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Excerpt

Jacob walked into his family’s ranch house and tried to contain the sheer nervous excitement threatening to rattle his entire body. He’d spent months dreaming of this moment with zero expectation of ever arriving here. After living with Rodney—in separate bedrooms—and pining from afar, he’d become a natural at shielding his true feelings. From the moment he’d met Rodney, every other man had melted away.

Rodney was masculine beauty incarnate with light brown skin, dark eyes and close-cropped black hair. Rodney’s mother was Italian, his father African American, the genetic combination creating the most handsome man Jacob had ever laid eyes on.

However, timing had not been on their side. When Rodney took a bullet and came very close to losing the use of his arm, the playful flirting they’d engaged in died. Rodney’s demeanor changed after the shooting. Jacob tried hard to offer friendship as Rodney fluctuated between frustration, depression and anger. Jacob understood his friend was terrified of losing the only life he’d ever known. Rodney was born to be a cop.

Rodney took his physical therapy seriously, approaching the exercises with a determination that bordered on manic. The hot cop wanted nothing more than to return to his normal life. Jacob knew that. Unfortunately that didn’t stop him from taking secret pleasure that Rodney was still in Wyoming, still with him after all these months. It also hadn’t been enough to convince Jacob not to do the most foolish thing of all.

Fall in love.

They walked through the kitchen to the stairway that would lead them to Jacob’s room in silence. At the base of the steps, Rodney placed a hand on Jacob’s upper arm.

Jacob turned and smiled at the question in Rodney’s eyes. “I’m not going to change my mind, if that’s what you’re hoping.”

“Jesus,” Rodney muttered. “I’d never hope for that in a million years. It’s just…” He paused for a moment.

“What?” Jacob prodded.

“It’s been a while for me, Jake.”

Jacob closed his eyes, fighting back tears. “For me too.”

After that, the words gave way to motion. Jacob took Rodney’s hand and led him to the bedroom. They stopped at the threshold and kissed once more, a long, hard kiss—full of promise and hope.

Then Jacob walked in and turned on the lamp on the bedside table, while Rodney locked the door. Sounds of karaoke and loud laughter drifted to them from the backyard.

Rodney smiled as he glanced toward the window. “Great party going on down there.”

Jacob shrugged. “I’d rather be here.”

Rodney’s gaze darkened with lust and he reached for the hem of his T-shirt. He pulled it over his head. Jacob had seen Rodney shirtless a thousand times as the cop pitched in to help with the ranch chores. The sight never failed to leave Jacob breathless. Rodney’s physical therapy hadn’t just healed his arm. It kept his body hard, strong.

Unable to resist, Jacob walked toward him and ran his hand down the smooth muscular chest that had taunted him for far too long. Rodney stood still, letting Jacob touch and look his fill.

“My turn,” Rodney said with a quick nod, gesturing for Jacob to take off his shirt. Unlike his cop, Jacob had opted for a dressier look and had worn a lightweight, button-up cotton shirt to the party. He was happy for his choice when Rodney’s hungry gaze watched him pop each button slowly. He was only halfway down when Rodney’s impatience reared its head. Reaching for him, Rodney ripped the shirt the rest of the way apart, the last three buttons flying.
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Blurb

Sometimes there are only two choices. Love or leave…

Jacob James falls for New York cop Rodney the moment he crash-lands into his life. The sexy city slicker is everything a lonely cowboy could ever dream of. However, when Rodney is shot in the line of duty, Jacob finds his affections rejected. As a result, Jacob offers the only thing left—friendship.

Rodney’s future is nearly destroyed by a bullet. What good is a cop who can’t fire a gun? While he’s grateful for Jacob’s friendship and longs for something more, how can he enter a relationship when his future is so uncertain?

After months of physical therapy, Rodney is cleared to return to work. What he thought would be the happiest day of his life turns out to be one of the worst. Returning to New York means leaving Jacob, the man he’d like to call much more than friend. With time running out, Rodney realizes the future he longed for may not be the one that makes him happy.
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Dedication

To John and Bill. I wish your story had been longer.


Prologue

Searing pain roared through Rodney’s arm as black spots danced before his eyes. More gunfire pounded into the wall of the building behind him, pelting him with shards of shattered brick. He’d known something was wrong the second he walked out of the bank. Hell, he’d had a premonition all morning that something would happen, that everything was about to change. He knew better than to ignore his gut feelings.

“Rodney!”

Fuck. Bridget was out in the open. He forced himself to remain conscious despite the agonizing fire currently raging through his body. He watched Mark throw himself on top of her, shielding her from the gunfire.

“Get her to the fucking car!” Rodney yelled. Jesus. If Bridget was killed, it would be his fault. His. It was his job to protect her.

Bridget crawled closer.

He reached out with his uninjured arm. “Bridget, take this. Get to New York.” He pressed the flash drive they’d spent the last month of their lives searching for into her hand. It was the key to putting the judge whose henchman was currently trying to kill them away forever.

“I’m not leaving you,” Bridget insisted.

Rodney took a deep breath, praying for the strength to get her out of harm’s way. Mercifully, Mark grabbed her, dragging her to the truck.

Please let her make it. He sighed with relief, the sound coming out as a harsh shudder when he watched the truck with Bridget ensconced inside pull away.

“Bridget,” he whispered.

Strong hands gripped him, shocking him. What the fuck? He started to kick out, but the last of his strength slowly drained away.

“It’s me, Rod.”

Christ. Jake. No.

“Get down,” Rodney said, the words sounding more like a bark than his normal voice. “Get inside!”

Jacob didn’t reply. Instead he lifted Rodney’s upper body with firm hands beneath his armpits and dragged him to the entrance of the bank. The movement was excruciating and bile rose to Rodney’s throat. Waves of nausea caused by the red-hot poker lodged in his arm enveloped him.

He’d been shot. It was a possibility he’d faced every day as he patrolled the streets of New York City as a cop. Who would have thought this sleepy town of Saratoga, Wyoming would be the place to bring him down?

The gunshots had ceased with Bridget’s escape.

Jacob laid him gently on the floor of the bank’s lobby. He saw a security guard standing next to his friend, talking on the phone. He would have grinned if he hadn’t been in so much pain. If he was going to die, he couldn’t think of a better last sight than Jacob’s gorgeous face. Sirens sounded in the distance.

“Bridget,” Rodney whispered.

Jacob knelt next to him. “Matt and Mark got her away. She’ll be fine, Rod. And so will you. Just hang on, man.”

She was safe. Jake was safe.

Rodney let those comforting thoughts permeate the haze of pain, though he still couldn’t let go of the premonition.

Everything is changing.

His eyes drifted closed, his body shutting down.

They were safe.

But was he?


Chapter 1

Rodney Jackson leaned against the makeshift bar, taking everything in. What a night. The backyard of the James Ranch was packed with people—gay men, lesbians, doctors from the hospital where Caleb worked, Stephen and Todd from the B&B next door, Matt’s band. The list went on and on.

A year ago, he’d been a rookie cop in New York City, surrounded by crowds, tall buildings and the never-ending noise. He’d grown up in a fairly rough part of the city. Gangs, graffiti and taxicabs painted his world.

This ranch surrounded by mountains and carpeted in thick green grass was like an oasis, something he’d seen in the movies but never expected to experience in real life. It’s funny how something so foreign had come to feel more like home than the place where he’d lived his entire life.

He hadn’t thought of New York in months. No. The truth was he wouldn’t let himself think of it. The bullet he’d taken back in March had nearly robbed him of his career, his livelihood. As a result, he’d spent months in rehab, enduring hours of physical therapy to regain use of his hand.

Today, the physical therapist had released him to return to work, given him a clean bill of health. She’d basically written him a ticket back to New York and the life he’d left behind. For so long, he’d thought that was all he wanted.

Jacob James passed close by, laughing at something someone had said.

Turned out he was wrong.

He studied Jacob’s face, so relaxed and happy as he chatted with an old friend. He had joked once about his and Jake’s polar opposite appearances. Where Rodney was tall, lanky and biracial, Jacob was an all-American poster boy with fair skin, blue eyes and dirty blond hair. The attraction Rodney felt for Jacob had been instant and lasting.

He rubbed his arm absent-mindedly. Bridget caught his eye and walked toward him. He’d nearly lost use of his arm protecting her. He’d been assigned to guard her when she was put into protective custody. What should have been an easy—if boring—assignment went bad quickly as they were pursued by a hit man. The case had ended when the hit man died in a car chase and the bastard judge who’d been after them was sentenced to life in prison without hope of parole. Good riddance.

Despite the injury that had nearly robbed him of his career, he knew without a doubt he’d do it all again. Simply because of Bridget. She’d become more than a best friend to him. She was the sister he never had.

“Is your arm hurting?”

Rodney realized what he was doing and stopped. He’d developed the practice of rubbing the wounded area when he was trying to ease the pain. The ache had subsided weeks ago, but now he couldn’t break the habit. “No. Not at all. In fact—” he leaned closer, not wanting to be overheard, “—the PT released me today. She gave me the go-ahead to return to work.”

She was the first person he’d told. He’d come home from physical therapy and searched for Jacob, anxious to share the exciting news. He found Jake helping Matt assemble the makeshift stage for Gay Fest, the annual summer party Jacob held, and the words had died on his lips. Instead of telling him about his clean bill of health, he’d lied and said the therapist had given him more exercises to do.

The lie had tasted bitter, but today belonged to Jacob. His friend looked forward to Gay Fest more than most five-year-olds did Christmas. Jacob organized the event for other homosexuals like him to come out of the closet for a night and let their hair down. Wyoming—alpha capital of the world—didn’t provide a lot in the way of gay bars, so Jacob decided to amend that fact by holding his own party. Rodney didn’t want to ruin the event with talk of his imminent departure.

For months, Rodney had resisted his attraction to Jacob. He’d had nothing to offer the young aspiring journalist—no job, no future plans, a crippled arm. At the beginning, he had been too blinded by self-pity to give in to Jacob’s obvious interest. When he began to see improvement in his hand, Rodney’s reasons for rebuffing Jacob were less about an uncertain future and more about one that couldn’t be denied. He’d known the day was coming when he’d return to New York. Where would that leave him and Jacob? The answer was obvious.

On opposite ends of the country.

Bridget smiled and hugged him tightly. “I suppose I would sound selfish if I followed up my congrats by loudly yelling Shit!”

Rodney chuckled. “Yep. Completely selfish. But don’t worry. I had the same response.”

“God, Rodney. I’ve sort of started taking it for granted that you’d always been around. Not sure what I’ll do when you’re not here to listen to me bitch about my two cowboys.”

“Complaining about too many orgasms doesn’t really count as bitching, kitten. But I know what you mean. It’s hard to spend months in someone’s face and not get kind of fond of them, isn’t it?” He reached up and ruffled her hair playfully.

“Hey.” She batted his hand away, then grasped it to hold. “I’m more than fond of you, smartass. I love you. I’m going to miss you so much when you go back to New York.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed heavily. This was why he’d avoided the subject all day, hesitated to say the words. If it was this hard to tell Bridget, how much more difficult would it be to break the news to Jacob?

“What did Jake say?”

Damn. He’d tried to hide his desires for the youngest James brother, but Bridget was too savvy, knew him too well.

“I haven’t told him yet.”

“Why not?” she asked.

Rodney gestured around at the party in full swing. “Gay Fest is why not. This is Jake’s night. I didn’t want to spoil it.”

Bridget nodded, giving him a sympathetic look. She’d recently faced her own life-altering decision, so he knew she understood his dilemma. However, Bridget had given up her life in New York to move to Wyoming with Matt and Mark. Rodney wasn’t sure that choice would work for him. He was born to be a big-city cop, not a small-town rancher.

“I understand. He’ll be super bummed when he hears you’re leaving.”

They fell silent for a moment, taking in the craziness of the party. Bridget laughed and pointed when she spotted Matt arm-wrestling with a guy in drag. “It’s an amazing party. I mean, when Jessie described it to me, I thought she was exaggerating. Looks to me like she was holding back on some of the more insane details.”

Rodney chuckled. “I’m having a blast.”

“Me too. And this year, the party’s even more special. It’s nice to be celebrating Caleb and Jessie’s upcoming wedding.” Bridget’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. You’re not going to leave before the wedding next weekend, are you? You can’t.”

Jacob’s oldest—and straight—brother, Caleb, had met his fiancée, Jessie, at last year’s Gay Fest. They’d gotten engaged over Valentine’s Day and were tying the knot in a small family ceremony.

Jessie had insisted she wanted Gay Fest to double as her bachelorette party. When Caleb reminded her he planned to be there, she told him it was going to be his bachelor party too. The mild-mannered doctor easily agreed, so in addition to the nearly fifty gay friends from all over the country whom Jacob had invited, Jessie’s girlfriends from Denver and Caleb’s colleagues from the hospital were also in attendance, making for an interesting night.

Rodney gave Bridget’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I wouldn’t miss the wedding for the world. I only got the medical release today. It’s going to take some time for me to get my ducks in a row. I mean, I’m not flying out tomorrow or anything.”

Bridget blew out a relieved breath. “Good. Something tells me I’m going to need time to get used to the idea of you leaving. Shit. It’s going to suck when you go.”

He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Your folks live in Hoboken. When you come home for visits, I’m demanding equal time.”

“Done,” she promised.

Jacob walked up and slapped Rodney on the back. “You got a minute? I need some muscle.”

“Somebody fighting?” Rodney turned, ready to roll.

Jacob laughed. “Down boy. We’re not on the mean streets of NYC. A couple of the trashcans are already overflowing. I was hoping you could help me empty them.”

“Sure thing.” Rodney waved at Bridget and walked to the side of the house with Jacob.

When they reached the large garbage can, Jacob held onto the rim while Rodney worked to remove the overflowing bag. “Damn. Didn’t take long to fill this up.”

Jacob grinned, placing a new bag in the can. “Most people walk to and from the party this way. Past experience has taught me to put a couple trashcans out here or the empties end up all over the yard.”

“This is quite a party.”

“Why do you say that like you’re surprised? I told you it was the event of the summer.”

“Yeah, but this is one of those things you have to see to believe.”

“Nope. Gay Fest isn’t something to be seen.” Jacob threw his arms in the air, piling on the drama. “It’s meant to be experienced, enjoyed, lived.”

Rodney rolled his eyes at Jacob’s enthusiasm. He’d never met anyone with such a positive outlook on life. Jacob was the eternal optimist who treated every single day of his life like an adventure, a party. Rodney tried not to admit how much he envied that aspect of his friend’s personality.

“Well, I think it’s safe to say I’m enjoying it.”

Jacob paused, giving him a friendly smile. “I’m glad. You deserve a fun night. You’ve been working so hard these past few months. It’s about time you cut loose. In fact, I’ve set a goal for you tonight.”

“Oh yeah. What’s that?”

“Go wild.”

The idea had merit. In fact, it sounded pretty damn good. “Wild, huh? I think I can handle that.” Rodney put his arm around Jacob’s shoulders, perfectly aware he was flirting. “How about I buy you a drink?”

Jacob laughed and followed him back to the bar they’d set up at the edge of the yard.

Caleb stepped over to them from behind the bar. “What can I get you guys? Name your poison.”

“Hey,” Jacob protested. “What are you doing back there? I hired a bartender so you could actually enjoy the party tonight.”

Caleb placed a couple of beers on the bar. “Bartender needed a quick break, so I said I’d cover for him. What can I say? Old habits die hard.”

Jacob turned to Rodney to explain. “In years past, Caleb always stood in as the official Gay Fest bartender. However—” he gave his older brother a pointed look, “—since tonight is also his bachelor party, I thought he should mingle rather than hide behind the counter.”

Rodney gave Caleb a wink. “Can’t exactly blame your straight brother for putting a bar between him and all these gay guys. This place is more crowded than most of the gay bars in the city. I’ve been hit on half a dozen times already and handed three phone numbers.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes slightly. Rodney tried not to acknowledge how warm and fuzzy the jealous look made him feel.

“Anyone with potential?” Jacob asked.

He had to leave it to Jacob. He was a talented actor in the play it casual role. Rodney shook his head. “No. Not at all.”

“Good,” Jacob said so quietly Rodney wasn’t sure he heard it at all.

Caleb wiped up the counter in front of them. “By the way, Rodney, I ran into your PT, Joyce, this morning. Congratulations on the clean bill of health. Looks like all your hard work paid off. New York’s going to be getting back one hell of a cop.”

“What?” Jacob’s shocked tone went through Rodney like nails.

“Jake, listen—”

“I thought you said she just gave you more exercises to do.”

Caleb’s softly muttered “shit” proved he knew he’d just fucked up. Rodney couldn’t be angry. It was his lie that landed him in this mess, not Caleb.

“I’ll leave you guys alone.” Caleb walked to the opposite end of the bar and began serving up more drinks.

“Why did you lie?” Jacob asked quietly.

“Tonight was your night, Jake. I didn’t want to take that away from you.”

“Do you honestly think I’d begrudge you your miracle, your happiness? This is what you’ve worked for, Rod. I don’t see how you being cleared to return to New York would take away from the party.”

“Don’t you?” It was a pointed question and as close as Rodney had ever come to calling Jacob on the carpet about his feelings. Rodney wasn’t blind and he wasn’t stupid.

Jacob cleared his throat, then looked away. He faced the makeshift dance floor, careful to avoid looking at him. “I have no hold on you.”

Rodney chuckled mirthlessly. “God. I wish that was true.”

Jacob’s gaze flew back to his. “What’s that mean?”

Rodney didn’t reply. Instead, he leaned forward and placed his lips on Jacob’s. They’d been together, in each other’s faces for six months, and never once had Rodney given in to his desire to kiss Jacob.

The moment they touched, every suspicion he’d harbored about his feelings for Jacob crashed in on him and he knew he’d been right to fight the attraction. He also knew this kiss was fucking up all that restraint. It was too late now.

He lifted his hand to Jacob’s cheek, letting it drift through Jake’s soft hair. He followed suit with the other hand, cupping Jacob’s face, holding the man’s lips against his. Not that the grip was necessary. Jacob wasn’t pulling away.

Jacob returned the kiss, his lips parting. Their tongues tangled roughly, hungrily. Months’ worth of pent-up desires released themselves in their melding of mouths. There was no coming back from this.

Hours seemed to pass, yet neither of them came up for air. As for Rodney, he didn’t want to break the spell. This was too fucking good.

“Get a room,” one of the inebriated partygoers yelled.

Jacob backed away first, his face the perfect blend of bliss and nerves. Rodney could understand the feeling.

“Jake, I’m sorry I lied about—”

Jacob shook his head. “No. I get it now. I really do. Rodney, I’d never stand between you and what you want, you know that, right?”

Rodney nodded. Jacob had become one of the best friends he’d ever had in his life. He’d never met such a selfless, giving guy.

“You’ve just spent months working your ass off so you can go back to New York, back to being a cop. I want you to have that life because it’s what makes you happy. It’s just—”

Rodney didn’t let him finish. “Your home is here.”

Matt and Mark had gone to New York to be with Bridget during her trial. She’d told Rodney how caged and shell-shocked her poor cowboys looked in the big city. He feared the same would hold true for Jacob. Though his friend had no love of the ranching lifestyle, he was a country boy through and through. Jacob loved hiking, fishing, horseback riding. Hell, he’d shown Rodney the beauty of those activities as well. They’d spent every weekend of this summer camping near Little Snake River. Rodney was worried about his own culture shock when he returned home.

Jacob laughed. “I don’t know about that. The biggest city I’ve ever been to is Denver, but I can tell you right now, I love going there, love the hustle and bustle, the nightlife.”

“Visiting somewhere is different from living there.”

Jacob fell silent for a few moments. Rodney suspected there was something heavy on his friend’s mind.

Finally, Jacob spoke. “Is that what we’re talking about? Me living there?”

Rodney swallowed heavily. Shit. They’d just shared their first kiss. Is that what he wanted? His heart screamed Yes.

First kiss be damned. Jacob was made for him. This wasn’t a first date. He knew Jacob, knew what it was like to share a place with him, spend all-day-every-day with him. It was no damn hardship that was for sure. In fact, it was right. It worked.

They worked.

Instead, he swallowed down the reply and took the easy way out, tried to buy more time to gather his thoughts. “This is why I didn’t tell you about the medical release. All of this can wait until tomorrow.”

Jacob looked disappointed. “Sure. Tomorrow.”

“Hey, Jake! When’s the karaoke?” Jessie joined them. “You promised me a song.”

Jacob’s troubled look morphed into a smile that fooled his future sister-in-law. Rodney, however, could see the strain on Jacob’s face. He felt guilty for dimming his friend’s joy in the party.

“Song?” Rodney asked.

Jessie took a swig from her beer. “Jacob told me this afternoon he’d planned a special wedding song for Caleb and I. Bridget and I have a bet on which ABBA number he’ll be performing.”

Jacob looked like singing was the last thing he wanted to do right now, but he put on a good face. “Who said anything about it being ABBA?”

Jessie laughed. “Nice try, but I know you. It’ll be ABBA. Get up there. I want my song.”

Jacob looked around at the crowd. “I’m not sure everyone’s tipsy enough for karaoke. You know you have to time these things just right.”

It was a dodge. The partygoers were well into the making jackasses of themselves stage of the night. Jacob’s reluctance was his fault. Rodney was anxious to put the party back on track. “I don’t know what number you planned to sing, but could we make it a duet?”

Jacob’s heavy look slowly faded. “You’d get up on stage and sing with me?”

The idea actually made him slightly nauseous, but he owed it to Jacob. “Of course I would. How else am I supposed to go wild?”

Just like that, Jacob’s smile returned. “Awesome. Come on.”

He took Rodney’s hand and led him to the stage. “Jessie was completely right about it being ABBA. I was going to start the night off with this song. Do you know it?”

He pointed to the list of song choices in a binder, showing Rodney his choice. Rodney closed his eyes, suppressing a groan. “Jesus. Really?”

“It’s perfect and you know it.”

Rodney wanted to deny it, but it was pointless. It was the perfect song for the occasion. Jacob led him to the stage and handed him a microphone. A large group began to gather around, cheering when Jacob announced the beginning of karaoke, a tradition at Gay Fest.

He pointed to Matt, who was manning the technology, to cue up the song. Matt gave his brother the thumbs up, indicating he was ready.

“This first song is dedicated to my big brother, Caleb, and to the woman who is too smart to settle for him, but is still willing to hitch her cart to his horse, Jessie.”

The crowd laughed.

“And also to my best friend, Rodney, who has his own personal reason to celebrate tonight. He’s going to help me sing it.”

Rodney was touched by the compliment. Though they’d only known each other a short while, Jacob had become his best friend as well.

Matt pushed play on the canned music and the first strains of ABBA’s “I Do I Do I Do I Do I Do” filled the backyard. Rodney’s gaze never left the monitor feeding the lines to him through the first verse though he knew the song by heart. His mother had dragged him to see Mamma Mia the first year it released on Broadway. After that, she’d worn out her CD of the soundtrack, subjecting him to more ABBA than he’d ever hoped to hear in his lifetime.

The crowd’s enthusiastic reply and Jacob’s crazy dancing made him bolder and Rodney soon loosened up, throwing out a couple of Elvis’s signature gyrations. Bridget stood in front of him, laughing and cheering him on. He grinned, having far too much fun until he turned to look at Jacob.

Suddenly the screaming crowd faded away as he fell into Jacob’s bright blue eyes. Neither of them needed to look at the monitor, so their attention remained only on each other.

The lyrics took on a new meaning for him as they sang. The song was an outright declaration of love, but he and Jacob didn’t bother to hide from that or look away. When Rodney sang the words ’Cause it’s true, he realized his feelings weren’t going to go away no matter how hard he tried to ignore them. The truth was he’d fallen hopelessly and madly in love with Jacob James.

The song ended and the partiers went wild. Jessie hopped on stage and gave Jacob a kiss on the cheek, then hugged Rodney, thanking them both.

Jacob announced the next singers, handed over the microphones, then took Rodney’s hand. It probably looked like an innocent gesture to the bystanders watching, but Rodney felt raw need coursing through him. He was moving in slow motion as Jacob led him farther away from the party. The noise began to fade. They were nearly to the side door that would take them into the ranch’s kitchen before Rodney stopped.

“Jake, wait.”

Jacob turned to face him. “I don’t want to wait until tomorrow to have this talk, Rodney. I just don’t.”

Rodney shook his head. “You don’t understand. If we go inside that house, we’re not talking. We’re going to your bedroom.”

Jacob didn’t respond, but there was no denying the longing on his face.

“Fuck it. Come on. You’ll get your talk, Jacob. I can promise you that. But you’re going to get a lot more than that too.” Rodney tilted his head toward the backyard. “Can they do without you for a few hours?”

Jacob nodded. “My brothers will keep things rolling. Caleb just waved to me as we left the stage. He knows I’m gone. He’ll take care of everything.”

“Good.” Rodney was finished with the discussion, the denials, the waiting. For the first time in months, his life was moving forward. He wouldn’t resist. It was time he let the tide take him where it would. Better to drown in Jacob’s arms than die alone on dry ground.


Chapter 2

Jacob walked into his family’s ranch house and tried to contain the sheer nervous excitement threatening to rattle his entire body. He’d spent months dreaming of this moment with zero expectation of ever arriving here. After living with Rodney—in separate bedrooms—and pining from afar, he’d become a natural at shielding his true feelings. From the moment he’d met Rodney, every other man had melted away.

Rodney was masculine beauty incarnate with light brown skin, dark eyes and close-cropped black hair. Rodney’s mother was Italian, his father African American, the genetic combination creating the most handsome man Jacob had ever laid eyes on.

However, timing had not been on their side. When Rodney took a bullet and came very close to losing the use of his arm, the playful flirting they’d engaged in died. Rodney’s demeanor changed after the shooting. Jacob tried hard to offer friendship as Rodney fluctuated between frustration, depression and anger. Jacob understood his friend was terrified of losing the only life he’d ever known. Rodney was born to be a cop.

Rodney took his physical therapy seriously, approaching the exercises with a determination that bordered on manic. The hot cop wanted nothing more than to return to his normal life. Jacob knew that. Unfortunately that didn’t stop him from taking secret pleasure that Rodney was still in Wyoming, still with him after all these months. It also hadn’t been enough to convince Jacob not to do the most foolish thing of all.

Fall in love.

They walked through the kitchen to the stairway that would lead them to Jacob’s room in silence. At the base of the steps, Rodney placed a hand on Jacob’s upper arm.

Jacob turned and smiled at the question in Rodney’s eyes. “I’m not going to change my mind, if that’s what you’re hoping.”

“Jesus,” Rodney muttered. “I’d never hope for that in a million years. It’s just…” He paused for a moment.

“What?” Jacob prodded.

“It’s been a while for me, Jake.”

Jacob closed his eyes, fighting back tears. “For me too.”

After that, the words gave way to motion. Jacob took Rodney’s hand and led him to the bedroom. They stopped at the threshold and kissed once more, a long, hard kiss—full of promise and hope.

Then Jacob walked in and turned on the lamp on the bedside table, while Rodney locked the door. Sounds of karaoke and loud laughter drifted to them from the backyard.

Rodney smiled as he glanced toward the window. “Great party going on down there.”

Jacob shrugged. “I’d rather be here.”

Rodney’s gaze darkened with lust and he reached for the hem of his T-shirt. He pulled it over his head. Jacob had seen Rodney shirtless a thousand times as the cop pitched in to help with the ranch chores. The sight never failed to leave Jacob breathless. Rodney’s physical therapy hadn’t just healed his arm. It kept his body hard, strong.

Unable to resist, Jacob walked toward him and ran his hand down the smooth muscular chest that had taunted him for far too long. Rodney stood still, letting Jacob touch and look his fill.

“My turn,” Rodney said with a quick nod, gesturing for Jacob to take off his shirt. Unlike his cop, Jacob had opted for a dressier look and had worn a lightweight, button-up cotton shirt to the party. He was happy for his choice when Rodney’s hungry gaze watched him pop each button slowly. He was only halfway down when Rodney’s impatience reared its head. Reaching for him, Rodney ripped the shirt the rest of the way apart, the last three buttons flying.

Jacob’s cock thickened at Rodney’s roughness. His past sexual experiences had been too tentative, mere explorations and nights spent learning how to do this with equally green boys.

Rodney would be different.

Rodney stripped Jacob’s shirt off, tossing it to the floor. Rather than touch the uncovered skin, Rodney pulled Jacob closer with strong hands on his waist. He pressed their bare chests together while dipping his head to Jacob’s shoulder. He kissed Jacob’s neck, bit his shoulder, dragged his tongue along every sensitive spot. Jacob shivered with need.

“Rodney,” he whispered.

“Take off my jeans, Jake. Pull my cock out.”

Jacob swallowed heavily.

“Nervous?” Rodney asked.

Jacob shook his head. “No, but I think it’s going to be obvious pretty soon that you know a lot more about sex than I do.”

Rodney chuckled. “It’s not about what you know, Jake. It’s about who you are. Right now, I’m so fucking hot for you, it hurts.” They kissed again, his words and actions setting Jacob’s mind at ease.

Jacob reached for the button on Rodney’s jeans. Slowly, he unfastened it and the zipper, the truth of Rodney’s words becoming very apparent. Shoving at the waistband, they managed to get Rodney out of his jeans, boxers and shoes within seconds.

Jacob sucked in a deep breath when he got his first look at Rodney’s cock. “Jesus,” he muttered.

Rodney laughed. “Thanks. Nice compliment.”

Jacob wrapped his hand around Rodney’s hard cock without hesitation and Rodney gasped. “Not sure that was a compliment. Right now, I’m thinking about how much that’s not going to fit.”

Rodney closed his eyes when Jacob’s hand began to stroke his thick member. Rodney released a slow groan before lifting his eyelids, his gaze capturing Jacob’s. “We’ll go slow. And it will fit.”

Jacob’s fear evaporated. He wanted Rodney, in his bed, his body, his life. Rodney was right. If they took this slow, everything would fit.

Problem was, slow didn’t seem to be an option for them. Rodney was cleared to return to work in New York. He’d be leaving far too soon.

“Hey.” Rodney cupped Jacob’s cheek. “Earth to Jake. You okay?”

Jacob nodded. He was fucking this up, thinking too far ahead. Even tomorrow was too far away to worry about. He’d wanted this man forever and he wasn’t going to screw it up now. He smiled at Rodney, then dropped to his knees.

Rodney jerked slightly in surprise when Jacob took his cock into his mouth.

“Christ, Jake. That feels so good.” Rodney’s hands gripped Jacob’s head, taking control.

Jacob’s cock throbbed. In the past, he’d been on even ground with his lovers as they bumbled their way through, trying to find out what they liked, what they needed. Rodney knew what he wanted and how to get there. His control of this night was weaving its way through Jacob’s bloodstream like a drug. He wanted—no, he needed—Rodney’s power over him. It was so fucking hot.

“Can you take me deeper?” Rodney asked as he pushed his cock closer to the back of Jake’s throat.

Unable to speak, Jacob nodded once. The extra motion must’ve felt good because Rodney’s grip on his head tightened. “Fuck yeah. Just like that. God dammit, Jake. I want to fuck your mouth so bad.”

Jacob reached up and grabbed Rodney’s ass. In the past, he’d given blowjobs merely as fair-trade. He’d blow his lover and his lover would return the favor. This was different. Sucking Rodney’s cock wasn’t a chore—it was heaven.

Rodney stroked Jacob’s face, issued quietly spoken directions that were followed by praise and amazement. Rodney began thrusting harder, each pass of his cock going deeper into Jacob’s mouth. Jacob had learned to open his throat and he swallowed the head of Rodney’s dick.

“Fuck.” Rodney acted as if he’d been burned. He reared back, pulling his cock from Jacob’s mouth, retreating a couple steps.

Jacob was confused. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

Rodney dropped to his knees in front of Jacob. He cupped Jacob’s face and pulled him toward him until their foreheads touched. Both of them were panting harshly. “Hurt me? Fucking Christ. I was about to lose it, Jake. About to blow. It’s going too fast. I don’t want it to end so soon. I want to take your ass.”

Jacob smiled. “There’s not a time limit on this. Not a rule that says you can only come once tonight.”

“But the party—”

Jacob wrapped his hand around Rodney’s cock, using the wetness still there from his mouth to stroke the thick flesh. “We’re not going back to the party, Rod. I’m not leaving this bedroom tonight until you’ve fucked every part of me. And vice versa.”

Rodney closed his eyes and shivered. “I thought you’d want to go back eventually.”

“I’m exactly where I want to be.”

Rodney kissed him hard, his tongue thrusting deep, reminding Jacob they weren’t finished yet.

Jacob pulled away from Rodney’s lips and tugged on his cock, indicating he wanted Rodney to stand once more.

“Before we go any further, I should tell you, I’m clean.”

Jacob nodded. “So am I.”

Rodney rose to his feet, his hands returning to Jacob’s head once more. “I’m not sure I can hold back much longer.”

“All night, remember?”

Rodney directed his cock back to Jacob’s mouth, driving deep on the first pass. The tenor changed and Jacob realized exactly how much Rodney had been holding back. True to his word, Rodney fucked his mouth, taking Jacob with an intensity he didn’t know existed. For several moments, Jacob merely held on for the ride, loving this man’s possession of him.

When he sensed Rodney was getting close, Jacob decided it was time to take a more active role. He grasped Rodney’s balls, rubbing them lightly.

“Fuck!” Rodney’s motions became more erratic as his climax grew closer. “Squeeze them tighter, Jake.”

Jacob obeyed. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for Rodney. He clenched his fist tighter around Rodney’s sac, then glanced up. Rodney’s face contorted with what looked like pain, but couldn’t be mistaken as anything less than sheer bliss. Come exploded from his cock, coating the back of Jacob’s throat. It was salty, hot, addictive.

As his climax subsided, Rodney reached down and with strong hands under his arms, pulled Jacob to his feet. Rodney wrapped his arms around Jacob in the warmest, most genuine hug Jacob had ever received.

“Jake.” Rodney’s voice was husky, full of the same emotions that were racing through Jacob.

Jacob returned the hug, loved the feel of Rodney’s arms around him. “I know, man. I know.”

*

Rodney clung to Jacob, uncertain he’d ever felt closer to another human being in his life. When they finally parted, he gave Jake a guilty grin. “You haven’t even taken your pants off yet.”

Jacob laughed, the sound flowing over Rodney like rain on a hot summer day. Jacob was so different from the other men in his past. With Jacob, there were no shields. What you saw was what you got. It was refreshing, nice.

“I suppose I should take care of that. Especially since the denim is cutting into my hard on. Starting to hurt a little.”

Both of them worked together to free Jacob from his jeans. Once his new lover was naked, Rodney took a step back to enjoy the view. Jacob was perfectly formed, just Rodney’s type. Jake’s pale complexion was in direct contrast to Rodney’s darker coloring. He had a light smattering of hair on his chest. Rodney couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke his fingers through it. Jacob was also uncircumcised, a new experience for Rodney.

Jacob’s hips and shoulders were slight. While there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him anywhere, his uber-trim build revealed Jacob’s dislike of physical labor. Give Jake a laptop and a quiet room and his mind would run forever. The same couldn’t be said of his body when faced with ranch duties. Jacob typically found a million excuses to avoid such tasks.

“Guess I should work out more,” Jacob said quietly.

Rodney shook his head. “Shut up. You look great. Sexy as hell. Go lay down on the bed.”

Jacob flushed slightly and his cock twitched. Rodney took delight in that response. He’d always been too domineering in the bedroom. Some lovers had balked at his commands, but that didn’t hold true for Jake. If anything, Rodney’s demanding nature seemed to fan the flames. Another way this night was shaping up to be the best of his life.

Jacob pulled back the sheets and crawled beneath them. Rodney joined him without hesitation. Pulling Jacob close, he kissed him, taking his time to get to know Jake’s mouth, the taste and scent of him. Jacob returned the embrace with an enthusiasm that was contagious.

Rodney wasn’t sure how long they explored each other’s mouths, faces, ears and necks, but by the time they released each other, they were panting and Rodney’s cock was hard as a rock again.

Regardless of his reviving erection, Rodney knew whose turn it was. He pushed Jacob to his back. Rising, he knelt between the sexy cowboy’s legs. Wrapping his hand around Jacob’s cock, he gently massaged the hard flesh while watching his lover’s face. Jake’s expressions told him where his hot spots were. The head of Jacob’s cock was extra sensitive to Rodney’s touch, so he took care to pay special attention to that area.

Bending forward, Rodney licked Jacob’s cock from base to tip, enjoying Jacob’s groan.

“Damn, Rod. Do that again.”

Rodney grinned and repeated the action. He started to take Jacob in his mouth, but another idea came to him. Moving, he twisted until he covered Jacob’s body, facing in the opposite direction.

Nothing like a little sixty-nine action.

Jacob latched on to the new position with eagerness. “Fuck yeah,” he muttered.

Rodney took Jacob into his mouth, enjoying when Jacob imitated his move.

“Up for a game of Follow the Leader?” Rodney asked.

Jacob didn’t reply. Instead he kept Rodney’s dick in his mouth as he nodded. The wicked motion went through him like a bolt of lightning. Rodney forced himself to take a deep breath. Jacob was definitely getting the upper hand in this game.

Rodney took Jacob’s cock into his mouth once more, sliding down the hard flesh until the head brushed his throat. Jacob followed suit. Rodney began thrusting—his mouth and his cock—as Jacob followed his lead.

Jacob matched his pace, his pressure. Whenever Rodney teased with his teeth or his tongue, Jacob mimicked the action. Rodney felt the pressure build in his balls, but he refused to give into it this time. This time was for Jacob. After a few more mind-blowing sucks, Rodney pulled out of Jake’s mouth.

“Hey. Wait.”

“No.” Rodney knelt between Jacob’s legs once more, engulfing his cock in his mouth without bothering to explain.

Jacob’s complaints died, morphing quickly to cries of pleasure. The sexy cowboy’s hands clenched in the sheets and his body began to tremble.

Rodney released his cock briefly. “Give it to me, Jake. Come in my mouth, then I’m going to flip you over and fuck your ass.”

The dirty promise and Rodney gripping Jacob’s cock tighter was more than enough. He’d barely gotten Jacob’s cock back into his mouth before he exploded. Rodney drank down every drop of the man’s come before letting Jacob’s soft dick go.

Sweat rolled down the side of Rodney’s face. He wiped it away. Two blowjobs in and he knew without a shadow of a doubt he’d never get enough of Jacob.

Never.

He leaned forward and kissed Jacob’s stomach.

Jacob’s eyes were closed and he was breathing heavily. For several moments he didn’t speak at all. Then he broke the silence. “I’ve never come that fucking hard in my life.” Jacob’s voice was quiet, but sure. “I swear to God, my eyeballs rolled back in my head and I thought my heart was going to burst.”

Rodney chuckled. “I understand the feeling. You did the same thing to me.”

Jacob’s eyes drifted open, his gaze capturing Rodney’s. “I want you.”

It was a simple declaration, but Rodney felt the power of it straight to his core. The words of their song drifted back to him. There was no denying it. Everything between them was right, true. Jacob had stirred emotions in him Rodney had never experienced. The sensation was overpowering, amazing, scary as shit.

The thought of leaving had been difficult to consider earlier in the evening. Now it was looking downright agonizing, impossible.

Jacob stroked his face. “Don’t look so worried, Rod. It’ll all work out. I’ve got a good feeling about this. About us.”

Leave it to Jake to see a rainbow when all Rodney could spy were storm clouds. For tonight, he’d take a page from Jacob’s book. Live on faith and hope.

Moving over Jacob’s body, Rodney couldn’t resist stealing more of Jacob’s sweet kisses. Their lips met, softer this time. The hunger had abated, leaving a satisfied bliss in its wake.

Jacob stroked his back, his fingers massaging the tight muscles there. Rodney loved the firm touch of a man’s hands on him and Jacob’s were working magic.

Rodney ignored the demands of his cock as long as he could, unwilling to give up Jacob’s embrace. Finally, he gave in to his most essential need. “Do you have lube?”

Jacob nodded. Rodney rolled to his side as Jacob leaned toward the nightstand. Grabbing the tube of lubrication, he handed it to Rodney. His face reflected pure trust and longing.

Rodney felt that look like a punch in the gut. He needed this night to be perfect for Jake…and for him. He sensed Jacob hadn’t exaggerated about his lack of experience. Rodney wanted to give him a night to remember, in case memories were all they had to hold on to. Rodney shook the negative thought away.

“Roll over. Onto your stomach.”

Jacob obeyed, then moved into a crouching position. Rodney knelt by Jacob’s feet and stroked the smooth, bare ass in front of him. God help him. Need burned in his gut. He’d never last long.

He uncapped the tube, squeezing out a generous dollop on his finger, then on Jacob’s anus. Jake shivered.

“Okay?” Rodney asked.

“So fucking horny.”

Rodney laughed. “Me too.” He rubbed the lubrication into Jacob’s ass as his lover groaned. One finger quickly became two. Two became three.

Jacob began thrashing, pushing against Rodney’s fingers, searching for more. When he sensed Jacob was ready, he pulled his hand away. Coating his dick with lubrication, he took a deep breath and tried to calm down.

Jacob stilled, waited as Rodney placed the head of his cock in his ass. Gripping Jacob’s hips, he slowly began to sheathe himself in the warmth. The tightness was almost too much. Even with the lube easing his way, it was a snug fit. Rodney was terrified of hurting Jacob, so he moved slower, giving his lover time to adjust. Sweat ran from Rodney’s temple, dripping onto Jacob’s back.

“Rodney,” Jacob said when Rodney passed the halfway point.

“Yeah,” he replied, through gritted teeth.

“Fuck me. Give up this goddamn pace and fuck me.”

“It’s too tight, Jake. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You’re killing me right now. If you don’t start moving, I will.”

Rodney wanted to protest, but Jacob took the decision out of his hands. With one strong backwards movement, he flung himself against Rodney.

Jacob cried out, but Rodney couldn’t tell if it was in pleasure or pain. It didn’t matter. He was buried to the hilt and his body was overpowering his sense of restraint. Jacob fit him like a glove.

He tightened his grip on Jacob’s hips, determined to take control once more. He’d set the pace, God dammit.

Jacob’s upper body collapsed against the mattress, opening his ass even farther. Rodney took advantage of the new position, retreating, then slamming in once more. He reached around Jake’s waist, gripping his cock with the hand still covered in lube. He stroked him firmly, working at Jacob’s dick until it was hard once more.

“Jesus, Rod. I didn’t know I could, I mean, I never managed to get a hard on this way.”

Rodney shook his head, amazed by the confession. Jacob had obviously been with some pretty lame lovers in the past.

“You like getting fucked hard, Jake?”

“God. Yeah. So much. No one’s ever—” Jacob’s words faded away. Rodney wanted to give Jacob what he wanted. Hell, he’d give him everything he had.

Jacob deserved it. He’d offered friendship regardless of Rodney’s surliness after the shooting.

He’d offered a shoulder for Rodney to cry on when he’d despaired about the possible loss of his arm and his job.

He’d offered laughter when Rodney was blue, never allowing him to give into depression.

He’d taught him how to ride a horse, the beauty of midnight bowling in black lights, and how much fun karaoke can be.

More than that, he’d saved his life. Jacob had put himself in the line of fire of a hit man in order to pull Rodney to safety.

“Hold on, Jacob.”

“Always.”

Rodney retreated, plunging back in with all the strength and speed he could muster. He alternated his thrusts with pumps, jerking Jacob off as he fucked his ass. Jacob’s loud cries urged him on, drove him to mindlessness until every conscious thought was wiped away.

Jacob’s moans turned into a mantra that beat in Rodney’s body like a bass drum.

“Harder. Harder,” Jacob called out, gasping.

Rodney’s movements matched the demand as he pounded deeper. His balls constricted and stars flew behind his closed eyelids. “Jesus, Jake. I can’t. I have to—”

“Come,” Jacob demanded. “Do it. With me.”

Rodney gave in, his come filling Jacob’s ass in fast, furious pulses. Jacob’s body went stiff as he came. Rodney tried to capture as much of the sticky fluid as he could, but it was too much. They’d have to change the sheets later or draw straws to decide who got stuck with the wet spot.

When the last drop was spilled, Rodney’s strength ran out. He collapsed to Jacob’s side, panting as if he’d run a marathon in record-breaking time.

“Jesus.” Rodney’s voice was hoarse and he realized he’d been crying out as much as Jacob. For the first time since they entered the room, he remembered the party still going strong outside. Had anyone heard?

The amps from Matt’s band were cranked up loud, the sounds of “Sweet Home Alabama” rocking the house. No, Rodney thought with relief. As long as everyone was still outside, their lovemaking would have gone unheard.

“I think I’m having a heart attack.” Rodney’s heart was thudding so loud it was drowning out the music outside.

Jacob rolled to his side and placed his hand over Rodney’s heart. “I know the feeling.”

Rodney shifted, lifted Jacob a bit so he could wrap his arm around his lover’s shoulder and pull him close. “I’m sticky, sweaty and I probably stink to high heaven.”

Jacob grinned. “I stink too. How about a shower?”

“Together?”

“Just try to take one without me.”

Rodney kissed the top of Jacob’s head. “Jake. Tonight was amazing.”

Jacob lifted his head. “That was going to be my line.”

“So sue me.” More laughter drifted from the yard. “Sorry I made you miss your party.”

Jacob rolled his eyes. “Gay Fest happens every year. This. Tonight. It was special.”

That was an understatement. Tonight marked a pivotal moment in his life. Rodney wasn’t sure what direction he’d be heading in tomorrow, but he knew all bets were off.

His life had changed and he’d never be the same again.


Chapter 3

Jacob opened his eyes and blinked a couple times to make sure what he was seeing was real. He stretched slightly, pleasantly sore in odd places.

So it’s not a dream. Rodney is in my bed.

He smiled when Rodney’s eyelids drifted open.

“Morning.” Rodney’s voice was heavy with sleep.

Jacob grinned. He could get used to that sexy sound real quick. “Good morning.”

Rodney narrowed his eyes. “That’s a pretty pleased look from someone who’s going to break his back today cleaning up all kinds of shit from last night’s party.”

Jacob shrugged. “No biggie. My brothers will help. And I’m recruiting you.”

Rodney grinned wickedly. “I don’t know. I’m pretty worn out. Had this hot guy making all kinds of demands on me last night. Might need a day in bed to recover.”

After their lovemaking last night, they’d taken the longest hot shower in history and the heat wasn’t merely provided by the water. Rodney had soaped up his hands and jerked Jacob off as he kissed him. Not to be outdone, Jacob had joined in the game. The two of them kissed for ages as they stroked each other’s cocks. It was the most sensually erotic moment of his life and Jacob hoped they could do a repeat performance of it sometime soon.

“FYI, Rod. If you’re in this bed, I’m in it.”

Rodney rolled toward him, pushing Jacob to his back as he came over him. He placed a light kiss on Jacob’s lips. “Where do you stand on morning breath?”

Jacob chuckled. “Shut up and kiss me.”

Rodney sure as hell knew his way around a mouth. Jacob closed his eyes as Rodney took charge. Jacob’s experiences with kissing had never progressed beyond soft, simple touches. Rodney kissed like he meant it. He cupped Jacob’s cheeks, using that hold to turn his face to suit Rodney’s needs. His tongue roughly tangled with Jacob’s. When he broke the union, Rodney lightly nipped his lower lip.

“Hey,” Jacob said, faking pain.

Rodney was unapologetic. “You taste good.”

Jacob ran his arms over Rodney’s muscular shoulders and back. There was something very attractive about a well-built man.

Rodney nudged Jacob’s legs apart, moving until he was lying directly on top of Jacob with his weight supported on his elbows. His erection rested next to Jake’s and there was no denying they’d both woken up with boners.

“Are you sore?” Rodney’s voice was truly concerned. Jacob knew his lover wouldn’t press for more sex if he said yes.

Jacob shook his head. “Not enough to say no to what you’re offering.”

Rodney grinned, then reached for the lube they’d left on the bedside table last night.

Jacob started to roll over, but Rodney stopped him. “Face to face.”

Jacob felt heat rise to his cheeks. He hoped Rodney wouldn’t notice, but no such luck.

“Blushing, Jake? After everything we’ve done together in the last twelve hours?”

Jacob rolled his eyes. “Sorry I’m not some jaded guy who’s been around the block a few times. I’ve never done it this way, so—”

Rodney stopped him with a quick kiss. “I like showing you all this stuff, being the one to teach you a few things.”

Rodney backed up his statement with action, carefully lubing Jacob’s ass. Lifting Jacob’s legs, he held them up as he slowly slid inside.

Jacob felt a slight pinch. It had been a long time since he’d had sex and Rodney was no small man. It felt too good to deny though. A slight tremor of fear raced through him as he considered a life without this, without Rodney. He dismissed the anxiety. They would have a serious talk about the future today. Jacob had his arguments lined up. He was ready.

“Touch your cock, Jake. I want to watch you jack yourself off while I’m inside you.”

Jacob grasped his dick and rubbed it. He loved Rodney’s straightforward approach to sex. If he wanted something done, he asked for it. Jacob found that personality trait a complete turn-on.

Rodney began thrusting, his gaze glued to Jacob’s hand as it stroked. “Tighten your grip, Jacob. I always come too damn fast in the morning. Should have warned you. This won’t take long.”

Jacob didn’t think that would ever be a problem. Rodney was too good at fucking him. He was already on the verge of exploding. “God, Rodney,” he gasped. “So goddamn good.”

“I know.” Rodney was panting, his motions picking up speed. The bed was squeaking loudly. There was no way his brothers wouldn’t hear it, wouldn’t know what was going on. Jacob had never had sex in the ranch house. In the stable or surrounding outbuildings, sure. But never in the house or his bedroom. He’d always wanted to protect his brothers from something he thought they’d be uncomfortable with. He wasn’t looking forward to facing them over breakfast.

“Stop fucking around, Jake. Squeeze that cock like I would. I want to see you come, want to see it all over your chest.”

Rodney’s dirty talk was a trigger and the damn cop knew it. Knew how to push Jacob’s hot buttons. Jacob tightened his grip. He stroked his cock in time with Rodney’s hard, deep thrusts.

“Fuck. Too late. I can’t stop.” Rodney’s body jerked three times as he came, his face the picture of pure, unshielded bliss. It drove Jacob over the edge.

Pulse after pulse of come spurted from his dick landing on his chest and shoulders.

Rodney collapsed to his side. “Mother fucker, that’s good. God, Jake.” Rodney seemed to be at a loss for words, so instead he showed Jacob what he wanted to say. He pulled Jacob close and kissed him. It was passionate and beautiful and Jacob never wanted it to end.

When they separated, they lay in quiet contemplation, merely staring at each other, breathing in the same sweet air.

So this is what it feels like.

True love.

Jacob had experienced a million variations of the emotion—crushes, puppy love, unrequited love, lust mistaken for love—but he’d never felt the real deal. Until now.

Rodney rolled to his stomach, his eyes drifting closed. Jacob couldn’t resist running his hand over his lover’s firm ass. Soon, the casual touches turned to a massage of Rodney’s tight muscles.

Rodney groaned. “That feels nice.”

Jacob propped himself up on his elbow, so he could take his explorations further. He dragged his fingers along the crack of Rodney’s ass, grinning when his hot cop parted his legs, giving him easier access.

Jacob decided it was time to go for broke. He had a suspicion he needed confirmed. He pushed his finger against Rodney’s anus not stopping until it was buried to the first knuckle. Without lube, he didn’t dream of going deeper.

Rodney’s eyes opened, his gaze landing on Jacob’s face.

“Is that something you want, Jake?”

Jacob wasn’t sure how to reply. He’d played both roles before, been the top and the bottom. While he preferred the bottom, he’d found some pleasure in the other as well. “I don’t know.”

Rodney didn’t move, didn’t shake off his hand. “I’m not exactly wired that way.”

Jacob laughed, letting his sarcasm out. “Really? Shocking.”

“I’m just saying I like to be the one doing the fucking. But, Jacob, if you want—if you need that—I’d give it to you.”

Jacob was touched by Rodney’s offer. He took his hand away. “I don’t need it. My wiring is sort of the opposite of yours. I love having my ass fucked.”

Rodney grinned. “Perfect fit.”

Jacob swallowed back his tears. Truer words were never spoken.

“I suppose we should get out of bed before your brothers come looking for you. Something tells me they’re not going to let us get out of helping with the cleanup.”

Jacob nodded, then gestured to his sticky chest. “How about a quick shower first?”

Rodney gave him a wicked grin. “How about an encore from last night?”

Jacob leapt from the bed. “Race you.”

Several hours later, Jacob wiped the sweat off his brow and cursed the sun. “God, it’s hot.”

Matt walked by him, his T-shirt wet with perspiration and clinging to him, and chuckled. “You should try getting outside every once in a while, Jake. You’d build up an immunity to heat and cold.”

Jacob shook his head. “No thanks. I prefer my climate controlled by things other than Mother Nature. AC, heaters, fans—these things were invented for a very good reason.”

Matt handed Jacob a load of wood from the stage they’d just dismantled. “Help me carry this to the barn.”

Jacob followed Matt, well aware there was an uncomfortable conversation coming.

“You disappeared pretty early last night.”

Jacob nodded. “Yeah. I’m sorry about that. Didn’t mean to leave you guys running the show.”

Matt led him to an empty stall near the back of the barn. “We can store the wood in here for now.” They both dropped their loads.

“I’m not bothered about the party. There were plenty of us around to keep it rolling and it was fun. Listen, Caleb and Mark are worried. They wanted to talk to you, but I convinced them to let me do it.”

Jake was relieved Matt had volunteered. He loved all three of his brothers dearly, but Caleb and Mark struggled with his sexuality more than Matt. It was easier to talk to Matt about this stuff because he didn’t get squicked out about it.

When Jacob had been younger and needed someone to talk to about the physical aspects of gay sex, he’d turned to Dr. Caleb. In Caleb’s defense, he’d done an admirable job explaining the logistics, although it was in a rather dry, medical way. By the end of the conversation, they’d both been bright red and not exactly maintaining eye contact. Since then, Jacob had avoided putting them through that again.

“I don’t think it’s a surprise to anybody on this ranch that you and Rodney hooked up. Hell, I can’t believe it took this long.”

Jacob agreed. “He was struggling with his hand. Uncertain of his future.”

Matt leaned against the back wall of the stall. “Yeah. I know. Caleb says he’s been cleared to return to work.”

Jacob nodded. “He has.”

“Sort of bad timing on starting a relationship, wouldn’t you say? I mean, the guy’s been here for months with no plans to leave. The day he decides to go back to New York, you hop into bed with him. Aren’t you sort of leaving yourself open for some bad times when he goes?”

It was a valid question. Unfortunately the answer wasn’t going to be an easy one to give. “If Rodney agrees, I’m going to New York with him.”

Matt’s eyes narrowed. “Oookay,” he drawled. “There’s something there I need explained. If Rodney agrees? Makes me think you all didn’t discuss this or he doesn’t want you to go. Truth be told, both those answers piss me off.”

“We haven’t talked about the future yet. I plan to bring the conversation up today. I’ve tried several times already, but somebody always comes around and interrupts me.”

Matt grinned. “Family has gotten bigger with Jessie and Bridget and R—” He paused mid-name, but Jacob knew where he was going.

“Rodney. He’s become a part of this family in the past six months. You might as well admit it. You wouldn’t have hesitated to say it yesterday, so why the problem now?”

“Yesterday he wasn’t fucking my little brother.”

Jacob laughed. “We haven’t talked about what happens next. I know what I want. I just have to hope Rodney agrees.”

“New York? You want to live in the city?” Matt said New York the way most folks said manure. Jacob knew his country boy brother had hated every minute he’d spent there in the spring. He’d endured two weeks cooped up in Bridget’s tiny New York apartment, despising the noise, the crowds and the lack of grass.

“I’ve never fit in here, Matt.” Jacob had never admitted that to any of his brothers. He didn’t want to hurt them.

“That’s not true.”

Jacob walked over to a bale of hay and sat down. “I’ve been different since the day I was born. For one thing, I don’t like ranch work.”

“Neither does Caleb.”

Jacob appreciated Matt’s support, but it wasn’t enough anymore. “I’m gay, Matt. I want to live somewhere where this—” Jacob pointed to himself, “—isn’t quite so odd.”

Matt joined him on the hay bale. “Has it been that hard for you here, Jake?”

This was why he’d avoided this conversation. His brothers had never made him feel like an outcast, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t one. “No. Not at all. You guys have always had my back and, now, there’s Jessie and Bridget. I’ve just always felt like a square peg in a round hole. I want to see what life is like somewhere else for a while.”

“New York is a rough place. I’d worry about you all the way over there by yourself.” Matt would always be his overprotective older brother. His concern warmed Jacob’s soul.

“I’m an adult, Matt. Have been for a few years. Besides I won’t be alone. I’ll be with Rodney. What’s safer than living with a cop?”

“Is that where this is headed? You two moving in together?”

Jacob rested his elbows on his knees and sighed. “I hope so. I’m in love with him.” Jacob hadn’t managed to say the words to Rodney yet. It felt like it was too soon. Problem was soon it was going to be too late.

“Yeah. That’s pretty obvious. I’m glad.”

Jacob looked at his brother. “Really?”

Matt nodded. “I always wondered about what it would be like when you found a guy. Worried about liking him, him fitting in with us. Shit like that. Rodney fits. It’s like finding another brother. It’s nice.”

Jacob couldn’t hold back his smile. Matt’s words freed all the anxiety he’d been feeling since he’d come downstairs this morning. “You think Caleb and Mark could learn to feel that way?”

Matt gave him a funny look. “They already do, you knucklehead. First words out of Mark’s mouth this morning were ‘Thank God it’s Rodney’.”

Jacob laughed. “So I guess the only thing left to do is to convince Rodney to take me with him.”

“The guy’s crazy about you. He hasn’t taken his eyes off you all morning. Shit, now that I think about it, he hasn’t taken them off you since he arrived here in February. I got a good feeling about this. But Jake—”

“Yeah?”

“If things don’t work out with Rodney or if you hate the city, you know this place is always going to be your home, right?”

Jacob nodded. “I know that.”

“Hate the idea of you leaving. Gonna miss the hell out of you.”

They stood. Matt reached out and grabbed him into a big bear hug.

“I’m going to miss you guys too,” Jacob said, trying to hold back the tears.

“Hey, do you two need any help in here?” Rodney was halfway to them before he stopped, realizing he’d interrupted something. “Shit. Sorry.”

“Nope. Nothing to apologize for,” Matt said, releasing Jacob. “Jake, why don’t you and Rodney finish up in here? I’ll get Mark to help me take down the tents.”

Jacob nodded, knowing his brother was giving him a chance to talk to Rodney. There was fuck-all left to do in the barn. “Okay.”

Matt slapped Rodney on the back as he walked out of the barn.

Rodney released a long breath. “I assume this means I don’t have to worry about your brothers beating the shit out of me at some point today.”

Jacob shook his head. “Coast is clear.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t worried about that.”

Jacob resumed his seat on the hay bale and gestured to the one next to him. “Pull up a bale. Take a load off. We’ve been working for hours.”

Rodney plopped down and rubbed his shoulder wearily. “A break sounds good.”

Jacob took a deep breath, then dove in before he could talk himself out of it. “I want to go to New York with you.”

Rodney glanced at him. “What?”

“You said last night we’d talk today about the future. I want to go to New York, Rod.”

“How can you know you want to go to New York? You said it yourself at the party. You’ve never been to a truly large city. New York is as different from Saratoga as mud is from chocolate.”

“Is Saratoga the mud or the chocolate?”

Rodney narrowed his eyes. “I’m being serious.”

“So am I. If you want me to come with you, I will. Dammit, Rodney, I don’t think you realize what it’s been like for me, growing up here. Last night you mentioned gay bars. Plural. As in more than one.”

Rodney nodded. “There are a lot of gay bars in the city. So what?”

“Do you know why I hold Gay Fest every summer?”

Rodney shook his head.

“So I’ll have one night in the year where I don’t feel like a freak. Where I’m reminded I’m not alone in my homosexuality.”

“You bring the freaks here so you won’t be lonely?”

He knew Rodney was joking, but the words were the truth. Jacob had never been known to have common sense when it came to avoiding difficult situations. He assumed that was sort of the curse of growing up gay in the middle of cowboy country. He figured out a long time ago he could hide in the shadows or just adopt an “I’m gay and in your face” attitude. He’d met plenty of folks who probably wished he’d cower in a corner or at least pretend to be straight, but he wasn’t raised that way.

His father was probably the toughest son of bitch to ever walk a Wyoming ranch. While he struggled with his son’s sexuality—dear God did he struggle—his dad had told Jacob the only life worth living was one where you could look yourself straight in the eye in the mirror and know you’d been true to yourself.

“I need to see a world where being gay isn’t a stare-worthy offense. Hell, same-sex marriage is legal in New York.”

Rodney glanced out the window. “Todd and Stephen live right next door. They’re living a gay lifestyle. It’s not like you’re totally alone out here.”

“One gay couple within a hundred-mile radius doesn’t count. I’ve spent my entire life being that James brother. The one folks point to and whisper about. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live in a place where I’m not so different.”

“You know, there are still haters in the city. Hell, I got roughed up by a few guys in my department after they found out I was gay.”

Jacob shrugged. “It’s everywhere. I get it. I still want to go.”

“What about your family? They’ll go nuts when they find out you’re leaving with me.”

“No, they won’t. I just told Matt what I’m hoping to do. He was cool with it.”

Rodney tilted his head in disbelief. “Is that right?”

“Well, maybe not totally cool. He doesn’t like the city much, but he understood.”

“That’s one brother. What about the rest of the family?”

“They’ll be okay. They’ll understand. Look at how much their lives have changed this year. Caleb’s getting married. He and Jessie have made good headway on building their new house. Matt and Mark have found Bridget. They’ll have this place crawling with kids before we know it. Where does that leave me? I don’t want to be the eccentric brother who lives upstairs forever. I want my own life, my own place in the world.”

Rodney picked at the straw beneath him. “New York is an awesome place. I’d love to show it to you.”

Jacob tried not to get too excited by Rodney’s comment. “You don’t have to tell me. I’ve always wanted to go there. I want to see the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building. I have a list of Broadway shows I want to go to as long as my arm. I want to hit Canal Street for the bargains and see the Macy’s windows at Christmas.”

Rodney winced, though the look wasn’t sincerely pained. “Fuck, man. You’re not really going to make me do all that shit, are you? Play the tourist in my own hometown.”

“Damn right, you’re doing it all with me.”

They were quiet for several moments. Rodney’s face was still uncertain, something was holding him back.

When the silence became too much, Jacob nudged his knee against Rodney’s. “Say something.”

“It feels like you’re the only one making all the sacrifices here. Moving away from your home, your family. What the hell do I have to offer that’s worth you giving up so much?”

“You’d be giving me you. Jesus, Rod. That’s all I want.”

“I’ve never been in a real relationship, Jake. I don’t want to fuck things up.”

“In what way?”

Rodney shrugged. “Something tells me I’m going to be jealous and possessive.”

Jacob grinned. “I already feel that way. You mentioned getting those phone numbers last night and it took everything in me not to hunt down the guys and beat the crap out of them.”

Rodney didn’t smile. “You’ve never had a real boyfriend either, have you?”

Jacob shook his head. “Rod, if you think we’re moving too fast, I’ll understand if you go home alone. Last night was our first time together. It’s stupid of me to press for more, for a commitment when—”

“Don’t even finish that, Jake. In my mind, we’ve been together for months. The sex was the last piece of a relationship that’s been building since February. All of this was inevitable. I’m just fucking terrified of hurting you.”

Jacob was confused by Rodney’s tone. He sounded upset when it was taking all the strength in Jacob’s body not to do a few handsprings in the yard. Rodney cared about him. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you happy about this?”

Rodney sighed. “I’m a cop, Jake. My job is dangerous.”

Suddenly, Rodney’s hesitance made sense. “I know that.”

“Do you honestly think you’ll be okay with me leaving every day knowing that I could get killed? How could I ask you to go through that day after day? If the shoe were on the other foot, I don’t think I could. I mean, those last few weeks on the run with Bridget nearly killed me. I love that girl and knowing there was someone out there who wanted to hurt her ate at me like a cancer. I walked around every day feeling like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Jacob swallowed heavily as a memory he’d carefully tucked deep inside rose to the surface. “I saw you shot, Rod. I was fucking standing there when that bullet went into you.”

“Then you know what I’m talking about. I can’t guarantee you a nice long happily ever after, Jacob. And that’s what you deserve. What I want to be able to give you. More than anything. It feels like the only thing I have to offer in the face of everything you’re sacrificing and…I don’t have it to give. The reality is I can’t promise you I won’t be injured, even killed.”

“No one can make a promise like that. I don’t care what job they do. I’m studying to be a journalist. Look how that relatively safe career path turned out for Bridget. An informant gives her details about a crooked judge and she ends up getting chased all over the country by a hit man.”

“I know that, but most people don’t leave for work with the knowledge they could be shot and killed. Every day I put on that uniform and strap that gun to my waist, I run that risk. How can I ask you to live with that?”

Jacob moved over to Rodney’s hay bale, sitting close to him. “I know what you do for a living. I also know it’s a part of you that you can’t give up. I’d never ask you to. That’s something I’ll have to learn to deal with. I’d rather have a few days in heaven with you than a lifetime in hell alone. You choose to be a cop, to put your life on the line. I choose to be in love with a cop. That decision’s made and I won’t regret it. Not ever.”

“You’re in love with me?”

Jacob nodded. “Yeah. I sort of planned to spring that on you with this big romantic speech, but—”

Rodney laughed and wrapped his arm around Jacob’s shoulder. “Going to warn you right now, I’m about as romantic as a coffee pot.”

“Coffee’s sexy. I like anything that’s black and hot and gets me up in the morning.”

Rodney kissed him lightly. “You’re crazy, Jacob James, but I love you anyway.”

“I like the sound of that.”

Rodney narrowed his eyes. “You’re also a hard man to argue with. Not sure this bodes well for my future.”

Jacob ran a hand through his dirty blond hair, pushing a stray strand away from his face. “Just let me win all the fights and you’ll be fine.”

Rodney glanced around the barn as if trying to make a decision. Then he turned back to face him. “You’re sure you want to come to New York with me? Give this thing a real shot?”

Jacob nodded. “I want that more than anything in the world. So what do you say, Mr. Hot Cop?”

Rodney took Jacob’s hand in his, looking at their linked fingers. Then he gazed at Jacob’s face, his smile growing, his eyes twinkling with glee. “I say Yee Haw.”


Epilogue

Rodney winked at Jacob as Jake stood next to his brother, Caleb. When the wedding music began, Rodney rose with the rest of the family and watched Jessie walk from the barn to the ranch house. Jessie, a widow, claimed she’d already had her big white wedding. This time around she wanted a simple ceremony with only her family and closest friends.

She and Caleb decided to wed on the steps of the front porch of the home Caleb had grown up in. It was dusk, that beautiful time when the sun lost its potency, casting the world in muted, softer light. Rodney had to hand it to her. Jessie had selected the perfect moment.

Rodney sat next to Todd and Stephen while Bridget and Mark shared the row in front of them. Matt sat off to one side of the porch playing ABBA’s “I Do” on the guitar. Rodney chuckled at the song choice, recalling his duet with Jacob.

Jessie looked beautiful as she walked toward her groom in a simple white sundress. She carried a bouquet of bright purple wildflowers and her hair—normally worn in a ponytail—lay long and loose against her shoulders. Her eyes as she looked at Caleb spoke volumes about how she felt in that moment. Rodney was overwhelmed by the pure love, happiness, and hope written on her face. He recognized the emotions well now. They were the same ones he saw when he looked in the mirror every morning.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister began the ceremony. While Rodney heard the words, listened as Caleb and Jessie made their vows to each other, his attention was solely focused on Jake. He imagined what it would feel like to make that same pledge to him.

When it came time to exchange the rings, Jacob stepped forward and handed them to the minister, taking Jessie’s bouquet from her. Given the limited space on the porch, he was serving as best man and maid of honor for the event.

Rodney joined the rest of the family as they stood and cheered when the minister gave Caleb permission to kiss his bride. It had been the perfect wedding. A beautiful beginning to the new chapter in Caleb and Jessie’s lives together.

Jacob walked toward him. “Hiya handsome.”

“Let me guess, weddings make you all sentimental and shit.”

His lover nodded. “Yep. This one put me in a completely romantic mood.”

“Me too.”

Jacob’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why, Mr. Jackson, I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Jacob laughed and took his hand. “Come on. It’s party time.”

The wedding reception was going to be a small dinner party for nine. The minister had been invited to stay, but had double booked his weekend with weddings. He said his goodbyes and congratulations to Caleb and Jessie, then dashed off to a wedding rehearsal.

The dinner wasn’t merely a celebration, but a going-away party. He and Jacob had packed all their stuff and were flying to New York tomorrow afternoon. Tonight would be the last time the family would be together until Christmas. Bridget had only agreed to let them both leave if they promised to return for the holidays. It hadn’t been a hard vow to make. Rodney wasn’t looking forward to leaving her.

Stephen helped Todd serve the dinner they’d prepared before they joined everyone at the table.

Mark lifted his glass. “To Caleb and Jessie. Here’s wishing you both a lifetime of happiness and lots of little rugrats. I’m looking forward to being an uncle.”

Jessie laughed and rubbed her stomach. “You might be getting that wish a little sooner than you realize.”

Matt whooped loudly, then quickly took the glass of champagne out of Jessie’s hand.

Jessie laughed. “I wasn’t going to drink it. I swear.”

Caleb kissed Jessie on the cheek. “Jessie didn’t want to tell you all until she was a bit further along.”

Jacob’s face reflected pure joy. “What’s the due date, Jess? Rodney and I will make plans to come back for it.”

“Early March.”

Jacob high-fived Caleb. “Hot damn. A baby. Too cool.”

Rodney looked at Bridget and tugged on her hair. “Careful you don’t drink the water around here, Bridge. Might be a baby epidemic going on.”

“Don’t you worry about me, Rodney. I have these amazing little magic pills that take care of that issue. I’m perfectly safe.”

“For now,” Matt added.

Bridget grinned, but didn’t disagree. Rodney looked around the table. A year ago, he’d never met any of these people. Now he couldn’t imagine his life without them.

He lifted his own glass. “I’d like to propose a toast to the James family. You took me in this year when I was at my lowest point. You picked up, dusted me off, and set me on my feet again. Thank you for that.”

Mark reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “You brought us Bridget, man, kept her safe and alive. There aren’t words to say how much that means to me and Matt.”

“And now you’re taking Jake off our hands,” Matt joked. “Definitely feels like we should be the ones thanking you.”

Jacob pitched a piece of bread at Matt’s forehead. “Way to spoil the moment, idiot.”

Caleb raised his hand. “Our lives have changed a lot in the past year. Last summer we were four bachelors stumbling through life. Now we have Jessie and a baby on the way, Todd and Stephen, the greatest neighbors on the planet, and the city slickers, Rodney and Bridget, in our lives. Our house has become a home and I’m very grateful. To family.”

Everyone lifted their glasses.

Rodney took Jacob’s hand and smiled. “To family,” he whispered. Then he leaned closer. “And going wild.”

The End


Preview another book by this author

Happy Hour


[image: ]



Love Lessons, Book 1
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Chapter 1

“Another pitcher,” Jamie Fisher called out to the waitress.

“And some wings,” Grace added.

Jamie laughed as Grace raised her glass and quickly finished off her beer to make room for a fresh cold one.

“Take it easy, Ms. Wright,” he teased. “We have all night if you need it.”

She grinned and nodded, hoping Jamie couldn’t see the flush she felt heating her cheeks as his all night comment sent her mind straight to the gutter. After such a long sexual dry spell, she had the feeling she’d definitely need all night, especially if it was with him. “Oh, I need it all right. I’ve been living for this happy hour all week. It’ll be a miracle if I make it through exams without killing a senior.”

“Yep. Same thing every year. Seniors check out at the end of April and it’s hell trying to teach them anything until graduation,” Jamie agreed.

“At least you have some underclassmen classes to break up the insanity. I’ve spent eight hours a day for the last few weeks trying to teach literary theory to AP kids and I’m fairly certain I’d be doing as much good if I just stood in front of the classroom and beat my head against the whiteboard.” Grace taught six classes of advanced placement English to seniors, a futile task in May as their minds were already focused on the after-graduation party, senior beach week and college.

“Well, there’s your problem,” Trey Donovan chimed in. “I don’t even know what the hell literary theory is and you’re trying to teach it to a bunch of kids with senioritis.”

Grace rolled her eyes, mainly to keep from letting her gaze wander over Trey’s pecs. His firm muscles pushed their way through his tight gray T-shirt. Ever since they’d entered the bar, she’d been fighting back some serious arousal issues as she considered slipping her hands beneath the soft cotton and touching the firm muscles and chocolate-brown skin taunting her. She took a deep breath and cast the thought aside…again.

Trey and Jamie were both teachers in the physical education department at her school, and while she’d never considered them dumb jocks, they liked to play the part whenever she started talking about literature or writing, teasing her about her highbrow lessons and bragging about how they got to play games all day. Lately, her feelings of friendship toward them had been laced with more than a healthy bit of desire. She needed to stop reading spicy romance novels. They were clearly leaving her too horny—and planting some pretty wicked seeds in her psyche. She’d hit the library on Monday and check out a murder mystery—the bloodier, the better.

“Should I launch in to today’s lecture about existentialism?” Grace asked.

“Jesus,” Jamie said. “I can’t even spell that word. We’re in the tennis unit this week.” He raised his short sleeve polo and Grace tried to ignore the purely female part of her that wanted to melt as she was treated to a glimpse of his muscular arm. “Been getting paid while working on my tan.”

She laughed, fully aware of the fact Jamie was much brighter than he pretended to be around his male friends. They’d had more than a few discussions about books while alone and he had a very sharp mind. Of course, tonight wasn’t about intellect. It was about talking, laughing and unwinding over a few beers with friends. As she glanced around the table, she knew she was blessed.

Lucas, a fellow English teacher, and her best friend, Cheryl, the librarian, were also casting off the stress of work at happy hour. The group had been coming to Tully’s Bar for the occasional Friday afternoon decompression as long as Grace could remember. She had worked with most of the teachers around her for years, and they’d become much closer than mere colleagues to her. They’d seen her through one of the darkest periods of her life and she sometimes wondered how she’d gotten through the daily stress of teaching without them.

Cheryl leaned toward her with a mischievous grin. “Looks like the Cougar Club rides again.”

“Oh jeez,” Grace muttered.

Cheryl had given their little group the nickname last summer when they’d all gotten together to celebrate Grace’s fortieth birthday at Jamie’s house. When a discussion on age ensued, they’d learned Trey and Lucas were in their late twenties, a fact that delighted Cheryl so much she’d henceforth referred to them as The Cougar Club. The guys loved it. Grace, not so much.

Jamie laughed at Cheryl’s comment when Grace complained. “Do you have to call it that?” she asked. “You make me feel like a dirty old woman.”

Jamie winked at her and she tried to ignore the completely inappropriate Mrs. Robinson-like feelings his handsome face always provoked.

“I wouldn’t mind getting dirty with you.” He leaned closer as he spoke, running a finger along her arm seductively. Grace resisted the urge to glance down and make sure her suddenly tight nipples weren’t poking through her blouse. One touch and the man had her panting like a dog in heat.

They all laughed, but there were times when Grace wondered if there wasn’t some veiled invitation behind Jamie’s teasing comments. He joked about sex all the time with her. His playful words never offended her, but instead fanned the small flame he’d lit inside her. He made her feel young and attractive and desirable.

She dismissed the thought.

Wishful thinking.

Jamie wasn’t as young as the other guys in their group. She and Jamie had worked together for nearly eight years and they’d been close friends half that time. It seemed like lately she was seeing him more often. Not that that was surprising. She’d begun to instigate ways to run into him because she enjoyed his company more than she cared to admit. The past few months, she’d been suffering from this lingering sadness she knew was loneliness. It disappeared any time Jamie was with her, so she contrived ways to be around him. Still, at thirty-two, he was almost a decade younger than her forty. “Behave yourself, Mr. Fisher,” she teased, “or you’ll be singing alone tonight.”

“Jamie alone?” Cheryl asked. “Our resident Casanova?”

Jamie shook his head and threw up his hands. “I think you have me confused with Trey or Lucas here. Pretty sure they’re pictured in the dictionary under the term player, not me.”

“If the shoe fits,” Lucas joked.

Grace laughed. “Oh, it fits, hotshot. Hey, Trey. What are you doing here anyway? I thought you were going to a Jay-Z concert tonight.”

“Nope, the concert is tomorrow night,” Trey replied. He was sitting next to her and she could swear when they’d claimed their chairs earlier, his had been farther away. He was close enough now she could smell the faint scent of his cologne and his leg kept brushing against hers beneath the table.

She accidentally moved hers until her knee touched his thigh. She left it there. Trey looked at her and gave her a knowing grin. She returned it and suppressed a tiny giggle. She was flirting with him—pure and simple. She wasn’t sure why, but like everything with Trey, it was fun.

Jamie looked at Trey, then at her, his gaze curious. He moved closer to her, casually draping his arm along the back of her chair. In Grace’s sex-deprived mind, the gesture seemed charmingly possessive and hot.

She took a deep breath, resisting the urge to drag Jamie or Trey or both of them to the parking lot for some serious backseat fucking. Her hormones were out of control and she knew something was going to have to give…soon. Bottling up sexual desires for so long couldn’t be healthy.

Jamie picked up a strand of her hair and began looping it around his finger gently. “I dragged him out tonight because the bartender dumped him.”

“She didn’t dump me,” Trey replied. “It was a mutual decision. By the way, thanks for bringing it up, bro.”

Jamie laughed. “What are friends for?”

Grace could see Trey wasn’t really upset about the break-up and laughed at Trey’s “bringing it up” line. It was a Jamie and Trey standard. The two men constantly entertained the rest of them with stories of their adventures—in and out of the classroom. They were inseparable, and lately she’d lie in bed each night playing out some pretty hardcore fantasies about the two of them taking her on a little adventure between the sheets.

“I’m sorry, Trey. I was starting to think she might be the one,” Grace said.

Cheryl rolled her eyes. “These guys wouldn’t know the one if she walked up and bit them in the ass.”

Jamie grinned wickedly. “Believe me, if a woman bit my ass, I’d pay attention.”

Cheryl narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms.

“Now you’re in trouble,” Grace muttered, but Cheryl never paused, never missed a beat.

“Dammit, Jamie. At least Trey can sustain a respectable amount of time dating the same person. Every time I see you out, you’re with a different woman. You’re not getting any younger, you know. What’s the fun of getting married and having babies if you’re too old to pick them up?”

“Whoa.” Jamie threw his hands up. “Don’t even mention the ‘b’ word to me. I work in a high school because the kids there are old enough to wipe their own asses. I was not made for little kids.”

Cheryl conceded that point and latched on to the first. “Don’t you ever think about getting hitched?”

Trey piped up, obviously enjoying the fact Jamie was now on the hot seat. “Yeah, Jamie. Don’t you want to settle down?”

Jamie narrowed his eyes at his best friend and then shrugged. “I guess I do.” He looked around the table and then grinned at Grace. “If you want the truth, I’ve just been biding my time with those other women until Grace comes to her senses and realizes how much she wants my hot bod.”

Grace rolled her eyes. He was a master at dodging subjects he didn’t want to discuss. “Such conceit,” she said. And such truth. She allowed herself the small pleasure of letting her gaze travel over his sexy physique.

“Now,” Jamie said, leaning closer to her, “about our duet…”

Jamie was a hopeless flirt, but she had to admit he was good for her ego. There wasn’t a single inch on his body that was hard to look at. Not that she’d seen much of his body anywhere besides her unprofessional fantasies.

The last few times they’d gotten together for happy hour, he’d dropped a quarter in the jukebox and managed to shanghai her into singing the Diana Ross part in “Endless Love” while their friends cracked up at his overdone Lionel Ritchie. To make it even funnier, they used their thumbs as microphones.

“I only sing while under the extreme effects of alcohol.”

“Even better,” he replied, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. “I’ll get you drunk and have my wicked way with you.”

“Good luck with that,” she teased.

He picked up the pitcher and topped up her mug. “Drink up.”

She swatted his hand away from her glass playfully while Cheryl laughed. “What’s Maddie up to tonight?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? She went away for the weekend with Jessica’s family. They own a cabin on the lake. Sort of a last hurrah for the two of them before graduation.” Grace’s heart gave a painful lurch as it always did when she remembered her days with her daughter were numbered. Maddie would graduate from high school in one month. For weeks now, Grace had suffered from pre-empty nest syndrome. Her colleagues who’d already sent their children off to college had assured her it would only get worse before it got better. Some consolation. On top of that, there was a tiny part of her that was terrified about the prospect of being alone for the rest of her life.

“Good for her,” Cheryl said. “She’s worked hard this year. She deserves a little fun time.”

Grace nodded, acknowledging the truth behind her friend’s words. Maddie was a straight-A student, active in too many clubs to list as well as the pitcher for the Varsity Softball team.

“She’s a good kid,” Jamie added and Grace realized that over the past two years, her daughter had become less child and more friend. They’d always been close—fate and circumstance had pretty much assured that. Losing a husband and father had bound them together in ways no one should ever have to experience. Maddie had only been twelve when they’d lost their beloved Drew in a car accident. Since then, Grace had taken on the role of both mother and father, and now friend.

“She sure is. I’m lucky.”

Cheryl shook her head. “Nope, you’re a good mom. Luck had nothing to do with it.”

“Amen,” Jamie whispered low enough that Grace was certain she was the only one who’d heard. She gave him a grateful smile and thought for a moment he was blushing. “I’m going to go throw a few quarters in the jukebox.”

Grace nodded as he stood up. One of the best things about Tully’s was the old-fashioned jukebox. She wondered how much money their small group had thrown into the machine at these Friday afternoon get-togethers.

“You sure you don’t want a beer, Cheryl?” Trey offered.

“No way. I’m Grace’s DD tonight. She drove my drunken ass home last time and I still have the headache to prove it. Remember?”

“Hey, that was a special occasion,” Lucas said. “We won the state basketball championship. It was your God-given duty as a teacher at that school to get ripped.”

Cheryl shook her head. “Yeah, you suckered me in with your line of bull that night, hence the hangover. I’m too damn old to drink like that. I’m fine with my diet soda, thank you very much. Besides, Jeff is still teasing me about the way I acted that night. Gonna take years for the man to forget about it.”

“That sounds like your hubby,” Grace joked. “You really were funny that night. I had no idea you could dance like that.”

“Christ,” Cheryl muttered. “Don’t remind me.”

“Come on, Trey. We better make sure Jamie picks some decent dance music. Otherwise, we’ll be listening to fucking Jimmy Buffett all night,” Lucas said. He and Trey walked across the room to where Jamie was bent over the machine, making his selections.

“So I totally think you should try to hook up with Jamie.”

At Cheryl’s unexpected comment, Grace choked on the sip of beer she’d just taken. “W-what?” she asked.

Cheryl gave her a wicked grin. “Thought that would get your attention. I’ve been watching you two lately and I think he’s got the hots for you.”

“Yeah, right. And the Pope is Jewish.” Grace spoke the words lightly, trying to hide how much she wanted Cheryl’s observation to be true.

“I’m being serious.”

“He’s young, handsome and definitely not looking for an older widow with a teenage daughter. I’m toting too much baggage. Trust me.”

Cheryl shook her head. “I don’t think that’s true. I swear sometimes it’s like he seeks you out. There could be twenty teachers standing around in the cafeteria and he’ll make a beeline for you.”

“We’re friends. We have the same twisted sense of humor. Plus, have you ever considered the idea that I’m not a threat to him? You’ve seen how the new female teachers flitter around him like a swarm of flies around a sugar cube, hoping to get his attention. He’s probably just using me as a buffer to keep them away.”

“How many single guys do you know who try to keep hot young women away from them?” Cheryl scoffed. “He doesn’t want them because he wants you. You two are perfect for each other. Mark my words.”

“Well, I hope you’re wrong because I’m not interested.”

Cheryl burst into a fit of loud laughter. “Jesus. Sell that shit to someone who doesn’t know you, sweet pea. I’ve seen you flirting tonight. You’re as hot to get in his pants as he is to get into yours.”

Grace narrowed her eyes. “Why am I friends with you again?”

“Because you don’t want to grow up any more than I do, Peter Pan. Neither one of us is going down without a fight.”

Grace had to agree with Cheryl’s assessment. The older she got, the younger she felt. She wondered lately if there was something wrong with her. Wondered if by being widowed so young, something inside her had been broken and it stopped her from maturing the way she should. Of course, Cheryl was definitely going through the same phase, which proved that assumption false as her friend was happily married. If anything, Cheryl had it worse than her. At forty-five with two kids in college, it seemed sometimes as if Cheryl was reliving her youth all over again, attending rock concerts and even getting a tattoo.

Grace sighed. “Unfortunately I think the cruelty of nature is going to win this battle. I’ve got crow’s feet around my eyes and my breasts are definitely succumbing to gravity.”

“You’re gorgeous, Gracie. I’ve known you for nearly fifteen years and it’s safe to say you’ve never looked better. After Drew’s death, you made it pretty clear to everyone that raising Maddie was your number one goal. You made that girl the center of your universe because she needed you and you needed her. But she’s going to go away to college in a few months and that’s going to leave you on your own for the first time in your life. It’s time to open yourself up to some new experiences.”

“Cheryl—” Grace interjected, but her friend waved her off.

“Hear me out. All I’m asking you to do is consider what I’m saying. You’re a beautiful woman with a lot to offer any man lucky enough to snatch you up. You’re smart, funny and sexy. Hell, if I wasn’t happily married and getting sex three times a week from Jeff, I’d do you.”

Grace laughed.

“Forty is the new thirty,” Cheryl continued, “so stop hiding behind that number and get out there again. Besides, you weren’t made to live alone. All that nurturing and loving shit would come bursting out at the seams if you didn’t have someone to smother with it.”

Grace considered her friend’s words and knew they were the truth. She’d never lived alone, leaving her parent’s home for a college apartment with roommates. She’d married Drew shortly after graduating from the university and since his death, she’d had Maddie to come home to. Cheryl’s words struck a chord as she realized some of her sadness over Maddie’s leaving was the idea that she would be alone and she dreaded it.

“Okay. You’ve made your point and it’s a good one. I’ll think about what you’ve said.”

Cheryl shook her head and placed a friendly hand on hers, gripping it tightly for just a second. “I wasn’t telling you to think about it, Grace. I was telling you to do something about it. Those are two different things.”

The guys returned to the table, ending their conversation, and Grace considered her friend’s words.

Do something.

Cheryl was right. Since Drew’s death, she’d lived her life for her daughter. Tonight she was going to start living for herself again. She only hoped she could remember how.

Chapter 2

Jamie snuck a glance across the table at Grace. She seemed more relaxed tonight than usual and he wondered about the change in her demeanor. She was always easy to be around—low-key, laid-back—but tonight she was different. Hell, she was the life of the party—telling jokes and laughing loudly. He’d always known she had a terrific personality, but it was more vibrant tonight, more animated…and more attractive.

He tried to covertly adjust his tight jeans over the half-hard cock he’d been sporting ever since they’d walked into the bar. His friends teased him mercilessly for what they referred to as his crush on the cougar. He usually told them to go fuck themselves when they got on a roll. Jamie didn’t mind being the butt of their jokes occasionally, but he got annoyed when they acted as if Grace was too old for him. She was only eight years older, though he knew she viewed that gap to be as vast as the distance from New York to California.

“Last softball game on Monday,” she said to him. “What do you think your chances are?”

“So long as Maddie doesn’t injure her pitching arm at the lake this weekend, I think we’ve got a pretty good shot. Our record is a bit better than theirs and they don’t have much on the mound.” Maddie was his star player and he never ceased to be amazed by Grace’s support of her daughter’s talent. When it had become apparent Maddie’s interest in the sport wasn’t just a flash in the pan, Grace had asked Jamie to teach her the finer points of softball, so she could pass the lessons on to her daughter. He’d given Grace an old catcher’s mitt of his so Maddie could practice her pitches and Grace had never missed a game.

“Damn, I didn’t even think to warn her about the waterskiing. Maybe I should call her and tell her not to—”

He cut her off. “Grace. I was joking. Let her have her fun this weekend. We only have one more game and it’s not like we’re making the playoffs this year. Not with the rocky start we had.”

“You’ve got a great team, Jamie, and they’ve grown so much over this season. I know Maddie’s learned a lot about the sport from you.”

He smiled at her compliment. “I hope I’ve been telling her the right stuff, considering she’s signed on to play in college. Hate to have some big-shot university coach telling her I’ve taught her all wrong.”

“I don’t think there’s any danger of that.”

As he looked at her, Jamie recognized how much the mother and daughter favored each other. Maddie’s hair, like Grace’s, was long, wavy and blonde. However, while Maddie’s eyes were dark, Grace had bright blue eyes that sparkled when she laughed. She also had a smooth complexion that belied her age and the sexiest body he’d ever seen—curvy in all the right places.

“You look pretty tonight.” He wasn’t sure where the words had come from or why he’d chosen that moment to say them, but he knew they were true.

“How much have you had to drink?”

He tapped her nose with his finger and she laughed at the playful gesture. “You suck at taking compliments.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything else. He studied her face and tried to put his finger on what was different about her tonight.

Grace had been a good friend to him over the past few years. He’d only been teaching a couple of years when her husband passed away. Around the same time, his fiancée, Maura, had dumped him. They’d had the same planning period that year and a lot of that time had been spent talking about how much their lives had changed. Their friendship had solidified as they’d discussed what they were going to do with their uncertain futures and it had only grown since then.

Unfortunately, so had his feelings for her. He’d managed to shove them aside, ignore them as he dated other women. A few months ago, after another failed relationship, Trey had made an innocent comment that had haunted him ever since. After watching him drown his sorrows in a bottle of Jim Beam, his best friend told him it was going to be hard for Jamie to find a woman who was better suited for him than Grace. Trey suggested he pull his finger out of his ass and ask Grace out for a date.

The waitress delivered yet another pitcher and a heaping plate of wings just as the jukebox started playing “LoveGame”. Trey grabbed Grace’s hand and the two of them hit the dance floor. Jamie laughed as Trey spun her around while she sang along with the music. The image of his best friend and Grace trying to dance together was priceless. Trey’s taste in music ran in one direction—rap—and his dancing was confined to lots of hip-thrusting and bobbing in place. At the same time, Grace looked like an extra from the set of Footloose, bouncing around and swinging her arms.

Lucas stood up. “Hey, I think I just spotted Scott Barker over at the bar. I’m gonna go say hi.”

Jamie and Cheryl glanced over and nodded, and then Jamie’s gaze traveled back to Grace’s face. He sucked in a deep breath. He’d never seen her so carefree and he wished he’d snagged her for the dance before Trey.

Then he realized what was different. Grace was flirting. Seriously flirting. With him and, if he wasn’t mistaken, with Trey.

“You’ve got a little drool on your chin. You may want to wipe that off before they come back to the table.” Cheryl was giving him her usual shit-eating grin and he grimaced. Grace’s best friend had been riding his ass for the past month about making a move on Grace, but something had always come up.

“Very funny, Cheryl. I’m glad I can provide you with so much entertainment.”

Cheryl took a sip of her soda. “It’s not me I want you to entertain. It’s Gracie. You’ve given me seven hundred and twenty-nine excuses the past few weeks about why you can’t ask her out. Don’t you think it’s time you grew a pair and took the plunge?”

Jamie shook his head. He was used to Cheryl’s straightforward comments. “Tell me again why I hang out with you?”

Cheryl burst into laughter. “If you only knew how much you and Grace had in common. I think she asked me the same damn question about an hour ago.”

“I’m not surprised,” Jamie muttered.

“I’ll tell you why you hang out with me. Because I tell you the truth and I don’t let you get away with shit just because you’ve got those baby blue eyes and dimples that make most women bend over backward to do your bidding.”

Jamie fell silent rather than admit the truth of Cheryl’s statement. She and Grace were straight shooters and he preferred their company to that of women his own age, who tended to agree with everything he said and giggled incessantly.

Jamie ran his hand through his hair. “You and Trey are starting to sound like the same broken record lately. I’m not sure why the two of you think anything has changed from the status quo. You know as well as I do, Grace wasn’t ready for another relationship after Drew died. She said flat-out she wasn’t going to date, wasn’t going to bring some strange man into Maddie’s life after she’d just lost her father.”

“I also know,” Cheryl interrupted, “that excuse stopped being valid quite a while ago. Maddie’s more than mature enough to handle her mother dating and has even mentioned it to Grace. Hell, the girl tried to set Grace up with the divorced father of a friend a few months ago.”

“And Grace turned down the offer.” Jamie remembered Maddie’s matchmaking scheme well. He’d lost more than a few nights’ sleep fearing the hook-up would take and he’d lose his shot at asking Grace out himself.

“She wouldn’t turn you down.” Cheryl’s response was confident and Jamie felt the tiniest spark of hope emerge.

“What makes you so sure?”

“She’s my best friend. I know her. Trust me on this.”

“Is she ready for more than casual dating?” Grace was a very good friend. He wasn’t about to risk that relationship for just sex. When he approached Grace, he was going in for the long haul. He was thirty-two and fucking sick and tired of the dating scene. Grace was everything he wanted in a woman and a helluva lot more.

Cheryl smiled. “You’ve been thinking about more than just asking her out, haven’t you?”

He shrugged and Cheryl pointed to Trey and Grace on the dance floor. “You better hurry your ass up before someone swoops in and gets to her before you.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Cheryl. I’m not about to throw away a friendship for a fling.”

“She’s worried about Maddie leaving, scared about the prospect of being alone.”

Cheryl’s comments washed over him like a bucket of ice-cold water. “Sounds like a lousy reason to date someone. Fear of being alone.”

Cheryl shook her head. “That didn’t come out right. Grace is a warm, vibrant, caring woman who’s just spent the last six years of her life giving up a lot of her own needs because she felt like she owed it to Drew to raise their daughter in a safe, normal environment. She didn’t accept dates because she didn’t want to run the risk of feeling something for someone and upset the routine of Maddie’s home life. But, Jamie, in doing that, she let some prime years pass her by. Now she’s forty and facing a lifetime alone. You know as well as I do she’s not meant to live life as a single. She loved being married and she loved making a home with Drew and Maddie. That home’s going to be empty soon and I want to make sure she doesn’t accept that as her lot in life rather than try for something more, something special.”

Jamie looked at Grace dancing with Trey. He was trying to teach her how to bump and grind and she was laughing. He fought back the twinge of jealousy pushing its way to the surface when Trey drove his hips into her ass.

“They look cute together,” Cheryl said.

Jamie turned to her angrily, ready to set her straight on the subject, but Cheryl’s laugh cut off his reply.

She held up her hands in mock surrender. “Easy greasy. Those blue eyes of yours are suddenly the most unusual shade of green.”

“They’re just dancing.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You’ve had months to make a move, Jamie. Do you really think other men are going to remain blind to Grace’s beauty forever? She’s put out some serious hands-off vibes in the past, but I think you can see that shield’s been put away tonight. Even Trey has noticed.”

He looked at his friend and knew Cheryl’s words were true. Grace was different tonight. She was open and…well, ready. Ready to move on, ready for the next adventure.

“You’ve made your point, Cheryl.” She had. Jamie was finished playing this game by Grace’s rules. Tonight the game plan changed.

“Damn,” she joked. “And here I was just getting on a nagging roll. You give in far too easily. Not even a challenge, really.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

Lady GaGa’s voice faded away and a new song started playing. “Woot.” Cheryl stood up quickly. “Hot damn. ‘Dancing Queen’. I paid a quarter for this.” She boogied her way to the dance floor, dragging Grace back out to the center as she and Trey were walking off.

Trey came back to the table alone, shaking his head. “Fucking ABBA. Where’s Lucas?”

Jamie gestured to the bar. “Saw an old friend of his. Went over to say hi.”

“Oh.” Trey turned to watch Cheryl and Grace dancing and Jamie felt an uneasy chill at the look on his friend’s face.

“You and Grace looked like you were having fun on the dance floor.”

Trey grinned. “Grace is a good dancer—for a white chick.”

Jamie fought back a scowl. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to pick her up.”

Trey shrugged. “Grace is cool. She’s a lot of fun. Maybe she wouldn’t mind taking a ride on the midnight express with me.”

Jamie’s temper reached the boiling point. “You better be fucking kidding. Besides, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure I’ve told you a few thousand times how I feel about Grace. So what’s the real deal?”

Trey shrugged. “I don’t see a sign around her neck that says off-limits, property of Jamie Fisher.”

Lucas came back to the table and both of them fell silent. Jamie was seething, furious at his friend’s comment. Then he realized Trey was right. He’d done nothing but talk about Grace—and not even to her. He’d never asked her out, never let her know he was interested beyond a few racy innuendoes. When he thought about it, Trey had given Grace more hints about being interested tonight than Jamie had in their entire friendship.

Jamie looked back at Grace and Cheryl dancing and laughing. Before tonight, he’d had some sixth sense about Grace that told him she wasn’t ready. Suddenly that feeling was gone and he’d be damned if Trey swooped in now that the time might be right for him to make a move.

The music changed to David Allan Coe and Jamie saw a grin cross Lucas’ face. “There’s my song. Who’s in?” Jamie shook his head and neither of them even looked at Trey, knowing his distaste for country music. “Fine,” Lucas said. “I’ll grab Gracie and Cheryl.”

Jamie sighed. This was becoming a fucking epidemic. If it went on much longer, he’d feel compelled to beat the shit out of both his friends.

“I thought you needed a kick in the ass,” Trey said. Jamie looked at him and realized his friend was picking up their argument right where they’d left it.

“So you’re trying to make me jealous?” he asked, relieved. They were best friends, had been for years. Obviously Trey had spent one too many nights listening to him talk about the sexy English teacher.

Trey nodded. “I was…but somewhere along the line that plan backfired. Grace really is hot.”

Jamie took a drink of beer, trying to cool his throat and his anger. Trey was interested in Grace and he couldn’t help feeling that perhaps she was interested in his friend too. She’d touched Trey on the dance floor a few times in ways that made him think the feeling might be mutual.

Dammit. She’d always had this underlying sex appeal that attracted him, but tonight it seemed magnified a hundredfold. His cock had been rock hard for hours. It’s a shame all the blood in his body was hanging out down south. He could use a pint or two of it in his brain so he could figure out what the hell was going on.

“Backfired?” he repeated. “So you aren’t trying to make me jealous anymore?”

Trey had never poached on his girlfriends in the past. But Grace didn’t belong to Jamie. Not yet.

They sat in silence for several awkward moments as the truth came crashing down on top of him. “You can’t have Grace.” Jamie stated flatly and he watched Trey struggle for a response.

His friend’s back appeared to come up a bit. “You’ve had months to make your move. Shit, you’ve had years. If you’re not going to, I don’t see why I should have to bow out.”

“You’re right. I’ve had months, but I also think I was right to wait. Grace wasn’t ready before.”

He could tell the only word Trey heard in his sentence was before. “But she is now?”

Fuck. He found himself wondering once more if Grace’s interest in Trey was real. Had her touches been sincere? What if he’d waited too long?

Jamie shrugged, unwilling and unable to answer the question.

Trey looked at him, his face far too serious for what was supposed to be a fun evening out. “I’ll tell you what I think. I think she’s a powder keg about to explode.”

“You do realize she’s twelve years older than you.” It was a low blow, but Jamie was scrambling for ground.

“I’m not looking for forever, Jamie. Just one night. I happen to think there are a lot of things I can give Grace. Things I don’t think she knows she wants yet. The way she’s been looking at me tonight, the little touches, the sexy smiles. She’s reaching out for something. I know you. You’ll snatch her off the dating market the second she places her big toe on the board. But is that fair to her, man? She’s gone from married to single parent, never experiencing anything else in between.”

Jamie suspected there were some hidden desires inside Grace and suddenly he understood what Trey was suggesting.

“I’ll never let you touch her,” Jamie said. His words were true.

“You’ll never let me touch her alone.”

Jamie’s eyes widened. His mouth opened, then closed, then opened again, but no sound emerged. He could see Trey taking a perverse bit of pride in leaving him speechless.

“A threesome?” Jamie whispered.

“Do you think Grace would go for it?”

Jesus. Jamie wasn’t sure he’d go for it, but now that the idea was out there, he had to admit it was a secret fantasy of his.

“I don’t know. Are you serious about this, Trey? Would you really go through with it?” He knew Trey, knew this was uncharted waters for both of them.

Trey considered the question. “Yeah, if she wanted to and you were okay with it, I think I would.”

“I’m in love with Grace.” The words flew from his lips, but he wanted them said, wanted Trey to understand.

“I know that, man. I’ve known that forever.”

Jamie nodded, but Trey’s answer wasn’t enough. He would never risk Grace’s emotions, her feelings on something that Trey might consider just a lark. “I need to know how you feel about her.”

Trey grinned. “I’m fucking crazy about her, but I’m not in love with her. She’s an awesome friend and I think she’s one helluva woman. Let’s just say my feelings reside in the ‘friendship with healthy bit of lust’ realm.”

“That’s not good enough.”

Trey ran his finger around the rim of his glass. He was silent for a few moments and Jamie sensed his friend was struggling to explain his feelings. Finally, he looked up. “She’s a good friend, Jamie. Probably one of the best I’ve ever had. I’d never do anything I thought would jeopardize that relationship. I may not be in love with her, but I care about her. A lot. There’s an attraction between us. I don’t wanna fuck up anything between you two, but I’m pretty sure I’d spend the rest of my life wondering what it would be like to be with her. Just once. And, at the risk of sounding cocky as shit, I sort of think she’d wonder too.”

Jamie sat back and considered Trey’s comments. While Lucas was definitely a player, Trey was a nice guy. He’d never hurt anyone he cared about and Jamie knew it.

Trey leaned forward, placed his elbows on the table. “You know. You’ve made a lot of excuses for why you’ve never asked Grace out, but I think there’s one excuse you’ve never admitted, not even to yourself.”

“What’s that?” Jamie asked, not certain he wanted to hear the answer.

“Maura seriously fucked up your head when she gave back the ring. You were crazy about that bitch and when she dumped you, it messed you up. I think you’re as afraid of getting into another serious relationship as Grace is.”

Jamie considered his words, wanting to deny them, brush them off with a joke. Problem was, there was a vein of truth in them that he wasn’t sure he could hide anymore. “I think maybe you’re right, but I'm not letting that stop me anymore.”

“Good, but you need to remember that if Grace is scared, it’s not just because of her fear of hurting Maddie.”

Jamie snorted. “And you think a threesome would make it easier for her?”

“With casual sex added to the mix, maybe it would be easier for her to move toward a relationship.”

Jamie was intrigued and terrified by his friend’s idea.

“Do you think it would work?” Trey asked.

Jamie narrowed his eyes. “We’re walking a very thin line. And I’m still not so sure why you want to tread it. I mean, I know why I’m here. What’s in it for you?”

Trey laughed. “Are you fucking kidding? Number one, I’d get to have sex with Grace. Number two, I’d get to have a threesome. I mean in my wet dreams of that scenario it’s always me and two hot chicks, but I can deal with that. And number three, I won’t have to listen to you crying over Grace anymore. Besides, she’s cool with me and Lucas, unlike Maura, the bitch from hell, so I won’t have to worry about her being a jealous girlfriend who won’t let you hang with us every now and again. Hell, best part about Grace is she hangs with us.”

Jamie fought back a grin. “So basically this is all about you.”

Trey laughed. “What can I say? That’s just how I roll.”

“No, it’s not. I’m not sure about this, Trey.”

His friend sobered up. “It’s your call, man. I don’t go anywhere you don’t want to go. Try to have a little faith. I have a feeling everything’s gonna turn out just fine.”

Jamie nodded. Saying things would turn out all right in the end was simple, but given how much could potentially go wrong, there was a good chance tonight would be anything but easy.

Cheryl came back to the table, wiping sweat off her forehead. “Dancing is damn hard work. Hey, how many calories do you think I just burned out there?”

Jamie chuckled. Cheryl was forever dieting. Or at least talking about dieting.

“Why aren’t you guys out there?” she asked. “Poor Grace is trying to keep up with Lucas on that Cotton-Eyed Joe song. It’s funny as hell watching him dance. Reminds me of that Riverdance shit.”

They all laughed at Cheryl’s comment. The beauty of their school’s librarian was what came up in her mind came out of her mouth, and it was pretty much always funny.

“Shouldn’t you be home with the ball and chain by now?” Trey asked.

Cheryl laughed at his joke, then gasped. “Shit. What time is it?”

Jamie shrugged and reached for his cell phone. “Eight-thirty.” They’d been having so much fun hanging out, drinking and bitching about work, they’d lost track of time.

“Fuck,” Cheryl muttered. “I told Jeff I’d be home at seven with a bucket of chicken.” She pulled out her own cell and dialed. Jamie laughed as he listened to her talking to her husband. He hoped someday he’d have a relationship as solid as hers. Her husband was a great guy and it was obvious to anyone who spent five minutes with Cheryl that she adored him. They were independent people in a rock-solid relationship built on trust and true love. In Jamie’s mind, they had it all.

“I’ll head out now,” he heard Cheryl say and for a moment, he was sorry to see the evening end. Cheryl was Grace’s ride. He looked back at the dance floor and watched Lucas spin Grace. The two of them were drawing an amused audience with their silly dancing. It seemed a shame to cut the night off so early.

Cheryl closed her phone and spotted the same thing he did. “Hate to drag Grace away. She’s having so much fun.”

“We could give her a ride. I go right by her house on the way to my place.”

Cheryl nodded quickly and stood. “Great idea.” He should have known she wouldn’t put up a fuss. She was the consummate matchmaker. She waved to Grace on the dance floor, who returned to the table with Lucas.

“I’m heading home, Gracie. Forgot to take Jeff his dinner.” Grace looked disappointed until Cheryl added, “Trey and Jamie have offered to give you a ride home if you want to stay.”

“Awesome,” Grace said. “Are you guys sure it’s not a problem?”

Jamie shook his head. “You’re right on my way.” He tried not to show how pleased he was that Grace was staying and that he and Trey would be driving her home.

“Hey, Cheryl, I’ll walk you out,” Lucas said. “I’m hitting it too. Helping my dad mow his yard tomorrow. Five freaking acres and he mows it all.”

They said their goodbyes to Lucas and Cheryl as their friends left the bar.

Grace picked up her beer and took another drink. All Jamie could think was he’d prefer to bypass Grace’s house, taking her to his home, but he still wasn’t sure she would accept that invitation.

Fuck it. She would accept it. He’d do whatever it took, because tonight Grace Wright was sleeping in his bed. The real question was whether or not Trey would be there too.
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Sami Lee

Chapter 1

Men Are Hunters

It’s okay to call a guy, ladies. We like that. It’s gutsy and shows us that you’re interested. But be careful not to become the pursuer in the relationship. Don’t call too often. Don’t pop in for a visit unless he specifically invites you. Men like to hunt. Let them come after you.

The refrain from Jake McCallum’s obnoxiously titled book, It’s Not Him—It’s You, danced in Libby Allison’s head, as irritating now as it had been when she’d first read it. Even more irritating considering the fact he’d forced her into doing exactly what his advice warned against. She was about to become a pop-in girl.

She would have loved it if the reclusive mechanic-turned-dating-guru had pursued her—for professional reasons. She would have been ecstatic if he’d even returned one of her calls, or agreed via email to set up an appointment at her office. But no, apparently that was too much trouble for the guy who liked to hunt. Jake McCallum had made it patently clear with his evasive tactics that he thought he didn’t need Libby or her services.

Well, that was just too bad. Peony Publishing had contracted Image Solutions—the business Libby had started with her friend Miranda Eastwood just over a year ago—to spruce up their latest debut author’s image before his upcoming book launch. A corporate client like Peony could generate the kind of word-of-mouth she and Miranda had been desperately hoping for. If they didn’t get more clients soon, the business might not make it. Given that they’d started the venture after they’d both been laid off from their salary-paying jobs due to economic circumstances, neither Libby nor Miranda relished the idea of putting themselves back on the job market.

Consulting the map she had open on her iPhone, Libby saw the street she was looking for and executed a swift right turn that elicited a honk from an oncoming sedan. Libby sent the driver an apologetic wave before returning her attention to the road ahead. The sign for Saul’s Automotive came into view and she found a parking space right out front.

A quick assessment in the rearview mirror told her the peach lip gloss she’d applied still sparkled and her blonde ponytail remained firmly in place, a miracle given the forty-minute drive to the outskirts of Brisbane in her sporty red convertible. Thank heaven for maximum-hold hair products.

Libby got out of the car and strode into the garage’s front office. No electronic beep went off when she opened the door. “Hello,” she called out. No one came. Glancing at her watch, Libby saw it was a little after five. Maybe the crew had already knocked off for the day. Not to be deterred that easily, Libby followed the muffled sound of male voices filtering into the office through a side door.

A round of raucous laughter drifted out from the bowels of the garage, covering the sound of Libby’s heels clicking on the grease-stained cement floor. She caught the tail end of a sentence, delivered with utterly masculine conceit. “Took a week for the scratches on my back to heal. So, Rodney, I wouldn’t knock a librarian until you’ve tried one.”

Another round of guffaws drowned out Libby’s harrumph of displeasure. Charming. Apparently, she’d walked in on an exaggerated tale of some man’s prowess in bed. In her experience, a woman was very unlikely to be whipped into such a frenzy by a man’s abilities that her ardor would cause him physical injury. Libby rolled her eyes. Men and their stories.

“I’d take his advice if I were you, Rod,” one of the men said. “He is the love doctor, dating guru to the masses, a legend in his own time.”

“You mean in his own mind,” another man snickered. He let out an anguished yowl as his comment earned him a hard punch on the shoulder.

Libby’s focus zeroed in on the man who’d delivered that punch, the librarian-loving dating guru. So this was the man she’d come looking for. Her initial assessment—based on her view of the back of his head—was that he badly needed a haircut. Fashionably styled long hair on a man was one thing. Recalcitrant curls that had been allowed to grow scruffy purely from inattention was quite another. From the back, Jake McCallum reminded her of a stray dog that hadn’t been properly clipped since pup-hood.

“Aw, don’t knock him. Somehow this chump hit the jackpot. Fame and fortune and lust-crazed women throwing themselves at him. That’s what Jake can look forward to. I wouldn’t mind being in his position at all.”

“Are you nuts? More likely the feminists are going to put a price on his head when they get a load of the chapter called—what is it, Jake? How to Keep Your Man from Straying Without Leashing Him?”

“Oh, yeah.” Someone else laughed. “I think the crux of it is a blowjob is worth a hundred cooked dinners. No word of a lie, Jake. A guy can always order pizza, but he can’t always dial a—”

“Enough already,” Jake growled at the other men. “I don’t want to hear another word about that stupid book. I wish I’d never agreed to have the thing published.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. McCallum.”

Libby’s casual announcement had all four men swiveling toward her in surprise. The man to whom she’d directed her remark regarded her over one wide shoulder, his eyebrows raised.

He looked her up and down, a sweeping assessment that told her nothing about what he thought. At length, he drawled, “Honey, if you’re looking for your car, office hours are over for the day. Everything we’ve got left is up on a hoist or in pieces, so you’re all out of luck.”

“I’m not here about a car. I’m Libby Allison, from Image Solutions. I’ve been contracted by Peony Publishing to work with you. We’ve spoken on the phone. Several times.”

Taking a step forward, Libby stuck out her hand. Jake glanced at it. He took his time getting to his feet, unfurling his toned body inch by inch and turning to face her. Libby’s breath faltered, something about the way he moved making her picture what was underneath the old jeans and grubby grey T-shirt. There were muscles in that body, hard-worked ones. He gave the impression of vitality tightly leashed by a deceptively casual demeanor.

Her pulse gave a leap of awareness. Wow. He was kind of…magnetic might be the word. Scruffy as hell with an air of insolence that was bound to grate on her nerves in no time. All the same, he wasn’t bad to look at. Not at all.

“Miss Allison.” Jake McCallum lifted his hand to show her the grease-marked state of it, and Libby dropped her arm back to her side. “You look a lot different than I pictured.”

Libby forced herself to breathe normally, although the notion that he’d imagined her at all did odd things to her heart rate. “What did you expect?”

He smiled. “Someone bigger.”

Being barely five feet two, Libby had heard every short joke known to womankind. She didn’t feel like suffering through any today. “I’ve come to set up an appointment for you to meet with me and my partner at our office in Toowong.”

“You drove all the way out here to bug me about that again?”

Where did he get the nerve to act like the injured party here? “I wouldn’t have had to go to these lengths if you’d agreed to make an appointment over the phone.”

“I already told you, you’re wasting your time.”

“I’ll decide what’s a waste of my time or not. Your publisher wants you to have an image overhaul in time for your book launch and the host of interviews and public appearances they’ve set up. It seems clear to me you’re in dire need of one, Mr. McCallum. So, no, I don’t think this is a misuse of my time.”

“Well, frankly, I think it’s a waste of mine.” His voice now carried the thread of exasperation Libby recognized from their few fruitless telephone conversations. “I have no intention of having a makeover just to live up to some fabricated standard of what I’m supposed to wear or how I’m supposed to act. With me, you get what you see.”

“If people don’t like what they see, they won’t bother to move beyond appearances and get to know you—or in this case, your book.”

Jake folded his arms across his chest and regarded her with a curious tilt of his head. “Well, if that isn’t some of the most twisted logic I’ve ever heard.”

Fists moving to her hips, Libby retorted, “This from the man who wrote ‘Ladies, if want to reel in a fish, you have to use the right bait’.”

“Marlin,” Jake corrected, the turn of his lips hinting at chagrin. If it weren’t for the dim lighting in the garage, Libby might have believed the dark tinge in his cheeks was a blush. “I said reel in a marlin. Men are the fish in that analogy.”

“Oh, I got that. Men as fish,” Libby gave a delicate sniff, filling her nostrils with the scent of grease, old sweat and the salty pungency of prawn heads left to bake on the nearby boat ramp.

“What’s your point, Miss Allison?”

“My point is you seem perfectly happy to tell women how to dress, how to talk, heck, how to think in order to please a man. But you aren’t willing to come with me to buy one little suit, perhaps get a haircut—” she let her opinion about his shaggy, too-long-to-be-fashionable style be known with a sweep of her gaze, “—in order to promote your work in the best light possible.”

“Look, lady.” His expression softened a little with something she easily interpreted as condescension. “I’m sure you think you’ve done the right thing in coming here. I get it. Peony Publishing wants you to whip me into shape, make some kind of metrosexual out of me. Tell me, do I look like I could pass for a metrosexual to you?”

Libby smiled despite her irritation at his tone. “Not yet. But when I’m through with you, you won’t know yourself.”

“And that is exactly what I don’t want. So I think the best thing for you to do is head on back to your office and chalk me up as a lost cause.” Libby couldn’t contain a little squeal of outrage when he reached out and tapped her on the nose with his dirty, callused index finger. “Thanks for stopping by, chickadee.”

Libby stood, shock rooting her to the spot, and watched him return to the group. The three other men seated on upturned crates all darted their gazes away, pretending they hadn’t watched everything that had just unfolded.

How dare he tweak her nose and send her on her way, like some Girl Scout selling cookies he didn’t want to buy? Did he think she would run out of here like a scared rabbit?

Apparently, he did. Jake McCallum parked his butt and lifted his abandoned beer to his mouth as though she no longer mattered, while Libby remained where she was, fuming and ineffectual.

Well, ineffectual wasn’t good enough. Libby didn’t do ineffectual. Miranda was counting on her to get this right, to secure the future of Image Solutions. Libby was hardly going to let some boorish oaf of a man like Jake McCallum ruin everything because he didn’t feel like shopping, when it was obvious nobody needed the help of a fully stocked department store more than he did.

Her heels were clacking on the cement floor before words had formulated in her mind. But when she reached the group of men and opened her mouth, she found she had a lot to say.

*

“You, Jake McCallum, are an arrogant, supercilious, bald-faced hypocrite.”

Jake had been called worse things by women over the years, but he’d never been reamed out with quite as much conviction.

He turned back to stare at Libby Allison. She was dressed in red and white from the polka dot silk scarf in her hair to the red suede ankle boots on her feet. Her polka dot blouse looked silky and too delicate for the interior of an auto shop, her narrow red skirt like something out of a 50’s sitcom. Her hair was a golden fountain sprouting from the top of her head and her face was…no denying it, pretty. Taut lines of frustration and anger narrowed her big blue eyes and thinned her shiny lips, but she was attractive all the same.

His Dad, Saul, would say Libby Allison was as cute as a button. Jake didn’t let the outrageous adorability of her exterior fool him. She might look like a pixie-faced movie starlet on the outside, but something told him the inside was all steamroller with a full tank of gas, ready to roll right over him.

A lot of maintenance, a girl like her. The highest kind. And in Jake’s opinion, upkeep was supposed to be for cars, not for women.

“Well, I guess you pegged me, chickadee.” Jake delivered the words with the laconic drawl that seemed to irk every woman he’d ever come across, taking some juvenile relish in the teasing rhyme. Anyone would think he was still in the school yard. With a sigh of resignation, he stood once more to face her. “You get paid for character assassinations too?”

“Assassinate? I wouldn’t need to touch your character to do it damage. Its wounds are self-inflicted. You’re not even willing to give this a chance, even though your publisher clearly instructed you to do so. Isn’t that disrespectful to the investment they’ve made in you?

Not for the first time, Jake rued the day he’d let his sister Angela talk him in to taking Peony Publishing up on their contract offer. This writing gig was not a new career he was launching. It’s Not Him—It’s You had been little more than a lark, a blog he’d started to blow off steam about his trials in the dating world. The blog had caused a minor online stir that had turned into a loyal following, and Jake had gone along for the ride, making each post more entertaining than the last. Sometimes he’d embellished his dating disasters for maximum effect. Sometimes, unfortunately, he hadn’t needed to. Angela had even shown him how to make money from advertising, and when Peony had come sniffing around, offering to compile his posts into a dating advice book, it had been Angela who’d insisted he do it.

So where was Angela now that the scary pixie lady wanted to go over him with a fine-tooth style comb? Jake would have loved to chew her out about the mess this book deal was starting to make of his previously uncomplicated life.

“Don’t you care if your book is a success?”

Jake took a thoughtful swig of his beer, pretending to mull over Libby’s question. Then he shrugged. “Nope.”

The pint-sized blonde appeared stunned. “That’s just crazy.”

Jake tilted his beer bottle at her. “In your opinion.”

“In everyone’s opinion.”

“Listen, I already have a job.” Jake gestured around the garage with his beer bottle. “I don’t really give a crap if the book makes a hundred bucks or a hundred thousand.”

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He’d take the hundred thousand if it landed in his lap. Inject some cash flow into the garage, send his mum and dad on a nice long holiday. Not that Jake thought for a minute a print version of a bunch of blog posts was going to race out the door of every bookshop in the country.

“Your publisher obviously cares how the book does,” Libby pointed out. “Or they wouldn’t have sent me to make sure you’re capable of selling it.”

“Aw, Jeez,” Jake muttered testily. “What difference does it make what people think of me? It’s the product that matters, isn’t it?”

“You are the product, knucklehead.”

Her insult caused laughter to ripple through the guys. Even Rodney, the apprentice who always acted shit-scared of him, was laughing. This girl was doing a verbal takedown of him, and the guys who’d always respected him were getting their afternoon entertainment while she was at it. Enough was enough.

Jake took a step forward. To her credit, Libby didn’t even flinch. Jake pushed the moment of admiration aside and scowled. “You always insult your potential clients, Libby?”

Her lips curved triumphantly. “So you admit you’re my client.”

“I said potential. I still don’t see the necessity for all this. I own a suit. What if I promise to get it out of storage and dust it off for the book launch?”

“Dust it off!” She clucked her tongue in a thoroughly irritating manner. “I should think not. You need a complete re-style if you’re going to create the buzz you need to sell copies of your book.”

He heard the air quotes around the word book and didn’t like it one bit. It was all right for him to call his own work a joke, but for some jumped-up shop assistant with an attitude to look down her nose—that was another situation altogether. “You don’t like the book.”

“I’m afraid I’ve only had time to skim the first few chapters of the advance copy Peony sent me,” she informed him while checking out her French manicure.

In other words, she’d paid only enough attention to support her already concrete opinions about what a jerk he was. She’d probably hated him the instant she read the book’s title. He could tell her he hadn’t picked it, that he’d never intended to tell women how they should behave in relationships and that fancy editing could put a whole different slant on things, but what was the point? She’d already formed her view, and from the stubborn set of her pointy little chin, he didn’t see it changing anytime soon.

This was yet another reason why he should never have taken his sister’s advice and accepted the book deal. He may not be the nicest bloke in the world, but he didn’t relish the possibility of being the most hated guy on the southern continent. For one thing, the notoriety was going to kill his social life.

Not that he’d had much of one lately.

What a lecture Libby Allison would give him if she knew that. A dating guru who was so sick of the game he’d voluntarily spent the season on the bench. He was relieved, at least for now, to be out of the cauldron of coffee dates, away from the potential minefield of casual sex. Lately, he’d stuck to work, beer and poker with the guys and spending nights alone in his apartment above the garage, listening to classic Radiohead until he fell asleep on the couch.

Shit. When put like that, his life sounded pathetic.

“Okay, you win.” Nothing like a little harsh self-reflection to make a guy get off his high horse. “I can try and do something this weekend.” He’d put in an appearance, let the girl pick out a couple of shirts and get it over with. He could manage that.

She pursed her lips. “I think we need more time.”

“I’m working. I can’t just leave.”

“Sure you can.”

Jake groaned at the familiar voice and the certain knowledge that Saul McCallum was going to take the side of the bouncy blonde. His father was always telling him to get out more, to get away from the garage. If Saul had had his way, Jake would never have left his other life in Sydney two and a half years ago to help him run the business in the first place.

Back then Saul had suffered a heart attack. As they both well knew, if Jake hadn’t come back when he did, his dad would have had to sell the business. Everything the old man had worked for gone in a puff of smoke, all because Jake wasn’t here to pick up the slack.

Jake had been determined not to let that happen, and Saul had never quite forgiven Jake for giving up his high-flying job in Sydney to come back here. Neither had he forgiven himself for needing Jake too.

“I’m Saul McCallum,” Jake heard his father tell Libby. “I own this place.”

“McCallum. You two are related?”

“Jakey’s my son.”

Jake winced at the childhood nickname.

“Of course he is. I see where he gets his looks.”

She thinks I’m good looking?

His father let out a pleased laugh at the chickadee’s clichéd charm. Jake rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe he’d been fooled for even a nanosecond, or that he’d gotten a kernel of satisfaction from the possibility that Libby Allison thought he was attractive. She was only trying to ingratiate herself with Saul. Her view of Jake as a badly dressed grease monkey was fairly transparent. Clearly, he was not her type.

Jake tuned back into the conversation in time to hear his father officially granting him the next two days off so Libby could whip him into shape.

“Sounds painful,” Jake muttered, already dreading spending the next two days with the perky, fiery-tempered Libby Allison. Image consultant. What kind of job was that anyway?

“Don’t grouse, son,” Saul said. “You could do with a woman’s touch.”

Ain’t that the truth. He doubted his dad had meant the comment that way, but too many nights sleeping alone on the couch had obviously started to get to Jake. Sadly, he didn’t see his reawakened libido being satisfied anytime soon.

And certainly not by the petite, polka-dot-loving blonde he was stuck with for the next couple of days.

Chapter 2

Yes, I Am Wearing That

Don’t waste your time trying to change how your man dresses. Most men don’t give a rat’s ass what’s in fashion this season. And no matter what you put him in, he’s the same primal, testosterone driven animal underneath. You might as well embrace it.

At ten after nine the following day, Jake climbed the stairs to the headquarters of Image Solutions. Situated above an office offering tax returns done while you wait—how else should they be done?—and a pokey store touting vintage clothing—read: secondhand—the office space was understated, which surprised Jake. After meeting Libby, he had half suspected the walls to be painted bright pink and decorated with pictures of LOL cats. But the cream walls and standard black and gold lettering on the glass doors bespoke of a business that took itself seriously.

It wasn’t going to convince Jake to take anything about this situation to heart. He was doing this to get Libby Allison off his back, and to fulfill the promotional requirements of his publisher. A second read through of the contract he’d signed had reminded him he’d agreed to this kind of treatment, should Peony consider it necessary. Best thing to do was get it over with as quickly as possible.

“Mr. McCallum.”

A tall woman who was the physical opposite of Libby approached him as he loitered in the small waiting area. She wore a pair of black-framed glasses that accentuated the remoteness of cool-grey eyes and her black hair was smoothed into one of those immaculate chin-length styles that meant business. The edges looked like they could cut glass. Her pantsuit was black, her silk blouse bleached white. Jake guessed immediately that she had a wardrobe full of the dour-looking outfits—pantsuits aplenty in every color from navy to charcoal.

“One and the same.” Jake stuck out his hand—freshly washed and looking like new.

“Miranda Eastwood.” The woman took his proffered hand in her slender one. Her shake almost crushed Jake’s fingers. “I’m afraid Libby’s been held up a few moments. Would you like to take a seat while you wait?”

“Sure.”

Jake sat in one of the beige chairs placed beside a coffee table stacked with fashion magazines and copies of Business Review Weekly. He tried to temper his look of surprise when Miranda took a seat beside him. She crossed her legs and rested her pale, long-fingered hands on her knee, her body angled slightly toward his.

Her gaze rested upon him, coolly assessing. Her concentrated focus was unnerving. “So you’re an image consultant too?” Jake asked, annoyed that her silence had reduced him to inane small talk.

“That’s Libby’s department. I’m a training and development manager, mostly for corporate clients.”

That explained the Business Review Weekly subscription, but not how a stern woman like Miranda had ended up in business with someone like Libby.

Before Jake could ask about it, Miranda went on. “Are you aware that first impressions form eighty-two percent of a person’s long-term opinion of you?”

“Did you know that seven out of ten statistical quotes are made up on the spot?”

From the downward turn of Miranda’s lips, Jake guessed his little joke hadn’t gone over well. “I don’t mean to cause offense, but you, Mr. McCallum, do not make a good first impression.”

“Why would that cause offense?”

Miranda continued as though she hadn’t heard Jake’s droll remark. “For a start, your clothes are all wrong. But hopefully, Libby can help you with that.”

“She seems determined to try.”

“Wearing jeans and a T-shirt to a professional appointment makes you appear sloppy.”

Jake followed her glance down to his faded jeans and green T-shirt. Across the front of the shirt in white was a cartoon depiction of a man on his knees holding out a credit card to a standing woman. The caption below it read International Symbol for Marriage.

“Nothing wrong with what I’m wearing.” He afforded Miranda’s attire the once over. “Better than looking like a funeral director.”

Instead of the anger Jake expected to see, Miranda Eastwood’s expression remained impassive. In her eyes though, he could swear he detected a flicker of something that might resemble amusement in better lighting. “You’re going to be trouble,” she told him.

“That’s what all the girls say.”

A door behind them opened and Libby Allison stepped out. She wore her hair in a ponytail again, but today it stuck out from the right side of her head. Was that still called a ponytail or did it have a whole other name? Her dress was green and white and fit her like a glove in all the right places, flaring out a little around her knees.

Oh, man. Not that Jake didn’t like a slim-fit pair of jeans on a woman, but the way Libby poured herself into a dress about knocked his socks off. Too bad she hated him. Pursuing her might have been worth the romantic challenge.

“Jake, sorry to keep you waiting.”

She crossed the waiting room to stand in front of him. Jake felt himself shooting out of his chair, years of lecturing from his mother on the importance of gentlemanly conduct overriding his unfortunate inability to make a good first impression. “No problem.”

Libby’s blue irises had flecks of gold in them. It was an unusual enough color combination that Jake found himself staring into the silky-soft depths. She held his gaze, her pupils dilating almost imperceptibly. Whatever she’d done with her make-up made her lashes seem particularly exotic and lustrous.

Lustrous? Geez, Jake, you sound like a cosmetics commercial.

Miranda cleared her throat, making Libby start. She straightened her spine. “Shall we go? We can take my car. I can write off the parking costs.”

Before he could verbalize an agreement, Libby was striding out of the office, expecting him to follow. Jake watched her exit, his gaze lingering on the sway of her hips, the unexpected lushness of her behind in the fitted dress. He followed, if for no better reason than to keep her in his line of sight.

It was one of life’s cruel jokes that a woman with an ass like that could be a royal pain in his.

They descended the stairs in silence, coming out in a small underground parking garage. Jake recognized Libby’s older-style convertible from yesterday—a model that was more looks than substance. People usually bought cars that reflected something about their personality, didn’t they? That’s her, Jake. A lot of pretty upholstery but nothing interesting under the hood, so stop wondering what it would be like to take her for a test drive.

As Libby turned the car into the flow of traffic with a screech of tires, Jake asked, “So how did you and Morticia end up in business together?”

Libby flicked him a frowning glance. “Miranda is a really wonderful person once you get to know her.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Wonderful person was not a phrase that leapt swiftly to mind when Jake pictured the intimidating woman he’d just met. “You and she don’t seem like two people who’d gel.”

“Because she reminds you of Morticia Adams and I’m more like…who?”

“That chick from the movie where she takes her Chihuahua to law school in a Prada handbag.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Jake wasn’t entirely sure he’d meant it as one, but Libby did have a particular kind of vivacious sexiness that wouldn’t be out of place in front of a camera. The way she dressed with her own brave sense of style, the effervescent aura that surrounded her—she was like a tropical bird whose purpose in life was to garner the attention and admiration of lesser species.

Too much trouble, Jake reminded himself, trying to resist the temptation to check out her legs now that her skirt had ridden farther up her thighs. Damn. Not so easy to disobey that particular urge. Thank God for dark sunglasses.

“Miranda and I met at university when we answered the same ad for accommodation in a share house with three guys. We bonded over our mutual annoyance that the toilet seat was perpetually in the upright position.”

Jake groaned. “Women have such a thing about that. Why don’t you just put it down again?”

“Why don’t you?”

He really didn’t know, so he steered the conversation away from that potential minefield. “How did you end up hanging out a shingle together?”

“We kept in touch after we graduated. I told you, Miranda is a good person once you get to know her. It’s just that men tend to be a little intimidated by her confidence.”

“Yeah,” Jake muttered. “That’s what it is.”

“Anyway, about a year and a half ago, we both unexpectedly found ourselves out of a job—the economic downturn and all that. We were commiserating over ice cream and tequila shots when the idea for Image Solutions was born. I didn’t think it would come to anything, but while I was sleeping the day away, regretting my decision to combine boysenberry ripple with Cuervo, Miranda was drafting a business plan.” Libby smiled, the expression full of pride. “She’s unstoppable.”

“Kind of like a cyborg.”

“And she’s my friend.”

There was a distinct note of warning in Libby’s voice, and the message couldn’t be clearer—lay off Miranda. Jake accepted the censure as his due and made a zipping motion across his mouth, turning his fingers to indicate his lips were locked on the subject from now on. Libby rolled her eyes before returning her attention to the road—just in time to slam on the brakes to prevent rear-ending a late model SAAB.

Jake looked at her but she didn’t seem the least perturbed by the near incident. “Are we in any particular hurry?”

“No. You’re my only appointment for the day.” She seemed obscenely gleeful at the prospect of having him at her mercy for what could end up being all day. “Why?”

The traffic light changed to green and Libby accelerated with a roar, immediately changing lanes to go around the SAAB. She began tailgating some other unsuspecting motorist in a Peugeot.

If Jake had been Catholic, he might have crossed himself. Instead, he leaned back in the passenger seat and concentrated on the view of the Brisbane River passing by. All the better to avoid noticing the wealth of potential hazards on the road ahead of them.

“No reason,” he replied, sensibly refraining from taking aim at her dubious automobile handling skills. She was an erratic driver in a good mood. He didn’t want to know what she was like in a bad one.

* * * *

Four hours later, Libby’s enthusiasm for this project was flagging. She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Jake McCallum was turning her off shopping.

“Just try it,” she urged for the umpteenth time that morning. She was afraid her jaw was going to set in a painful lock from the effort of clenching her teeth. “What could it hurt to put it on?”

Jake eyed the shirt as though he found it personally offensive. “It’s purple.”

“It’s lavender.” Honestly, the man must be color blind if he couldn’t tell the difference between purple and lavender.

“I don’t wear girly colors.”

“Just because you haven’t worn something before, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. I think it would look great with the charcoal suit. Not at all girly.” Libby held the shirt up against Jake’s chest, picturing the garment on. Girly—ha! Like Jake McCallum could be mistaken for anything other than one hundred percent testosterone-fueled, aggravating male.

“Is that right?” There was a different quality to Jake’s voice that made Libby glance up. Holding the shirt up to his chest had brought her too close to him. She could feel the heat of his body on her knuckles where they rested against his shoulder. There was firm muscle beneath that material. There was also a wealth of knowledge in the green depths of Jake’s eyes, as though he’d read in her face the awareness that suddenly gripped her body.

Libby took a purposeful step backward. It wasn’t the first time today a spark had arced between her and Jake. It had been happening at odd times since that moment in the office when she’d found herself unable to break eye contact with him. His eyes weren’t merely green, they were pure green, undiluted by any other color. Green like a rainforest or lush moss. And when he smiled, they glimmered and crinkled at the corners in a way that made a girl’s heart take notice.

Miranda had often accused Libby of being a magnet for losers—or fixer-uppers, as she referred to them. Men who required a little refurbishment before they became acceptable relationship material, men who were sexy and charming but who hadn’t quite grown up yet. Men who appealed to her innate need to nurture and care for things.

Men like Jake McCallum.

Perhaps she ought to get a cat. It might cure her of her penchant for picking up strays of the human male variety.

“Just try it on.” Her roiling thoughts made her voice flinty, but she was beyond caring. Cajoling and flattery had gotten her exactly nowhere with this man, which left her with few options besides outright bullying.

“All right, I’ll do it,” Jake groused. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”

“My panties are perfectly unbunched, thank you very much. Not that you’ll ever find out the condition of my underwear.”

“Testy, testy.”

The half smirk on his face told Libby he was intentionally provoking her and taking some satisfaction from watching her unravel. Libby narrowed her eyes. “You are an awful, awful man.”

“Aw, come on. I’m actually a good person once you get to know me.”

With a wink, he took the shirt and suit into the changing room and pulled the curtain across. Libby willed herself to get her anger in check. It was past lunch time and her tummy was rumbling, shortening her temper. But she couldn’t call it a day with Jake until she made some progress in the outfit department. They’d been in and out of menswear stores all morning, and they hadn’t yet managed to agree on anything.

Libby waited outside the booth, staring into space and formulating a plan of attack for the rest of the day. She wasn’t looking at anything particular, just…staring…at the change cubicle. There was a gap where the modesty curtain didn’t reach all the way to the edge. It wasn’t wide, but it gaped enough so she could see the mirror inside the space. In that mirror she saw an arm—a bare arm, then a naked chest as Jake hauled his T-shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor.

Oh. My.

She’d thought there was firm muscle beneath those clothes, but she hadn’t been prepared for a full frontal view of Jake’s chest. Nice, well-developed pectorals lightly dusted with soft-looking brown hair. Strong, muscular biceps. A trail of dark brown hair ran from his lower sternum to his navel, getting darker and thicker as it disappeared into the waistband of the trousers he’d already put on, the snap left undone so she could see the top of his grey underwear.

She was not going to look any farther down. She was not.

Well, okay. Maybe a peek.

He seemed to be built well there too, not that you could tell much through a pair of pants. Besides, size had never been a priority to Libby. Most of the guys she’d dated…

Her thoughts trailed off as the sensation of being watched began to raise hairs on her nape. Oh, no. Please, no. But when Libby reluctantly lifted her gaze, it connected in the mirror with Jake’s amused, all too knowing one.

She was sprung. She’d been checking out what he was packing below his waist and he knew it—and she knew he knew it. Libby couldn’t have been more embarrassed if he’d seen her half naked.

With a start, she whirled away, the action too hasty to project the casual dismissal she wanted it to. Her shoulder bag swung wide, connected with a rack of silk evening shirts and knocked several of them off. The designer garments sprawled out on the marble floor. Hastily, Libby dropped to her haunches and began to gather them up. This was not the kind of store where one could be cavalier with the products.

She sensed the saleswoman’s disapproving glance. “It’s okay. I’ve got them,” Libby assured her. Standing quickly, she started placing the shirts back on the rack. It was amazing how difficult it was to wrangle a coat hanger when you were flustered. It took her several tries to line up all the shirts the way they had been before.

If it wasn’t bad enough she’d been caught ogling the most annoying man in the known universe, she didn’t possess the sangfroid to be cool about it.

“You’re not exactly the most balanced individual, are you?”

Libby forced herself to meet Jake’s eyes even while she knew her face must be as red as a traffic light. “Everyone stumbles occasionally.”

“Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound like he believed a word of it. “So what do you think?”

Libby gaped. “What do I think of your…” She waved an arm helplessly and then abruptly stopped when she realized she was waving it in the general vicinity of his crotch.

Jake smiled, clearly amused by her discomfiture. “I meant what do you think of the suit?”

Yes, right. The suit she’d spent fifteen minutes convincing him to try on. She steeled herself to appear nothing but professional, even critical, as she ran her gaze over his appearance.

Wow. He’d been trying on clothes all morning and Libby had managed to remain relatively calm. But on the back of seeing him in the flesh, the last thing she was prepared for was how divine he looked in a suit.

“It’s, um…perfect.” At least he was perfect in it, even given the shaggy hairstyle and the sardonic lift of his brow. The jacket emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and tapered in to show off his narrow waist. The silk shirt was a classy touch, and not at all effeminate—at least not with Jake and all those toned muscles inside it. And the trousers… Well, they housed the rest of his assets.

At last, she mustered a coherent sentence. “It looks very good on you. I insist we get it.”

“Okay.”

His easy agreement was astonishing after a morning of dogged dissent. “Really?”

“Sure. You’re the expert.”

“To be clear, I’m talking about the shirt too.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll even get the shirt. It’s not like I’ll be wearing it around the guys anyway.”

No doubt there’d be plenty of girls he could show it off to instead. Libby was surprised at the ridiculous surge of jealousy. He could bed entire cheerleading squads—based on evidence he probably had—and it would be no concern of hers.

“Well, all right then. Why don’t you take it off and I’ll have the sales clerk box it up.”

“What—here?” Jake glanced at the saleswoman, who was momentarily distracted by another customer. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want you to knock over anything else.”

“Oh, ha ha.”

Jake shucked the suit jacket and handed it to her, then proceeded to go to work on his shirt buttons. “I know you’re interested in the goods, chickadee, but can’t you wait until we go somewhere more private?”

“Shut up, Jake.”

“Somewhere like this?”

Suddenly, he grasped her wrist and tugged forward. Her body careened into his while he backed them both into the changing booth. His shoulders connected with the wall and Libby came flush up against his chest, her breath escaping with a shocked whoosh.

She was too stunned to move at first. Then Jake’s arms were around her and she couldn’t escape—she wasn’t sure if she wanted too. All that hard flesh and those strong arms holding her close… It wasn’t exactly unpleasant.

“Jake,” Libby whispered, dismayed to hear the catch in her voice. “What are you doing?”

“Checking under the hood,” he murmured, his eyes on her lips.

Before Libby could marshal any outrage, his face descended and his warm mouth captured hers. She let out a surprised whimper at the surge of pleasure that rose within. His lips were so soft, his approach so gentle. She hadn’t expected that. She would have pegged him for a forceful kisser, a man who took with a sense of entitlement and a fair amount of carelessness. But he cupped her cheek softly and brushed his mouth against hers, teasing them both until it was Libby in the end who clutched him tighter and demanded more.

With a groan, he gave in, taking the kiss deeper, making it fuller. His hand flexed on her back, drawing her closer to him as they explored each other’s tastes—coffee and cinnamon, man and woman. It all blended in one delicious concoction that was enough to curl Libby’s toes inside her wedge sandals.

It took far too long for Libby to come to her senses—time that Jake spent running his hands all over her back and kissing her as though she’d invited him to. Checking under the hood. His insulting comment came floating back, giving her the wherewithal to pull out of the kiss with a loud smacking of lips.

She glared at him, trying for disdain but fearing the panted breaths she emitted might lessen the impact. “So, are all my parts in working order?”

“I don’t know yet.” His small smile was lopsided and his voice was huskier than usual. The smoky sheen of desire in his eyes made Libby’s breath catch. “But it looks promising.”

He began to lower his head again and Libby felt herself weaken. Perhaps one more little taste—surely she was allowed that. She was a modern, independent woman, free to kiss any man she chose. It was only a kiss. Intoxicating, thrilling and surprisingly delicious, but still only a kiss. Maybe it wouldn’t do any harm.

His lips touched hers again, but this time, he wasn’t so placid. He urged her mouth open and swept his tongue inside to explore, a bold entry that shot heat to Libby’s erogenous zones. He cupped her butt and drew her against him. Something hard nudged her stomach, and Libby gasped into Jake’s mouth when she realized what it was. He was turned on. The knowledge of it turned her on—more—until there they both were, turned on and making out in a dressing room, like a couple of teenagers who couldn’t wait until they got somewhere more private.

The sound of someone clearing their throat put a stop to things. Libby wrenched her mouth out from under Jake’s and turned to see the sales woman glaring daggers at the both of them, the dressing room curtain clutched in her taut grip.

The woman raised one scornful eyebrow. One little facial twitch that had shame flushing through Libby. Oh, good grief, what am I doing? Kissing Jake McCallum. Kissing him. She didn’t even like him or anything he had to say.

Not that he’d said much while his mouth was otherwise occupied. Perhaps that’s what was so terrific about the kiss. It had stopped him from saying something offensive for five minutes.

Libby pushed against Jake’s chest, trying to ignore how good those muscles felt beneath her hands as she stepped away from him. His shirt buttons were undone, revealing all that male hotness she’d been pressing herself against. Dear God, look at him. It’s no wonder you responded, Libby. Perfectly understandable.

Understandable, maybe. Acceptable? Definitely not. Libby could kick herself, especially when she caught a glimpse of Jake’s expression. Cocky didn’t begin to cover it. He’d kissed her and she’d loved it, a reaction he hadn’t missed. If he’d been annoying before, now he was bound to be unbearable.

She was going to have to put him back in his place. Firmly. Or he’d probably insist she take him for a test drive in bed.

A shiver coursed through her. Libby ran her gaze involuntarily over Jake’s body again before forcing her eyes to meet those of the sales woman. She knew her face was flaming, but she smiled as though nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. Explanations seemed redundant, anyway.

Libby lifted the jacket she still held, crushed now from being sandwiched between her body and Jake’s. “We’ll take this one please.”

Chapter 3

Anger And Sex

Men think women are hot when they’re angry. On an innate level, that’s probably why we enjoy needling you so much. Don’t let us get away with it. Give as good as you get. A really healthy argument can be the best kind of foreplay.

In retrospect, Jake had to admit kissing Libby was a bad idea. Not that he’d thought it through at all before he’d done it. But there she’d been in her slinky green and white dress, the annoyance furrowing her brow making her look so damn cute, and he’d lost his head for a second.

Libby ran up a tidy sum at the counter buying an assortment of ties and a couple of extra shirts to go with the suit—apparently Peony was footing the bill for all purchases by reimbursing Image Solutions. Then, with the saleswoman’s disapproving stare burning into their backs, they exited the store. Libby left like the place was on fire. From her staccato strides, Jake figured she’d recovered from her momentary descent into hedonism and was now berating the crap out of herself for how she’d responded to his kiss.

Like a woman full of fire and a sense of adventure. Damn. He was still semi-hard thinking about it. Libby Allison was a firecracker underneath that cute, slightly uptight exterior. What a massive turn on that was.

Jake followed Libby, catching up to her short strides with relative ease. “For the record, I don’t think whatever happened in there was entirely one-sided.”

“You mean when you yanked me into the dressing room, pulled me against you and kissed me?” She flashed him a look from narrowed eyes. “You think I wanted you to do that?”

Apparently, she was already over berating herself and had moved on to blaming him. Jake’s hackles stood to attention. “You did check me out while I was undressing. How do you expect a red-blooded man to respond to that?”

“I did not check you out. It was an involuntary eye spasm or something. Bare flesh draws the gaze no matter what, like an accident on the motorway. You know it won’t be pretty, but you can’t help but look.”

Ouch. The boost his ego had received from her enthusiastic response to his kiss deflated like a popped balloon. “You ought to know about that. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d caused a few road accidents yourself.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, you’re a sucky driver.”

Pursing her lips, she faced forward again. Jake felt lower than the low for snapping out his completely-unrelated-to-the-subject-at-hand opinion like that, but she had likened sighting his bare chest to stumbling upon a traffic accident. It kind of pissed him off.

“I don’t really care what you think of my driving. I just want this day to be over and I don’t—” she stopped walking and pointed a finger at his chest, “—I repeat, I do not want you to kiss me like that again.”

“Yeah? So how is it you like to be kissed, chickadee?” Jake knew he was taunting her, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. The flash of fury in her blue-gold eyes and the rapid rise and fall of her chest aroused him. The press of her index finger into his left pectoral, right over his heart, was almost as hot as a cigarette burn. Jesus, what was happening? She was royally ticked off and he still couldn’t get his blood to cool. “You only kiss after a decent meal and a ride home? You prefer a guy who waits to be invited? If so, you’ve got the wrong bloke.”

“That’s obvious. Have you ever heard of politeness? Gentility?”

“I’ve heard of them. I just don’t think women really want their men polite.”

“Oh my goodness. You are such a pig.” Libby threw back her head and half laughed, half groaned. The pose drew Jake’s attention to the pale flesh of her throat, and farther down to the enticing shadow of her cleavage.

Maybe she was right. Perhaps he was a pig.

Since she thought he was swine anyway, Jake figured he might as well go the whole hog, so to speak. He took a step forward, into her personal space, and lifted a finger to trace a line along her jawbone. Her skin was soft, and the delicate drift of her floral-scented perfume teased his nostrils. “Face it, honey. You liked that I didn’t ask. You liked that I took what I wanted instead of pussy-footing around.”

The crimson stain in her cheeks told Jake he was on the money, even though Libby would probably die before admitting it. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

Swallowing, she took a step back, away from him, and bumped into a rack of children’s clothes on display in front of the nearest shop. She scowled when Jake couldn’t hide his amusement. “Just don’t do it again.”

Jake held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Whatever you want. I won’t kiss you in any more dressing rooms. I swear.”

With a growl of frustration, Libby swung on her heel and headed off through the mall once more, all business again. “You’ll need something casual to wear as well.” Her words came out like bullets from a gun, as fast and precise as her footsteps. “Something for radio.”

“I need to dress for radio—are you kidding?”

Libby shot him a narrow-eyed glare. “The hosts will see you. Maybe take pictures and load them on the station’s Facebook page. It’s all good cross promotion.”

“Let me guess, your degree is in marketing.”

“Do I sense disapproval in your tone?”

“Nope. Merely making an observation.”

“Yeah, right.”

Jake thought about telling her the truth of his own background. That he’d earned a degree in strategic management and had worked as a consultant for a major firm for most of his early twenties, right up until he quit two and a half years ago at the age of twenty-seven. He knew about business and on some level did understand all the stuff she’d been reciting about image and cross promotion. He understood it, but he didn’t like it—not when applied to him. This was his life they were dealing with, not an ad campaign. He didn’t want all the hoopla surrounding the book to get out of control.

He pulled back on offering the explanations. For one thing, he didn’t owe her any. For another, it might lead him to talk about what made him quit the high life the way he did, and he hardly wanted to talk with Libby about his dad’s illness and his fiancé’s disloyalty.

Lastly, there was a remote chance his degree and business experience might impress Libby. He didn’t want to impress her that way. With his lips and hands, however…he wouldn’t mind making his impression on her with those. From that kiss in the change room, Jake figured they were off to a good start.

If only she didn’t hate him quite so much.

“Listen, Libby,” he began, injecting a conciliatory tone into his voice. “I probably owe you an apology.”

She arched a perfectly plucked brow at him. “Probably?”

“All right, I do. Kissing you the way I did was out of line.”

Her strides slowed and she half turned to face him. Her expression was cautiously suspicious, her words careful. “Okay. Apology accepted.”

“I should have waited until we’d finished shopping. I know this is technically your workplace, so that’s my bad.”

Her jaw actually dropped, a half laugh spilling from her throat. “You are incredible.”

“Aw, thanks, hon.” He winked. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“I didn’t mean it as a compliment. Jeez.”

Jake stifled a chuckle. Man, she really was cute when she was steamed. “So what’s next? Casual clothes, right? I promise I’ll let you dress me, chickadee.”

And undress me if you like. Any time you want.

As though she read the unspoken words in his eyes, Libby’s cheeks flushed. She seemed to be holding her breath when she pointed to a nearby shopfront and spoke in slow, enunciated tones. “I’m going in there to see somebody. Wait here. Do not follow me. Do not ditch me. Just wait. Can you do that?”

Jake shrugged. “Sure. I’m easygoing.”

With another one of those half chuckles and a shake of her head, Libby turned and walked into what looked like some kind of salon. Making an appointment for a pedicure or something most likely. Libby looked like the type who enjoyed pedicures. Jake had noticed the purple polish on her toes. It made him wonder what it would be like to kiss each one of those toes. Was she ticklish?

Christ. He was fantasizing about her feet now. Weird, McCallum. Very weird.

* * * *

Libby exited Infinity Design after giving Armarnd Derulio, one of Brisbane’s top hair design experts, a head’s up about what he was going to face tomorrow when she bought Jake in for his appointment. She looked around, not immediately spotting Jake. Had he ditched her after all? She wouldn’t put it past him. He was the most aggravating, confounding man she’d ever met.

Who happened to also be a hell of a kisser.

She shook the thought off because it made her lips tingle with remembered heat and her brain feel like it was going to explode with frustration. Yes, she had responded to that kiss. It had been unexpected. She hadn’t had time to erect any defenses against his skilled lips and devilish tongue. Responding had been pure instinct. She could be forgiven for that, surely?

Maybe not. Maybe Jake’s intolerable arrogance about the whole thing was her punishment for giving in to purely physical delight. You’re not so bad yourself. Pfft.

At last, Libby saw Jake. He was waving at her from a table at a nearby coffee outlet, his grin both boyish and manly, a difficult combination to pull off. Pushing out a sigh, Libby headed over there, thinking that despite those wide shoulders, hard muscles and the shadow of stubble on his jaw, Jake McCallum was at least ninety-eight-percent boy. And the part that was man wasn’t one she was going to get acquainted with. It simply wouldn’t be smart.

He stood when she approached and the show of manners threw her. “I’m starved and I figured you might be too, so I ordered some sandwiches.”

Libby narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out what his agenda was. “You ordered for me?”

“You seem to be in a hurry, so I didn’t think you’d want to waste time. Toasted cheese is okay I hope?”

Ordinarily, Libby stuck with salads for lunch, but the very mention of a hot toasted sandwich oozing with melted cheese made her stomach roar in anticipation. “You should have let me pay.” Libby took the seat opposite Jake. “It’s a business expense for me.”

Jake rolled his eyes as he once again sat. “It’s a gesture, Libby. I was trying to do something nice. You’d better take it before my mood changes.”

“You were trying to be nice to me?”

“I am capable of that, you know. I’m not a complete Neanderthal.” He drew his brows down over his eyes in a pretty good imitation of early man. “Me big jerk. Me hunt food for you to seek forgiveness.”

Libby couldn’t help it. She laughed. Immediately, she sobered, determined not to let her defenses down so readily. That seemed very, very dangerous around Jake. “Well, I am hungry. It was a nice thought.”

“Careful. You almost relaxed there for a minute.”

He smiled and Libby had to fight not to respond in kind. He was attractive when he was being a grouchy pain in the ass. When he was grinning and being uncharacteristically self-deprecating, he was mesmerizing. Libby made a mental note not to stare at him too long.

“Honestly, though,” Jake went on. “I’ve been acting like a prick all morning, when all you’ve been trying to do is your job. I’m sorry, chickadee. It’s not you—it’s me.”

Libby laughed again. “Is that the title of the sequel?”

“Sequel?” He blinked. “There’s no sequel. I’m not a writer.”

“Well, there’s the small matter of you having written a book. That doesn’t make you a writer?”

“Nope. That was a weird accident.”

Libby raised her brows. “You accidently fell onto a computer keyboard, and a word document just happened to be open?”

“Hey look, she’s a smartass,” Jake remarked with a grin. “I like it.”

Someone at the counter called out Jake’s name and he hopped up to fetch their order, leaving Libby to wrestle with the odd rush of pleasure Jake’s joking admiration had engendered. He’d called her a smartass and her girly zones were pulsing in response. That was plain ridiculous.

Jake returned and set a plastic cup full of orange slush and her cheese sandwich in front of her. “I got you one of these mango frappe things too. I thought it seemed like your style.”

Libby was caught between being annoyed by his presumptuousness and being overjoyed at the sight of the fruity drink. She took a sip from the straw and sighed in pleasure. She loved these things, but sort of hated that Jake thought she was so predictable. In the end, manners won out. “Thank you. It’s delicious.”

He grinned, looking overtly pleased with himself. “Glad I finally did something right.”

He waited while she took a bite of her sandwich before tucking into his, and once again his civility surprised her. Maybe she’d hit a nerve with her accusation that he possessed no gentility. Between mouthfuls, Libby mused, “You realize this is what you should be like, don’t you?”

“How do you mean?”

“On your media tour. You need to show people this man, the man who can be courteous, modest and charming when he sets his mind to it.”

One dark brow lifted over a twinkling green eye. “Charming?”

He would focus on that. “I mean it. Women will buy your book if they see you as a reasonable, intelligent individual who cares about other people.”

They’d probably come to his book signings in droves, wearing low-cut tops and throwing him their phone number. Jake McCallum was good looking, funny, available and a damn good kisser. Once the spotlight swung around to focus on him, he wouldn’t stay available for long. The thought brought with it a little niggle of disappointment that Libby absolutely refused to acknowledge.

“I suppose.” Jake shrugged. “Could we talk about something else for a while?”

“Why the reluctance to talk about your book—this happy accident, as you call it?”

“I never said happy,” he groused. “I think the whole thing is stupid.”

Libby nibbled on another bite of her toasted sandwich. “How so? You wrote a book. Isn’t that kind of a big deal?”

Jake pushed out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. He hooked his hands behind his head, the pose stretching the cotton of his T-shirt across his chest. Libby took another quick gulp of her mango frappe. It was difficult to concentrate on how offensive the shirt’s invective on marriage was when it was plastered to his muscles like that.

At length, Jake explained. “When I started dating again—”

“Again?”

He looked none too pleased that she’d picked up on that. “I took a break.”

Libby sensed he was hedging with his response but didn’t press him for a more in-depth explanation. If he didn’t want to talk about it, she couldn’t make him. She wasn’t interested in Jake’s past love life anyway. “Go on.”

“When I got back into the dating scene, it seemed like every date I went on was a disaster from start to finish. I used to write my sister these emails about it—she was living up in Bundaberg at the time—and she encouraged me to start a blog. I guess she thought I was entertaining. She said I could be anonymous—I was JT Bachelor, in case you were wondering. Angela said I might even make a little money through advertising. So I did it for something to do, really. It was fun and people seemed to like it. I got a lot of comments and hits, the advertising revenue went up and up. It just sorta happened.”

“And you sent a publishing proposal to Peony?”

“They came to me actually. Got wind of the blog somehow and saw something in it, I guess.”

So his blog must have been really popular. Given the size of his ego—which had been in fine form a short while ago after that impudent kiss—Libby wondered why he was being so modest about his writing achievements. “Do you still have the blog?”

“Nah. As part of the deal, Peony took it over. One of their internet gurus uses it to promote the book.”

Libby made a mental note to check it out later, then she wondered why she should. You’re not interested in Jake, remember? Just making polite conversation here. “So that’s great, isn’t it? You’re a success.”

His brows hunkered down over his green eyes. “I already was a success. I’m a good mechanic, heir to the family business. I do all right.”

“I never said there was anything wrong with being a mechanic.”

His eyes narrowed. “Right.”

Libby suppressed a sigh of impatience. She hadn’t tried to disparage his job, merely point out that he’d achieved something as a writer. “Do you know what my mother does for a living? She’s a faith healer. She reads auras and heals back pain with crystals. I lived in hemp overalls until I was twelve years old. I only ever owned one pair of shoes at a time, and they usually had holes in them. If you think I’m a snob, you’re no judge of character and have no business judging women for the way they behave.”

After her little tirade, Libby took a vicious bite of her lunch and masticated it to death. She sensed Jake’s focus upon her and forced herself to meet his gaze. There was that expression again, the one that almost reminded her of approval. She really wished he’d stop staring at her like that. Libby hated the way she liked it so much.

“Okay. I’m sorry I thought you were a snob.” He leaned forward and picked up the second half of his sandwich. “So how about brothers and sisters—you have any?”

“It was only me and my mum.” Libby surprised herself by adding the next detail, the one she rarely revealed. “My dad left around the time I got difficult.”

“When was that?”

“About two and a half years of age. Apparently, I was quite willful and prone to temper.”

“You? Nah.”

His slow grin took the edge off the mockery. Those recalcitrant tingles chased themselves all through her body again. The man’s smile ought to be registered as a lethal weapon. “I won’t apologize for pushing you around. I’m only doing my job.”

“I know. And I’m going to let you do it from now on, I swear.” Jake crossed a finger over his heart to make his point. “I mean, all the better to get it over with, right?”

“Right.” Libby took the last bite of her sandwich and had to force herself to swallow over the sudden tightness in her throat. Of course he wanted to get this over with. He didn’t enjoy spending time with her any more than she liked having her morning wasted arguing with him. The sooner this job was finished, the sooner she would see the back of Jake McCallum and his chauvinistic attitude.

She pushed her plate aside, now regretting all that cheese. “Let’s keep moving. We’ll hit a few more places and call it a day.”

“Sounds good.”

They stood and stacked their plates and empty glasses. As they left the cafe, another couple made a beeline for their vacated table. Jake placed a hand on the small of Libby’s back in order to steer her around them. The closeness meant the warmth of his body reached out and curled around her like a sultry fog. It cocooned her against him and completely muddled her brain.

While they stood close, Jake leaned down to murmur in her ear, “For the record, no father worth anything leaves because his kid is spirited. He leaves because he’s weak and an asshole. That’s not your fault, Lib.”

Libby’s breath backed up in her throat. Jake didn’t move away from her even though the other couple had passed and there was no need for him to stand so close anymore. To her horror, his words and the insight they revealed made the backs of her eyes sting. She didn’t look up at him, afraid he might see her emotions too well. Instead, she cleared her throat. “I know that.”

He circled his hand on her back, the gesture one of comfort, not sexual titillation. The fact that Libby somehow managed to glean both from that brief touch confused the heck out of her.

“Good,” Jake said before at last stepping away. He gestured with his arm that she should precede him. There was that graciousness again, accompanied by that boyish, rascally grin. Another confounding combination. “Lead the way, chickadee.”
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