to your car and go home, princess. No need to dirty yourself on my account.”

The edge in his voice had my back bone straightening. “Or maybe it’s you who’s afraid to be seen in a respectable bar? Still have nightmares from the last time you were thrown out?”

Okay, that obviously wasn’t the smartest thing to say to him. Seriously, who baited a biker in a dark parking lot? But something about his standoffish attitude just raised my hackles. Plus a guy who’d step up for a total stranger was somewhat trustworthy. Right? Maybe?

“You should be more careful, princess. The last guy who insulted me is still picking asphalt out of his back.”

I took a deep breath and tried for a bored expression while my insides quivered. He was scary, but in an oh-so-hot way. I was so screwed up in the head.

“In my world, the one buying gets to pick. And I say we go to the Vine,” I said, referring to the classy restaurant I’d just left. They had a respectable bar area, and it was so much safer than the Mineshaft. It was nice to know I still had some self-preservation instincts intact. “I don’t have all night, slick. You coming or what?”

After another long look at me, he turned and walked toward the Vine, leaving me to follow in his footsteps. Again. With a slightly frustrated huff, I chased after him. When the hell did I turn into a leper? 

I mean don’t get me wrong, I don’t think I’m the most gorgeous woman to ever live, but I’m not a total dog, either. I know for a fact my long blond hair and curvy figure have attracted more than my fair share of attention. Especially at work. I spend a ridiculous amount of time fending off horny tourists and businessmen at my job as a front desk clerk at the Mother Lode Casino. And that’s while wearing their ugly-ass uniform. But when I was all dolled up for a date—like tonight—I looked good, dammit. 

Screw this. I’d buy him one drink as promised then get the hell out of there. I still had some self-respect.

As we approached the restaurant, my eyes were drawn to the motorcycle at the end of the lot. It wasn’t difficult to picture him straddling the powerful bike. Even through my irritation over his treatment, the mental image was still powerful enough to get me excited. There was something insanely hot about a bad boy on a bike. Especially this one.

I followed him to the front of the building where he pushed through the double sets of doors. He didn’t even pause to check to see if I was following him. His attitude was starting to irk me.

More than a little annoyed, I trailed behind him as he plowed his way through the crowd gathered around the maître d’s stand. Afraid to lose sight of my guy, I stayed glued to his back and gave half smiles of apology to the people he mowed down. I was relieved when he stopped at the bar.

“Bushmills Black Bush. Neat. And a—” He threw a look at me over his shoulder.

“Whatever’s on tap.”

He raised an eyebrow at me. I gave him a wide-eyed innocent look back.

He let out one of those annoyed man grunts. “And a light draft beer.”

When the bartender plunked down our drinks, I dug through my purse for some cash, but stopped when I felt a hand on my arm.

“Don’t worry about it.”

I looked at him, nonplussed. This was the whole reason we were here, after all. Of course I was buying the round. And then I was getting the hell out of here.

Before I could protest, he tipped his head at the bartender, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to the other side of the room. Not wanting to make a scene, I clutched my beer and followed. He stopped at a table in the corner, pulled out a chair, and sat. I stared at him for a moment, then shook my head and took the other chair. 

We sipped our drinks in silence. I stared at my glass, watching the foam slowly dissipate. Very few American drinkers appreciated the head on a beer. But then again I really liked head. I smirked into my glass before taking another swig.

“What?”

I blinked when my knight finally spoke. I thought maybe we were just going to do the silent, awkward thing. “I was thinking how much I like head.”

Now it was his turn to blink.

I enjoyed the moment before I lifted my glass in explanation. He shook his head and looked away with his own little smirk.

“So do you have a name?”

He turned back and gave me a lingering once-over. The heat of his gaze seared me from the tips of my breasts to the juncture of my thighs. His golden brown eyes raked over my body until I was sure there wasn’t an inch of skin he hadn’t covered. I felt exposed and turned on all at once. Taking my own survey of him, a quick glance at his lap told me he liked the view as well.

“Zag.”

I shook my head and looked up into his fascinating eyes. “I, uh, what?”

“My name. Zag.”

“No, really.”

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug.

Oookay. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Zag. I’m Jessica.” I’d been tempted to give him a fake name back, but I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to remember it later. Besides, I really wanted to hear him say my name. 

I held out my hand and waited. After a beat, he took it. His hand was rough and calloused, but his grip was firm. Not too firm to make me uncomfortable, but not some wet-fish handshake. I'd once heard someone claim a handshake was an extension of a man's cock. If that were really the case, Zag wouldn't have any problems in the bedroom. My cheeks flushed at the dirty turn of my thoughts. Again. What was it about this man? He was like a walking advertisement for wicked fantasies. I couldn’t help myself.

I just knew Zag was watching me with those eagle eyes of his. I could practically feel them even though I kept my own glued to the tabletop. After a beat, from the corner of my eye, I saw him turn away.

What the hell was wrong with me? Was I looking for a happy ending for what had turned out to be a craptastic night? Or was I really into this guy?

I turned my head slightly and gave him another once-over. 

His jacket had parted enough for me to see the grease-stained T-shirt underneath. And the ripple of abs beneath that layer. Oh, I was definitely into this guy. I'd always had a thing for bad boys but never could quite get up the nerve to pursue them. All that attitude wrapped up in such an attractive wrapper was more than a little intimidating for a good girl like me. Hell, I’d been the honor society president in high school, a good girl who didn't lose my virginity until I was out of my parents’ house at nineteen. I was the poster child for following the rules. So why did I want to follow my badass biker home?

Because he was forbidden and hard in all the right places. Everything I wasn't.

Including leaving.

Zag took one last gulp of his whiskey, Irish and straight up—how gangster was that?—and pushed away from the table.

“Do you often save damsels in distress?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Wait. Can I buy you another drink?”

“Nah. I gotta head out.” He tipped his head in my direction. His hair fanned out and brushed the stubble on his jaw. “Thanks for the round.”

Panicked that he was going to leave before I got up the nerve to proposition him, I threw out the only thing I could think to say. “Wait. Can I get a ride?”

I immediately flinched. That had to be the stupidest thing I could’ve said. And so desperately obvious. I was pretty sure there had to be a blinking neon sign above my head: Hello, horny woman wants a “ride.”

Zag raised an eyebrow.

God, that was a sexy look.

“Cut the bullshit. I don’t have time for stupid games. Just say what you wanna say. I got business to handle.”

“I um, just thought it’d be fun to take a ride on your bike. Maybe not now. Just sometime, you know, when you find the time. If you’re free, that is. And don’t mind giving me a ride.”

 A wave of mortification swept over me. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. The rambling words kept leaving my mouth in an endless stream of nonsense.  Where were you when I needed you, brain? I didn't just say that. The muffled laughter from the table next to us answered for me.

Dammit, just when I thought the night couldn't get any stranger. This settled it. After tonight I was done with dating. With men. And possibly with ever leaving the safety of my home ever again.

But I felt something with him. A magnetism or a connection, whatever you wanted to call it. It was the reason I’d pushed him to have a drink with me. And I thought he felt it, too. But the silence from the other side of the table was telling.

And humiliating.

I didn’t need a mirror to tell me my face was flaming redder than ever before. I dug through my purse for a crumpled bill to pay for our drinks. I couldn’t wait with this audience and my embarrassment to pay with a card. 

“Sure.”

 

 

RUTHLESS (True Brothers #1) is available now. Get your copy here.

 

 

And look for Fast: A Pregnant by the Bad Boy Romance (Burns Brothers #2) Summer 2019
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