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      “Will Joe be there?” I asked my sister as I watched Gil work at adding the new lock and second deadbolt to my apartment door.

      Shaw sighed heavily, causing the phone line to crackle. “No. He said he’s got a meeting during the holidays that he can’t miss. Who arranges a business meeting over the New Year?”

      Apparently Joe.

      Somehow, I didn’t think he was telling the truth.

      My little sister, Shaw, had called to ask me if I wanted to spend New Year’s Eve with her and her husband, Dex, at a cabin in Lake Tahoe. Dex’s dad Joe knew the guy who owned the place, and he’d offered Joe the cabin over the holidays for free. He’d decided not to use it but had said Dex and Shaw should and invite a friend or two to go with them.

      “Dex is pissed. He wants to spend New Year’s Eve with his dad, you know. It’s his dad’s year.”

      Dex alternated the holidays with his parents since they separated when he was only four years old.

      “Well, I’m in.” Hell yeah, I was in. The only reason not to be was Joe, and he wouldn’t be there.

      “Great!” My sister sounded relieved. “I did not want to leave you alone.”

      She’d said the same about Christmas and because I didn’t want her worrying about me, I’d spent an awkward few hours with her, Dex and Joe until I feigned feeling ill and left early.

      I regretted leaving. But not just because I’d left my sister early on Christmas.

      No, I regretted it for an entirely different reason altogether.

      But alone on New Year’s Eve? “I would have been fine,” I lied. Maybe four days ago I would have been fine. Not now. Not after what happened.

      Gil packed up his tools, shooting me a look that said, ‘I’m done’.

      “Sweetie, I’ve got a call coming in I need to take. Call me later to discuss the details, yeah?”

      “Yes!” Shaw yelled excitedly. “Wait until you see this place.”

      We hung up and the lack of her voice suddenly made me feel lonely and exhausted.

      Gil gave me a disapproving look. “You didn’t tell her?”

      I shook my head. No way. It was my job to look after Shaw, not the other way around. She might have gotten married at the crazy age of nineteen, but she was still my baby sister and still mine to protect. Even from worrying about me.

      “Sounds like you’re planning a trip together. How are you going to explain the shiner?”

      I tentatively touched my bruised cheek. “Walked into something.”

      My building manager rolled his eyes. “That’s original.”

      “Is it done?” I asked, not wanting to talk about it. I’d done all the talking I needed to do with the cops. And it was technically still the holidays. I would not let this ruin my favorite time of the year.

      “All done.” Gil handed over a new set of keys. “Like I said, the co-op board is going to move their asses on the new security system at the front entrance.”

      I nodded even though I was thinking ‘too little too late’.

      Gil had been riding the co-op boards asses for years about the cheap entrance system that continually broke. Most of the board didn’t live in the building but rented the apartments out, so they weren’t invested in the daily maintenance of things like those of us who lived there were. It was just my luck that the entrance system had broken this past week and Gil hadn’t gotten around to fixing it. That was the last time I’d ever choose a first-floor apartment just because I wanted to live in a certain area.

      Seeing the guilt flicker across Gil’s eyes, I shook my head. “No. Don’t do that. Not your fault.”

      “Yeah.” He exhaled heavily and pulled open my apartment door to leave. “You call me if you need anything.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      As soon as he left, I locked the door and slid the dead bolts home.

      Leaning against it, I stared into my small apartment and wished like hell it was New Year’s Eve already and I was on Lake Tahoe. My little sanctuary had become a place I feared.

      And I hated that.

      I hated that someone could do that to me.

      A four-foot Christmas tree sat in the corner of my cozy-sized open-plan living area. I’d twined fairy lights over the too many bookcases that filled the small room. A wreath hung on the wall above my largest radiator. I’d replaced my oven mitt with a Christmas one and hung it over the oven door handle. My Christmas tea towels were folded on my small kitchen counter. A Santa Claus propped up on the breakfast bar near the wall in case he toppled.

      My place looked cozy and warm.

      But if you knew better, you would see the tree was a little squished because I’d knocked it over a few nights ago. My glass coffee table with the bowl of glitter speckled acorns and furry snowballs was missing after we annihilated it in the struggle.

      I took a deep breath, trying to alleviate the sudden tightness in my chest.

      Maybe I’d take the tree down early this year. Get rid of the reminder.

      In two days, I’d get some distance from the place and when I returned, it would feel like home again. It had to. There was no other option. No one was going to make me feel afraid in my own home.

      As brave as the little pep talk to myself was, hours later, I was still awake. I’d curled up on my sofa with my blanket and pillow, my ears pricked for the slightest sound. I had barely slept since it happened. Giving up on sleep entirely, I made some hot cocoa and grabbed my e-reader. Needing something light, easy and romantic, I downloaded a rom-com. Unfortunately, it was about a woman who was crushing on her father’s best friend.

      It hit a little too close to home.

      I shut off the e-reader and tried and failed to forget the last time I’d been alone with Joe.

      It had been two months ago at Dex’s twentieth birthday party.

      I groaned as I took a sip of my cocoa, almost choking on it. I deserved to choke on it! What an idiot. What a selfish idiot. As someone who had always prided herself on being thoughtful and responsible, what I’d done at Dex’s party was the complete opposite. Why Joe Colchester could make my brain fritz and my hormones take over, I’d never know!

      The problem was that I was deeply, deeply attracted to my little sister’s father-in-law.

      Memories assailed me, taking me back to Dex’s party.

      

      Since arriving at Joe’s house, I’d had insistent flutters in my belly waiting for him to show. It had been Shaw who had opened the door, and Dex who had led me out to the pool where most of the guests were hanging out. The party was at Joe’s because he had a house with an enormous yard and a swimming pool. All of Dex’s family were there and his friends from college. His mom, Renee, was there because she and Joe were friends and the best example of co-parenting I’d ever seen. Renee had brought her husband, Alan, and Dex’s two half-siblings; twins, Austin and Hopper. I was standing around, beer in hand, talking to Shaw and Renee while Dex was hanging out with some guys from school when I felt him.

      The hair on the back of my neck rose, and I turned to look toward the house.

      There he was.

      Joe Colchester.

      Bi-fold doors separated his kitchen from his patio and they were pushed all the way open so the inside flowed to the outside. Joe stood there, surveying the party in his yard with a slight smile curling his mouth. I felt a deep tug low in my belly. Just at the sight of him.

      I had never been this viscerally attracted to a man in my life.

      He was rough, rugged, masculine and charismatic. With a prominent, bold, aquiline nose that crooked slightly to the right from a break years ago, and his deep-set dark eyes, there was nothing pretty about Joe Colchester. Joe was a sexy, successful forty-year old. He owned his own business. Started off as a mechanic and opened up his own garage. Then another and another… until he now had garages all over the state of California. He was a smart guy who rolled with the times, so a few of those garages specialized in converting gas engines to electric. At six feet four, Joe had that loose-limbed swagger cowboys were famous for, and the upper body of a man who kept himself in great shape. I hadn’t seen him with his shirt off, of course, but I had a good imagination and his T-shirts had a tendency to strain against the most amazing biceps. Like right then. His navy plain tee stretched across his broad muscular chest in the most delicious way.

      Yum.

      He kept his dark hair longish, and lately he’d been sporting salt and pepper scruff that only drew attention to his mouth. A mouth with a full lower lip that made a woman want to nibble on it. I’d had many a fantasy about that mouth.

      It was wrong.

      I knew it was wrong.

      But from the moment I met Joe two years ago, I was instantly attracted to him. He was the kind of guy I didn’t even know still existed. Gruff with a rumbly deep voice and a quiet, sly sense of humor. A great dad who would do anything for Dex and now Shaw.

      And a serial monogamist.

      Shaw liked to gossip wildly about Joe’s love life, and I liked to listen intently.

      According to Dex and Shaw, Joe was the most loyal guy on the planet. He’d never dream of cheating on a woman. Unfortunately, he also didn’t seem to know how to settle down. He dated a woman for a few months and then moved on. And he had a type. Usually dark-haired beauties who were looking for a guy to take care of them in every way—emotionally and financially.

      In other words, my complete opposite.

      Joe was a protector and a provider. He enjoyed taking care of people. He enjoyed taking care of his women, knowing that they needed him. And nine months ago, to my over-inflated devastation, he’d started dating Nicole. Nicole was thirty-six, divorced, and cute as a button. Petite, dark-haired, gorgeous face and she had this tinkly, feminine laugh that was infectious. She was also a sweetheart. I wanted to hate her and couldn’t. She’d been in a terrible marriage, had a nasty divorce, and openly admitted she was looking for a man who would take care of her since she’d never had that. There was something about Nicole that made you want to scoop her up and protect her. And that seemed to work for Joe in a big way.

      When they got past the four-month mark, it surprised Dex.

      The sixth month mark and Shaw speculated that there might be a proposal brewing.

      The very idea crushed me.

      Joe and I got along. We shared a similar sense of humor and an ability to be together without having to fill the silence with conversation. Our time together would almost be wonderfully comfortable if it wasn’t for my feelings. I was so aware of every aspect of his being that I think he must sense something because a tension always crackled between us.

      I’d like to imagine it was sexual tension, if it wasn’t for Nicole.

      Plus, I was not a petite brunette with a need to be taken care of.

      I was a tall red-head. And I was staunchly independent.

      Suddenly Joe looked in my direction, and our eyes locked. My breath caught in my throat as my pulse raced. Trying to be casual, I raised my beer bottle in greeting and he flashed me that gorgeous, boyish, wicked smile of his.

      I felt that right between my legs.

      Dirty girl.

      Glancing behind him, looking for Nicole, and thus the reminder that Joe was off limits in more ways than one, I noted she was nowhere in sight.

      As if reading my mind, my little sister’s voice drew my attention from Joe. “They broke up,” Shaw whispered.

      I turned to look at her, my heart skipping an actual beat. “What?”

      Shaw’s expression was impassive. “Yup. Two weeks ago.”

      “Who broke it off?”

      “Who do you think? Joe did. It devastated Nicole because for her it came out of the blue. Dex tried to ask his dad why, but he said it was his business. Oh shoot, he’s coming over. Pretend we’re talking about something else.”

      How could I? My mind was racing. So was my adrenaline. And it shouldn’t be!

      Just because Joe was single again, didn’t mean I could do anything about it.

      I was still sixteen years his junior. And I was still his son’s wife’s big sister.

      This selfish feeling of elation was awful and needed to stop.

      “Hey, Ryan.” Joe’s rumbly voice was like a caress of his fingers across the nape of my neck.

      I turned toward him with a genuine smile. “Hey. How are you?”

      “Good.” His dark eyes studied mine before dropping to my beer bottle. “Want a whiskey?”

      Knowing my preference for whiskey—a taste we shared—I thought how sweet and considerate it was that he’d ask. But I was afraid if I started too early on whiskey, I’d get drunk and do something I’d regret. “I’ll take one later.”

      “I’m gonna go say hello to Dex’s friends,” Shaw said, reminding me she was there.

      Joe blinked as if he hadn’t even seen her and gave her a nod as she beamed at him and hurried around the pool. His eyes caught on Renee, who sat on a lounger with her husband while the twins fooled around in the water. They nodded at each other in greeting, and Renee’s gaze flickered to me for a moment. She frowned and then turned back to her husband to whisper something.

      I felt my skin flush, like she had caught me doing something wrong.

      Sometimes I wondered if my crush on Joe was obvious to everyone or if I was just being paranoid.

      Laughter caught my attention across the other side of the pool and Dex’s friends and Shaw chanted ‘chug, chug, chug’ to Dex as he drank beer straight from the keg. I shook my head in dismay. “I think he’s taking this turning twenty-one thing a little too seriously.”

      Joe grunted. “Why is it that smart kids are also the stupidest?”

      I laughed, meeting his half-amused, half-annoyed gaze. “I honestly don’t remember being that stupid.”

      “It was only three years ago,” Joe teased. “If you were that stupid,” he gestured to his son whose face was turning worryingly red, “You’d remember it.”

      “I don’t remember ever being that young.”

      His expression softened. “Yeah, I guess not.”

      I’d been raising Shaw practically on my own since our parents died when I was fourteen years old. We’d gone to live with my mom’s nice enough but completely self-involved and uninvolved Aunt Rachel.

      She had left it to me to raise Shaw, who was only ten years old at the time.

      I’d been concerned when Shaw told me she wanted to become an environmental lawyer. Not the environmental part. As a freelance sustainability expert, I was proud of that part. It was the law part. Shaw was an idealist, an optimist, and I didn’t want a life in law to beat that out of her.

      Then, I was as horrified as any parent might be when she told me a year ago that she and Dex had eloped. I knew he loved her and I adored Dex but they were young and I was even more afraid my little sister’s optimistic and idealistic nature would be crushed by a short, failed marriage.

      Our concern for Shaw and Dex was one of the reasons Joe and I had bonded. However, each of us had conceded that for two college kids, Shaw and Dex were handling marriage and school fairly well. They had help from Joe. He’d let them move into the apartment above his garage so they didn’t have rent or utility bills to pay. The strain of financial worry was not a factor in their marriage, which surely helped a lot.

      I would have helped too if I could, but I was still paying off my student debt.

      And Aunt Rachel had moved to Italy as soon as I left for college. She’d left us the house, but it meant I was raising a sixteen-year-old all alone while attending classes and working part-time. Once Shaw started college, Rachel had put the house on the market and I’d had to find an apartment.

      I was not a typical twenty-four-year-old.

      I was all grown up.

      Something passed between Joe and me as we stared into each other’s eyes. Something that made my belly flutter wildly and my skin flush hot. Thankfully, I wasn’t a typical red-head with pale skin that flared pink at any sign of embarrassment. Both Shaw and I got our unusual coloring from my mother, who had red-gold hair, olive skin and green eyes. We were her copies except for our eyes. I had our mother’s eyes while Shaw had our father’s blue eyes. We’d both gotten mom’s height too. I was five ten and Shaw was five eight.

      Joe suddenly cleared his throat and wrenched his gaze from mine to his son’s. “It’s hard to believe when they’re acting like that, that they’re married.”

      I nodded in agreement. Even if I wasn’t a forty-year-old woman trapped in a twenty-four-year-old’s body, I wasn’t the type to have fun over a kegger. Give me an excellent book or a movie or a quiet bar somewhere over a college party any day of the week.

      “I heard you broke up with Nicole.” Ugh. Why? Why was that one of the first things out of my mouth?

      Joe flicked me an indecipherable look before taking a sip of his beer. Then, “Yeah. It didn’t work out.”

      I wanted to ask why but he was giving off very definite, ‘I don’t want to talk about this’ vibes.

      “How are the contracts going for the building in Las Vegas?” I asked instead, referring to the building he wanted to buy to convert into a new garage. It would be his first garage outside of California.

      His broad shoulders instantly relaxed at the subject change, and he gestured to his patio lounge chairs near the house where we could chat away from the noise of the music and revelers. When we sat down on the outdoor sofa, I did my best to keep some distance between us. Joe talked about the business for a bit and then reciprocated with, “How’s it going with that idiot at the smoothie company?”

      I was stupidly pleased that he remembered my latest job and the VP who had driven me nuts. As a freelance sustainability expert, companies who couldn’t afford to have a full-time employee responsible for sustainability research, hired me to develop new workflows that increased productivity while lowering their carbon footprint. I went in, assessed how their company currently ran, supplied a sustainability evaluation and then advised them about recycling and waste reductions, etc. I loved my job. But sometimes, certain employees within a company wanted me to offer miracle suggestions that allowed them to make as few changes as possible. It just didn’t work that way. The vice president of a California smoothie company I’d recently worked for didn’t understand the need for me to be there. Despite my credentials, including a degree in Environmental Science and Business, he’d treated me as if I was an airhead doing a useless, flaky job.

      “Oh, I finished up there two weeks ago. I’m on a new account, working for a national footwear company. The excitement of landing that makes up for the asshole of a VP who treated me like dirt the entire three months I was there and then added insult to injury by having the audacity to ask me out when I was leaving.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “This guy sounds clueless.”

      “Oh, and does not like rejection,” I replied. “Bitter little man. When I turned him down, he called me a frigid bitch.”

      To my surprise, Joe’s face darkened with anger and his voice was rough as he bit out, “He what?”

      I blinked at the dangerous bite to his tone. “It’s cool, Joe. I don’t have to see him again.”

      He took a deep pull of his beer, but I could see his grip on the bottle was tight with residual annoyance.

      “It was just a name. I’ve been treated to worse. Sexual harassment isn’t a new thing.”

      Wrong thing to say.

      He cut me a dark look. “You think it’s okay to just put up with that shit?”

      I reached out to squeeze his arm in reassurance, pretending not to delight in how hard the muscle was beneath my fingers. “No, of course not. And I don’t. Joe, I’m good.” I retreated after his gaze flickered down to where I was touching him. “You know I can handle myself.”

      “Doesn’t mean you should have to. This is the problem with being freelance.” He turned toward me and I could feel a familiar lecture coming on. “You don’t have the protection of a company behind you when you have to deal with these kinds of guys.”

      I sighed. “A company might not do anything about it. In fact, they might tell me to suck it up and deal with it. Whereas, I can say, ‘Hey, I don’t put up with bullshit misogynism or sexual harassment. Find another sustainability advisor. M’kay.” I grinned, tossing my hair playfully.

      His eyes flickered to the movement and then back to me. His tension eased a little. “Anyone does anything to you that crosses the line, I want to know.”

      A part of me thrilled at his protectiveness.

      The other part of me feared it.

      It wasn’t wise to rely on someone to feel safe, loved and protected. If they went away, by choice or not by choice, they suddenly left you without that sense of home.

      And Joe was off limits.

      There was no way I could let myself rely on him. I’d only end up hurt.

      “I can take care of myself,” I reiterated, but gave him a small smile so I didn’t sound harsh.

      “And what I’m saying is that you don’t need to take care of yourself all the time. You have a family.”

      Ugh. That was a bucket of cold water if ever I needed one.

      Joe was family.

      Looking away, I took a sip of beer and decided it wasn’t strong enough after all. “You know, I think I’ll take that whiskey now.”

      

      And that was my last vivid memory from the party.

      I got drunk.

      I got drunk, and I remembered moving closer to Joe on that couch as we chatted the evening away. But the memories after were vague. Blurry.

      Except for the memory of me kissing him.

      Joe had gone into the house for something.

      I followed.

      I kissed him.

      I couldn’t remember much about the kiss at all, only that it was probably short because I remembered Joe gently removing me from his person and handing me off to Shaw to sober me up. Thankfully, she didn’t know about the kiss.

      That kiss. Selfish. Irresponsible. And stupid.

      Joe was my brother-in-law’s father.

      He was sixteen years older than me.

      And I was not his type.

      I was independent; I was strong; I was focused.

      I didn’t need anyone to look after me or protect me, and everyone who knew Joe knew that’s what he got off on.

      I also wasn’t a petite, dark-haired beauty.

      That was fine.

      I liked who I was, even if I wasn’t for Joe.

      Rejection stung, though.

      And I didn’t want to face Joe for the first time after the week I’d had.

      I was not in the headspace for that.

      So it was good he wouldn’t be at Lake Tahoe.

      I could lick my literal and metaphorical wounds while I spent my favorite time of year with my favorite person in a beautiful place far, far away from the scene of the crime.

      And maybe I’d even get some sleep.

      Bliss!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JOE

      

      

      

      I knew that stubborn glint in my son’s eyes.

      I was pretty sure he’d gotten that glint from me.

      Wiping the sweat off my face with a nearby towel, I stepped back from the punching bag that hung from the ceiling in my office and waited for my son to say whatever it was he’d come down here to say.

      The whir of engines and buzzing of tools could be heard in the distance, dulling to a muffle as Dex closed my office door.

      I kept my primary office in the first garage I’d opened near the college. It was five minutes from the house I’d raised Dex near the McKinley Park area. Five minutes from California State and five minutes from an apartment that belonged to the greatest temptation that had ever been put in front of me.

      Hell.

      I knew why Dex was here.

      “You’re spending New Year’s Eve with us at Lake Tahoe,” my son said.

      Yeah.

      Knew that was why he was here.

      After taking a swig of water to collect myself, I sat on the edge of my desk and lied, “I can’t. Got that meeting.”

      I hated lying to my kid.

      It was Ryan Baillie’s fault.

      She’d put me in this shitty position.

      Well… it wasn’t all her fault.

      My dick wasn’t entirely blameless.

      “Dad, I know you’re lying.”

      I narrowed my eyes on my kid. He might be right, but I didn’t like being questioned by him. Or anyone. Especially when I felt guilty as hell.

      Dex raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest.

      While my son had gotten his coloring from his mother, all blond-haired and blue-eyed, resisting the dominance of my darker gene coloring, he had my build and features. He looked like a young, blond version of me. Except my kid also got his mom’s open, optimistic nature. It didn’t bother me he lacked my aggressive drive. He had his own ambitions. Wanted to be an environmental lawyer, and I was proud of how hard he was working to do that.

      Even if he scared the shit out of me by getting married to Ryan’s little sister Shaw.

      I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure a college romance could survive, but a year in and those two were still as annoyingly loved up as ever.

      My kid was happy with Shaw.

      That’s what mattered.

      Currently, he was not happy with me.

      Dex enjoyed having his family around him. And he’d been stubborn about us sticking to his alternating holiday routine for as long as I could remember. His mom got him for Christmas and New Year holidays and Easter one year while I got him for Thanksgiving and Halloween. Then we alternated the following year. He’d never grown out of it. If it was my year with him, nothing was to get in the way.

      This year was my year with him.

      But something—no, someone — had most definitely gotten in the way.

      Christmas dinner at my place had been awkward as fuck, and Ryan leaving early like that had only made it worse.

      “I know about Ryan,” Dex blurted out.

      I tensed, feeling a knot form in my gut.

      My son took a step toward me, his expression somewhat sympathetic. “Dad, you may be my father, but you’re a guy. I’m a guy. I get it. A hot, drunk twenty-four-year-old throws herself at you and you forget yourself. You forget who she is.”

      I frowned. “You saw the kiss?”

      Dex snorted. “I saw the make-out session.”

      “I—”

      “It’s cool, Dad. I saw you pushing her off and taking her to the kitchen for a glass of water. Then you handed her off to Shaw to sober her up.” Dex huffed. “It’s not ideal that you’ve had your tongue in my wife’s sister’s mouth, but it happened. It’s over. And we all have to get along for the rest of our lives. You and Ryan need to get over the awkwardness because we can’t have another Christmas like that again. It really upset Shaw that Ryan took off.”

      Get over the awkwardness?

      It was hard to do that when I couldn’t stop thinking about Ry.

      Dex had no idea the incredible amounts of willpower it took to remove Ryan Baillie from my mouth.

      “You’ve been avoiding her. Shaw is getting suspicious, but she thinks it’s something to do with us. That you’re fed up of us living rent-free. That you really don’t approve of our marriage.”

      Shit. “You know that’s not true.”

      “I know. But I can’t tell her what is true. Ryan raised Shaw. Shaw worships the ground her big sister walks on. As for you, Shaw thinks the world of you. She thinks you’re the absolute shit. And guess what? She wants the absolute shit for her sister. I tell her you two kissed and she’ll start planning the wedding.”

      Shock moved through me and something ridiculous that felt a bit like hope. “Shaw would want that?”

      Dex scowled. “Yeah, because she’s a dreamer and a romantic and thinks her sister can move heaven and earth. I know better. Dad, I’ve watched you go through woman after woman after woman and know you’re not the settling down type. You would not only screw up Ryan, who doesn’t deserve it, but you could screw up my marriage to Shaw if you fuck over Ryan. Never mind the sixteen year age gap and how that might not look so hot in twenty-years’ time.”

      Indignation ripped through me, but only because he was saying the things I’d had to remind myself of over and over and over for the past two years. “I’m not screwing around with Ryan.”

      “I know, I know. You just need to ignore whatever stupid crush she’s got on you. Okay? Off limits.” He reiterated, making me feel like a rebellious teenager. “The point is New Year. Shaw sees right through this bullshit about a business meeting over the holidays. I don’t want to spend New Year’s Eve with a bunch of people I don’t really care about. I want to see in the New Year with my dad and I want my wife to stop worrying that my dad disapproves of us.”

      The old guilt manipulation. I scowled at him. “Fine. I’ll be there.”

      “It’s your friend’s cabin, so I’m sorry if Ryan being there is uncomfortable for you,” Dex added regretfully. “But she’s got nowhere else to go.”

      An ache sharp and tender flared across my chest. The thought of Ryan not having somewhere to go disturbed and upset me more than I liked. Ryan had walls up a mile high. She didn’t want to rely on anyone. She wanted to take care of Shaw and not the other way around. It was like she was afraid to let anyone take care of her. For some fucked up reason, it just made me want to be there for her more. “She should be with her family. Shaw is her family. I wouldn’t want anything else for her.”

      Dex narrowed his eyes with uncharacteristic suspicion, looking so much like me.

      “What?” I shifted uncomfortably.

      “Nothing.” Dex shrugged. “So we’re confirmed? You’re coming?”

      “Tell Shaw I got out of the meeting,” I replied.

      My son snorted. “Right. Shaw, Ryan, and I are driving up together. We’d offer to drive you, but I don’t think we’ll all fit into one truck with all of our shit…”

      Like I wanted to be trapped in a confined space with Ryan for two hours. “I’m taking my truck. In fact,” I thought about how I hadn’t had a moment’s peace in months. “I might head up there a day early.”

      “You should. You work too much.” Dex clapped me on the shoulder and grinned. “See you there.”

      “Yeah, see you in—there.” I’d almost said, ‘see you in hell,’.

      Because that’s what it would be.

      Trapped in a cabin at Lake Tahoe with a woman I wanted but couldn’t have.

      Yeah, New Year’s Eve in hell.
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      Driving in snow was not one of my favorite things. Thankfully, I’d been lucky to get a rental last minute. The SUV handled the snow-dusted roads, leading me to the lake much better than my small Honda could. Still, I was tense as I sat forward in my seat, eyes glued to the dark road, peering through the falling snow, as I drove up through the hills on the winding road of the Eldorado Freeway. The snow was thicker here than it had been on the highway, and I slowed to begin my descent as I hit Emerald Bay Road.

      Sweat had gathered under my arms with the tension.

      But I was almost there. According to my GPS, this road would lead me down to Lake Tahoe where Joe’s friend had a large cabin right on the lake.

      When I’d agreed to spend New Year’s Eve as a third wheel with my sister and her husband, I thought we’d all be driving up together. But Shaw had called yesterday morning to tell me she and Dex wanted to have a night alone, so they were driving up early. I’d told her I would be happy to leave them to their romantic cabin and spend New Year’s at home, but Shaw got really upset at the idea, so I gave in.

      And now I was driving at a crawl as I made my way through the snow. Exhaustion pulled at me. I was actually grateful for the tension that kept me awake.

      The things we do for family.

      To my great relief, I finally reached the lake. I only knew this because of GPS. I couldn’t see anything in the dark beyond my headlights. The light caught on the signs outside each entrance on my right that told me which cabin I could find at the end of the woodland-surrounded roads.

      My headlights hit a snow dusted sign that declared it was no. 6, and I slowed, turning down the road. As I approached, the driveway opened up to reveal a medium-sized cabin with a truck sitting outside it. I narrowed my eyes as my headlights lit up the vehicle.

      That was Joe’s truck.

      My heart rate kicked up for a few seconds as I pulled up beside it.

      Then I remembered that Dex had the same truck as his father.

      Calming down, I turned the rearview mirror toward me and double checked my cheek and eye. Thankfully, the swelling had gone down completely, but there was still bruising. Hopefully, my make-up covered it because no amount of make-up seemed to cover up the dark circles under my eyes.

      I hadn’t slept since Christmas Eve.

      I didn’t even know how I was functioning.

      Just like that, now that I’d reached my destination, an overwhelming wave of weariness crashed over me.

      As much as I’d come here for Shaw, I’d also come hoping being away from my apartment and being with people would allow my body to relax.

      That’d I’d sleep.

      A sudden knock on the driver’s side window scared the crap out of me.

      “Shit!” I yelled, turning to glare at the knocker as my heart pounded.

      Light spilled down from the cabin, casting shadows over the face peering in at me.

      Oh crap.

      Joe.

      I stared, shocked and confused.

      Then he opened my door, resting his arm along it and his other on top of the car. His expression was grim as his deep voice rumbled through me. “Looks like there’s been a communication problem.”
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      I was going to kill Shaw.

      Following Joe up the porch stairs and into the cabin, I vowed to metaphorically kill my sister. Yet I couldn’t even find the energy to be all that angry with her. My ankles felt like they had twenty pounds of rock tied around them, and I was grateful Joe had taken my luggage off me to carry it inside. I didn’t think my fingers could grip onto anything.

      In fact, as soon as the heat from the log burning fire inside hit me, something happened.

      I stopped inside the open plan living area. Joe’s body wavered as he continued walking ahead of me. His voice sounded distorted, like he was underwater.

      The room tilted and little black dots scattered across my vision.

      I thought I heard Joe shout my name.

      That’s the last thing I heard before the dots all joined together and all I saw was black.
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      The first thing I was aware of was the throbbing in my cheek, near my eye.

      Confused, it took me a second to remember the assault and then my eyes flew open in panic.

      Daylight streaming into an unfamiliar room greeted me and the tightness on my chest got worse as I tried to remember where the hell I was and what was happening.

      “You’re awake.”

      The familiar voice drew my attention. Turning my head on a soft pillow, I found Joe sitting in an armchair by the side of the bed. His clothes and hair were rumpled and his eyes a little bleary like he hadn’t slept.

      Despite my confusion, I relaxed.

      “Where am I?” the words croaked out of me. My mouth was so dry.

      “Lake Tahoe.” Joe leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. “You don’t remember last night?”

      Slowly his voice brought back the memories.

      I’d passed out upon arrival.

      When I woke up, Joe was trying not to freak out. I promised him I just needed to sleep, that I hadn’t slept in days. He tried to ask questions, but I’d fallen asleep on him.

      “What time is it?” I pushed up into a sitting position, glad to feel the strength back in my arms. While there was a heaviness in my head, my eyelids felt lighter for having slept.

      “It’s midday, New Year’s Eve. You’ve slept around fifteen hours.”

      Holy crap.

      Guess I needed it though.

      Joe’s expression suddenly darkened as he stared at my face. “When you fainted, you hit the floor on your cheek pretty hard. I put some ice on it. Funny thing though… the ice took off your makeup and beneath the fresh swelling there were bruises.”

      Shit.

      I looked away. “Joe…”

      “What happened?”

      Protecting my sister from what had happened was one thing. Protecting myself from Joe’s need to protect was another. While I wanted many things from him I couldn’t have… I didn’t want his protection. I didn’t need it. I was alone. And I didn’t need the illusion of not being alone.

      “You know, I’m starving. While my sister was setting us up, did she happen to stock the cabin for food?”

      I whipped off the covers and stopped when I realized I was in my sleep shorts. I glared at Joe.

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I couldn’t let you sleep in your jeans.”

      I glanced down at my top, grateful to see it was the thermal Henley I’d been wearing upon my arrival. Still, Joe had taken off my jeans.

      I felt a tingle between my legs at the thought.

      Okay, definitely feeling better then.

      “Oh.” I slipped out of the bed, skirting him and feeling his heat without even touching him. “Food?”

      The creak of the wooden floorboards told me Joe was following me out of the room. The floors were toasty beneath my feet, suggesting under floor heating. In fact, the entire cabin was comfortably warm, even though the fire from the log burner had died during the night.

      I came to a stop in the middle of the open plan room.

      Because… the view.

      Beyond the sitting room were sliding doors that led out onto the deck. And beyond the deck was Lake Tahoe. Crossing the room, I peered out of the doors at the majestic view of tranquil water surrounded by snow dusted trees on the hills that sloped down toward it.

      “Wow.”

      “Pretty spectacular, huh?” Joe came to a stop beside me. So close, his shoulder brushed mine. I glanced at him to find him watching me. His eyes narrowed on my upper cheek. “Why do you have a shiner and why did you pass out from exhaustion?”

      Sighing, I turned back to the view.

      I could feel Joe’s aggravation growing.

      Part of me was thrilled that he gave a shit about me.

      The other part was terrified of it.

      “I’m not letting you leave here until you tell me.”

      I scowled. “You’re not the boss of me, Joe.”

      He was silent so long, I finally looked at him.

      And wished I hadn’t.

      Excitement scored through me at the heat in his eyes and the obvious way he was fighting it. The muscle in his jaw ticked before he yanked his gaze away from me. His voice was gruff, almost hoarse. “You’re not leaving here until I get answers.”

      Indignation killed the excitement. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

      “Cut the crap, Ryan.” He glared at me before crossing the room toward the kitchen. “A woman I care about fainted and she has a fucking black eye. Of course I want to know what happened?”

      I followed him into the kitchen. I tried not to react to him saying he cared about me and failed. My tone was softer now. “Joe, it was nothing. And I don’t want you making a big deal out of it because I don’t want Shaw to know.”

      He contemplated me. Then surprised me. “Coffee? Bacon roll?”

      Both sounded great. I slid onto a stool at the island. “Yes, please.”

      “Good. And you can tell me what happened while I make breakfast.”

      “Technically, it’s lunch.”

      He cut me another look.

      “Or brunch,” I muttered with a shrug, staring out the side door at the kitchen. Beyond it were snow dusted trees, providing privacy between us and the neighbors. “My sister isn’t here, is she?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

      “Nope. They changed their minds a few days ago. Said Shaw wasn’t feeling too great.”

      My sister had lied to me and Joe to get us at this cabin alone. Together. “You know this wasn’t an accident, right? My sister did this to us deliberately. What was she thinking?”

      “Shaw later. You first.”

      I watched Joe move around the kitchen as he made the coffee, trying and failing to ignore the way his long-sleeved tee molded to every inch of his perfect body. I thought about him unzipping my jeans last night when I was out for the count. Of him tugging them off and then rummaging through my luggage for my pajama shorts. Of him pulling the shorts up my legs. He must have seen my underwear. I tried to remember what pair I was wearing and couldn’t.

      Oh well.

      I shifted as renewed heat flooded between my legs.

      I so wish I’d been awake for that moment so I could have studied Joe’s face.

      Had he liked what he’d seen?

      “Well?” he asked impatiently as he slid a coffee across the island toward me.

      I took a bolstering sip and then stopped at the realization he knew exactly how I took my coffee. This was Joe. So I was inappropriately attracted to the man, and I’d thrown myself at him when I was drunk. But he was still Joe.

      As much as it scared me to rely on anyone, he was my friend.

      I met his dark gaze. He was worried about me. It was plain to see. “Promise not to tell Shaw.”

      He frowned. “I don’t like keeping secrets.”

      “Considering the high possibility that the little busybody is trying to play matchmaker with us, I wouldn’t be too concerned about keeping secrets from her.”

      Joe gave a huff of unamused laughter. “Right.”

      I took another sip of coffee. Remembering Christmas Day set off a spark of unwanted adrenaline. My hand shook around the mug and I lowered it quickly.

      Joe caught the movement anyway. “Hey,” his voice was soothing as he reached out to cover my hand with his. “It’s okay. I’m here.” He held my gaze. “Gotta admit you’re scaring me a little, baby.”

      I shivered at the pet name he’d never used with me before. It was so intimate. Something a lover might call me. And I stupidly wanted to launch myself across the island and into his brawny arms. Instead, I slipped my hand out from beneath his and dropped it in my lap. Staring at the counter, unable to look at him now, I shrugged. “I’m making a bigger deal out of it than it was.”

      “Ry, I’m losing patience here. I got a million ugly things going through my head right now, and I need to know that I’m wrong about all of them.”

      “Sorry.” I forced myself to look at him. “I’m not used to anyone but Shaw caring.”

      That seemed to piss him off even more. “Well, I care. I care a fucking lot.”

      “Joe…” I shrugged, helpless against his concern. “Christmas Day. After I left early… when I got home, my door was ajar and the lock broken. And I was stupid. I was so stupid.” I shook my head at myself. Everything they tell you not to do, I did. “I went into the apartment and there was a guy in my bedroom. He was high, had a garbage bag filled with my stuff… but he had,” my eyes filled with tears, “He was going through my jewelry box and he had my mom’s locket in his hand. I didn’t think. I just went for him. We grappled and we found ourselves in the living room. I pushed him into the tree and when he got back up, he charged me and we fell into the glass coffee table.”

      Joe sucked in a breath.

      “I was so lucky—it was only a couple of minor cuts on my back. But he punched me hard and he was out of it… if my neighbor hadn’t heard the commotion and come running in, it could have been so much worse. The guy took off. He didn’t get any of my stuff. But…” I ran a hand through my hair, embarrassed at what I was about to admit. “He scared me. I’m scared. I… until last night I hadn’t slept since it happened.”

      Movement drew my eyes up and I watched as Joe marched around the island. “What…”

      Suddenly he hauled me up out of the stool, his arms bound tight around me, crushing me to him. Joe buried his face in my neck, breathing hard.

      Realizing he wasn’t just comforting me but himself, I closed my arms around him too, my fingers curling tight into his shirt.

      For the first time in days—no, years—I felt something I hadn’t felt since I was fourteen years old.

      I felt safe.

      And the fact that I felt that, and that Joe needed to be comforted after hearing about my ordeal, made me realize this wasn’t just a one-sided attraction.

      What was between us wasn’t just attraction at all.

      And that made it infinitely more dangerous to both of us.
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      I wanted to find the bastard who had attacked Ryan. Who had shaken her up so badly she hadn’t slept in days. The thought of what might have happened to her if her neighbor hadn’t shown up made me sick to my stomach.

      My arms tightened around her and I breathed her in, reassuring myself she was here and safe in my arms. Her perfume and the feel of her soft curves against my body were sinking in. Causing a blood flow problem.

      I gently released her and guided her back to her stool. I then took a few steps back while she stared up at me with those big green eyes, looking confused.

      “You okay?” the words were hoarse. I cleared my throat and rounded the island to put some distance between us.

      “I’m fine.”

      A bite of defensiveness flavored her words. It irritated me. “You know it’s okay not to be fine, Ry. It’s okay to need someone. And believe it or not, Shaw is not a kid anymore, and she doesn’t need you protecting her from shit. What she needs is for her sister to be okay.”

      Her chin lifted stubbornly. “I am okay.”

      She made me want to round the island and kiss the stubbornness right out of her. Somehow I stopped myself. “You think not sleeping for five days is okay?”

      “I didn’t have to tell you and now you’re throwing it back in my face?”

      Hurt glimmered in her gaze. My gut twisted and I softened my tone. “No. But it doesn’t make a person weak to ask for help. It doesn’t make you weak to need someone.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Jesus, Ryan, you can’t go through life thinking like that.”

      “I’m wrong?” she pushed up off her stool, her chest heaving.

      I tried not to notice anything about her but the hard edge in her voice, but it wasn’t easy. It was difficult not to remember sliding the jeans off her long legs last night. I’d tried to avert my gaze as much as possible, but those legs of hers were branded on my brain. Feeling a fresh surge of hot blood heading southward, I cleared my throat. “Yeah, you’re wrong.”

      “How can I be wrong?” Ry crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Because we’re built to need each other.”

      “And leave each other,” she whispered hoarsely, and the devastation in her eyes killed me.

      “Ry…”

      “Needing people only hurts in the end. I’d rather go it alone.”

      “So you’re telling me you don’t need Shaw?” I pushed.

      “It’s different. She needs me.”

      God, her heart was all fucked up from losing her parents. “No, baby. You need her to need you. But more than that, you love her. So in the end, you just need her. And you should tell her when shit like this happens.” I gestured to the fading bruises on her cheek.

      Ry’s expression turned mulish. “I don’t think I should tell my baby sister anything. She clearly can’t be trusted.”

      Knowing she referred to our current predicament, I sighed, running a frustrated hand through my hair. “I came up here a day early. Then Dex called to say Shaw wasn’t feeling so great so they were going to stay at home.”

      “And Shaw told me she and Dex were coming here early and that’s why I had to drive here myself. And I hate driving in the snow.”

      “You shouldn’t have been driving anywhere on no sleep.” Jesus, anything could have happened.

      “I don’t need a lecture, Joe. You’re not my father-in-law.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware of that.”

      Whatever she heard in my voice made her eyes turn hot. Ry didn’t blush like most red-heads, but her eyes gave her away.

      Shit.

      Why would Shaw do this to me?

      “Shaw thinks the world of you. She thinks you’re the absolute shit. And guess what? She wants the absolute shit for her sister. I tell her you two kissed and she’ll start planning the wedding.”

      “Christ.” I leaned back against the counter and squeezed my eyes shut.

      Shaw saw more than anyone suspected. She knew there was something between me and Ryan.

      “She did this because of me.”

      I looked at Ry.

      She turned, giving me her profile as she stared out of the side door to the woods surrounding the cabin. “I think she might have seen me kiss you at Dex’s party.” She flicked me a quick look but couldn’t meet my gaze. “I’m sorry about that. I don’t remember much but I remember you having to push me off you, which is beyond mortifying. I was drunk. I’m sorry.”

      That’s how she remembered it?

      A part of me wanted to let her continue believing it. It would be easier. But it would also make me a dick. “That’s not how it happened.”

      Ryan turned to me, eyes round. “It wasn’t?”

      I shook my head. “You kissed me, yeah. But… I kissed you back.”

      Her lush lips parted, drawing my attention. I could still feel them against mine. Still taste her.

      “What… what happened?”

      “I remembered you were drunk and that I’m not an asshole and that’s when I stopped the kiss. Not really a kiss.” I smirked. “We were most definitely making out.”

      Ry looked confused now, and she was breathing heavier.

      It was making me think not so gentlemanly things.

      “And Shaw saw this?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. Dex did. But he warned me off you, so this wasn’t his idea.”

      “He warned you off me?” She looked hurt by that.

      Clearly she was missing the big picture here. “Ry, I’m your sister’s father-in-law. And I’m sixteen years older than you. Dex knows… you and I shouldn’t go there.”

      “But you want to?”

      I stared into those gorgeous fucking eyes of hers and imagined sinking myself deep inside her. Oh yeah. I wanted Ryan Baillie more than I could remember wanting any woman. Even as a horny goddamn teenager I couldn’t remember wanting a girl the way I wanted Ry. Because it wasn’t just sex with her. For the first time in my life, I wanted a woman to belong to me and to belong to that woman in return.

      She was just the goddamn wrong woman.

      Off limits.

      “Dex is too important to me.” I reminded myself and her. “I won’t do anything to screw up my relationship with him. Shaw must have kept him in the dark about this.”

      Ry lowered her gaze, shielding her thoughts from me. “Yeah, Shaw’s too much of a romantic. She doesn’t live in the real world sometimes.”

      Hearing the hint of bitterness in her words was like taking a knife to the gut. I’d hurt her. “Ry—”

      “Don’t.” She waved off my words, not meeting my gaze again. “I get it. I’m not really your type, anyway. And we’re totally different people. I don’t want a guy who needs to take care of me and you love women who want to be taken care of. A little attraction between us isn’t worth the cost to our family. I don’t need anyone. I’m fine alone. And this… is just a disaster waiting to happen so I’m going to head out.” She strode out of the living room, leaving me seething.

      Not my type?

      Was she fucking kidding me with that?

      I loved women who want to be taken care of?

      What was that shit?

      A little attraction?

      I moved to go after her and set her straight, but stopped myself.

      Dex was right. I was sixteen years older than Ryan, and she deserved better than to be tied to someone that much older than her. If we had kids, I would be in my sixties when they were still only in their twenties.

      I don’t need anyone. I’m fine alone.

      My gut twisted at the thought of Ryan spending her entire life keeping people at a distance. Of that gorgeous, funny, sweet woman being lonely. And the thought of her returning to that apartment where she’d been attacked made me break out in a cold sweat.

      Dex was wrong.

      Yes, I’d dated women until I got bored in the past.

      But I had never felt about any of them the way I felt about Ryan Baillie.

      Before I could stop myself, my feet were taking me to her.
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      I was shaking as I hurried into the bedroom I’d slept in last night. If I was so cool about being alone, about not needing anyone, then why did it feel as if Joe had just ripped out my guts?

      It was stupid of me to feel this way.

      Of course I was not as important to him as his son.

      Dex should come first.

      His devotion to his son was one of the reasons I loved Joe so much.

      My breath caught.

      Loved?

      No.

      I didn’t love Joe.

      I shook my head, searching the room for my jeans.

      I couldn’t love Joe.

      No way.

      Trembling even harder, I spotted my jeans in the corner, folded on top of a chest of drawers. Hurrying over to them, I pushed down my pajama shorts and was just reaching for the jeans when Joe suddenly marched into the room.

      My heart lurched in my throat as he drew to an abrupt halt.

      His cheeks flushed at the sight of me standing in nothing but my Henley and plain cotton underwear.

      Joe’s gaze dipped to between my legs and the area throbbed in response.

      “Joe?” I whispered hoarsely.

      His hot dark gaze drifted down my legs and back up my body, drinking every inch of me in. “One,” he rasped, voice hoarse, “Not my type?”

      I shivered. “Small, petite brunettes ring a bell?”

      “Apparently they don’t make my dick as hard as a tall redhead with legs that go on forever and the most beautiful fucking green eyes I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      I gasped, my gaze falling to see his jeans straining with his erection. Oh my God. My skin flushed hot from head to toe, and my breasts suddenly felt heavy with need.

      “Two,” Joe continued in that thick voice, “I don’t have a thing for women who need to be taken care of. Do I like to take care of my woman? Yes. But the woman I care about has an independent streak a mile wide, and I like it a fuck of a lot. Three: This isn’t just a ‘little attraction’.” He took a step toward me, determination and need dark on his face. “This is a code red situation.”

      “Code red?” I could barely breathe.

      “Code red: I can’t live my fucking life because all I can think about is you.”

      Oh my God.

      “Joe—”

      His eyes flashed. “I want to hear you say my name just like that as I move inside you.”

      Oh. My. God.

      “Joe—”

      Then he rushed me. Our bodies collided seconds before our mouths did.

      Joe’s kiss was ravaging. It was a man’s kiss. Dark, deep and sexual. His stubble rasping against my skin.

      His hand fisted in my hair as he held me to him, and I grasped onto him as he plundered my mouth. It was as if Joe couldn’t kiss me deep or hard enough.

      I whimpered against his tongue as his other hand gripped my ass hard to pull me against the hard-on straining against the zipper of his jeans. The whimper turned to a moan, reverberating into his mouth. Joe ground his hips harder into me, squeezing my ass. I slid my hands under his tee in answer, shivering at the delicious feel of his smooth, hot skin beneath my fingertips.

      He groaned as I touched his nipples. The sound rumbled in my mouth as we kissed harder, bruising each other’s lips.

      I needed him inside me. I wanted to be overwhelmed by Joe. To have all my senses captured by him. To feel and taste and smell and hear nothing but him, all around me, over me.

      Inside me.

      Fumbling for the button on his jeans, I made that very clear.

      Then suddenly I was in his arms for a few seconds before finding myself on the bed, Joe covering my body as we pawed at each other’s clothing. Or what little I wore. Joe broke our kiss to whip off my Henley, and I reached around my back to unclip my bra. He took hold of it and ripped it away from me, throwing it over his shoulder. His fiery eyes devoured my naked breasts.

      “You were over one Saturday,” he suddenly said, even as his hips undulated against me with a mind of their own. “Nicole was there too. You were both in your bikinis. But I couldn’t stop looking at you. Every time you laughed, I wanted to kiss the sound into my mouth. I wanted to press you up against the pool, rip off your bikini and suck on your nipples.”

      Wet slickened between my legs. “Joe.”

      “I broke up with Nicole after that.” He reached for my breasts, caressing them, plucking at my nipples as they tightened into hard points. “I couldn’t be with one woman when all I could think about was another. And all the nasty, dirty, grown-up things I wanted to do to her.”

      “Do them,” I begged, my mind a haze of lust. “Joe, please. I want you so badly.”

      “God, baby, you have no idea how badly I want you back.” He kissed me again.

      I frantically pulled his shirt off, breaking the kiss to do it, wanting to explore his beautiful body… but then he bent his head to my breasts, sucking a nipple deep into his mouth and I forgot about everything but what he was doing to me.

      I cried out, arching against him.

      His long fingers curled around my underwear, and he tugged so wildly I heard them tear.

      Neither of us cared as he yanked my underwear down my thighs. They got caught around my ankles and I kicked to get them off. My patience was obliterated. “Come inside me. Please, Joe, now.”

      “Fuck,” he murmured, his eyes wild with need. “You kill me.” He kissed me again. Prolonging my need. Toying with me.

      In answer, I fumbled for the zipper on his jeans. As I slid my hand inside his boxers to feel his throbbing hard heat, he slipped his hand between my legs, sliding his fingers into me. The wet he found there made him grunt into my mouth. He tore his lips from mine and my chest rose and fell in frenzied breaths as he stared into my eyes with a passion that blew my mind.

      “You’re soaked.” His face hardened with need and he gently captured the hand I had wrapped around him and removed it. He pinned my hand to the bed.

      Anticipation made me squirm beneath him. Joe never broke eye contact as he shoved down his jeans and boxers just far enough to release himself.

      The fingers of my free hand curled into the bedcovers until Joe captured it too and held me down. My panting filled the room and I let my legs fall open wide as he nudged against me. I moaned into his mouth.

      He pushed into me. Hard.

      My desire eased his way considerably but he was big, thick, and that overwhelming fullness I’d been desperate for caused a pleasure pain to zing down my spine.

      “More, Joe,” I begged.

      “Fuck, Ryan,” he growled, his head bowing into my neck as he pumped into me.

      If everything was out of control before, it turned wilder than I could have imagined. I’d never been so consumed like that. Everything was about the hot drive of him inside of me. My hips rose to meet his hard thrusts, my cries and his groans filling the entire cabin.

      I couldn’t touch him, could only take what he had to give, and it was so goddamn exciting I knew I was going to come quickly. The tension inside me tightened, tightened, tightened every time he pulled out and slammed back in.

      “I’m close,” I gasped.

      He released one of my hands to grab my thigh and he pulled it up against his hip, changing the angle of his thrust. I reached for him blindly as the tension inside of me shattered. I think I even screamed.

      My orgasm rolled through me, my inner muscles rippling and squeezing around Joe. His hips pounded faster against me and then momentarily stilled before he cried out my name, his grip on my thigh bruising as his hips jerked with the swell and throb of his release.

      I felt his wet heat fill me.

      As his climax shuddered through him, he let go of my thigh and slumped over me. Joe’s warm, heavy weight surrounded me and I slid my hands across his back. He was solid and real.

      Our labored breathing rasped in my ears.

      My heart pounded.

      Finally, reality intruded.

      I was sprawled on a bed with Joe between my legs, inside me. He was still wearing his jeans because we’d been so frantic to have each other he didn’t even undress fully.

      It was the best sex I’d ever had.

      But we hadn’t used a condom.

      Joe had come inside of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JOE

      

      

      

      “You didn’t use a condom,” Ryan whispered, sounding panicked.

      The words cut through my post-sex bliss haze.

      Shit.

      I raised my head from her neck to stare into Ry’s wide eyes. “You on the pill?”

      “Yeah, but that’s not the point.”

      Realizing what she meant, I cursed under my breath. “I’m clean. I have never forgotten to use a condom before. Not since I got a girl pregnant at sixteen.”

      She raised an eyebrow like she didn’t know whether to believe me.

      “Ry…” I cupped her face in my hand, my fingers brushing the slight swelling around her eye where the fading bruises were. It killed me I hadn’t been there to protect her. “Do you still not get it? When it comes to relationships, I have been in control my whole life. I’ve never been so fucking desperate to have someone that I forgot to put on a condom. Not after I acted like a stupid kid with Renee and knocked her up. Not… Until now. I have no control over how I feel about you. If I did, this wouldn’t have happened at all.”

      To my shock, hurt saturated her features. “I know that probably sounds romantic to you… but to me there is nothing romantic about not being someone’s choice.” She tried to push me off her and I took hold of her wrists to pin her back in place. Ry growled up at me in frustration and fuck if I didn’t get hard inside her again. That definitely hadn’t happened to me since I was a teenager.

      She sucked in a breath, feeling me.

      “This is a choice. I made a choice as soon as I followed you into this room. I love my son,” my voice grew gruff with emotion, “But I can’t bear the idea of you thinking I don’t want you or need you enough to fight for this. Because I do. I have tried not to for nearly two years because I didn’t want to complicate everything for everyone. Dex thinks I’ll just get what I want from you and move on… But he doesn’t know I’m in love with you. It took me years to find you and I’m a selfish bastard for wanting to keep you, but if you feel even half of what I feel, I’m willing to fight for this.”

      I felt her relax beneath me; her features softening with wonder. “You love me?”

      “Don’t you love me?” my heart pounded now, waiting for her to crush it or not.

      “I… I…” Tears filled her eyes, and she began straining against my hold. “Get off me, Joe. Please, get off me!”

      I instantly let go of her, gently pulling out and rolling off her. An ache I’d never felt before gripped tight to my chest as Ryan scrambled off the bed to get away from me. Jesus, was I just a foolish asshole thinking a young, vibrant woman like her would want something serious with me, a man sixteen years her senior? Had I read the situation so wrong?

      As she hurried to dress, I felt paralyzed.

      Until her soft sobs cut through my hurt. “Ry…” I pushed up off the bed, but she turned her head toward me as she pulled up her jeans. Tears streamed down her face.

      “Don’t,” she choked out. “Please. Don’t. I’m going to get in my car and leave and we’re not going to speak of this again.”

      Fuck me. I looked away because looking at her hurt too much. “We can never talk about this if that’s what you want. But I’m not letting you drive back to Sacramento alone. You’ve barely slept all week and you haven’t eaten in God knows how long.”

      “You think I can stay here? After that?”

      I glared at her as I got off the bed. She averted her gaze as I pulled my boxers and jeans up. “Yeah, but don’t worry. I’ll stay out of your way.” I stormed out of the room, shaking. Jesus Christ. I’d been crushed by a fucking twenty-four-year-old woman.

      I should never have followed her into that room.
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      It was hunger pangs that forced me out of the bedroom a few hours later. Joe, thankfully, was nowhere in sight. His truck was still here, so I guessed he’d just gone for a walk.

      Guilt suffused me.

      And cowardice.

      While I’d felt euphoric at Joe’s confession of love, I’d also felt absolutely terrified by it.

      I’d never expected to feel for any man the way I felt about Joe.

      But the truth was he was older than me… and one day he wouldn’t be here anymore, and I was so scared of that. Wasn’t it easier to just walk away now than to fall deeper and deeper in love with him, only to inevitably lose him?

      I could kill my sister.

      After shoveling down some cereal I found in the pantry, I grabbed my phone out of my purse. It needed charged, but there was just enough battery to call Shaw.

      She answered on the third ring. “If you’re calling to berate me, please don’t.”

      I slumped down on the corner sofa near the fire that was crackling. Joe had obviously gotten it started before he escaped the cabin. My heart ached with renewed guilt. “Why did you do this?”

      “Because she’s nuts!” I heard Dex yell in the background.

      It made me smile sadly. “I take it Dex found out.”

      “Yeah, and he’s not happy with me, but I told him if my little plan works out he can’t give you or his dad a hard time.”

      “Shaw…” tears filled my voice.

      “Oh, Ry, shit… I’m sorry. Did I read it wrong? You don’t love Joe back?”

      There was that word again.

      “What made you think Joe and I are in love?”

      “Because her head is in the clouds!” Dex called out. Shaw obviously had me on speakerphone.

      “No, it isn’t. Anyone with eyes can see it. Even Renee can see it. You just don’t want to because Joe’s your dad,” Shaw replied. “Please tell me I’m right, Ry?”

      “I can’t talk about this in front of Dex.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Dex grumbled, much louder in my ear this time suggesting he’d taken the phone off Shaw, “Look, Dad isn’t answering his phone, so I texted him. I told him that if this is what you really want, then I won’t stand in your way. I just hope you’ve really thought it through. There’s an age difference here, Ry. And I don’t want my dad to fuck you around. I told him I will kill him if he does.”

      I closed my eyes, my self-recrimination at boiling point. “Dex … it’s your dad you need to worry about. Not me.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I … just know that he would never hurt me or mess me around. What’s happening or not happening, however, is between me and him. I appreciate you’re okay about everything but I can’t discuss this with you.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line.

      Then, “Ry … okay. Fine. But try not to hurt my old man. He’s the best fucking guy there is and if Shaw’s right about how he feels about you … yeah … shit, just let him down easy.”

      Tears slipped down my cheeks as a reply got choked up in my throat.

      Shaw’s voice was gentle in my ears now. “I love you, Ry, whatever you do, I’m here. I know whatever is holding you back isn’t about what other people think because you’ve never cared what other people think. It’s one of my favorite things about you.”

      “Shaw,” I whispered brokenly. “I’m scared.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of losing him.”

      “Oh, Ry,” understanding filled her voice. “It is scary to love someone that much. We know that better than anyone. But you know what’s scarier … regret. Looking back on your life, safe but lonely, and wishing you hadn’t let fear win.”
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      After returning to my bedroom in the cabin, I’d heard Joe’s arrival. I’d heard him pottering about in the kitchen and at one point heard his voice murmuring, so knew he had to be talking to someone on the phone.

      I wondered if it was Dex.

      The hours passed like days as I watched the clock on my phone tick toward midnight.

      Toward the new year.

      Every time I looked at the bed, images of Joe straining above me filled my head.

      I kept hearing him telling me he loved me.

      It seemed like a miracle that Joe Colchester was in love with me.

      It was my wildest fantasy come true and I’d spit all over it.

      Shaw’s wise words haunted me throughout the day.

      The fact that my sister had guessed I was in love with Joe before I even realized I was would have been funny if the whole situation didn’t feel so tragic.

      “But it doesn’t have to be tragic,” I whispered to myself.

      If I let go of my fear, or at least tried to overcome it, I could make me and Joe so happy.

      And Shaw was right. I didn’t care what people would say or think about us. Not as long as we loved each other.

      But what about when you lose him?

      The thought filled me with agony.

      Yet… wasn’t I already in pain? Was losing him any worse than pushing him away?

      No.

      The thought of never touching Joe again or tasting his kiss or feeling him move inside me made me feel like the world was ending.

      “You have to try,” I whispered.

      I had to try.

      And I couldn’t let Joe go on thinking I didn’t love him just to protect myself.

      Decision made, I pushed up out of the chair in the room just as the clock was nearing twenty minutes to midnight. My belly grumbled with hunger as my heart pounded in my chest.

      Joe sat on the sofa, a glass filled with beer in one hand, while he stared in a trance at the flickering fire.

      I could feel myself losing my nerve just at the mere sight of him, even as I wanted to lie my body atop his. A foil covered plate on the island caught my attention and I moved toward it. Stalling.

      Beneath it was a roast beef dinner. Joe had cooked. I knew that because the smell from earlier had given me hunger pains.

      “That’s yours.”

      I startled at his voice. He stared blankly at me. “Thank you.”

      He lifted his chin and turned back to the fire.

      Hungry and nervous, I sat down at the island to eat. But after a few forkfuls, my nerves got the better of me. Pushing the plate away, I was readying myself to talk when he spoke first.

      “Is it Dex? Because I spoke to him today and he’s okay with the idea of us.”

      I spun around to face Joe.

      His expression was still hard and defiant. His walls were still halfway up even though he was trying to understand me.

      “It’s not Dex.”

      “The age gap? You worried about what people will think? That I’m a dirty fucker going after a woman almost half my age?”

      “I don’t care what people will think. And you’re not a dirty fucker, so don’t call yourself that. You’re forty, Joe, not eighty. And I’m twenty-four, not some innocent eighteen-year-old.”

      His lips twitched at that but then pinched into a straight line before he muttered, “So you just don’t feel about me the way I feel about you?”

      “You scare me,” I blurted out.

      Joe’s eyes flashed dangerously. “What?”

      At his biting tone, I shook my head. “Not like that. God, never like that. In fact, I’ve never felt safer with someone in my life. You’re what home should feel like.”

      Joe sat up, looking baffled. “Then I don’t understand.”

      Drawing up my courage, I exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry I hurt you or made you feel like your feelings aren’t reciprocated. Of course they’re reciprocated, Joe.” I hurried on before he could interrupt. “But I’m scared. Scared of needing you as much as I do. Scared of losing you.”

      His expression hardened. “You don’t trust me.”

      “No!” I pushed off the stool, crossing the room only to stop midway as Joe stood up too, dumping his beer on the side table as he did. “I… everyone goes away. That’s just the natural course of life. I knew I had to just suck up the fear of losing Shaw because I loved her and there was no changing that… but I wanted to go through life protecting my heart as much as possible. Trying to love as few people as possible.”

      “Baby,” his voice was thick with understanding.

      “But whether or not I push you away, there’s no getting around it. I love you. And I can throw off my fears and enjoy a life with you… or I let fear win.”

      “So what have you decided to do?”

      I smiled tremulously. “I won’t regret you. I won’t look back on my life and remember this moment and wish I’d done something different. I love you and I can’t believe you love me back. I will never throw your love back in your face again. I promise, Joe, I pr—” the words were cut off by his kiss as he hauled me into his arms.

      Between hungry kisses we divested each other of all our clothes and I found myself sprawled across the rug in front of the fire. Joe towered above me, all muscle and solid masculine beauty. His erection strained toward his taut stomach as he dragged his gaze slowly down my body.

      “Open your legs, baby,” he murmured.

      I did as commanded and grew wet at the hitch in his breathing. “Come inside me, Joe.”

      “First I’m gonna kiss you.” He lowered to his knees, pushing mine apart and then he buried his head between my legs.

      My gasps of pleasure filled the cabin as he licked and sucked until the tension was too much and I shattered into a million blissful pieces. I was tight and swollen from my climax as he pushed inside of me, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was being connected to this man in every way possible. I wrapped my arms around him as he moved over me, in me, our eyes locked in passion.

      “I love you so fucking much,” he groaned.

      “I love you too.”

      “I’m never letting you go.” His thrusts grew harder, his words catching on his pleasure, “You’re not going back to that apartment.”

      I moaned, gripping my thighs to his hips, rocking into his throbbing drives. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “Ryan,” he warned, grabbing my hands to pin them to the floor.

      I couldn’t think past the heat building deep inside of me. “Joe—”

      “You’re moving in with me.”

      “Ask nicely!” I managed to bite out.

      He slowed his thrusts, laughing softly. “Okay, baby, move in with me. Please?”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I pushed my hips against him, “Just make me come, Joe. Don’t stop.”

      “Ask nicely,” he murmured against my mouth.

      I grinned, pushing against his hold. He released me and I wrapped my arms around him, pulling him closer. “Please fuck me to orgasm, my darling Joe.”

      Dark desire saturated his expression. “Say it again.”

      Knowing exactly what he wanted, I brushed my lips against his and whispered hoarsely, “Fuck me, Joe. Fuck me, hard.”

      My words shattered his control and soon I was coming around his powerful thrusts.

      “Ryan!” Joe roared out as he flooded inside me.

      His chest heaved against mine as he tried not to crush me with his weight. I held him to me, loving the feel him of him over me, inside me. Face suffused with wonder and satisfaction, he shook his head. “It’s never been like this. Never.”

      “For me either,” I promised.

      Joe grinned, his obvious happiness filling me with joy too. Then his eyes flickered up to above the fireplace where a clock was mounted on the wall. “It’s past midnight. We missed bringing in the new year.”

      I laughed, caressing his face, drawing his gaze back to mine. “I think we brought in the new year perfectly. After all, we should always start the new year the way we mean to go on.”

      His deep chuckles filled my ears as he rolled to his side, pulling me with him. I rested my cheek on his chest, my leg curled over his, keeping him inside me.

      “I meant what I said,” he broke our pleasurable silence a few minutes later, “I don’t want you going back to that apartment. It doesn’t make you not strong to lean on me a little. And I want you with me. I want to wake up every morning to see you sleeping beside me.”

      I smiled against his chest, dizzy at the thought. “Isn’t it too soon?”

      He tipped my head back. “I don’t care. All I care about is you.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, excited and nervous at the prospect. “I want that too.”

      “You want babies?” he asked abruptly.

      More people to love and worry over? The fear almost caused me to lie, but I stopped myself. “I do.”

      “Do you care I’ll be an older dad?”

      “Not if you don’t care. Joe, you know our age difference doesn’t matter to me. I don’t see your age. I just see you. I just… I just love you.”

      “Then that’s all I care about.” His expression was serious. “I’m going to make you so fucking happy you won’t be able to stand it.”

      I grinned, already so happy I couldn’t stand it. “I believe you.”

      “Happy New Year, baby.”

      “Happy New Year, Joe.”
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