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        EVAN

        Mid-December

      

      

      

      
        
        Edinburgh, Scotland

      

      

      

      Bing Crosby crooned, “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas,” and he wasn’t wrong. Standing in the atrium of Shaw’s Department Store on Princes Street, it definitely couldn’t get any more Christmassy for me. Strands of gorgeous fairy lights cascaded over the balconies of the gallery floors above us. I stood at Santa’s Grotto, surrounded by fake snow and glitter, while a twinkling forty-foot Christmas tree towered above.

      Oh, and I was dressed as one of Santa’s Little Helpers.

      With glitter shimmering on my cheeks and my petite figure wrapped in a green velvet elf dress, I looked all of sixteen, I was sure of it.

      For months now, I, Evan Munro, had been trying my hardest to make my brother’s best friend—my boss—see me as something other than his best friend’s wee sister who was not only twelve years his junior but the woman he offered a pity job to.

      Okay, so it was a little harsh to call it a pity job. The situation demanded more respect than that. After all, when I graduated from university, I’d struggled to get any work, never mind the PA position at Shaw’s. However, it was safe to say I only got the job because my big brother Patrick asked his successful best friend, Reid Shaw, to give me the position on a trial period.

      One would think, in this difficult economy, that I’d do anything to keep the job.

      For instance, I wouldn’t be mooning over my boss with an infatuation the size of said planetary satellite. But I couldn’t help it.

      Until recently, I’d become obsessed with showing Reid that the twelve-year age gap between us didn’t matter because I was a mature, wise-beyond-my-years woman who would rock his freaking world in and out of the bedroom.

      After the events of the last few months, I thought I’d made progress.

      And I had.

      But it still didn’t matter.

      Because to Reid, I would always be his best friend’s untouchable little sister.

      Weeks ago, wearing this costume in front of Reid would have mortified me. Now I couldn’t care less.

      In fact, it was pretty damn funny.

      I was sure Reid would never see me as a woman he could take seriously again, but as I smiled at the excited faces of the kids lining up to see Santa Claus, I no longer cared.

      Fine.

      That wasn’t entirely true.

      It hurt like hell.

      But I had a little something called self-respect, and if Reid was too afraid to take a chance on me because of Patrick, then he wasn’t the right man for me.

      Bing’s voice trailed off and Mariah Carey flooded the department store’s sound system.

      Santa, some guy called Gary I only met an hour ago, gestured to me and then to the pile of presents under the Christmas tree. I stifled my chuckle as the bells attached to my pointy-toed elf shoes jingled as I walked. A little girl with laughing brown eyes caught my attention, and we shared a giggle together just before I bent down to collect the next gift from under the spectacular tree.

      A whoosh of cool air hit my backside, and I straightened, blushing. The elf costume was not only roasting hot, but it came with a stiff petticoat that prevented the mid-thigh-length skirt from covering my bum when I bent over. Everyone was probably getting an eyeful of my red-and-green-striped bottom.

      I was wearing elf stockings.

      And my dress was high-necked, the sleeves long, with the collar and wrists trimmed in white fur.

      Seriously, I needed to learn how to say the word no.

      Feet jingling and bell tinkling on my matching festive green hat, I strolled over to Santa and gave him the present. He winked flirtatiously at me.

      Charming.

      I tried not to wrinkle my nose at his impropriety.

      The young boy at Santa’s side took hold of the brightly wrapped gift, all distress at talking to a strange man disappearing as his mum came to take him away. That was my cue.

      I shuffled over to the front of the line and smiled at the waiting father and his little girl. I bent toward her, knowing I was probably giving Santa a clear view of my stockinged arse. Everything about the costume was silly and childish, except for the arse-revealing part. It was supposed to be worn by the sixteen-year-old high school girl who couldn’t show up to be Santa’s elf because she had the flu.

      Margaret, the manager of the women’s department, had volunteered me since I was the only one who could fit into the costume. While I should’ve asked for Reid’s permission first, seeing the panic on Kerry, our event coordinator’s face, I knew I had to help her.

      We’d advertised Santa’s Grotto everywhere, and parents had purchased tickets for their kids to visit Santa and take home a quality gift for Christmas. Determining Reid would be more annoyed if we let down customers, I reluctantly donned the elf getup.

      And now, the object of my affection would probably never look at me the same way again if he caught me in it. Not that it would make a difference.

      Pushing through my disappointment, I smiled at Santa’s next customers as the father handed over their ticket.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the little girl with the blond pigtails. She was adorable in a red velvet dress and matching shoes.

      “Belle,” she murmured shyly.

      “It suits you perfectly.” I beamed, drawing a smile from her. “Would you like to meet Santa?”

      After glancing up at her dad for reassurance, Belle took my hand, and I led her over to Santa and then stood off to the side. While Gary kept throwing me looks that would definitely put him on the Naughty List, he was great with the kids. He had a joyful, booming voice and pulled off “Ho, ho, ho!” with grand aplomb.

      My favorite Christmas song came over the sound system. Wizzard’s “I Wish It Could Be Christmas Everyday.” While the department store employees had to listen to the same Christmas album all day every day in December, I spent most of my time at my desk outside Reid’s top-floor office—where he’d banned all Christmas music.

      Scrooge.

      God, I wished I didn’t adore the brooding bastard.

      Anyhoo, it was nice to listen to Christmas music all morning, and I relaxed, feeling less ridiculous (sort of) and falling more comfortably into my role.

      Swaying my hips to the music and singing under my breath, I forgot to feel moody and lovesick for the first time in months.

      My toe bells jingled as I skipped toward the Christmas tree to collect Belle’s present. I bent over without thinking, singing to myself.

      It was a wonder I didn’t feel his glare singeing my arse.

      Because I certainly felt it when I stood up, turned with a flourish of my petticoats, and smiled just as my gaze collided with Reid’s.

      He stood to the side of Santa’s Grotto, a fierce glower furrowing his brows, arms crossed over his chest as he glared.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he mouthed slowly before pressing his lips into a hard line. His eyes lowered down my body and back up again. Somehow, his expression grew even darker.

      Damn it.

      I guessed it didn’t look all that professional for his personal assistant to dress in a teenager’s elf costume.

      My lips widened into a sheepish grin, followed by an equally sheepish shrug, as if to say, “What can you do?”

      In answer, he crooked his finger at me to come to him.

      It was appalling the way my body reacted to the commanding gesture, as if I’d just been summoned to the bedroom.

      Mortified, frustrated, and irritated that he had such power over me, I gave him a slight shake of my head. Reid’s eyebrow raised at my defiance, but I ignored him. We’d decided that I needed to find a new job, and that was exactly what I’d done. My time at Shaw’s was up after Christmas, and Reid would no longer be my boss. So defying him wasn’t really an issue.

      Instead, I moved toward Santa, who took the present with another lascivious wink in my direction.

      The whole time, I could feel my boss’s stare burning into me.

      I knew he was beyond annoyed at this point.

      A niggle of concern filtered through my newfound “could give zero fucks” attitude.

      Maybe Reid would ask me to leave sooner.

      And even though I kept telling myself I didn’t care what he thought of me, I knew it would sting horribly if he made me pack my things and leave him.

      I wasn’t prepared for it.

      Not yet.

      I still had two weeks of secretly pining for him and hating him in equal measure.

      I wanted those two weeks!

      They were mine.

      I flicked him a look beneath my lashes.

      He was still there.

      Glowering at me.

      Oh, dear.

      I was definitely on someone’s Naughty List.
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        EVAN

        Early October

      

      

      

      
        
        Three months ago

      

      

      

      The thing is … I’m actually a really professional person. Normally. Ask anyone.

      The current situation didn’t highlight that virtue, but I promise it was true.

      It was just very hard for me not to press my ear to Reid’s office door so I could listen in on his conversation with Emmy.

      I wouldn’t usually.

      I might be infatuated with my boss, but his relationship with Emmy was none of my business.

      However, yesterday, I had the unfortunate task of relaying to Reid that his girlfriend had rung up a whopping five grand bill under his personal account for the store. Reid had gone quiet at the news, giving nothing away regarding his feelings on the matter.

      Then, today, I’d been in the staff room trying to defuse a quarrel between Ailsa, the salon manager, and Louis, the beauty department manager. Apparently, Ailsa had recommended a product to a customer that we didn’t stock, and this ruffled Louis’s feathers. While he was sort of right that she should only recommend store products, I couldn’t help but understand why Ailsa was pissed off at him for his condescending attitude.

      Handling staff disputes was not part of my job description. It should fall to George, the general manager, to Human Resources, or to Reid himself. Reid, however, had no patience for tattletales, as he called them, and George was in a meeting with our events coordinator for the upcoming Halloween sale. Human Resources were surprisingly good at avoiding human contact outside of their own department. Reid had thus asked that I “see to the problem regarding the staff.” This had been happening more and more lately, since I had a knack for conflict resolution.

      “So,” I was saying to Ailsa and Louis, “if Ailsa thinks this product is a better one than the products in Shaw’s, I’ll talk to Reid about stocking it. That way, we all win. Yes?”

      Louis gave a little huff, but nodded.

      Ailsa beamed.

      That was when I saw Emmy floating by the staff room wearing four-inch heels, her diaphanous trench coat billowing behind her as she strutted down the hallway toward Reid’s office.

      “Uh … I have to go. We’re all good?” I gave Louis and Ailsa a thumbs-up before scurrying out of the staff room before they could stop me. “Back to work,” I threw over my shoulder.

      Emmy was already in Reid’s office by the time I caught up. The woman had outrageously long legs.

      That was when I abandoned all common decency and pressed my ear to the door.

      I was shamefaced, but not nearly enough to stop myself.

      “Three months is nothing,” Reid said calmly.

      While my boss could glower for Scotland and brood and cut a person with a look so dirty I’d seen grown men crumble under it, he rarely raised his voice. He was always so in control. It made me want to ruffle his feathers.

      And by ruffle his feathers, I mean drive him so wild with passion he falls on me like a wild thing.

      Flushing hot at the imagery, I squeezed my thighs tight and tried to concentrate on the somewhat muffled conversation beyond the door.

      “Do you know how many men would die to have me in their bed?” Emmy countered.

      At her arrogance, I stifled a snort.

      So she was tall, voluptuous, and gorgeous.

      Big deal.

      If she had a beautiful heart to go with her pretty facade, then she would have been right. Reid would be lucky to have her.

      Unfortunately, Emmy was kind of a snooty cow. She looked down her nose at Reid’s staff and expected them to snap to her every demand, and was what she referred to as a socialite. A socialite? Did those even exist in Edinburgh? Apparently so, because Emmy didn’t work for a living. She had a degree from St. Andrews University, so she wasn’t stupid, but she was from a wealthy family. Between their money and Reid’s, Emmy didn’t seem to think working was a productive use of her time.

      Did I sound judgmental?

      I wasn’t usually judgy.

      But I was judging her. I admit it.

      The thing of it was, I couldn’t understand how this lack of work ethic could appeal to Reid. My brother’s best friend hadn’t gotten to where he was in life without serious hard work. He’d grown up around the corner from us in Dalkeith, a town about thirty minutes southeast of Edinburgh city center. A town I still lived in, occupying a tiny one-bedroom apartment a few streets over from my parents’ house.

      Reid had grown up with a single mum, Annie. She’d worked her arse off to keep a roof over Reid’s head and food in his stomach. Like us, they didn’t have much, but they had each other, and Annie had my parents while Reid had Patrick. I hadn’t come along until my brother and Reid were twelve years old, so by the time I was old enough to really get to know Pat and Reid, they’d left home. Despite how easy it might have been for them to fall in with the wrong crowd of boys in our estate, they’d both stuck in at school and gotten into the University of Edinburgh. While Patrick then studied for his medical degree in Manchester, Reid got his MBA at a top business school in London. We’d see them over the holidays, as Annie and Reid always spent Christmas with us. I wasn’t aware of Reid back then. I was only a kid, after all, and just excited to have my big brother home.

      Reid returned to Edinburgh before Patrick, and we didn’t see much of him at all.

      My brother returned home two years later to complete his foundation program as a doctor at a general practice in the city. It was then we saw more of Reid. Not loads, but more.

      And I developed my first real crush.

      I remember it clearly.

      I was fourteen years old. It was Christmas, and Patrick was spending the night with us, rather than staying at his flat. Like always, Annie and Reid came over for Christmas Day.

      I’d noted that Reid didn’t smile much.

      But he smiled at me as he strolled into my parents’ sitting room and wished me a happy Christmas. His smile set off a riot of flutters in my belly, and I found myself tongue-tied and flustered around him.

      The feeling never really went away, although it lost its intensity as I got older and saw him less and went off to the University of Edinburgh to pursue my own degree in business management. An MA that proved useless when I left school and competed with a ton of other young people with similar degrees and very little experience.

      After six months of job searching with no luck, Patrick said Reid was looking for a new personal assistant at his department store, and he was willing to give me a shot.

      I hadn’t even thought about my old crush.

      All I’d thought about was the great pay and the fact that my first job would be working with one of the most successful entrepreneurs in Scotland.

      After working for several companies over the years, networking and accruing stock and investments, Reid purchased an aging department store in the heart of Edinburgh. Situated on the main thoroughfare of the city center, Princes Street, the department store had lost its luster years ago, as many had because of online shopping. Reid bought the store and the three shops that shared the same turn-of-the-century building. Knocking through into those meant he could create a much bigger department store.

      While he maintained its nineteenth-century charm, he created a mini empire with everything from clothing to home furnishings to electronics to beauty to a salon and spa and topped it off with a fine-dining restaurant on the level below the office floors. He created an atmosphere where people wanted to shop, and he catered to those in the city who had money to do so.

      Everyone thought he would fail.

      In the last three years, the store had gone from strength to strength, proving all the naysayers wrong.

      Unfortunately, success meant Reid was a busy man. Too busy to think about women beyond the convenience of having a partner with him at a business dinner and someone to satisfy his sexual appetite. While not necessarily a womanizer, Reid was definitely a serial monogamist. He had a few rules when it came to women.

      They had to be accepting of his long working hours.

      Everything was on his schedule.

      And he didn’t do immaturity. Which meant he never dated a woman younger than twenty-eight. Patrick told me that. It didn’t make sense to me at all. I knew women twice my age way more immature than me. That ridiculous rule stung.

      Did I mention my youthful crush returned when I started working for Reid and was now growing into full-blown infatuation? It wasn’t just because Reid was tall with the athletic physique of a swimmer, or that he had the most beautiful glimmering dark eyes and wickedly boyish grin. I suspected Reid had much passion and feeling buried beneath his cool, overly controlled facade. For instance, he was loyal and generous to a fault. I wasn’t supposed to know, but my parents were in financial difficulty because of a second mortgage they’d taken on the house and were in danger of losing it. Reid paid off their debt. No questions asked.

      I could only imagine how much of a hit that was to Dad’s pride. Reid would have handled it delicately, though. I’d seen him handle businessmen with a deft touch, and he loved my dad, so I couldn’t imagine him not handling him with care.

      Then there were the many charities I knew he donated to. Anytime I tried to ask him about them, he just blew me off. But I worked for him. I saw the good he did without wanting accolades.

      And all his staff were competitively paid. If one among them had a personal problem that interfered with their duties, Reid had instructed Nicola, our Human Resource manager, to create a supportive environment for them and to put measures in place to help.

      His staff were a priority.

      When I mentioned this, he replied, “Happy staff are productive staff. Productive staff bring in more sales.”

      All that was true, but I still thought he was a big softie, really.

      For the last six months, I’d seen Reid with two women up close and personal. The first was Anushka. She and Reid had been dating for three months before I appeared. His PA before me was a lovely older lady called Janet. She’d retired.

      Anushka was unhappy that Reid’s new PA was a twenty-three-year-old, not entirely unattractive (I hoped) woman. Again, Patrick filled me in on that. After about two months of me working for Reid, Anushka grew increasingly paranoid. At her jealous insistence that Reid fire me, he fired Anushka instead.

      Emmy appeared on the scene about a month later.

      And she was the worst.

      While I truly got the sense Anushka had genuine feelings for Reid, all Emmy saw was Reid’s success and what his money could do for her. Patrick told me (if you hadn’t already guessed, my big brother was a bloody gossip) that Reid had to stop at his mum’s house in Dalkeith one night while Emmy was with him. Despite Reid wanting to buy his mum a nice house somewhere else, she didn’t want to leave. Instead, he paid off her mortgage, the darling man.

      Anyway, back to the story. So Reid goes to Annie’s to drop off the new phone he’d insisted on buying her when her old one broke, and Emmy had stayed in his car, dramatically terrified to get out, as if Dalkeith were the ghetto. While the estate we grew up in was a little run-down and very working class, the insinuation that it was dangerous was insulting.

      Patrick had been pissed when Reid told him Emmy had said “he was never to bring her back to that dump again.” Reid had shrugged it off. When I asked Patrick why, he said Reid wasn’t serious about her. He was only interested in their sexual relationship, so there was no point getting upset about her attitude.

      I got upset.

      Mostly at the reminder that the snooty cow got to have sex with Reid.

      Reid who looked after his body with the same careful discipline he brought to all areas of his life. There was a staff gym on the top floor that Reid used first thing in the morning, every morning.

      I’d once found him in there, shirtless.

      The image was BURNED on my brain.

      “I don’t care how many men would die to have you in their bed,” Reid said to Emmy. “Go find one of them.”

      “What?” Emmy screeched.

      I winced.

      There was a moment of silence and then, “I called you in here to discuss the charges on my store tab. I’m not a man you can use like this, Emmy.”

      “Use you? I’m using you,” she said indignantly. “As if you aren’t using me. Reid, I’m at your bloody beck and call. You do realize that’s not how normal relationships work? They’re about give and take. Outside of the bedroom, you’re all about take. Surely, a little compensation for being one step up from an escort isn’t a lot to ask.”

      “An escort?” he replied coolly.

      I knew that tone. If Reid hadn’t been happy before, he really wasn’t happy now.

      “Yes, an escort. And I’m worth more than that. You think you can break up with me? I’m breaking up with you.” Footsteps moved toward the door, and I skittered quickly back to my desk, staring at my computer like I hadn’t been eavesdropping.

      The door to Reid’s office opened, and I heard Emmy say, “You’re an unfeeling bastard, Reid, and you’re going to die alone for it.”

      I tried not to let my jaw drop in shock at her awful snipe.

      She stepped out into the hall, closing the door behind her with a little slam. She cut me a dirty look and strolled away.

      “Good riddance,” I called out to her as if I were calling a cheery “good day.”

      Emmy glanced over her shoulder, pausing. “Excuse me?”

      “Go-od. Rid-dance,” I drawled.

      “Screw you,” she huffed and marched away.

      “No thanks,” I muttered to the screen. “Can’t afford you, babe.”

      A snort sounded from the doorway, and I looked up to find Reid leaning on the door frame of his office.

      I grimaced. “Sorry. Not professional, I know.”

      “No. But funny.”

      I smiled sympathetically. “She’s wrong, you know.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “About?”

      “You’re not an unfeeling bastard who is going to die alone.”

      Reid’s expression closed down. “Has Butler called?”

      I knew by the very fact that he didn’t want to talk about what Emmy had said meant she’d drawn blood. Hating that she’d wounded him, I suggested, “Why don’t you finish up early? I can handle everything here.”

      “I’m fine. Let me know when Butler calls. If he doesn’t call by three o’clock, you call his assistant.” He disappeared back into his office before I could reply.

      Hours later, once the store was closed at seven and the staff had all gone home, except for the night maintenance crew and security, I knocked on Reid’s office door.

      In my hand was the bottle of eighteen-year-old Macallan I’d bought from our small whisky department with my staff discount. Grabbing two glasses from the staff room, I approached Reid.

      The man didn’t seem to have anyone to talk to except Patrick, and sometimes guys couldn’t say the things they wanted to say to each other. Especially two proud Scots who thought it only appropriate to cry at football, funerals, or at the death of a beloved family pet.

      “Come in.”

      I stepped into the office, using my arse to close the door behind me. Reid raised an eyebrow at my entrance as I held up the items in my hands. “Thought you might need this.”

      I expected him to reject the idea and tell me to go home. Instead, he exhaled heavily and pushed away from his desk. He gestured to the sofa and coffee table at the back of the small room, and I made my way over to it. Ignoring the flutter in my belly and the slight increase of my pulse, I placed the glasses on the coffee table and opened the whisky as Reid approached.

      The rich, spicy scent of his cologne caused a flush across my skin as he settled onto one end of the sofa and relaxed back into it. I handed him a tumbler of whisky, and he muttered his thanks before taking a sip. I tried to ignore the movement of his strong throat as he swallowed. And the way his fingers clasped the glass. He had gorgeous hands. Masculine but graceful. Big knuckles. And his forearms. Gosh, he had lovely forearms with thick veins and sun-kissed skin and only a dusting of hair across the top. I’d never noticed so much about a man before, but Reid’s hands and forearms totally turned me on.

      Okay, everything about him turned me on.

      He had cut cheekbones, a square jaw, and a wicked grin. Reid would almost be too perfect, but thankfully, he wasn’t. He’d broken his nose playing rugby when he was fourteen, and it had healed slightly crooked. Somehow, this just made him rugged and sexier.

      Damn him.

      Taking hold of my glass, I sat at the other end of the sofa. It was a small two-seater, so we weren’t exactly miles apart. Studying him as I sipped my drink, I enjoyed the smooth warmth of the alcohol as it slid down my throat. Reid possessed a strained weariness to his features that made me want to touch him. Comfort him.

      His eyes slid toward me, and I held my breath at his study. “I didn’t know you drank whisky.”

      I nodded. “Got a taste for the stuff when I was at uni.”

      Reid smirked. “Most students have less expensive tastes.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      He didn’t respond, just leaned forward, elbows to his knees, glass cradled between his palms. His expression turned contemplative as he stared into the golden-amber liquid.

      Though it was unpleasant to think about him brooding over another woman, as his wannabe friend, I had to ask, “Did you have strong feelings for her?”

      Reid raised his eyebrows as he looked at me. “Emmy?”

      I nodded.

      He shook his head. “Less than I should have.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Instead of answering, he threw back the entire glass and reached for the bottle to refill it.

      “You can talk to me, you know. If you need to.”

      “You’re my employee,” he reminded me. “I shouldn’t even be having a casual whisky with you.”

      I scoffed. “Reid, you’ve known me forever.”

      “Another reason not to talk about this with you. Your brother is my best friend. And he’s a fucking gossip.” He threw me a quick grin.

      Chuckling, I nodded. “Too true. But unlike Patrick, I am a vault.”

      Settling back against the sofa, Reid took another sip and murmured, “There’s nothing to say.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.” I’d grown to know Reid very well over the last six months, and he always seemed to have this never-ending source of energy. But lately, he’d seemed … restless.

      And today he just seemed exhausted.

      “Do you miss Anushka?” I prodded.

      Reid shook his head, his dark eyes troubled. “Not as much as I should. It never seems to be as much as I should. That’s the problem.” He smirked unhappily. “You promise our conversation does not leave this office?”

      “Of course.”

      “I always …” he sighed as if frustrated with himself as he scrubbed a hand over the dark hair he styled short. “It was just Mum and me growing up, you know. I always thought that once the success came, everything else would fall into place. Wife, kids.”

      Surprise and longing burned through me.

      Reid always came across as the perennial bachelor. I’d never have guessed he had plans to be a family man.

      Apparently, I didn’t know him as well as I’d thought.

      “I wanted what me and Mum never had. I wanted to give her a family. A daughter-in-law. Grandchildren. But I keep fucking up.”

      “How do you keep fucking up?”

      “I never make time to do it right with a woman. The store always comes first. What kind of family man would I make? A pretty shitty one. I’d end up turning my wife into my mum, essentially leaving her to raise our children on her own.”

      I considered this a moment, sorry for the bitter self-recrimination I heard in Reid’s tone. I understood then that he felt he’d failed. In all his success, in this one aspect of life, he felt he was failing. “Reid, have you ever considered that you just haven’t met the right woman?”

      “Emmy doesn’t count, but I’ve been with a lot of good women over the years.”

      “A good woman doesn’t equal the right woman.”

      “You mean like a soul mate?” He scoffed. “I don’t believe in that, Evan.”

      I made a noise of irritation. “I’m not talking about soul mates. I’m talking about the person who feels like they … fit. The person who drives you wild.” Considering how controlled Reid was in everything he did, I asked (and hoped for a negatory answer), “Haven’t you ever been infatuated with a woman?”

      “I’ve dated plenty of attractive women.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” I chugged my whisky and leaned over to refill it, trying not to roll my eyes at his cluelessness. “Haven’t you ever met a woman who made you lose your common sense? Who made your skin hot and your blood pump and everything else but kissing her, touching her, ceased to matter?” I blushed a little, imagining being said woman.

      Reid tensed, gazing at me speculatively. “Have you ever met a guy who did that for you?”

      I thought about Luca and lowered my gaze, feeling the old hurt still after all this time. “Once.”

      “Who?” he demanded.

      Wondering at his sudden glower and the reason behind it, I took a slow sip, knowing my lack of rush to respond would irritate him. Reid liked everyone to give him the answers to his questions with speed and efficiency.

      “Evan?” He leaned toward me. “Who? Does Pat know about this guy?”

      “I asked first.”

      “What?”

      “I asked you first if you’d ever met a woman who made you feel that way.”

      “No,” he bit out. “Your turn.”

      I shouldn’t have felt pleased by his response, but I really did. In fact, it elated me. So much so, I had to hide my smile in another sip of my drink.

      “Are you deliberately being irritating?” Reid asked.

      I smirked sadly at him. “No. I just … haven’t spoken about it. To anyone.” Not even to my best friend, Cass. She’d asked. But I’d been too raw about the whole thing for a long time. My infatuation with Reid, however, had eased the hurt Luca left behind.

      Concern flashed across Reid’s expression. “Did someone hurt you?”

      “Emotionally, yes. His name was Luca. He was an Italian studying at Edinburgh. I met him in second year. I’d never met anyone like him. Italians are so affectionate and open and charming and passionate. At least he was. We dated for just over a year. I’m pretty sure you knew that.”

      Reid frowned. “I knew you had a boyfriend at uni, but no one said anything about him hurting you.”

      “I told everyone that we broke up because he was going back to Rome.”

      “What really happened?”

      “I let myself get wrapped up in him. He’s one of those guys who makes you feel beautiful because he genuinely finds women in all their forms gorgeous. Too much. But the sex was amazing,” I admitted, unable to look at Reid when I said it. “I think I let my hormones ignore all the warning signs. One day I was in the library and this girl came over, sat down beside me, and told me Luca had been cheating on me with her and had gotten her pregnant. She thought I should know. And when I confronted him, he didn’t deny it. Told me people weren’t meant to be monogamists.” I finally met Reid’s angry gaze. “I argued that if that was how he felt, then he shouldn’t have misled me into believing he loved me and that we were each other’s only one.”

      “I’m sorry. He sounds like a fuckwad.”

      “Oh, it got worse. I shared a flat with four other girls. My best friends. One of them confessed to me after the fact that she and Luca fucked a couple of times behind my back.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Yeah.” I took a long swallow of whisky, remembering the betrayal. I coughed a little and wiped at my lips, placing the glass on the table. “Part of me was terrified I’d never be able to trust people again.”

      “And can you?”

      “Yes,” I answered firmly. “Two people who don’t understand what loyalty entails will not make me bitter or distrustful. Luca wasn’t the right guy for me. I confused lust for love. I never felt truly comfortable around him. Looking back on it, we never talked about anything serious. Anything real. I think the right person is someone who makes you vibrate with awareness.” I grinned, thinking of how much Reid did that to me. “And distracted as hell. But also be the one person you can trust to talk to about anything. To be comfortable enough with to be who you really are, to say how you really feel. You haven’t met her yet, Reid. It doesn’t mean she’s not out there.”

      “Says the twenty-three-year-old who has all the time in the world. I’m not getting any younger, Evan.”

      I snorted. “You’re talking as if you’re ancient. You’re only thirty-five, Reid.”

      “Men have ticking biological clocks, too, you know,” he teased, surprising me.

      “No, they don’t,” I disagreed, laughing. “You have nothing to worry about in that regard. But maybe if you had fewer rules, you’d meet the right woman.”

      His brow furrowed in confusion. “What rules?”

      “Patrick said you have rules,” I explained. “No dating women who’ll nag about your schedule, no dating women who don’t understand the store comes first, and no dating women younger than twenty-eight.” I tried not to emphasize the last.

      “Your brother needs to keep his mouth shut,” Reid muttered.

      “Are they true?”

      He shrugged uncomfortably. “Aye. And clearly, the reason I’m still alone. I need to let them go. Except for the last.” He refused to meet my gaze. “The last is a firm rule.”

      Disappointment burned in my gut along with the whisky. “Why?”

      Still not meeting my gaze, he shrugged again. “I’ve dated younger women. They’re too immature.” He cut me a look. “I was born older than my years, Evan. I don’t want to be with a woman who is disappointed I’m not interested in clubbing or going to music festivals or taking selfies together for social media.”

      Feeling irritated by his assumptions, I griped, “Not all twenty-somethings are into clubbing and music festivals and social media.”

      He raised a querulous eyebrow.

      “They’re not. Some of us have other interests.”

      “Maybe you do,” he conceded. “But I haven’t met many others who do. Plus, I’m not screwing around. Contrary to what people think, I’m looking for someone to start a family with. Women my age are ready for that,” he sighed, closing his eyes as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Not that I can seem to slow down enough for it to matter.”

      “You’ll find her,” I promised him. It’s me, you fool! “One day, you’ll find her, Reid.”

      He opened his eyes, looking at me through a low-lidded gaze. “You think so?”

      His secret longing for a wife and family made my infatuation increase to ovary-exploding levels. I shifted uncomfortably, feeling the blush stain my cheeks.

      All I had to do was slowly but surely prove to my brother’s best friend that I was Mrs. Right. That I was a mature twenty-three-year-old who wanted the same things as him.

      “I know so.” The words came out hoarse with emotion.

      Something in my voice caused Reid to stiffen, and as our eyes held, I felt a thick tension fall between us. I wanted to dive on him. Crush my mouth against his and show him that there was a woman out there who wanted him for his loyalty, his determination, his secret sweetness, and his understanding of what was truly important in life. I wanted to show him that for the right woman, he would loosen the reins on the store to be with her.

      To be with me.

      Something flared in his eyes before his expression shut down. Then he leaned forward and patted my knee. “You’re a sweet kid, Evan. Thanks.” He stood abruptly and strolled across the office to the coat stand in the corner where his suit jacket hung. Shrugging into it, he said, “You get home okay?”

      Deflated, and a little embarrassed, I stood up, too, at the subtle rejection and hint for me to leave. “Oh, of course. I’ll see you next week.”

      “Have a good weekend.” He held the door open but wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “Yeah, you too,” I muttered, hurrying to collect my things so I could get the hell out of there.

      “You’re a sweet kid, Evan.”

      Ugh.

      Shot to the damn heart.

      However, hours later, after the mortification left me, determination returned.

      I didn’t imagine that moment on the couch between us.

      And Reid’s response felt a little contrived. Like he was trying to put distance between us.

      Maybe I was a nutter and completely wrong.

      But I had hope that I wasn’t.

      And I had time to prove to Reid that I was a woman. A mature woman.

      The right woman.
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        Mid-November

      

      

      

      I was distracted.

      Evan was distracting me.

      And the level of distraction was irritating.

      We crowded around the small conference room table. Kerry, my events coordinator, my sales and marketing team, and George, my general manager.

      At my side, of course, was Evan, my personal assistant.

      That alone made Evan off-limits.

      The fact that she was my best friend’s wee sister and twelve years my junior made her forbidden.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

      It was the forbidden thing, I told myself.

      That was what was making me hot.

      Not the way her skirt molded to an arse that was surprisingly round and luscious. Or the way her curvy hips accentuated how tiny her waist was. I could probably span it with my hands. I’d watched her sashay ahead of me into the conference room, mesmerized by the exaggerated feminine shape of her. I’d heard Evan complain to her mum about her hips and thighs as if they were a bad thing.

      “If God was going to give me curves, why couldn’t he give me boobs?” I’d overheard her moan to Jen, Pat and Evan’s mother.

      The memory had me flicking a surreptitious look at my PA’s chest before glancing quickly away. Small but perfectly formed breasts strained against the tight fit of her black shirt.

      Why had I never noticed how fucking gorgeously made Evan Munro was until last month?

      Okay, not gonna lie, I’m a man—I noticed her arse around the year she turned eighteen.

      But only in passing, as a man is wont to notice an exceptional arse.

      Now her arse was an obsession.

      Ever since we had that drink in my office, something had changed between us. This tension needed to evaporate because it was playing havoc with me.

      “Haven’t you ever met a woman who made you lose your common sense? Who made your skin hot and your blood pump and everything else but kissing her, touching her, ceased to matter?”

      Not until now.

      It was like her question had created a monster between us.

      Evan took a sip of coffee from the mug she’d brought from home. It had arrows pointing upward and beneath it the words, “This is what an Awesome Employee looks like.”

      Fuck, she was adorable.

      My eyes drifted to her mouth as she licked the coffee off her lips.

      Everything about Evan, other than her hips and spectacular arse, was delicate and stunning. She had Jen’s doll-like features, large, beautiful, thickly lashed dark eyes, a button nose, and a small but very kissable mouth. Evan’s chin was a little pointed, giving her a mischievous quality that only made me think very bad thoughts.

      “… Mr. Shaw?”

      Realizing my name had been said, I looked blankly over at Kerry. “Sorry?”

      She flicked Evan a strange look before turning back to me.

      I tried not to squirm over my event coordinator’s suspicious gaze.

      “I asked if you were happy for us to post a competition on Instagram for locals to enter to win a chance to watch the Christmas tree being piped in?”

      The Christmas tree at Shaw’s was an event in itself. We had to remove the side door to the building, and a crew of men carried the forty-foot tree into the store’s atrium. It was then erected by the use of pulleys while people rappelled from the ceiling to decorate it in fairy lights. We had a bagpiper pipe in the tree, and I invited staff to watch.

      “Aye, that’s fine,” I replied. “Only two winners and their plus-ones.”

      Kerry opened her mouth to protest. I cut her off. “Part of the magic is customers asking how we get the tree into the store. They prefer the staff’s tall tales to reality.”

      “Reality is pretty impressive, too, Mr. Shaw,” she argued.

      “I said no.”

      “Okay. Two winners and their plus-ones.”

      “Now the sale,” I said, determined to focus on anything but the petite woman at my side who smelled bloody amazing. Three weeks ago, I’d caught Evan in the perfume department mooning over a perfume called Black Opium by YSL. It was one of the more expensive ones, and she bemoaned its price. It irritated me that Evan wouldn’t buy herself the perfume, even with her discount. I’d picked up a box and told Greta, one of the staff in the perfume department, to add it to my tab.

      Evan had looked dumbfounded by the gift.

      Not wanting her to read too much into it, I casually called it a bonus and walked away before she could question me.

      Now she wore the perfume every day. It had a heady, musky scent that made a man want to chase it with his tongue.

      Fuck.

      Patrick would kill me if he ever guessed what ran through my mind when I thought about his wee sister.

      And I’d deserve to die.

      Slowly. Painfully.

      Suddenly, the door to the conference room flew open and a red-faced boy in the store’s uniform stood panting in the doorway. I tried to remember his name and failed.

      “Mr. Shaw.” His eyes were round with panic. “We’ve had to call for an ambulance. Customer down in the men’s department.”

      Shit.

      I stood up, pushing my chair away with force. “George, Evan, with me,” I demanded, hurrying out of the room with my manager and Evan at my back.

      The whole time we stood in the elevator waiting for it to reach the men’s department floor, I wondered what the hell I was going to do. We’d had fainting spells in the store before, but never someone who required an ambulance.

      As it turned out, I didn’t need to do anything.

      Evan pushed past us, striding after the junior staff member who’d alerted us to the situation.

      By the time George and I caught up, Evan was kneeling beside a man perhaps in his late fifties who was sitting on the floor, gray-faced and clammy. A woman of similar age stood to the side with Alan, the men’s department manager, looking ready to pass out with worry.

      Evan placed a reassuring hand on the man’s chest. “What’s your name, sir?” she asked softly.

      “Gerald,” he wheezed out.

      “Hi, Gerald, I’m Evan. Are you experiencing chest pain?”

      He nodded.

      “And breathlessness?”

      He nodded again, wincing.

      “Are you allergic to aspirin?”

      Gerald shook his head.

      “Good.” Evan turned toward George. “Run to the pharmacy as quickly as you can and grab a packet of aspirin and some water. And make sure the side entrance isn’t blocked for the ambulance.”

      My general manager didn’t question her authoritative tone.

      “Are you a medic?” asked the worried woman I suspected was Gerald’s wife.

      “I’m a qualified first aider,” Evan replied.

      How did I not know this? Surely that was something I should know about her, especially as her employer. My entire staff should know who the first aiders in the building were.

      The wife looked near tears. “Will my husband be okay?”

      “He’s doing fine,” Evan evaded, patting Gerald’s arm. “The ambulance will be here soon.”

      “Is he having a heart attack?” The wife began to cry.

      Gerald shot her a concerned, pained look.

      Evan rubbed her hand down Gerald’s arm to soothe him. “I don’t know for sure. But some aspirin should help until the paramedics get here.”

      For a few more minutes, Evan spoke quietly and calmly to the man, and he stared into her eyes, seeming to relax. Not long later, George appeared, breathless and sweating with the goods in hand.

      I watched on from the side as Evan helped Gerald take the aspirin with some water. She did it with that same mature calm and the small, reassuring smile she’d worn since we’d arrived on the scene.

      Minutes later, the paramedics made their way through the department to Gerald. I was completely focused on Evan, who quickly and efficiently relayed the man’s symptoms to the paramedics and told them she’d given him aspirin.

      “Are you a doctor?” one paramedic asked in a tone I didn’t like.

      I stepped forward. “She’s one of my first aiders.”

      The paramedic nodded. “Fine, fine, good. Can you make sure everyone’s out of the way, sir?”

      Evan and I did just that, cutting a path through the store for the paramedics to maneuver with no fuss. Customers watched as we passed, the store brought to a standstill in some departments because of it. It barely registered with me.

      I was completely and fully aware of the small, incredibly capable woman at my side.

      Once the ambulance departed, I turned to Evan, staring into her gorgeous dark eyes and said gruffly, “You were wonderful.”

      She beamed, her smile causing this ache in my chest I didn’t understand. “Thanks. Happy to help him. He should be okay.”

      “You were so calm and in control.”

      It was bloody impressive.

      George appeared, and then Alan and the young boy who’d come running to alert us to the situation. They surrounded Evan, marveling at her handling of the situation and congratulating her.

      The overwhelming urge to snatch her up from the lot came over me.

      “Haven’t you ever been infatuated with a woman?” Her question from weeks ago came back to me.

      My answer then was no.

      But it had changed.

      Evan with her sunny disposition, her kindness, her surprising maturity, the ease with which I could talk to her, had become an obsession. I wanted to possess every inch of her, like a fucking territorial caveman, and I’d never felt that way about a woman.

      It had taken me twenty years to find a woman who filled my thoughts and drove me to distraction.

      And it would have to be my best friend’s little sister.

      It wasn’t the forbidden thing that got me hot.

      She did.

      It was the forbidden thing that made it hurt.

      Because I couldn’t have her.
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        Early December

      

      

      

      It was very difficult to avoid a personal assistant.

      Something about their entire job revolving around personally assisting, I suppose.

      There was no getting away from Evan at work, as much as I tried.

      The woman was driving me to madness.

      Was this love? This insanity?

      Searching for the sound of her voice, the tinkle of her laughter, the smell of her perfume.

      This knot in my gut and the absentmindedness that seemed more appropriate for a teenager than a full-grown man.

      I’d taken to sending Evan home earlier than usual. It had been a bad habit of mine to let her work almost as late as I did, but I’d insisted she leave at the end of her workday. She’d tried to resist, but my snapped demand that she do as she was told halted any further arguing. In fact, she’d started to treat me with a cool distance that was driving me up the wall.

      I should be grateful for it.

      Yet every time she smiled at another staff member or laughed on the phone with someone, it made me miss the ease between us all the more.

      It was for the best, I kept telling myself.

      My eyes flicked to the wall clock, and I wasn’t surprised to discover it was past eleven o’clock. I’d been working later once Evan left the office because it was the only time I could fully concentrate.

      Damn the woman.

      My phone buzzed on my desk, Patrick’s name on the screen.

      Guilt suffused me.

      I’d been avoiding Pat, too, ever since I realized how I felt about Evan.

      However, knowing he wouldn’t be calling at this late hour without a reason, I answered, hitting the speaker button.

      “Reid, can you do me a favor, mate?” Pat asked without preamble.

      “Of course.”

      “Evan is on a Christmas night out with the girls. Her friend Cass got blootered. Bad breakup or something. The rest of the girls have buggered off and left Evan to deal with it alone. She phoned me just before her phone died. The taxi drivers won’t take Cass while she’s that smashed. I’m in Aberdeen for work, so I can’t get to her. She’s on George IV Bridge near Frankenstein’s. Will you go get them, mate, and take them back to Evan’s?”

      Shit.

      “Of course,” I repeated as I stood. “I’m still at the office so I won’t be long.”

      “Great, thanks. Also, get a fucking life and stop burning the midnight oil.” Pat hung up.

      Worry quickly propelled me out of Shaw’s. I hated the thought of Evan stranded on a busy thoroughfare where drunk bastards might try to take advantage of her while she was looking after a friend. But there was a part of me dreading seeing her again.

      I’d parked two streets back from the store on George Street. The icy December wind bit at my nose and cheeks as I hurried toward the vehicle past crowds of revelers enjoying Friday-night barhopping. Some, like Evan, might even be on their Christmas night out with friends or work colleagues. Every weekend running up to Christmas would see the city filled with women wearing short dresses and high heels, some carrying their coats because alcohol made them feel impervious to the winter chill.

      Right now, Evan was one of those women out in the windy city, probably inappropriately dressed for the weather. It surprised me for more than one reason to get the call from Pat. Evan didn’t seem like much of a party animal. She preferred quiet nights out in cocktail bars or at the theatre or restaurants.

      My kind of woman.

      I’d never been the clubbing type.

      Mum said I was born eighty years old.

      Too old for Evan.

      But are you really? She’s mature for her age, that devil on my shoulder insisted.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, growing impatient as I sat at traffic lights on Princes Street. Princes Street Gardens were brightly lit, most of the trees covered in fairy lights, the Ferris wheel colorful in the night sky.

      Finally, the traffic lights changed, but there were more to contend with on my way to Evan, and it seemed to take an eternity to get to George IV Bridge. Eventually, I drove forward, my eyes searching the pavement filled with men and women dressed to the nines.

      Then, there, not far from Frankenstein’s, I saw Evan crouched near a barely conscious blond propped against the building behind them. I hit my indicator and swung the car beside them, even though it was illegal to park there. I couldn’t give a fuck.

      Hurrying out of the car, I approached Evan, who wore a long wool coat and scarf.

      “Evan.”

      Her head whipped in my direction, and I blinked rapidly at the vision before me.

      She usually wore her dark hair in a no-nonsense ponytail at work. Now it fell in long, silky waves around her face, and she had done something with her makeup that made her look older and more mysterious. Her eyes, which were naturally beautiful, were fucking stunning. Striking.

      “Reid?” Her lips parted in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “Pat called. He’s in Aberdeen.”

      “I know. I thought he’d call Dad.”

      “I’m closer.” I lowered to my haunches beside her, my attention moving to the blond woman. Her eyelids sat heavy and low as she peered up at me, expression slack and pale. “How is she?”

      “Cass has thrown up twice. I’ve given her as much water as she’ll take.” Evan shook a half-filled bottle, her expression strained with worry. “None of the damn taxi drivers would take her in this mess. They said I needed to phone an ambulance. But she’s just wasted.”

      I nodded and stood, only to bend down and haul her friend up into my arms. She was dressed in an oversized faux fur jacket that shifted with the movement, blinding me. Evan yanked the jacket down into place so I could see where I was going. Cass drunkenly looped her arms around my neck while I gazed down at Evan.

      “Get the back-passenger door of the car,” I directed.

      She threw me a look of pure hero worship before rushing across the pavement to my vehicle.

      Lowering Cass into the back seat took a little more finesse than one might think. We ignored drunken shouts from young men walking past and eventually slid Cass along the back bench.

      “What if she throws up in your car?” Evan asked, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth.

      “It’ll clean.”

      “It’s a Jaguar.”

      “It’ll clean,” I repeated. “Get in before you freeze.”

      “I’m wearing a coat,” she muttered, but hurried to jump into the passenger seat.

      It was only when we drove away that I relaxed.

      “It was great of you to pick us up. I never let my phone die when I’m going anywhere, but some stupid app must have been running on it, eating up my battery.”

      I shot her a quick look. “What happened tonight?”

      “Cass broke up with her boyfriend. They’ve been together three years. He took a job in London, and Cass didn’t want to move there, so she ended things. Some girls we went to uni with decided she needed a Christmas night out. They bought her shots and she kept flinging them back. Within an hour, she was blootered.” Evan’s tone was angry. “Then the lot of them left me. Said they were going clubbing and I could either put Cass in a cab home and come with them, or deal with her.”

      “Very nice.”

      “Aye, bloody charming.” Evan glanced over her shoulder at Cass. “She’ll be okay. Though it’ll be one helluva hangover in the morning.”

      “Why didn’t you just go with them?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

      “One: She’s my best friend and I’m worried about her. I want to stay with her to make sure she doesn’t choke on her own vomit. And two: The thought of being squished onto a crowded dance floor while strange men try to press up against me isn’t my idea of a good time, believe it or not. I’ve been told on more than one occasion that I’m, and I quote, ‘a boring old fart.’” Her tone was only slightly amused. There was a hint of hurt there.

      “Who said that?”

      “Friends. A guy I started dating not long after Luca. It didn’t last long. He just wanted to go out on the lash every weekend, preferably without me.”

      “You’re not boring just because getting pissed isn’t your idea of fun,” I replied dryly.

      Who were these fuckers she was friends with?

      “You’re just saying that because you’re thirty-five and past all that.”

      I frowned at the reminder of our age difference. “I was never really about that, even at your age. Pat, the lads and I, did our fair share of drinking when we were students, but clubbing was not my thing. We’d go to a pub or hang out at the dorms.”

      “How did you pick up girls, then?” she asked cheekily.

      I threw her a cocky grin. “Before, sometimes during, and after classes. At the student union bar. The library—”

      “Okay, okay, okay.” She held up a hand. “You got laid a lot at uni. Very good.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tease her and ask her if she was jealous. I quelled the instinct.

      There was a frown in Evan’s voice when she asked, “Why are we going the wrong way?”

      “My place is closer. We can take care of Cass. There’s room for you both to crash there.”

      “Won’t we be intruding?”

      “Why would you be intruding?”

      “Well, I’ve never been to your place before. I assumed it was because you’re so private.”

      I was a private man, but not so much I didn’t want Evan to see my space.

      Whatever thoughts I had about putting distance between us had flown out the window as soon as I had her in proximity. I wanted to talk with her. Be near her.

      It didn’t take long to pull up to my apartment building in Newhaven. I lived in one of the penthouse apartments and had a fantastic view over the Firth of Forth estuary.

      Parked in my private spot, I got out and rounded the car to get Cass. She mumbled in my arms as Evan took my keys and led the way. The reception was closed at this time of night, so all was quiet as we made our way through the lobby and onto the elevator.

      “Thanks again for this,” Evan said as the lift climbed upward. She stared up at me with adoring, big dark eyes. I wanted to ask her how she planned on repaying me, making it clear by my tone that I’d prefer sexual favors.

      I stifled that urge too.

      We got Cass into my flat. The main living space was large and open plan with a bank of windows that overlooked the water. Together we got Cass onto one end of the oversized sectional in the middle of the sitting area.

      “I’ll get water.” I turned, shrugging out of my jacket and placing it over a bar stool at my island. I collected water for Evan and Cass from my fridge.

      When I returned to the ladies, Cass was out cold, her face pressed to the back of the sectional. Evan had removed her own coat and scarf and stood from sitting at Cass’s hip.

      My eyes lowered, and I felt my hot blood travel south.

      I’d never seen Evan wear anything so daring.

      But then I guessed I didn’t know everything about her.

      The red velvet dress was perfect to celebrate Christmas. But it wasn’t the kind of dress she could wear at her family Christmas get-together, that was for damn sure. The dress had long sleeves, but that was where any demureness ended. It had an exaggerated V-neck that Evan might have assumed wasn’t overtly sexy because she was so small breasted. She’d be wrong. The hemline hit her mid-thigh, and the velvet clasped tightly to the curves of her hips. For such a small woman, she had great fucking legs. Strong thighs, shapely calves, slim ankles.

      All lengthened by sexy, gold strappy heels.

      “You look amazing,” I blurted out without thought, dazedly handing her a bottle of water.

      Evan’s eyes widened a little at the compliment. “Uh, thanks.”

      I had to drag my fucking eyes off her hips. Trying to focus on Cass, I said, “She seems okay.” I placed the bottle of water on the coffee table near her.

      “Aye, she’ll be fine,” Evan muttered. “Thanks again.” She looked around the room, her gaze stopping on the bank of windows. “Your place is fantastic.”

      I was pretty pleased with my flat. I was glad she liked it. “Thanks.”

      She turned to me and teased, “Pity you don’t spend more time here.”

      If I had you in my bed, I might.

      Thankfully, I didn’t say that out loud, but I might as well have for the thick sexual tension that sprung between us as we gazed into each other’s eyes.

      “Tea,” I blurted.

      Evan blinked in confusion. “Huh?”

      “Do you want a cup of tea?”

      “Oh. Yeah, sure.”

      Grateful to have something to do, I busied myself in the kitchen.

      Unfortunately, when I returned, Evan was sitting on the opposite arm of the sectional to Cass, the coffee table between her and her unconscious friend whose soft snores now filled the room. That wasn’t the unfortunate part.

      The unfortunate part was that sitting down caused the velvet dress to strain across her thighs and shift upward, revealing more of her olive-skinned legs.

      She wasn’t wearing any tights.

      Fuck.

      Even though it was toying with disaster, I sat down close beside her, inhaling the perfume I’d bought her. Feeling territorial, I couldn’t meet her eyes as I handed her a hot mug.

      “Were you at work when Patrick called?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      Silence fell between us. Usually our silence was comfortable.

      Not now. The air crackled.

      I wasn’t even shocked when Evan said bluntly, “Did I do something?”

      I forced myself to meet her gaze. “What?”

      She wrinkled her nose in consternation. I wanted to press a kiss to the tip. “You’ve been aloof with me lately. Even a little irritable.”

      Hearing the sadness in her tone, I cursed myself for being such a bastard. “It’s not anything you’ve done. It’s me. I’m sorry.”

      “Has something happened? Can I help?”

      For a moment, I couldn’t speak. The overwhelming need to pull her into my arms and tell her just holding her would do the trick was intense. And hard to fight. I felt huge next to her on that couch. She’d be light and fragile in my arms. Except for those luscious thighs. I could almost imagine them gripping my hips as I thrust up into her as she straddled me.

      God, she’d be small and tight.

      Would she even be able to take me?

      Feeling myself grow hard and almost dizzy at the thought, I stood abruptly and wandered over to the window. Willing the heat out of my body before I lost control, I sipped at my tea and tried to think of things that disturbed me. Like the time Pat and I walked in on Pat and Evan’s parents fucking in the kitchen when we were twelve.

      We were supposed to be staying at my house that night and had surprised them.

      Scarred for life.

      All four of us.

      “Reid.” Evan sidled up next to me, her perfume driving me nuts.

      She was driving me nuts.

      This was ridiculous.

      I was seconds from grabbing her up in my arms and taking her into the bedroom.

      “How’s Pat doing?” I asked, trying to distract myself.

      If the subject change confused her, she didn’t say anything. “Haven’t you two spoken recently?”

      “I’ve been busy. I keep meaning to call …”

      “He’s fine. In Aberdeen for a medical conference. And trying to decide whether he should give in to his attraction for a receptionist at his practice. He thinks it might be unprofessional to start something with her.”

      Way too close to the bone. I turned away, heading into the kitchen to put my mug in the sink. Taking a few deep breaths, I moved back into the sitting room to find her still standing at the window.

      Her back was to me as she stared out at the dark water. Light from across the firth spilled over its inky ripples.

      Evan turned her head ever so slightly, as if she sensed me staring.

      And something about the loneliness I saw within her broke me.

      I crossed the distance between us, drawing to a halt as the back of her head touched my upper chest.

      I heard her quick inhale, and my dick hardened.

      “Evan,” I exhaled, shaky with need as I touched her arms, my hands coasting up the soft velvet of her dress.

      I could see over the top of her head, see her chest rising and falling with shallow breaths.

      Her cheeks flushed, her lids lowered, her lips parted on little pants of excitement.

      My fingers slipped under the fabric at her left shoulder, and I pushed it down her arm until the neckline gave way and one small, beautiful breast popped free.

      Her large, rosy nipple tightened in the cool air of the apartment.

      “Jesus Christ,” I murmured, in awe, desperate to taste her.

      Instead, I cupped her breast in my large hand, engulfing it, kneading it, my thumb plucking at her nipple. My other hand settled on her hip, squeezing it, caressing it, learning the shape of her. I buried my head in her neck, kissing her soft skin, my tongue tracing the scent of her perfume as I rolled my hips against the top of her arse. I wanted her to feel how hard she made me.

      A moan drifted out of her. “Reid.” Her hands settled on my outer thighs, and she undulated her arse against my dick.

      It was like a switch going off.

      Lust covered my mind in a haze.

      Whirling her around in my arms, I hoisted her into them, bringing her mouth to mine. She wrapped her legs around my waist as my lips and tongue devoured her. Feeling my way there, I carried her to the opposite end of the sofa. Laying her down, I covered her with my body, my kiss hungry and punishing.

      She tasted like everything I’d ever wanted.

      I needed inside her.

      “Fuck, Evan.” I broke the kiss to pull at her dress, freeing her other breast. “I need to see every inch of you.” I pushed up the hem of her skirt to find her underwear. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. I’ve never wanted to be inside a woman more.”

      “Oh my God,” she panted, her eyes gleaming with desire and something far more dangerous to my heart. “You keep talking like that, and I’m going to come.”

      “You keep talking like that and I’m going to come.” My fingers brushed her sex, feeling how wet she was. “Oh, fuck, Ev. I can’t wait. I’ve waited too long.” I fumbled for the buttons and zipper on my suit trousers, desperate to drive my dick deep inside her.

      “Urggh, urggh.” The loud, pained moans were like a bucket of ice water over me.

      My eyes flew to the other side of the room.

      Cass.

      Fuck.

      I’d forgotten she was even in the room.

      Looking back at Evan, I saw her shock, too, and she quickly fumbled to cover herself.

      Evan Munro was hurrying to cover herself because I had just mauled her.

      Pushing off her, reality crashed back down.

      I had nearly fucked my PA.

      My best friend’s wee sister.

      Patrick would kill me if he found out about this.

      Shaking from my complete loss of control, I climbed off her and marched across the room to get away from her. Running my hand through my hair, I tried to get a handle on my emotions.

      Everything I prided myself on—self-control, honor, loyalty—was being compromised because of my feelings for this woman.

      It couldn’t go on. I’d end up losing who I was to her.

      “Reid?”

      I squeezed my eyes closed at the uncertainty in Evan’s voice.

      Then I turned to her, my chest aching, my gut in a knot as I realized what I had to do. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

      She looked crestfallen.

      Rejected.

      And I fucking hated myself for it.

      “You’re Pat’s little sister,” I reminded her.

      “It’s none of his business.”

      I scoffed. “Evan, come on. I can’t jeopardize my friendship with him and your parents.”

      Her expression darkened. “That would be true if this was only about sex.”

      Tell her it’s not.

      Tell her the truth.

      But I knew if I did, it would only make it worse for both of us. “You’re too young for me,” I lied.

      “I see.” Her voice was brittle.

      “We just need to pretend like it didn’t happen.”

      “I can’t pretend. I’m going to make some calls over the weekend. I’ll find somewhere else to work.”

      The air in my apartment turned icy with my displeasure. “Very well.”

      Evan crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself.

      It took what little self-control I had left not to cross the room and embrace her.

      “There’s a guest room, if you’d like to sleep in there.” I was coolly polite.

      “No, thank you. I’ll stay out here and keep an eye on Cass.”

      So I hid away like a coward in my bedroom.

      When I woke up early the next morning, Evan and her friend were gone.

      And I felt truly alone for the first time in thirty-five years.
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      One week later

      

      If the distance between Evan and me had bothered me before I’d pawed her in my apartment like an adolescent boy incapable of controlling himself, it was much worse now.

      Evan had taken to looking right through me, even when we were discussing work.

      I hated it.

      It chafed badly.

      I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and tell her to stop.

      But that would be unfair.

      After all, I was the one who said nothing could happen between us.

      All week, I’d waited anxiously for her to tell me she’d gotten a job elsewhere. As the days went on with no word from her, however, a part of me hoped she’d been bluffing. The masochist in me just wanted Evan near, no matter if she was giving me the cold shoulder.

      A knock sounded at the door, drawing me out of my distracted thoughts and back into my office.

      “Come in.”

      Evan strode in. Her pretty features were smoothed into a perfectly blank expression.

      I tried not to look anywhere else.

      Those pencil skirts she wore drove me mad.

      “Yes?” I sat back in my chair, pretending indifference toward her.

      Evan drew in a breath and then exhaled, betraying her cool countenance. Then she stepped up to my desk and laid down an envelope. “You’ll find a month’s notice in there.”

      My stomach dropped. It took me a moment to speak. Finally, I replied, “You found a job, then?”

      She nodded, staring directly into my eyes. “You must have mentioned how good I was at my job to Josh Baxter. When he heard I was looking for a position, he hired me as his PA.”

      Josh Baxter?

      Josh fucking Baxter.

      I was going to kill him.

      Swallowing my anger, I had to clench my jaw to stop furious denial from roaring out.

      Josh was two years younger than me. We’d been friends for a few years, meeting as equals in the Scottish business world. He’d opened a gym at the tender age of twenty-six and now had a chain all over the central belt of Scotland. Evan had accompanied me to a charity benefit five months ago when Emmy hadn’t been able to attend. He’d asked after Evan with a look I knew well. He wanted her. I’d explained she was a brilliant PA, Patrick’s wee sister, and completely off-limits to him.

      That absolute fucker.

      Visions of him touching Evan exploded through my brain, and I reeled back from my chair. “No.” I stood up.

      Her lips parted in shock. “Excuse me?”

      I knew I was being a controlling dick, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I said no. Find another job. One not with a known womanizer.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and raised an eyebrow. “I think not.”

      “Evan …” I practically growled her name in warning.

      “I’ll finish up to Christmas and start with Baxter in the new year. End of discussion.” Evan turned and marched with that alluring swing of her hips toward the door.

      Heat pumped through me as I imagined chasing her across the room, pressing her against my door, my straining dick thrusting against that impressive arse of hers.

      And I knew Josh Baxter would inevitably want her too.

      The thought filled me with a horrific feeling. My throat was closing with it, my heart racing too hard. A knot tightened in my gut.

      It was jealousy, I realized.

      An emotion I was not familiar with.

      But Evan slammed out of my office before I could protest any further.

      A huge part of me wanted to follow her out and demand that she find another position elsewhere. Or better fucking yet, stay!

      I didn’t want to become someone I wasn’t just because I was jealous. That thought stayed me.

      Not wanting Evan to hate me any more than I feared she already did, I slumped in my chair.

      Missing her already.
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        EVAN

        Mid-December

      

      

      

      As soon as Belle and her father walked away with gift in hand, Reid was there. He strode up onto the platform where Santa sat and bent down to whisper something in Santa Gary’s ear.

      Whatever it was, it had Gary blanching beneath his fake white beard.

      “Hey, mate.” Gary pulled away from Reid, his words just loud enough for me to hear. “No harm meant, aye.”

      Reid cut him a dark look before turning it on me.

      I bristled at his displeasure as his gaze raked down my body and back up again. “They needed an elf,” I whispered.

      Suddenly he was before me, his chest almost touching me. “And you thought it would be a good idea for my PA to dress up in a ridiculous costume? Why couldn’t someone else do it?”

      “You’re making a scene,” I said through gritted teeth as I beamed up at him. “The kids are waiting to meet Santa.”

      He flicked a look over my shoulder, and his scowl eased. When his gaze returned to mine, he said, “As soon as you’re on break, I want you in my office.”

      Irritated that he was being so uptight about the whole thing, I gave him a brief nod and then whirled to face the line of kids again. As I talked with a shy little boy, I eventually felt the heat of Reid’s stare disappear. When I turned around toward Santa, my boss was, thankfully, gone.
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      “Is it true Mr. Shaw is unhappy about this?” Kerry hurried toward me as I walked through the atrium in my costume, drawing stares from customers.

      As promised, I was on my way to deal with Reid during my break. I waved Kerry off as she walked along with me. “It’s fine. I should have asked him before I agreed to do it. He obviously needed me for something and is annoyed I wasn’t there for him. Which is fair enough.”

      “Oh, God, I feel awful for getting you in trouble.”

      I shrugged. “How much trouble can I really get into? I’m leaving, remember?”

      “Right.” Kerry frowned. The announcement I was leaving had confused most of the staff. When asked why I was moving on, I lied and said I needed a new challenge. I knew they weren’t buying it. Who needed a new challenge after only working in a job for nine months?

      Oh, well.

      Let them gossip.

      I left Kerry standing in the beauty department and made my way to the elevators. Swiping my ID card across the screen below the buttons for the customer areas, I unlocked the staff floor buttons. With a shaking hand, I pressed for the top.

      Why I was so nervous, I had no idea.

      I couldn’t possibly still care what Reid thought of me.

      Yes, I could.

      Ugh!

      By the time I reached his office, my heart hammered against my rib cage. I knocked softly.

      “Come in.”

      My belly fluttered at the sound of his voice.

      Damn him.

      I stepped inside and found him walking around his desk to lean against it. He crossed his arms over his chest and his right ankle over his left.

      His dark eyes gleamed with something that could have been anger or lust. Maybe even both.

      That look made my palms sweat.

      Reid’s gaze lowered down my body and back up again.

      I shifted uncomfortably, feeling a deep, low, needful tug in my belly.

      While earlier he’d called the costume ridiculous, I got the distinct feeling he was imagining ripping it off me.

      Oh, boy.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      His eyes returned to mine. “Didn’t you think it appropriate to ask first before you played Santa’s Little Helper for the day?”

      “Probably. But we had paying customers waiting to meet Santa. They needed me.”

      “I needed you. We were supposed to go over the applications for your replacement today.”

      My replacement.

      I hated how much that word stung.

      “I assumed you could do that on your own.”

      “You assume too much.” Reid abruptly pushed up off the desk and strode toward me.

      I braced myself, my breathing shallow.

      The air between us crackled. Reid’s eyes held a dark intent.

      To my confusion, he brushed past me. I glanced over my shoulder, wondering where he was going.

      He looked back at me as he stopped at the door and then very deliberately locked it.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Reid?” I could barely hear over the rushing of blood in my ears. The damn elf costume was suddenly way too hot. The stockings chafed.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Reid said.

      “What doesn’t?”

      “The applications. I’ve already chosen your replacement.”

      That damn hurt shoved its way through, confusing me all the more. Why was he saying that when he looked like he was ready to devour me?

      “Oh?” I frowned.

      He nodded and prowled across the room. I sucked in a breath as he cupped my hips in his hands and pushed me backward. I stumbled a little at first but then dazedly allowed him to move me across the room, my silly elf shoes jingling all the way.

      Until my arse hit his desk.

      I was panting now at the unadulterated desire in his eyes.

      “I’ve decided to replace Evan Munro with Santa’s Little Helper.” He smirked, bending his head toward mine.

      Wait!

      What was happening here?

      Yanking myself out of the sexual fog he so easily cast over me, I pushed against his chest, stopping his descent. His brow furrowed, his eyes questioning.

      “Don’t,” I said, almost pleading and hating myself for it. “I can’t be just a casual fuck to you.”

      Reid’s expression hardened with anger. He wrapped his hand around my nape, a possessive, territorial, claiming gesture that secretly thrilled me. “Is that what you think of me?”

      Trying, and failing, to control my breathing, I whispered, “You said I was too young. That we couldn’t because of Patrick.”

      “I was a damn fool,” he said hoarsely, his lips almost brushing mine. “I can’t let you go. I can’t stop thinking about you.” His gaze moved from my mouth to meet my eyes, and his grip on my nape tightened. “You’re all I think about, Evan. You’ve driven me to goddamn distraction. If I don’t get inside you soon, I’m going to lose my mind.”

      “But—”

      “It’s not just sex,” he cut me off. “You’re in my blood. I’ve never felt this way about anyone.”

      Just like that, all my defenses crumbled.

      Exultation gleamed in Reid’s eyes as he read my expression. He massaged my nape, sending shivers down my spine. His lips brushed mine, and he commanded, “Spread your legs, Ev.”

      I made a sound from the back of my throat as arousal flushed through me, and I slowly spread my legs.

      Just like that, whatever control Reid had snapped. He crushed his mouth down on mine, his kiss voracious, his tongue exploring, chasing mine. It was the deepest, dirtiest fucking kiss of my life, and I loved it.

      I clung to his waist, trying to draw him closer, to feel him between my legs.

      As we kissed, he reached beneath my petticoat and tore at the stockings. I broke away, panting, “My costume!”

      “The costume is indecent,” he replied, nipping at my lips, trying to pull me back into the kiss as he yanked the tights down my thighs.

      “It’s the demurest elf costume ever!”

      Reid pulled back, scowling. “Every time you bend over that fucking Christmas tree, your skirt flies up. Every father in that line got a view of your spectacular arse, and Santa wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding how much he was enjoying himself.”

      “This costume is ridiculous,” I argued.

      “Yes, and yet somehow I’ve been fighting a hard-on since I first saw you in it.” Reid reached down and pulled off my elf shoes. My tights followed.

      “Reid!” I braced my hands on his shoulders for balance.

      “Please tell me you’re wet,” he practically begged as he coasted his hands along my thighs and curled his finger beneath my underwear.

      “I’m always wet for you,” I whispered, almost mournfully.

      Whatever he heard in my tone stopped him. He cupped my face with his other hand, his thumb brushing my mouth. “How long?”

      I knew what he was asking.

      “Since I was fourteen,” I admitted, knowing there was no point hiding it now. I’d loved him in some way or another since I was a kid.

      His expression was so tender, if I could have melted any more, I would have been a puddle of feels at his feet. “Patrick is going to kill me,” he replied hoarsely.

      I stiffened.

      Reid shook his head. “But you’re worth it, Ev.”

      Just like that, I couldn’t wait. I needed him. Now.

      I told him as much, fumbling at the slim leather belt looped through his black suit pants.

      We were frantic, hot skin and searching hands. Reid took over releasing himself, while I shimmied out of my underwear and kicked them across the room.

      Then he was there, revealed to me.

      Hot, hard, and thick.

      Watching him roll a condom over his length was the sexiest show on earth.

      “Oh my God.” My inner muscles squeezed as if they could already feel him.

      “I wanted you naked and bare to me the first time we did this … but I just can’t fucking wait to be inside you.” Reid pulled me across the desk to meet him, one hand clasping my nape again, the other gripping my hip beneath my skirts.

      I gasped against his mouth as he prodded between my legs.

      He thrust at the same time he kissed me.

      Pleasure-pain exploded in a cascade of shivers down my spine and the back of my legs, tingling all the way to my toes. I was small; he was thick.

      It was a tight fit.

      Slipping my hands over his rock-hard arse, I wrapped my legs around his hips. He glided out of me and pumped back in. The slight burn eased, and all I felt was the overwhelming, amazing fullness of him moving inside me. I reveled at the feel of his muscles shifting beneath my hands, and I dug my fingers into his cheeks, begging for more.

      “Harder!” I broke our kiss to pant.

      Reid lifted his head. Our eyes locked as he moved his hand from my nape to my other hip so he could steady me.

      Then he fucked me in earnest.

      I had to let go of him to hold on to the desk.

      Biting back my cries of pleasure, I held Reid’s eyes the whole time he drove into me. His expression was fierce with need, his eyes glittering under the light, teeth slightly bared as he took his pleasure from me.

      Surprise flickered over his face. “I’m … I’m going to come. Fuck.” He slipped a hand between my legs and rolled his thumb over my clit.

      “Oh God, oh fuck, oh God.” My head fell back on my shoulders as that tight, winding tension building inside reached the heavens.

      And shattered with the bliss of it all.

      I cried out, forgetting where we were as my inner muscles rippled around Reid in voluptuous tugs.

      His eyes widened with the sensation. “Evan!”

      My body was still pulsing with release as he throbbed inside me, his hips shuddering against mine as he climaxed.

      I reached for him, kissing him through the last of it, desperate kisses that turned languid and luxurious as our orgasms eased.

      Finally, Reid lifted his head to cup my face in his hands. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      I grinned and agreed, “Yeah.”

      “It’s not enough,” he groaned, peppering sweet kisses down my chin and throat. “I need you again.”

      As much as I didn’t want to remind him, I whispered, “I have to get back to the grotto.”

      With a heavy sigh, Reid nodded and reluctantly eased out of me.

      I winced a little.

      “You okay?” He frowned.

      “More than,” I promised him.

      His eyes roamed my face. “No regrets?”

      “No regrets.”

      “You’re not leaving me.”

      I grinned. “Was that a question or a demand?”

      He scowled, but his tone didn’t match his expression. “Evan … please don’t leave me.”

      Tenderness flooded me. “What about Patrick?”

      Reid sighed again. “If he cares about us, he won’t stand in our way.”

      “I don’t want to cause problems. I know how much his friendship means to you, and vice versa.”

      “It does.” He slid his hands beneath my skirt again, causing goose bumps to chase his touch. “But I told you, I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. If I let you walk away, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      His words caused me to smile so big, I probably looked like a moron.

      Reid didn’t seem to think so, though. He smiled, squeezing my thighs. “Happy?”

      I nodded. “Extremely.”

      “Good.” He leaned his forehead against mine. “Because it’s my new mission in life to make you happy. So happy you’ll never want to leave me.”

      “I approve of this mission,” I teased, pressing kisses to his bristly cheek until I reached his ear. And then I took a plunge of faith and confessed, “I love you, Reid.”

      He jerked back, making my heart sputter with fear.

      But then he demanded, “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.”

      Trying to quell my smile, I replied, “I mean it. No way has anyone ever made me feel the way you do.”

      Confusion flooded me as he reached past me for his wallet. At the same time, he kicked off his shoes and the trousers that had fallen to his ankles.

      “What …”

      He was pulling out another condom. “Take off the dress. You’re going to be late.”

      “Reid?”

      “You just told me you love me. I want to say it to you while you’re naked and on your back and I’m buried deep inside you.”

      I’d never taken off a dress so fast in my life.

      Minutes later, I was sprawled across the couch in Reid’s office. We were both gloriously naked.

      And he made love to me as he murmured how much he loved me over and over again.

      Neither of us cared how loud we were or if anyone heard us.

      All we saw was each other, all we felt was each other, and all we heard were those three little words whispered between us as we connected in every way two people could.
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        EVAN

        Christmas morning

      

      

      

      My heart lurched when the doorbell rang. My palms sweated when Mum called out as she passed the living room from the kitchen, “That will be Annie and Reid. I’ll get it.”

      I heard their loud greetings of “Happy Christmas” to one another, Reid’s voice more of a rumbling murmur in amongst our mums’ higher-pitched tones. The feeling in my stomach was familiar. I’d felt that deep, nauseating sensation that time my high school bestie convinced me to jump from the top diving board at the swim center.

      Suffice it to say, my anxiety was through the roof.

      After two weeks of keeping our relationship secret, Reid and I had decided to tell our families on Christmas morning. It was a gamble and possibly selfish if we ended up spoiling everyone’s day. However, it was the one time our families would be together and in a guaranteed good mood. And we lived on the hope that this news would be a gift to our parents.

      Reid had wanted to tell Patrick on his own, but I didn’t think that was fair. It wasn’t all on Reid.

      Mum ushered Annie into the sitting room first, and Reid’s mum came straight to me. I stood on trembling knees to embrace her and accept her soft kiss on my cheek.

      “Happy Christmas, Annie.”

      “You too, sweetheart.” She clasped my face in her hands, her dark eyes filled with tenderness. “You look beautiful. And happy. My son’s treating you right at that office, then?”

      As hard as I tried, I couldn’t fight the blush that heated my cheeks. “Of course.”

      The corner of her lips turned up in a knowing smirk and suspicion rippled through me.

      Did she already know?

      My eyes flew past her to Reid.

      Happiness engulfed me at the mere sight of him. The man made me giddy. Every morning I went to work, excited to be there, to see him, to steal secret kisses in his office. To leave before him, but then meet him by his car and drive to his apartment for dinner. Afterward, we made love. And then we’d lie in bed, talking about everything and nothing. Laughing. Cuddling.

      Until he had to take me home.

      Not this last week. He’d insisted I leave clothes at his apartment so I could sleep over.

      Waking up in his arms, safe and content, was the best feeling in the world. And while it had been amusing for Reid to drop me off a block from the department store so it didn’t appear as if we’d arrived together, I looked forward to the day we could walk through it hand in hand.

      There would be gossip.

      But I didn’t care what people thought.

      Correction: I only cared what our families thought.

      Reid held my gaze for a second or two, hiding nothing of his feelings for me. Then Dad embraced him, breaking the moment.

      I felt a little discombobulated as we got the Christmas greetings over and Annie laid the Christmas gifts she’d brought under the tree. Patrick and Reid were the last to embrace.

      “Happy Christmas, mate.” Pat clapped Reid on the back.

      “Happy Christmas. You doing all right?”

      “Well, you’d know if you ever picked up the bloody phone,” Pat teased, but there was an edge to his voice as he sat down on the sofa. His posture was relaxed, but his questioning gaze never left Reid.

      Reid swallowed. Since the man was excellent at hiding his feelings, including nervousness, I felt more than a surge of discomfort for him. I wanted to cuddle into him. Instead, I could only sit down on the edge of the sofa and stare.

      “Been busy,” Reid eventually said. “No excuse, though, sorry.”

      In truth, he’d been avoiding my brother because he hated lying to him.

      Studying Patrick’s face, I knew he knew Reid was lying or being evasive at least. His eyes narrowed.

      “Well.” Mum clapped her hands together. “Why don’t we open presents first before we have breakfast?”

      My stomach lurched again as Reid and I looked at each other.

      It was time.

      “Actually.” Reid stepped toward me, and I drew slowly up from the sofa to meet him. He slid his arm around my waist and cuddled me into his side. I could hear his heart thudding fast and loud at my ear. It was just as fast and loud as my own. “Evan and I have something to tell you. I hope it’s good news.” Despite the dramatic gasp from my mum, our eyes were on Patrick. Reid repeated, “I really hope so, Pat.”

      Patrick was expressionless.

      “You’re together?” Dad asked, pushing up out of his armchair.

      “Yes, sir,” Reid replied. “I love your daughter very much.”

      I would never grow bored hearing that.

      “Oh my God,” Mum cried out, hurrying over to hug us. “This is wonderful news!”

      I laughed at her exuberance, relieved as Dad drew Reid into another hug, this one including a hard clap on the back and the murmured words, “You take care of her, or else.”

      “I promise,” Reid replied solemnly.

      “Come here,” Annie said as Mum stepped aside. She was sniffling now, like we’d just announced we were having a baby or something. I stepped into Annie’s welcoming hug, and she whispered in my ear, “I’m so happy it’s you.”

      “I love him,” I promised her, tears thick in my throat.

      “I’ve known that awhile, sweetheart.” She cupped my face again and beamed. “I was just waiting for my son to notice. Thankfully, he’s a smart one.”

      I laughed at that as Reid overheard, huffing good-naturedly before hugging his mum.

      All of that was lovely.

      More than lovely.

      It was a better reaction than either of us could have hoped for.

      Yet there was an ominous silence from Patrick’s spot on the sofa.

      Reid took my hand in his, squeezing it tight. “Well, Pat?”

      My big brother leaned his elbows on his knees and stared up at us. “She’s my wee sister.”

      I blanched.

      Uh-oh.

      “I know,” Reid replied. “But I can’t help how I feel about her.”

      His gaze came to me now. “He’s twelve years older than you.”

      “That means nothing to me. It’s just a number.”

      “He’s your boss.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      “People will talk.”

      “We don’t care.”

      Patrick looked at Reid. “You never stick a relationship out.”

      Reid’s hand tensed in mine. “Evan is different.”

      Patrick stood up. He was shorter than Reid by two inches, but somehow he seemed bigger than all of us at that moment. “If you hurt her, I will kill you.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat.

      “Patrick,” Mum admonished. “You’re ruining a happy moment.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Reid assured her. He released me to walk over to his best friend. He held out his hand to Patrick. “This is my promise to take care of her. You’ve trusted me in the past. Trust me now.”

      Patrick eyed the offering, then returned his gaze to Reid’s. “I’ve never had to trust you with anything as valuable as Evan before.”

      Okay, so my heart melted at that.

      Tears pricked my eyes as I felt Mum squeeze my shoulder. Flicking a look at Dad, I saw nothing but pride for Patrick on his face.

      “I know.” Reid’s voice was hoarse. “I’ll earn that trust, Pat. I promise you.”

      We all held our breath as silence stretched between them … and then, finally, my big brother shook Reid’s hand.

      Mum blew a loud puff of air between her lips. “Oh, thank God for that.”
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      The atmosphere was strange after our announcement. While Annie and Mum brimmed over with joy, Dad was chilled as ever, but Patrick’s uncharacteristic brooding caused tension. Reid and I sat together, casting each other concerned looks. The last thing I wanted was to cause a breakdown in their lifelong friendship.

      Mum refused to acknowledge the tension, continuing on as if Patrick was fine.

      We’d just finished exchanging gifts when Mum told Dad to come and help her put together the breakfast in the kitchen.

      “Can you wait?” Reid asked.

      Mum paused from standing up to sitting on the arm of Dad’s chair. “Why?”

      “There’s one last gift.” There was a surprising nervous tremor to Reid’s voice.

      “Oh?” Annie asked.

      Reid nodded, his expression serious, almost strained, as he stood and retrieved his jacket from over the back of a dining chair. Confused, I watched him remove something small and dark out of the pocket.

      I was less confused when he returned and went down on one knee in front of me.

      Blood whooshed in my ears. I was immobilized with shock.

      Was this happening?

      Was this a joke?

      WHAT?

      I gaped at Reid in question, seeing a jumble of emotions fight for supremacy in his gaze. Then his hands moved in front of him and a million of my own emotions flooded me.

      He held up a black velvet ring box.

      He opened it.

      Nestled inside, sparkling in the winter sunlight flooding my parents’ front room, was the most beautiful diamond ring I’d ever seen. It was a platinum band with delicate filigree work that encased smaller diamonds along the top half of the very slender band. Clasped in the middle was an oval diamond. It was perfect. Not too over-the-top for my small hand.

      And exactly my taste.

      But it was an engagement ring!

      We’d only been dating two weeks!

      I didn’t have to say that. He read it in my expression. Reid reached for my hand, his fingers curling around it. “I know it’s soon.”

      “Uh-huh.” I nodded. It was very soon.

      What scared me the most, however, was how much I still wanted to yell “YES!” at the top of my lungs.

      “You know me, Ev.” He tugged on my hand. “You know I’m a man who goes after what I want. It’s why I’m successful. Business is one thing … finding the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with is the most important thing that will ever happen to me. I never thought I’d find you. I didn’t even know feeling so much for someone was possible. And it hasn’t been easy. It’s been complicated. But all the best things are. And you, my love, are not just what I want. You’re everything I need to be happy. And I don’t see any reason to mess about for the sake of what we’re supposed to do. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And I want it to start right now.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I whispered, feeling raw and terrified and thrilled and excited … because I wanted and needed him too. So much. It was overwhelming.

      “Will you do me the absolute honor of marrying me, Evan Munro?”

      Some people would call us crazy.

      Impulsive.

      I didn’t care.

      I grinned, nodding, as I threw myself at him, almost taking him to his arse. Reid gave a bark of surprised laughter and caught me, his arms bound tightly around me.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes!” I reared back my head to yell, “Yes, yes, yes!”

      He kissed me, hard, possessive, and it was inappropriate in front of our families, but I didn’t care. And as he did this, he fumbled for my hand, blindly sliding the engagement ring on my finger. I broke the kiss to stare down at it, disbelieving this was real.

      “Happy Christmas, Ev,” he murmured huskily in my ear.

      My gaze moved from the ring to his face. “Best one ever.”

      He grinned and opened his mouth to reply, but the words were cut off as our mothers fell upon us in joy.

      “It’s finally happening!”

      “Let me see the ring.”

      “Oh my God, it’s beautiful!”

      “You should get married next Christmas.”

      “A Christmas wedding would be stunning.”

      “A sleigh! She could arrive in a sleigh!”

      “Oh, heaven! And we could have a Christmas choir singing her up the aisle.”

      “And we—”

      “Enough!” Patrick yelled.

      A deafening silence fell over the room, and my heart sank.

      Patrick glared at Reid.

      Oh, boy.

      But then a smirk curled the corners of his mouth. “You didn’t have to propose to convince me. Marriage is life, mate. She’s cute, but have you really thought this through?”

      I reached past Dad for the large cushion on his armchair and chucked it at my brother.

      He laughed, blocking it with his hands.

      Relaxing, Reid stood and looked between Dad and Patrick. “I have your blessing, then?”

      Dad mock scowled. “Think you’re supposed to ask that before you ask the bride.”

      “Och, Harold, that’s not how it’s done now,” Mum said. “Stop teasing the poor boy.”

      I snorted at Mum calling Reid a boy.

      Patrick grinned. “Aw, are we teasing you, wee man?”

      Reid rolled his eyes. “I take it that means I have your blessing?”

      My big brother looked at me, his gaze softening. “If you make Evan happy, that’s all I care about.”

      “You’ll be my best man, then?”

      “Who the fuck else would be?”

      Assured all was well with the guys, Mum and Annie crowded in, bombarding me with wedding plans already. My ears were ringing. I felt a little faint.

      “Enough!” Reid repeated Patrick’s command from earlier, pushing through the mums to get to me. I grabbed onto him like a lifeline. “Let Ev breathe, for Christ’s sake.”

      “We’re just excited,” Annie replied.

      “And I’m glad. But let Ev get used to the idea of being engaged before you shove Christmas wedding plans down her throat. There will be no Christmas wedding.”

      “There won’t?” I asked.

      Reid stared down at me. “I don’t want to wait a year. Do you?”

      My heart. Honestly, I couldn’t withstand another romantic word out of his mouth or I’d expire on the spot. “No. I don’t want to wait.”

      “Oh, but—”

      “You heard them,” Dad interrupted Mum, taking her by the shoulders and physically steering her toward the door. “Now let’s go make breakfast. I’m sure everybody needs sustenance after all the excitement.”

      Annie trailed at the back of Mum, still discussing wedding plans.

      Reid pulled me in tight to his side and kissed my temple. “Have I mentioned lately how much I appreciate your dad?”

      “He is wonderful.” I covered Reid’s chest, his heart, with my hand. The engagement ring sparkled in the light. “And so are you.”

      “Best Christmas ever,” Reid murmured, his eyes hot with love and desire.

      “Best Christmas ever,” I agreed. “Can’t wait to celebrate on our own tonight.”

      “Oh, dear God,” Patrick groaned, reminding us he was still there. “I’m in pain. Physical pain. New rule.” He wagged his finger at us. “When I’m in the room, we will all pretend that yours is a spiritual union in name only.”

      Reid shook with laughter at my side. “Really?”

      “I will end you,” Patrick warned. “If you break this rule, I will end you.”

      Chuckling, I teased, “What if I break the rule? I mean, technically, I was the one who just reminded you that your best friend is bonking your wee sister.”

      Patrick cut me a wounded look. “Too soon, Ev. Too. Damn. Soon.”

      “Aw, fine, fine.” I hurried toward my brother to give him a reassuring cuddle. “I’m a nun, and Reid is happy to spend a long, sexless life with me. Okay, sweetie, that better?” I patted his back.

      “Yes,” he grumbled like a little boy. “Much.”

      “Good news, though.” I pulled back and gave him a tender smile. “You can rest easy knowing your best friend found a woman who loves him for who he is. And your wee sister found a man who treats her like a queen. That’s a nice Christmas present for a big brother.”

      “Aye.” He nodded, a little gruff now. “Aye, it’s a pretty good Christmas present.”

      “You should have invited your receptionist for Christmas breakfast, and then we’d all be in on the joy.” I winked.

      “Oh, that’s right, Ev, tell the whole world.”

      “That Dr. Munro is hot for his younger receptionist? Yes, yes, I will tell the whole world.”

      Reid laughed at our backs, and Patrick cut him a filthy look. “Remember, the best man does a speech at the wedding,” he warned.

      “I have no secrets from Ev.”

      “But you do from Annie.”

      That wiped the smirk off my fiancé’s face. Reid reached for me, pulling me toward him. “Okay, stop baiting your brother, Ev.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.”

      Really.

      Best. Christmas. Ever.
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      “Will Joe be there?” I asked my sister as I watched Gil work at adding the new lock and second dead bolt 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 had alternated the holidays with his parents since their separation when he was only four years old.

      “Well, I’m in.” Hell yeah, I was in. The only reason not to go would’ve been 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.

      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 absence of her voice 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 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 board’s ass for years about the cheap entrance system that continually broke. Most of the board didn’t live in the building but rented out the apartments, so they weren’t invested in the daily maintenance of things. It was 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. “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 at 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 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 sat propped 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 tightness in my chest.

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

      In two days, I’d have 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 self-administered pep talk 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’d 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 twenty-first birthday party.

      I groaned as I sipped 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, I’d had insistent flutters in my belly waiting for him to show. Shaw had opened the door, and Dex led me out to the pool where most of the guests were hanging out. Joe’s house had an enormous yard and a swimming pool, perfect for hosting parties. All of Dex’s family, as well as his college friends, were in attendance. His mom, Renee, was too—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 hung 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.

      Bifold doors separated his kitchen from his patio, and they were pushed all the way open so the inside flowed to the outside. Joe surveyed the party in his yard, a slight smile curling his mouth. I felt a deep tug low in my belly at the mere 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 who owned his own business. Started off as a mechanic and opened up his own garage. Then another and another … until he 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 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 overinflated devastation, he’d started dating Nicole. Nicole was thirty-six, divorced, and adorable. 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 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 weren’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, but no—he was with Nicole.

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

      I was a tall redhead. And I was staunchly independent.

      Suddenly, Joe looked in my direction, and our eyes locked. My breath caught in my throat as my pulse picked up speed. 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.

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

      As if reading my mind, my little sister’s voice drew my attention. “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 nowhere. 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 my nape.

      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—it was so sweet and considerate that he’d asked. But I was afraid if I started too early on whiskey, I’d get drunk and do something regrettable. “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 played in the water. Joe and his ex-wife nodded in greeting, and Renee’s gaze flickered to me for a moment. She frowned and then turned back to her husband to whisper something.

      My skin flushed, like she’d 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 where 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 a worrying 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-absorbed and uninvolved aunt Rachel.

      She had left it to me to raise Shaw, who was only ten 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. 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, we’d conceded that for two college kids, Shaw and Dex were handling marriage and school fairly well. They had help from Joe. He let them move into the apartment above his garage so they didn’t have rent or utility bills. 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 redhead 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 the same blue as our father’s. 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 weren’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 the first thing out of my mouth?

      Joe flicked me an indecipherable look before taking a sip of his beer. “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 place 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 to increase 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, that sort of thing. 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 were an airhead doing a useless, flaky job.

      “Oh, I finished up with them 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 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 annoyance.

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

      Wrong thing to say.

      He cut me a dark look. “You think it’s okay to 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 misogyny or sexual harassment. Find another sustainability advisor.’” 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 sipped my 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 or protect me, and everyone who knew Joe knew that was 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 since the party 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!
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        JOE

      

      

      

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

      I was pretty sure he’d gotten that 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 Dex to say whatever it was he’d come here to say.

      The whir of engines and buzzing of tools could be heard in the distance, muffled after Dex closed my door.

      I kept my primary office in the first garage I’d opened, near the college. It was five minutes from the house where 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 at 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 was 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 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 push her off and take her to the kitchen for a glass of water. Then you handed her off to Shaw to sober 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 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 with 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 alongside 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, and I 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 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’s. 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 was what it would be.

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

      Yeah, New Year’s Eve in hell.
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        RYAN

      

      

      

      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, my eyes glued to the dark road, peering through the falling snow, as I drove up through the hills on the winding road of the El Dorado 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 gathered under my arms with the tension.

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

      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 beyond my headlights. The lights caught on the signs outside each entrance to the cabins at the end of a woodland-surrounded road.

      My headlights hit a snow-dusted sign that declared it was No. 6, and I slowed, turning down onto its private road. As I approached, the driveway opened to reveal a medium-size cabin with a truck sitting outside. 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 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 makeup covered it because no amount of makeup seemed to conceal 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 that being away from my apartment and being with my people would allow my body to relax.

      That 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, hell no.

      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 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 stone tied around them, and I was grateful Joe had taken my luggage. I didn’t think my fingers could grip onto anything.

      In fact, as soon as the heat from the log-burning fire 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 I was underwater.

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

      I thought I heard Joe shout my name.

      That was the last thing I heard before the dots 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 in my chest worsened 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 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.

      Guessed I needed it, though.

      Joe’s expression 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 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 with 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 experienced a tingle between my legs at the thought.

      Okay, I was definitely better.

      “Oh.” I slipped out of 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 underfloor 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 through 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.

      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. 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 sandwich?”

      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 of the kitchen. Beyond were snow-covered 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 coffee, unable 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.

      Oh, well.

      I shifted as renewed heat flooded between my legs.

      I so wished I’d been awake for that moment so I could’ve studied Joe’s face.

      Had he liked what he’d seen?

      “Well?” he asked impatiently as he slid a steaming mug 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. 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 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, it could’ve 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 off 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 since I was fourteen.

      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 simple attraction.

      And that made it infinitely more dangerous for 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 my hold and guided her 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?” My 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 that.”

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

      I tried not to notice anything about her other than 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 home.”

      “Shaw told me she and Dex were coming here early, and that’s why I had to drive 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 redheads, 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 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, which is beyond mortifying. I was drunk. I’m sorry.”

      That was 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, her 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 ungentlemanly 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.

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

      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 where I’d slept 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, his 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 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 rasped 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 to pull me into the hard-on straining 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 unhook 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 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 much.”

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

      I frantically pulled off his shirt, 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 his zipper. 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. Everything was about the hot drive of him inside 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 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 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.

      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 me.
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      “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 eighteen.”

      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,” I said, my voice 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 strained against my hold. “Get off me, Joe. Please, get off me!”

      I instantly let go, gently pulling out and rolling off. An ache I’d never felt before gripped tight to my chest as Ryan scrambled from the bed to get away from me. Jesus, was I 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 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 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 I was… and one day he wouldn’t be here anymore, and I was so scared of that. Wasn’t it easier to 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 to be 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 on the corner sofa near the crackling fire. 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!” Dex yelled 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, 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 to Dex. “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 from Shaw. “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 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 its boiling point. “Dex … it’s your dad you need to worry about. Not me.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I … 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 stuck in my throat.

      Shaw’s voice was gentle in my ear 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 puttering about in the kitchen and at one point heard him murmuring, so I 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’ve 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 just as the clock neared 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 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. The smell from earlier had given me hunger pains.

      “That’s yours.”

      I started 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 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 can let fear win.”

      “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 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 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 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 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 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 weak 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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      I was heating soup on the electric hob when the electricity went out.

      Dread filled me because I knew it wasn’t a power cut.

      My mom hadn’t paid the bill.

      Cursing under my breath, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark before moving through the room toward the window. Upon peeking out, sure enough, I saw lights on in the apartments on the opposite side of the building.

      Resentment and aggravation built inside me, but I forced it down and found the camping lantern I had buried in the back of my closet. Once it was on, I poured my lukewarm soup into a bowl and tried not to hate my mom.

      Two weeks ago, she took off with some guy she’d met online. Some shithead who didn’t care that my mom was an alcoholic addicted to painkillers so long as she gave him what he wanted. Mom said he was taking her to Florida to the beach, and they’d be back in three days.

      She hadn’t returned.

      And she wasn’t picking up her phone.

      My job at Billy’s Burgers would barely pay even half the bills now, never mind when school started in two weeks and I returned to part time. I was determined not to quit school.

      But if Mom didn’t come back soon, I might not have a choice.

      A knock at the door made my stomach lurch. If it was our landlord, I was screwed. Another knock followed it. Harder this time.

      Then, “Molly? Micah?” a familiar voice called.

      It was Mrs. Fairchild. Relief and embarrassment filled me in equal measure. Getting up off the couch, I wavered over answering the door.

      “Micah?” She sounded really worried.

      Mrs. Fairchild was Mom’s childhood best friend. They grew up together in South Glastonbury. Both girls’ parents were moneyed, so Mom and Mrs. Fairchild attended a private school. But when my grandfather died, it turned out he’d hidden that he was in debt up to his eyeballs. They took everything. My grandmother couldn’t handle it. Turned to drink.

      While Mrs. Fairchild went off to college, Mom moved into her own place and worked in a fast-food joint, just like I was now. I never met my grandmother, and I didn’t even know if she was still alive. All I knew was that not long after the sperm donor responsible for impregnating my mother took off, I was born. Mom’s dependency on alcohol was a gradual thing. I’d been dealing with the worst of it since I was ten.

      Last year, Mom hurt her back on a cleaning job and got addicted to the painkillers her doc gave her.

      Things had gone downhill between us.

      Then, three months ago, Mrs. Fairchild, now a lawyer, moved back to South Glastonbury with her lawyer husband and their daughter. She wanted to check on Mom. Our situation shocked her. She’d been coming around a lot and even gave Mom money.

      Little did she know Mom would use it to take off on me.

      I was humiliated that Mom didn’t love me enough to stick around. It took Mrs. Fairchild calling my name in rising concern for me to open the door.

      Relief flooded her pretty face. “Micah. Thank God. Are you okay? I’ve been calling your mom …” Her voice trailed off as she looked beyond me into the dark apartment, lit only by my camping lantern. She pushed inside—she was nosy like that. “What is going on here?” she asked, her voice tight. Concerned. Annoyed.

      I shrugged.

      Mrs. Fairchild’s eyes narrowed. “Micah, where is your mother?”

      Unable to meet her gaze, I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How long has she been gone?”

      “A few weeks, I guess. She said her and some guy were going to Florida for the weekend but … she never came back.”

      Mrs. Fairchild let out a stream of curses that surprised me. She was always so proper and ladylike.

      “I’m sorry. Forgive me, but this is unacceptable.” She gestured around the apartment. “You have no electricity.” She marched across the kitchen and pulled open the refrigerator. It was empty. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Molly, what are you thinking?” Mrs. Fairchild slammed the fridge shut and strode toward the apartment door. When she turned to me, the light from the hallway shone in her blue eyes. They were bright with unshed tears. “She has a good kid … and she leaves him all alone.” She shook her head, and I flinched in embarrassment. “Oh no, no … don’t you take this on yourself. This is on Molly. Not you. Now.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Go grab your things. Pack everything that matters to you.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not leaving you here, Micah. You’re coming home with me. You can stay with us until we can reach your mother.”

      My voice was hoarse with emotion. It pissed me off. “What if you can’t reach her?”

      “We’ll figure that out later. For now, let’s just go home.”
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      It was about a twenty-minute drive in Mrs. Fairchild’s gold Lexus SUV from South Green to her house in South Glastonbury. The Lexus had white leather seats. I’d never been in a vehicle so fancy in my life. It still had that new-car smell.

      A twenty-minute drive, and it was like driving into a different world. It was greener around here, for a start. The houses were nicer, with more land around each of them, the buildings and gardens well maintained.

      I couldn’t believe my mom grew up in this neighborhood.

      We’d passed a lot of houses that were of average size. But the street we’d turned onto stood out from the rest. It was a quiet court, surrounded on three sides with large, New England-style houses and lots of trees. The driveway we pulled into belonged to the biggest house of them all. While the other homes were clad in painted wood siding, this house was red brick with varying triangular rooflines, a circular drive, and a three-car garage.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath, looking up at it.

      Mrs. Fairchild’s lips twitched. “Micah.”

      “Sorry. I just …”

      “I know it feels worlds away from what you’re used to. But I promise, we’re just like any other family.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Mrs. Fairchild chuckled. “Okay, as a family, we’re like any other family. As people … we’re financially blessed compared to many others. But we don’t take it for granted.”

      “You don’t have to apologize or explain it to me. You work hard for what you have.” Even if they only had it in the first place because they had a step up in life to begin with. But I didn’t say that out loud. My mom was proof that a step up in life at the beginning didn’t mean a damn thing if you didn’t take hold of the opportunities offered to you.

      “We do. Come on in. Jim was ordering takeout when I left, and he always orders way too much, so there will be plenty of food.”

      My stomach grumbled.

      Striding through the double-door entrance after her, I drew to a stop, taking in the spacious hallway, the wide staircase that led upstairs, and the warmly furnished rooms on either side of me.

      “We’re home!” Mrs. Fairchild called as I followed her through a family room, a library room, and a dining room to get to the kitchen. The kitchen stretched along the entire back of the house. Sliding doors led out into a backyard with a pool, currently covered for winter.

      “We’re?” A tall man stood at an island opening takeout cartons. His eyes widened at the sight of me and then drifted to my duffel bag.

      I braced myself, feeling like an intruder.

      “Jim, this is Micah, Molly’s son. Micah, my husband Jim.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Fairchild,” I said.

      Jim chuckled as he rounded the island. His dark eyes glittered warmly as he reached for my hand. “Please, Mr. Fairchild’s my father. Call me Jim.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do that. It would be like calling Mrs. Fairchild Caroline. Too weird.

      “We’ll be back in a minute.” Mrs. Fairchild took her husband’s hand and led him out of the room, presumably to fill him in on my situation.

      My pride stung.

      It was fucking humiliating taking her charity, but I didn’t know what else I could do. I didn’t want my future to fall to shit because my mom took off, and I didn’t want her life for myself. With a 3.9 GPA and as captain of the swim team, I was on course to receive a scholarship, preferably to Boston University. All this with a part-time job. I couldn’t screw it up.

      If that meant accepting Mrs. Fairchild’s help, then I guessed that was what it meant.

      “And who are you?”

      A girl’s voice made me whip around.

      I’d remember the sight of her always because it was like someone had punched me in the gut. All the air went out of the room.

      The girl was about my age, I’d guess. She had long, thick, pale-blond hair that spilled around her shoulders in shiny waves, and the prettiest dark-brown eyes I’d ever seen, filled with humor and curiosity. Her lush lips quirked upward at the corners. She grinned and killed me with her dimples.

      Dressed like one of those hippie-girl images from the seventies, she wore a thin gold circlet around her head like a crown. Her dress was long, fitted at her tiny waist, then flowed to her feet. It was a light pink with oversized sleeves that narrowed at her wrists.

      I’d never seen anything like her.

      It wasn’t just her sense of style … it was the way happiness and warmth radiated from her.

      I didn’t even know her, and yet I sensed she was good.

      Beautiful all the way through.

      “Do you talk?” she teased.

      I cleared my throat, my heart hammering. “Uh. Yeah. I’m, uh—”

      “Oh, good.” Mrs. Fairchild strode back into the kitchen with her husband at her side. “You’ve already met Valentine, our daughter.”

      Even though it should have occurred to me that was who she was, I was disappointed as hell.

      Valentine Fairchild was most definitely off-limits.
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      Five months.

      That was how long Micah Green and I had been dancing around our chemistry. And we definitely had it. According to my friend, Kim, who had been dating older guys since she was thirteen, when two people were truly attracted to each other, there was this electric tension between them. The plethora of romance novels I devoured every month (that my mother didn’t know about) verified Kim’s claim.

      For five months, Micah had been living with my family. His mom Molly took off, left him, and when my mother finally tracked her down, Molly refused to come home. So Mom and Dad, being lawyers and all, sorted things so that Micah could stay with us for the rest of his high school career. Then they went further by pulling strings at the private academy I attend so he could start his junior year there. My parents even gave him his own car because he also made the swim team and so he finished his school day later than I did.

      You would think Micah would have problems fitting in at my school, coming from such a different background.

      But no! He fit in better than I did.

      Whereas most kids there were ambitious and academic, I much preferred being in my room sewing myself a wardrobe no one else had. That was if we were allowed to wear our own clothes and not the mandatory black-and-red plaid uniform.

      Although I did cover the left lapel of my blazer in cute, custom-made brooches, and the teachers finally gave up telling me to remove them.

      But I digress.

      My palms were sweaty.

      I’d just lied to my English teacher that I needed the restroom. The truth was, I knew this was the period Micah used the darkroom for his photography class. Although he was super smart and academic, he was also artsy. Like me. Micah wanted to be an architect, which I thought was impressive.

      He thought my clothing designs were amazing.

      “You’re so talented, Val,” Micah had said when I showed him my clothes and the Singer sewing machine I’d begged my parents to buy when I was twelve.

      Sometimes Dad would tell me I was clever and talented when I walked downstairs in one of my new creations. But Mom would just give me that look, because she knew I’d spent all my time sewing instead of studying.

      It was appalling to my parents that their child was a B student instead of the A student she could be if she only applied herself.

      I shook off those thoughts as I tried to act casual, walking through the school halls. Sometimes I let myself get too worked up about Mom and Dad. Today wasn’t about my parents. It was about Micah. The one person who made me feel good about myself. Who told me it was okay that I couldn’t envision myself at college. That it didn’t make me a bum because I wanted to get out in the world and get a job and start living my own life, rather than spend another four to seven years in the land of academia.

      There were moments when I caught Micah looking at me in a way that made me sure he got butterflies in his stomach like I did whenever he was near me. I still remember the first day we met when I found him in the kitchen. He’d looked so sad and hurt. Those gorgeous gray eyes full of pride and anger and gratitude all at once. Then he’d seen me, and he looked at me like no one ever had before.

      He stared at me like he thought I was beautiful.

      I grinned, my heart racing just thinking about it.

      So okay, it was weird that we lived together, but maybe we didn’t have to tell Mom and Dad right away. In fact, that was why I’d put off approaching Micah about our feelings. I thought it would go down better with my parents if I was sixteen. And I was sixteen in January. Next month.

      Yet, I found I couldn’t wait past Christmas.

      I wanted to go to bed on Christmas Eve knowing that Micah was mine. Best Christmas present ever!

      Holy crap, it felt like my heart was going to explode out of my chest as I approached the darkroom. The light was on outside—he was in there processing. Which also meant I had to slip in really fast and close the door so I didn’t mess up Micah’s photos. His photos were pretty good. Mostly of buildings and architecture. I didn’t personally get his fascination with them, but I loved his passion. So few boys our age had genuine passion beyond the instant gratification of gaming, sports, and sex.

      “Here we go,” I whispered before taking a deep breath.

      I gently pushed open the door.

      I’d barely gotten it wide enough to slip through when my heart plummeted into my stomach.

      A guy who looked awfully like Micah from behind had a girl pressed up against the counter at the back of the room, kissing her hungrily as his hand worked beneath her skirt.

      “Micah, oh my God, don’t stop.” A familiar breathy female voice filled the darkroom.

      I knew the perfect profile of the girl who threw her head back in pleasure.

      Christy McAlister. Senior. Brunette. Five foot ten.

      Student body president.

      Cheerleader.

      My exact opposite.

      I quickly pulled the door closed before either of them saw me.

      Tears burned in my throat and eyes.

      This whole time Micah was screwing around with Christy?

      Christy only dated older guys. Not younger ones!

      Of course, she’d break her rules for Micah.

      And he’d been in there … touching her!

      Oh my God, I was such an idiot.

      I’d look back on this moment as an adult and cringe, but when you’re fifteen, in love with a boy, and you find out you’re the exact opposite of the kind of girl he likes to be with … let’s just say it feels like the world is ending.

      Tears streaming down my face, I hurried back to my class. I explained to my teacher I wasn’t feeling well, and she took me to the office. They said I had to wait while they called my mom.

      I tried not to let the tears flood out.

      Mom calling my cell only made me it harder not to cry. “Mom.” My voice broke on the word.

      I wanted to tell her the truth. That I loved Micah, and he liked someone else.

      But I could never tell her that stuff. She always made everything I felt seem small and childish.

      “Valentine, are you okay?” She sounded concerned, making me feel terrible for thinking badly of her. “The school just called.”

      I sucked back more tears as I lied. “I threw up. I really don’t feel well.”

      “Okay. I’ll come get you.”

      “No. I’m okay. I just need to go to bed. Can you just ask the school office to call me a cab?”

      “I hope it’s only something you’ve eaten and not a bug. You’ve got end-of-semester exams to concentrate on.”

      Gee. Thanks for the sympathy, Mom.

      “Right.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean it like that. You know how I get. I just want you to do well. I’ll tell them to call that cab. Feel better.”

      Not long later, I texted her when I got to the house, but I didn’t feel better.

      First, I stopped in the doorway of Micah’s room, just down the hall from mine. It had once been a guest room.

      Now it smelled like Micah, and he had posters and drawings on the wall. Mostly posters of his favorite bands, books, and artists, as well as sketches of building designs he’d imagined. He was so talented. So smart. Smarter than me.

      Smart like Christy.

      Of course, he was into intelligent, stupidly gorgeous cheerleaders with legs up to their ears.

      I promptly returned to my room, curled up on my bed, and sobbed until my entire body ached.
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      It couldn’t have been that much longer when my eyes cracked open at the feel of a hand on my arm.

      I knew who it was without turning my head.

      The last person I wanted to see.

      “Hey.” His deep voice made my chest hurt. His palm brushed down my arm in comfort. “Kim said you had to come home early.”

      My swollen eyes moved to the vintage alarm clock on my bedside table. School had only just let out. “Shouldn’t you be at practice?” I sounded rough, croaky.

      “Cupid, you don’t sound so good.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed at his nickname for me. He thought it was interesting that my parents, who didn’t seem all that romantic, would give me such a romantic name. But they met on Valentine’s Day. Hence, my name. And Micah’s pet name for me.

      A pet name I moronically thought meant something.

      Turned out it was because he saw me like a little sister.

      “I’m fine. Practice?”

      “Four guys on the team got detention today. Coach was so mad, he canceled practice. And then Kim told me you left school ’cause you were sick. I got worried.” He pulled on my arm, so I turned to look at him.

      His handsome face clouded over, those amazing gray eyes filling with suspicion and concern. “You’ve been crying. You’re not sick, something happened.” Micah seemed suddenly fierce. Like he’d fight off an army for me.

      The vision of him and Christy in the darkroom flashed in my mind, and I turned away from him. “Nothing. I’m okay.”

      Hurt silence filled the air between us.

      I never shut out Micah.

      But that was the problem.

      “Valentine.” He leaned over me, brushing my hair off my face. I suppressed a shiver. “You’re really worrying me.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” I whispered, my voice cracking as I fought back more tears. “It’s just stupid girl stuff.”

      “Oh. Is it … is it your period?”

      I looked at him in surprise. Most boys (even my dad!) couldn’t even say the word, let alone think it.

      Micah grinned. It was crooked and boyish. And I was so in love with his smile. “I grew up with just my mom. I’m not squeamish. Girls get periods, it sounds like they suck, and I don’t envy you. Unfortunately, they’re kind of a big deal in the perpetuation of humanity, and you ladies have to bear it for us men because we have a zero-pain threshold. And the baby thing. No way we could do that. So … thanks. For all of that.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed at his rambling.

      His eyes brightened. “That’s better.” He shook me gently. “Come on, Cupid. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      A tear escaped before I could stop it. “It’s not my period … I found out today that the boy I like likes someone else.”

      He seemed shocked. Uncomfortable. His hand withdrew from my arm.

      I turned away. “Told you it was stupid.”

      “Hey, hey.” Micah leaned over me again, and I couldn’t help but meet his gaze. He studied my face like I was precious. I wished he wouldn’t. It confused me. “Any guy who doesn’t see how unbelievably special you are isn’t worth all these tears.”

      Right.

      Except he was.

      I lowered my gaze so he wouldn’t see the truth.

      “Come here.” He hauled me into his arms. A big part of me wanted to shove him away. But I loved the feel of Micah’s strong arms around me. I pressed my cheek to his shoulder and held on as he whispered against my hair, his voice gruff, “There is no one like you, Val. No one. Don’t waste your time on any guy who doesn’t realize how fucking lucky he is that you want to be with him.”

      I smiled sadly and held on a little tighter as my dreams of us each being part of one whole disappeared.

      I decided then and there that I would take Micah Green’s advice to heart.
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      “Are you in a mood? Is it because I danced with Steve? You know we’re just friends.”

      I looked down at my prom date, trying to figure out what she was saying.

      Me in a mood. Dancing with Steve. Right. I shook my head at Alison. “No. I’m not in a mood. You know prom’s not really my thing.”

      Alison chuckled and then grabbed me by the lapels. “It’s your senior prom. I’m going to make it your thing.” She dragged me onto the dance floor and I did my best, pretending like I wasn’t searching the room as we swayed to a cheesy song.

      The truth was, I was in a mood.

      I’d been in a mood my entire junior and senior years.

      That was what happened when you were deeply, miserably fucking in love with a girl you couldn’t have.

      And to top off this shitty year, she was my friend’s prom date.

      I couldn’t believe Graham had asked Valentine to our senior prom.

      I couldn’t believe Valentine said yes.

      She’d dated quite a few losers over the past eighteen months. My little pep talk when I found her crying over some guy I didn’t even know but wanted to kill had worked a little too well.

      But Graham was the worst of the lot.

      There had been times when I first moved in with the Fairchilds that I thought my feelings for Valentine might be reciprocated. I wouldn’t do anything about it because I couldn’t reward their kindness by going after Val, but there was a part of me that felt elated she might feel the same way. Instead, I screwed around with a couple of cheerleaders and hoped they’d take my mind off my whopping crush on the daughter of the people who had turned my life around.

      It didn’t work.

      Little Cupid was in my blood.

      As it turned out, I wasn’t in hers. She’d made that clear by dating half the guys in my class.

      “You are in a mood. I can feel the tension in your body,” Alison huffed.

      Alison had been elected student body president and head cheerleader after Christy went off to college. It wasn’t that I had a thing for cheerleaders. I had a thing for smart girls who were as ambitious as I was and didn’t want to get weighed down by a high school romance.

      “I need to use the bathroom. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      I’d seen Valentine dancing with Graham a little while ago, his hand on her ass.

      He hadn’t said it to me, because he knew I’d fuck him up, but he had to be thinking he was getting laid tonight. It was prom night.

      Over my dead body.

      Cursing under my breath, I escaped the ballroom of the fancy-ass club the school had rented and found the men’s room. I tried to shake off the black cloud hovering above my head before going back out there.

      As I was leaving the restroom, however, something caught my attention in my peripheral. I turned toward the hallway that led to a closed-off part of the members-only club.

      Cupid. Sitting on the floor, knees to her chest, her arm around some crying girl I didn’t recognize. As the girl wiped tears from her cheeks, something inside me eased upon seeing Valentine.

      I leaned against the wall and watched Cupid as she comforted the girl at her side.

      Eventually, she pulled the girl to her feet, hugged her, and then led her toward me. Val’s eyes brightened when she saw me. Her companion blushed and hurried away from us, joining the line into the women’s restroom.

      Val and I met each other in the middle. I tried not to check her out. It was really goddamn difficult. She’d designed and made her own dress, and she was a knockout in it. Lately, she’d become obsessed with this ’50s vibe. It suited her. Over the past eighteen months, her body had changed. I’d heard her complaining about it to her mom, and it took everything within me to tell her she had nothing to worry about.

      She was all tits and ass.

      And the ’50s vibe worked for her big-time. It showed off her curves.

      Like now, in her strapless, cherry-red dress that fit like a second skin. The hem stopped just below the knee, and the heart-shaped neckline showed off Valentine’s cleavage a little more than I’d like. I wasn’t too happy about that. Neither was her dad.

      But the whole Marilyn Monroe thing worked.

      My gaze dropped to the floor because I couldn’t look at Val without wanting to kiss the hell out of her. Instead, my eyes caught on her high heels. Tall, with an ankle strap. Her legs looked fucking amazing.

      Shit.

      “Cupid.” I cleared my throat, swinging my gaze back up to her gorgeous face.

      Her dimples creased, her dark eyes glittering. “Hey. You okay?”

      “I’m fine. What about you?” I gestured to the girl she’d been comforting.

      “Oh, her name is Heather. We’re just newly acquainted.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You just met, but she was sobbing on your shoulder?”

      “Yeah. Come on.” She tucked herself into my side, her arm around my back. I automatically curled my arm around her. Her head just came to my chest. To me, she was the perfect fit.

      She smelled good too. Always did.

      As we walked toward the ballroom, Valentine continued, “Heather’s a sophomore. Invited by that jackass junior, Steve Johnson. He’s danced with every hot girl since he got here and then started making out with another girl fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Yup.”

      “Where are her friends?”

      Val shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      This was why I loved her. When Valentine saw anyone in pain, stranger or otherwise, she had to stop to help. Even if it interrupted her good time. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      She grinned up at me, those dimples I’d wanted to kiss a million times popping again. “You always make me feel that way.”

      “It’s because it’s true.”

      Something flickered in her eyes, and I felt her tense against me.

      Could she see it? Sometimes I wondered how she could not see it?

      How much I adored her.

      “Dance with me.” It was out of my mouth before I could stop it. But I didn’t want to stop it. I couldn’t make Valentine Fairchild mine. The Fairchilds were already constantly fighting their daughter about her future. They’d told her no serious boyfriends until college. She’d told them she wasn’t going to college. It was causing major tension. They saw me as a brother figure to her, the buffer that kept their relationship from growing too hostile.

      If I suddenly announced I was in love with her, our entire family dynamic would implode. And I couldn’t risk hurting the Fairchilds like that. Not when I owed them everything.

      But I could have this one dance with her.

      Valentine smiled and took hold of my hand, leading me to the dance floor even though I asked her. I tried not to notice the guys staring at her. The guys who wanted her. Or to think about the guy who would be lucky enough to have her.

      To really have her.

      All of her.

      Instead, I pushed that agonizing thought aside and pulled her into my arms. Her sweet curves pressed into my body. Her fingers tickled the strands of hair at my nape. Her perfume drifted over me, dragging me deeper under her spell … until everything around us disappeared.

      It was just me and Valentine. Swaying to music I couldn’t even hear.

      I couldn’t hear anything but her voice as she murmured against my chest, “This is nice.”

      It was more than nice.

      It was right.

      Perfect.

      I tightened my arms around her waist and fantasized we were here together. That we’d just met at school like two normal kids would.

      “Are you excited about college?” Val suddenly asked.

      Part of me was. Instead of BU, I’d gotten into MIT. Going to a private academy had its advantages. MIT had one of the best architecture programs in the world. Sometimes I couldn’t believe it. It was a partial scholarship, and the Fairchilds were paying the rest. I’d promised I’d pay it back as soon as I could after graduating.

      Another reason their daughter was off-limits.

      “Well?”

      While yeah, it blew me away to be attending MIT, I was going to miss Cupid like fucking crazy. Not being able to walk down the hall, knock on her door, and just sit and talk shit for hours about everything and nothing. To make her laugh whenever her parents were coming down hard on her. To make her whole face light up when I praised her newest creation.

      To feel her with me when my mom screwed up and had to go back to rehab for the hundredth time. To have her lie beside me and not say a word because she knew all I needed was her next to me.

      “Let’s not talk about it. I’m all talked out.”

      Her fingers stroked down my nape, and I shivered as she whispered, “Okay.”

      It was tempting to take hold of her hands and put them somewhere else, but that was useless. Wherever she touched me would go straight to my dick. I was eighteen, for fuck’s sake, and in love with her.

      Thinking about how things could be between us if life had turned out differently, I asked, “What would your dream date be?”

      Valentine met my gaze. She seemed surprised by the question. “My dream date?”

      “Yeah. Not who or anything like that.” I didn’t want to know that shit. “Where would you go? What would you do?”

      She bit her plump bottom lip. I glared at it. Wanting it.

      Finally, she released it and melted into me with a laugh. “You’ll think it’s cheesy.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      Her dark eyes warmed. “No, you won’t, will you?”

      “Cupid?”

      Her eyes drifted past me as she smiled and confessed, “My dream date would be … okay, so I saw it in a movie and I thought it was so simple but really romantic. And perfect. This guy turned the rooftop of his city apartment into a wonderland. There were fairy lights strung everywhere, vases of flowers, flower petals, candles flickering in the dark. And in the middle of it all was a picnic. Music playing in the background.” She shrugged. “How romantic to be up there in a city of millions but feel as if you’re the only two people in the world. Hanging out under the stars with the one person you most want to be with.” Her eyes returned to meet mine when she said the last.

      And I swear my heart stopped.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, “the one person you want most to be with.”

      Valentine was looking at me like she wanted me to kiss her.

      Shock, thrill, anticipation all blasted through me at the thought of her reciprocating my feelings.

      Mostly, I couldn’t stop staring at her mouth and thinking how I could almost taste her.

      My need for her short-circuited my common sense.

      I bowed my head toward her, and I felt her body press deeper into mine as she rose to meet me. Her mouth was almost on mine. Just one more breath—

      “There you are!” Alison’s voice was like an explosion.

      Valentine and I practically jumped out of our skins. Dazed, I dragged my gaze to find my date at our side with Graham, Val’s date.

      “Can I cut in?” Graham glared at me before turning to Val with a smile. He pulled her across the dance floor before I could stop him.

      Then Alison wrapped her arms around my neck like Valentine just had.

      It didn’t feel the same. Her touch didn’t zing through my blood like bliss.

      My attention returned to Cupid.

      Our eyes met as she looked past Graham’s shoulder.

      “So that’s why you don’t date anyone seriously,” Alison said.

      Reluctantly, I turned my attention to her. I was being a dick, wasn’t I? “Sorry?” I vowed to focus on her for the rest of the night.

      She grinned, but there was a tinge of sadness to it. “You love Valentine. I always kind of suspected it, but that moment between you was so hot, there’s no denying it now.”

      Her words were like ice through my veins. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t, Micah. Only Graham and I noticed. And I won’t say anything. You can’t be with her. I get it. The Fairchilds have done a lot for you.”

      I frowned, extremely uncomfortable to have something so private known by anyone.

      Alison leaned into me. “You know my mom remarried last year, right?”

      Confused by the random change of subject, I nodded.

      “Well, the guy she married has a son. He’s a freshman in college. And I have an insanely large crush on him. Crushing on your stepbrother? Not cool. And never gonna happen. So I get it.” She gave me a commiserating look.

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Me too.” Her arms tightened around my neck. “But that’s why we have each other. To distract us from who we really want and can’t have.”

      Sadness overwhelmed me, and I buried my head in her neck, holding her closer.

      Maybe I should be more excited about college. It would get me the hell away from the torment, and maybe I could finally get over Valentine.
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      My palms were sweating.

      I clenched them into fists and told myself to toughen up. Ye of so little faith. I wasn’t going into battle. I was finally letting myself lose a battle I should never have been waging.

      And I couldn’t believe it was Mom of all people who made me see things clearly.

      But last year, my mom had worked really hard to stay clean after rehab. Caroline practically forced her to stick with it, and that woman could be the most stubborn person on the planet. Sometimes that was an outstanding quality, say, for helping someone like my mom deal with addiction. Not so great for supporting (or not, in this case) her daughter.

      Valentine.

      The person I was on my way to see now.

      As soon as she hit eighteen, Valentine moved to the city, got three jobs, and rented an apartment with a friend she’d met at a flea market two summers ago. Summer. Summer was flaky and smoked a lot of jay. I worried Val couldn’t depend on her. But Valentine was a little defensive about her, so I kept my mouth shut. She was getting enough crap from her parents about her life choices on a daily basis. She didn’t need me doing it too.

      Part of me was a little concerned that Valentine was drifting through life, but I continually reminded myself that she wasn’t me. She didn’t need to know what her future might look like. There was still time for her to find the thing that made her happy. I thought she’d do something with her clothes designing, but so far she was bartending, working in a chocolate shop, and answering customer service calls for a small internet start-up.

      Val seemed content.

      Mostly. She got hassled a lot by her parents, which I know wasn’t fun. We’d both stayed at the Fairchilds’ place for Christmas, and my mom joined us. Mom and I were more than a little uncomfortable when Caroline chose Christmas Eve as the “perfect time” to give Valentine shit about her future. I thought Val’s head was going to explode with rage.

      Thankfully, Jim stepped in before I did and asked Caroline to promise not to say another word the entire holiday. However, it hung in the air between mother and daughter, the awful tension.

      That wasn’t why my palms were sweating as I made my way across town to Valentine’s crappy apartment. The apartment I wanted to get her out of but knew I never could because one of the many reasons I loved her was her thousand-mile-long independent streak.

      Nah, my palms were sweating because Mom had given me a big kick up the ass on Christmas Day.

      

      Handing Mom the rinsed plate to put in the dishwasher, I tried to think of something to say. We’d offered to clean up since Caroline and Jim had cooked. Valentine looked ready to offer to help, too, but her mom had shaken her head. It was a not-so-obvious attempt to give me and Mom alone time.

      It wasn’t like we hadn’t been alone over the last two years. But every time I tried to speak, the well of shit that bubbled up inside just kind of choked me.

      “Caroline’s too hard on that girl,” Mom whispered.

      I gave her a sharp look.

      She smirked. “Yeah, I know. Those in glass houses, right? I know I’m not in the position to judge, but …” She glanced over her shoulder to make sure we were still alone. The Fairchilds had retreated to the family den to watch Christmas movies. “I once was Valentine. The kid among the overachievers who just wanted to experience life first. She’s got more grit than me, though. I can see it in her eyes. She’ll be okay. But Caroline needs to ease up, or she’ll lose her like my mom lost me.”

      Unease niggled at me because I knew Mom wasn’t wrong. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

      “Hopefully.”

      I moved to hand her another dish.

      “She’s in love with you, you know.”

      The dish slipped between my fingers, but Mom’s reflexes were fast, and she caught it before it crashed to the floor.

      She gave me a reassuring smile. “You really didn’t know?”

      “Valentine?” I leaned heavily against the counter.

      I didn’t want her opinion to give me hope, but … I couldn’t help it.

      “You should tell her how you feel.”

      She knew I loved her back? “What?”

      Mom covered my hand with hers. “Sweetheart, you two couldn’t be more obvious if you tried. And yet, neither of you seems to recognize how the other feels.”

      “Obvious?” Did the Fairchilds suspect?

      It was as if she was a mind reader. “Caroline sees only what she wants to see, but I can tell Jim knows. He just doesn’t know how to feel about it.”

      “How can you tell Valentine feels the same?” I could barely hear anything over the pounding of my heart. I’d spent a year and a half at college trying to distract myself from the girl I’d left behind. Sometimes it felt like it was working, that the distance was helping. But I couldn’t let her go. When I had time, I’d check in on her in the city, and we’d spend all day together. Then I’d find myself back at square one, fucking pining for her.

      “The way she looks at you. The way she lights up from the inside out when you walk into the room. You make her feel good about herself, and I don’t think many people in her life make her feel that way.” Mom squeezed my hand. “I’m so proud of the person you are.”

      Emotion thickened my throat. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t waste a moment of your life. Not like I did. You need to tell her, kid.”

      Guilt pierced me. “They’ve helped us. Both of us.”

      She knew I referred to the Fairchilds. Mom frowned. “Yeah, they have. And I’ll be forever grateful for what they’ve done for you in particular. But that doesn’t mean you owe them your happiness. So what if you and Val dating makes them a little uncomfortable at first? They should feel lucky as hell to have you being the guy sharing their girl’s life. And they’ll eventually come around when they recognize what a good thing it is.”

      

      So there I was. On my way to tell the girl I loved, I loved her.

      It had taken me more than a few weeks to work everything out in my head. Until I realized I was wasting time overthinking everything. Mom was right. I owed the Fairchilds. But not my happiness. And not Valentine’s either.

      Today was Valentine’s Day.

      It was a little cheesy, but I thought how one day, looking back, it would make my Valentine smile.

      As scared as I was, excitement and anticipation moved through me. We’d take it slow. It would be really fucking difficult not to throw her on the nearest bed after wanting her for so long, but we had to do this right. Dates and getting comfortable in a new reality together first. Sex later.

      Scowling at the broken building entrance, I made a mental note to talk to her landlord and then hurried up the three flights to Valentine’s apartment. Taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly, I hammered my fist on the door before I could talk myself out of this.

      Hearing nothing, I deflated.

      I should’ve called first.

      But I could’ve sworn that this was the day she worked customer service for the internet start-up, which she did from home.

      Maybe she was on a call.

      Shit.

      Deciding this was too important not to interrupt, I knocked again.

      Finally, I heard movement beyond the door. A few seconds later, the door whipped open and a guy stood there, scowling, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans.

      He looked like he was in his mid- to late-thirties.

      He also definitely looked like a guy who’d just been interrupted having sex.

      Summer’s boyfriend?

      “Can I help you?”

      I bristled at his tone, wondering where the hell Val was. “Yeah, I was looking for Valentine, but I guess—”

      “I’m here, I’m here!” I heard her call from the back of the apartment.

      My heart plummeted as she suddenly appeared beside the older guy. She’d thrown on a dress, but there was no disguising her flushed cheeks or messy hair.

      Fuck me.

      It was like someone had stuck a knife in my gut.

      At my silence, Valentine flushed. “Sorry. Introductions. Micah, this is Dillan. Dillan, this is Micah. Micah is a family friend. Dillan is …” She looked up at him, her lips twitching with amusement.

      The bastard smirked down at her. “Dillan is late for work.” He gave her a quick kiss and disappeared down the hall, out of sight.

      I stared at Valentine, trying to mute the betrayal I felt.

      Because she technically hadn’t betrayed me, and I would be a hypocritical bastard if I tried to say she had. In my efforts to get over her, I hadn’t exactly been a monk.

      We stared at each other, the silence awkward and awful.

      Then the bastard returned, fully dressed. He kissed Valentine, longer, with tongue, until I wanted to rip off his fucking head. “Later, baby.” He scooted past me with a knowingly smug expression, and I tightened my hands into fists at my sides to stop from lunging at him.

      “Come in.” Valentine broke the silence, stepping back from the doorway.

      What I really wanted to do was leave.

      And roar my frustration and rage out into a dark sky somewhere.

      Instead, like I was on autopilot, I followed her into the run-down space that acted as both kitchen and living room.

      “What brings you to my part of town?” she asked, running her fingers nervously through her hair.

      I tried not to notice how kiss-stung her mouth was and failed. Clenching my jaw, I looked away. “Just in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop by. Didn’t mean to … interrupt.”

      “Oh, it’s fine.”

      “Who is he?” I picked up a book from the side table. A romance novel. I assumed it was Val’s. Pretending to read the blurb, I waited for her to speak.

      “He’s my boss. He owns the bar I bartend at.”

      Disbelief scored through me.

      Was she fucking kidding?

      I turned to face her. “Are you insane?”

      She flinched like I’d slapped her. “What?”

      “Cupid, how could you be so stupid? You don’t fuck your boss.” My anger took over. “Jesus, he looks twice your age. Too old for you. And is he too married for you too? Is that the reason for the clandestine fuck in the middle of the day? Are you really that much of a screwup?”

      The color drained from Valentine’s cheeks.

      The hurt and betrayal in her gaze was worse than anything I was feeling.

      I wanted to take back what I’d said. It was ugly. It was so fucking ugly. Assumptions based on nothing but jealousy and rage.

      Tears filled her eyes, and I hated myself.

      “Val—”

      She raised a palm. “Don’t. Now I know … now I know what you really think of me. I …” She brushed away her tears angrily and huffed, “I always thought you were the one person who really saw me. But you’re just like them. And I’ve decided I don’t need people in my life who make me feel like a failure.” She stormed toward the door and threw it open, gesturing for me to leave. “You can go.”

      “Valentine, I didn’t—”

      “You can’t take it back.” She shrugged miserably. “It’s out there now. Always between us.”

      “That’s not … I was just surprised … I didn’t expect—”

      “Just stop, Micah.”

      Everything I wanted to say wouldn’t come out.

      I left.

      And I would curse myself for years to come for not telling her right at that moment that I was in love with her, I was a jealous bastard, and it had made me say things I didn’t mean.
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        AGE 22

      

      

      

      The table, as always, was covered in delicious goodness. Turkey, ham, chicken. Stuffing, mashed potatoes, candied yams, sweet potato casserole, green bean casserole, corn bread. Not to mention the three kinds of pie for dessert: pecan, pumpkin, and chocolate.

      The Fairchilds always went all out on Thanksgiving.

      But that wasn’t the reason I always came back.

      I was a graduate student and had my own place in Boston with a few of the guys I’d met in college. All of them but Wells went home for Thanksgiving. I could’ve stayed with him.

      However, I had hope.

      That she would be there.

      She never was.

      Caroline had inadvertently pushed Valentine away as much as I had.

      Not that she didn’t stay in contact. We emailed. We texted. It wasn’t the same. But it was something.

      She talked with Jim too.

      And for some reason, I really thought she’d be here this year. She was turning twenty-one in January … time was slipping away.

      Mom was the only one who noticed my disappointment when I realized Valentine wasn’t coming. She didn’t say anything. The one good thing that had come out of the last few years, other than me getting closer to becoming a qualified architect, was my mom. We were closer. We were building trust again.

      “Didn’t Valentine say she’d call?” her grandmother asked for the ninetieth time. “A child who feels loved and wanted would have called by now.”

      If Caroline came down hard on Val, her mother came down hard on her. She’d been making these little digs at Caroline for the past three Thanksgivings.

      “My daughter knows I love her.” Caroline glared at her mom.

      Caroline’s dad tsked. “Your mother means nothing by it. Lose the tone, Caro.”

      Shit.

      “I don’t have a tone.” She sniffed and stuffed more food into her mouth.

      Jim stared forlornly at his dinner plate.

      They missed their kid.

      I missed her too.

      Mom and I shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’m not saying you weren’t right to guide her on her future, but you have to know when to let go and just let your child make her own mistakes.”

      “I know that, Mother.”

      “And Valentine seems perfectly happy. That’s all anyone can ask for.”

      “Really? Because when I was growing up, you made it clear that my happiness depended upon how successful I was in life and thus how proud I made you.”

      “Jesus,” Mom murmured under her breath.

      Things were about to go south.

      A sharp ringing from the TV on the wall behind Jim jolted us.

      “Oh, thank God,” Jim muttered. “That’ll be Val.” He tapped his phone as he turned toward the TV, and suddenly Valentine’s beautiful, beaming face filled the screen.

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” she cried, waving at us.

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” we called back.

      I was so busy staring at her face, it took me a minute to register the background.

      “Where are you?” Jim asked.

      Although it was dark out, palm trees blew in the breeze behind her.

      And she was wearing a white dress.

      Valentine giggled. “I have a surprise. I’m in Cancun.”

      “Mexico?” Caroline asked, leaning toward the screen. Her face paled. “Valentine … what is that on your left hand?”

      Her dimples popped as dread filled me.

      She raised her left hand, showing off the gold wedding band, and then a guy stepped into the shot. A guy in a tuxedo. Holding her close. Like she was his. “Louis and I got married!”

      The room erupted.

      Dazed, I barely registered what was being shouted at the television by both parents and grandparents.

      Valentine had only been seeing this guy for three months.

      He owned a comic book store. That was all I’d known about him.

      Her parents thought he was a loser.

      Her grandparents changed their tune, said Valentine was wasting her life.

      I could hear her arguing with them, but I couldn’t look at her.

      I got up from my seat and was leaving the room when I heard her shout at them she didn’t need their approval. From the way the four of them turned on each other, I assumed Valentine had cut off the video.

      Feeling sick to my stomach, I grabbed my coat with my car keys and rushed outside for a deep gulp of crisp, cold, fresh air.

      I stopped for a minute on the front lawn, trying to catch my breath.

      Instead, my mom caught up with me.

      “Micah.”

      I turned to her.

      I guessed everything I was feeling must’ve shown because her face crumpled. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      Mom embraced me, and I held on as tight as I could. Tears burned in my eyes and throat until I knew I had to leave, or I was going to lose it.

      As I drove back to Boston that night, I vowed I would stop loving Valentine and finally, finally, move the fuck on.
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      Over the years, I’d told myself I’d give up my addiction.

      It was always a lie.

      And for the millionth time, I found myself internet stalking Micah Green.

      Scrolling through his Instagram, I think a masochistic part of me got off on the unbearable sense of longing and regret I felt every time I saw his smile. Like I deserved to feel that way for having screwed up my early twenties. Not that removing people who make you feel bad about yourself is screwing up. Like my parents, Micah wrote me off as a failure, something my brief marriage and subsequent divorce only seemed to prove.

      My grandparents were a little more forgiving, so I still had contact with them. Dad tried. He never stopped trying. And honestly, I think it would break my heart all over again if he did. Yet, I still didn’t totally trust him not to hurt me.

      I snorted bitterly. I still didn’t completely trust anyone not to hurt me.

      Sometimes I didn’t even trust myself.

      It was hard to after I’d thrown myself into one romantic relationship after the other, hoping to forget the object of my unrequited love. I guessed I thought if I was enthusiastic enough that I would really fall in love with one of them. I talked myself into being in love with my ex-husband, Louis. But Louis turned out to be a giant man-child. And he cheated on me. The only good thing to come from that relationship was Mindy.

      I’d met my best friend Mindy at one of Louis’s theme nights at the comic store. We both loved retro clothing, and we both designed and created our own. It took us a few years to save and get our finances in place, but we finally opened our dream boutique clothing store.

      And it was an enormous hit in the neighborhood. Plus, we made a killing because of our large Instagram following. We’d had to employ a small team of seamstresses and admin staff just to help us fulfill our online orders.

      I’d proven my parents and Micah wrong. While I’d cut my parents out of my life after my marriage (and subsequent divorce), Micah had cut me out of his. For a while, I wondered (hoped?) that maybe my feelings weren’t unrequited, and he was angry and hurt. Like the way he’d look at me sometimes … or the night at prom when I could’ve sworn he was going to kiss me. And the way he reacted to Dillan, the idiot boss I had a short fling with.

      After Micah had left that day and I’d calmed down, I wondered if it was jealousy that made him lash out. I went back and forth, arguing with myself that what I’d felt from him in those moments was real versus me just projecting my unrequited feelings onto him.

      Mom finally solved my inner turmoil by giving me the cold, hard truth about Micah.

      During one of my many arguments with her, she’d yelled at me that even Micah didn’t want me in his life because I was too similar to how his mom used to be. Unpredictable, unreliable, and a screwup.

      A screwup.

      That was what he had called me.

      And it hurt.

      I couldn’t even tell you how much that hurt to hear my mother repeat it all over again.

      Mom tried to apologize. To say she didn’t mean it.

      People who loved each other said hurtful things in the heat of the moment. But my problem with my mom was that it happened too damn much to be healthy.

      Fuck, it killed, but I had to cut those ties.

      Just like Micah cut his ties with me.

      So why couldn’t I let him go?

      My life was good! I had my own business at twenty-six, a successful one.

      Why did I care if Micah was sexier than ever or laughing in the Commons with his model-like girlfriend of the hour? Though, to be fair, this one had been around longer than the others. According to his Instagram, the elegant “E” had been in his life for six months.

      E was exactly Micah’s type. Tall, stunning, brunette, and according to his comments about her, very smart.

      What he considered my opposite.

      He was right about everything but the smarts. I was way over letting people make me think I wasn’t intelligent just because I wasn’t academic. And I might not be stunning, but I wasn’t exactly hard to look at. Some guys liked the whole adorable, curvy, quirky thing I had going on.

      “Ugh.” I glowered at a candid photograph he’d posted of himself hugging a mind-bending building in Peru. He faced the camera, grinning that boyish smile. He looked happy.

      That summer, he and his girlfriend along with another couple had taken a trip to Peru to tour the amazing architecture. Micah looked like he was having the time of his life.

      He was a stranger now.

      Sadness enveloped me.

      “Dear God, you’re stalking him again.” Mindy’s voice right at my ear made me jump a mile.

      “Fuck!” I glared at her. “You’re a sneaky ninja.”

      She grinned, showing off the cute gap between her two front teeth. “No … you were just lost in your mooning again over he who shall not be named.”

      I turned my phone over on the boutique checkout counter. “No, I’m not.”

      My best friend gave me a knowing look. “Uh, yeah, you are. But I have just the thing to distract you.”

      “Oh?”

      She whipped out her phone, tapped the screen a few times, and then shoved it in my face. I stared into the smoldering, dark gaze of a very cute indie band front man-looking dude.

      “His name is Ville, and he saw you on our Instagram page and is obsessed with you. He asked for your number.”

      “Ville and Val. Really?”

      “What? His parents are Finnish.”

      “Mindy—”

      “Don’t Mindy me. He’s a recent friend of Xander’s.” Xander was Mindy’s longtime boyfriend. “Xander approves of him. Says he’s a nice guy. An up-and-coming artist. They’ve shown his work in galleries. He’s not some bum, I promise.”

      “Let me see his photo again.”

      She grinned and practically squealed as she handed over her phone. I scrolled through his Instagram. He didn’t seem to be a poser, which was good. A lot of the photos were of his art, which was also quite good. “He’s talented.”

      “Is that a ‘yes, I’ll go on a double date with you and Xander and in five years’ time thank you for setting me up with the man who gave me my babies Vilandra and Veronica’?”

      I shook my head, laughing at her nonsense. “Let’s just try the double date first.”

      “Whoop!” She did a little happy dance. “I’ll let Xander know. I’m in such a good mood now, I’m even going to do a stock check.”

      “Wins all around.” I hated stock checking.
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      “I think the size 10 is a perfect fit.”

      “I don’t need the 12? You’re sure?”

      “You go with the size 12, you lose the shape. You have such a cute waist. Why not show it off?”

      My customer smiled, uncertain. “Really?”

      “That’s just my opinion. You’re the one wearing the dress, and you have to be comfortable in it.”

      She sighed and turned to the mirror, studying her lush figure in the tight-fitting ’50s pencil dress. “Maybe I should try the flare dress again.”

      I nodded patiently. We’d been in the changing rooms for thirty minutes trying to decide on an outfit, but it was for her ex’s wedding, so I understood—this dress needed to be perfect.

      After handing her a couple of dresses that required a petticoat underneath to give that awesome ’50s prom-dress vibe, I heard the antique bell over the shop door tinkle loudly.

      “I might have to disappear for a second to deal with another customer,” I told her.

      “Oh, of course. You’ve been amazing.”

      I walked toward the front from the changing rooms and heard a loud, female voice say, “Oh, this place is perfect. Jenny was right.”

      The compliment made me smile, proud.

      “We’ll definitely find something for the ’50s costume–theme dinner. I wonder if they only do women’s costumes.”

      Costumes?

      My smile abruptly disappeared as I strode out to see who this person was that thought my store could only possibly be a costume store.

      A tall, heterosexual couple stood holding hands with their backs to me while the woman studied a silk prom dress.

      “This isn’t a costume shop,” I announced to the back of their heads.

      Then they turned to me.

      And it felt like the shop floor disappeared out from beneath my feet.

      Micah.

      Standing in my store.

      Holding the hand of the stunning E from his Instagram.

      “You’re, like … kidding, right?” E dragged her gaze down my body and back up again. I wore a purple pencil dress with a stiff white bow attached to the low neckline. “People actually dress like this? Like, every day?”

      “Elizabeth,” Micah warned.

      What was he doing here? “Micah.”

      “Valentine.”

      “Oh, you two know each other?” Elizabeth narrowed her eyes.

      Micah gave her a quick look before returning his stony stare to me. “Valentine is the Fairchilds’ daughter.”

      “Oh. I almost forgot they had one.”

      She knew my parents?

      Anger bristled across my shoulders, but I didn’t let her see. I didn’t let him see. “How can I help you?”

      Elizabeth stepped forward, her condescending gaze darting from one item to the next. “Well, we’ve been invited to a ’50s theme dinner. I’m looking for something … chic. Maybe I’m in the wrong place, though.”

      “Funny, a second ago, I thought I heard you say this place was perfect.”

      She gave me a shark’s grin. “Sometimes something that looks pretty at first looks a little cheap on closer inspection.”

      God, he really knew how to pick ’em. “Yeah … I often think people’s souls are a lot like that. You know, beauty on the outside, a whole bunch of ugly on the inside.”

      Her eyes flashed, but she shrugged. “Whatever.” A black dress I’d designed myself drew her attention. It was reminiscent of Audrey Hepburn’s famous black dress in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. “Ooh, this might be perfect.” She released Micah’s hand to hurry over to it. “Do you have this in a size 2?”

      Minutes later, she’d wandered off to the changing room, dress in hand, and I was alone with Micah.

      The air crackled with animosity as we glowered at each other. He was dressed stylishly in a fitted coat, dark jeans, and black ankle boots. His hair was different, shaved close at the sides, a little longer on top. He even had some fashionable stubble that I really wanted to mock but couldn’t. I didn’t mock, no matter how angry I was. Mocking was petty. When I insulted a person, the insult was direct, true, and based on my grievance with them.

      I hated how good he looked.

      Finally, I blurted, “Did you know this place was mine?”

      He shrugged. “I’d heard something.”

      The old hurt and defensiveness rose at his casual dismissal of my business. “Clearly it doesn’t meet your standards of success, but we’re doing really great, actually.”

      Anger clouded his handsome face. “What the hell does ‘it doesn’t meet my standards of success’ mean?”

      Oh, don’t play the innocent. “You and your catty girlfriend, coming in here and mocking it as a costume store.”

      Micah looked away, guilt flickering across his expression. “She meant nothing by it.”

      “Oh, please. Your girlfriend was being condescending. But then it doesn’t surprise me. She’s absolutely your type.”

      If he could have fried my ass with the heat of his glare, he would have. “What the hell does that mean? I don’t see you in years, and I get this shit? What the fuck is that?”

      Don’t ask me where my bravery came from or why I decided to put it out there … all I knew was that I’d had enough of Micah pretending to be someone he wasn’t. A perpetually good guy! He wasn’t. I’d had enough pretending that he hadn’t hurt me. “It means that the whole time I’ve known you, you’ve always been attracted to style over substance.”

      “That’s not true.” He took a step toward me. If the air crackled before, it was snapping and angry and electric now.

      “Yeah?” I stepped toward him too. “I like to think I’m a pretty great person no matter what you or my parents think. I’m good, I’m kind, I’m hardworking, and I don’t shit on people to get ahead in life. But that still wasn’t good enough for Micah Green. All of it didn’t come with long legs, a shitty attitude, and lethal ambition.”

      Just like that, he froze. The color bled from his cheeks. His voice sounded hoarse when he said, “What are you talking about?”

      I was on a roll. The word vomit kept pouring. “Oh, come on. You knew. Everyone knew. Even my parents knew I was in love with you. But you made it clear which side of the fence you were on in that situation, didn’t you? It was perfect for all of you. My parents got the kid they always wanted, and you got rid of the pathetic girl who made you uncomfortable mooning over you all the time. Because that’s what I was to you—a chubby failure. God forbid Micah Green think with anything other than his dick when it comes to women.”

      I gestured to the changing room to emphasize my point. “The girlfriend—I barely even know her, and I can already tell you that her beauty is only skin-deep, baby. Have a nice life with that.” I marched into the stock room, leaving him gaping at me in disbelief. I trembled from head to foot, but I felt triumphant.

      I felt like a weight had been lifted off me.

      I’d finally said, in less than two minutes, everything I’d ever wanted to say to him.

      Everything he never thought I’d have the guts to say to his face.

      After explaining to Mindy I needed her to cover the store because Micah was out there, I headed up to our apartment above it.

      No more internet stalking. No more pining for a guy who was never really the right guy.

      It was time to date again, this time with conviction.

      I wasn’t sure Ville would be Mr. Right, but at least this time I’d give a guy a real shot.
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      “Oh, come on. You knew. Everyone knew. Even my parents knew I was in love with you.”

      I shook my head, trying to get Valentine’s voice out of it.

      I couldn’t.

      It had been three days since our altercation in her store.

      Three days since my whole fucking life got turned upside down.

      “Because that’s what I was to you—a chubby failure. God forbid Micah Green think with anything other than his dick when it comes to women.”

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I tried to shove her words away.

      Tried not to care.

      But this ache in my chest, deep and gnawing, wouldn’t shift.

      “You look like you’re in physical pain.”

      Opening my eyes, I found my best friend and roommate, Wells, standing at my side. It amazed us both the same firm offered us jobs after we graduated. We’d interned at Watkins & Holtz but never expected we’d both get something permanent there. Their firm specialized in making eco-living beautiful and interesting, an aesthetic Wells and I sought to achieve in our designs.

      “I think I am.”

      He sipped his champagne, following my gaze to Elizabeth. She was across the room, elegant in the chic black dress she bought from Valentine. When Valentine’s business partner, Mindy, took over for Val in the shop, she’d told Elizabeth the dress was Valentine’s design. I swear Elizabeth wasn’t going to buy it when she heard that, but her better side won out.

      And whatever Valentine had said about Elizabeth, she did have a better side.

      Problem was, that side of her was never fully engaged.

      I hadn’t just come to this conclusion because of Val’s split-second judgment of my girlfriend. Elizabeth’s attitude had been bothering me for months. Yet I felt caught. I’d made the stupid mistake of saying yes to a date with the daughter of Richard Meyer, a partner at the firm. He set us up. I thought it was a great idea. Elizabeth was sexy as hell, smart, and independent. However, for the last few months, I’d pushed her snide comments about almost everyone to the side.

      She had her moments of kindness too.

      Elizabeth did a lot of work for charity organizations.

      “You can break it off with her, you know.” Wells turned to me, a knowing look on his face. “Richard won’t fire you. Look, I saw it in Peru, man. The woman is gorgeous, but she can be downright nasty. And controlling. Every time she swapped out the food you ordered for a salad, I thought my head was going to explode. Cherry can’t stand her. She almost left Peru because of her.”

      Cherry was Wells’s girlfriend, a sustainability expert we’d met through our work.

      We’d spent three weeks in Peru touring the country to study the architecture. Our firm had actually let us do it as research. It was supposed to be the time of our lives, but tension had seethed among the four of us toward the end of the trip. I hadn’t realized it was all down to Elizabeth. “You should’ve said something.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to.”

      “I saw Valentine,” I blurted out.

      Wells knew all about Valentine Fairchild. And how I’d felt about her. His eyes widened. “When?”

      “E saw her store online and wanted to visit. I didn’t know how to say no.”

      “More like you didn’t want to say no.”

      I shrugged. “Okay, I admit I wanted to see her.”

      “And?”

      I felt like I was going to throw up. “While E was in the changing room … Val let me have it. Basically implied I’m a shallow piece of shit because I’d rather have someone like E than someone like her.”

      “What the hell?”

      I looked him straight in the eye. “She outright said she used to be in love with me … and she said I knew it. That everyone knew it. But I didn’t want her because she didn’t meet my shallow standards.”

      Wells looked like he’d been punched in the gut for me. “Fuck, man. What did you say?”

      “I didn’t say a thing. I was in shock. And then she walked out.”

      We were quiet a moment as we watched Elizabeth move through the crowd of employees and their other halves, a born hostess.

      Then Wells said, “It’s not on you. She obviously doesn’t know you that well, after all.”

      “I pushed her away because of her parents. I called her a screwup. I cut her out of my life when she married that prick.” My heart hammered. “I could have prevented all of it if I’d just grown a pair and told her how I felt. So it is on me.”

      “How do you feel about her now?”

      Remembering how every part of me came alive as soon as I saw Valentine the other day, I knew the answer. Not only that but I’d been internet stalking her for years. Scrolled through her Instagram and Facebook photos until my eyes blurred. After her divorce, I wanted to go to her, but I’d been afraid it would send me back to that place where I constantly pined for her. With distance, the pining was kept at a minimum.

      Yet in doing that, I’d broken her heart as much as she’d broken mine.

      “I need to end things with Elizabeth.”

      Wells clapped me on the shoulder. “About damn time.”
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      The right thing to do after breaking up with your girlfriend was to wait at least a month before moving on, right?

      I could barely wait a week. I guessed that made me a prick.

      But the heart wants what it wants.

      I’d promised I’d give it some time before I went to Valentine to clear the air between us. But I’d been home on a Friday night, working on some plans for a couple who were building an eco-home on a tiny plot of land in Beacon Hill at the end of one of the historical row houses. It was a miracle we’d even gotten planning permission.

      Wells and Cherry were out on a date.

      Fingers itching, I reached for my phone and opened Instagram. The first photo on my feed was from Elizabeth’s account. She hadn’t blocked me.

      Now I knew why.

      The photo was of her kissing a guy in what looked like a nightclub. The caption stated, “He’s a better kisser than the last guy I dumped.”

      Nice.

      Elizabeth wasn’t exactly devastated when we broke up. She was more pissed off that I’d ended things.

      “You do not get to break up with me. No one breaks up with me. I’m ending this. And don’t think for one second you can come crawling back when you realize what an epic mistake you just made.”

      She’d swaggered out of the café as if she’d been told her favorite store didn’t carry her shoe size anymore, not like she’d just ended a six-month relationship.

      Not gonna lie, her reaction made me feel like less of a prick.

      And if she wanted to tell the world she dumped me, have at it.

      I shook my head, disbelieving I’d wasted Peru on her, and typed Valentine’s name into the search. Finding her account, I tapped on her latest photo and felt that goddamn ache grip me tight.

      She was out with Mindy tonight. She’d posted a selfie of them in a bar and tagged the location.

      Jesus, she was so beautiful, it killed me.

      Those dimples.

      Those sultry eyes.

      My attention moved to the location tag. They were in a bar near here.

      Screw it.

      Not fifteen minutes later, I pushed through the door of the crowded bar, searching the patrons’ faces.

      I found Valentine sitting in a booth across from Mindy. There was a guy next to Val’s friend but Valentine sat alone. I worked through the crowd and didn’t even say hi before I slid onto the bench next to her.

      She looked up at me in shock. She’d pulled her hair into a high ponytail, elongating her eyes, which already looked huge and “come fuck me” because of her eyeliner. I loved Val’s style. It was feminine and sexy, and she did not know just how much of both.

      “Hey, Cupid.” I gave her a coaxing smile.

      A bunch of emotions flashed across her face, none of them positive. Fuck. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saw you here, thought I’d say hi.” I looked at her friend Mindy and the guy I recognized from their shop’s Instagram account. It was Mindy’s boyfriend, Xander. Christ, I sounded like a stalker. I shouldn’t know these things. “Hey, Mindy.” I held out my hand to Xander. “Nice to meet you. I’m Micah.”

      Xander peered at me warily through his thick, black-framed glasses but shook my hand. “Hey. Xander.”

      “Uh … dude, you’re in my seat.”

      Glancing up, my stomach dropped. A tall, wiry, good-looking guy was frowning down at me, a tray of drinks in his hands.

      This was a double date.

      Valentine was on a date.

      And this guy was exactly her type.

      No, I reminded myself. You are her type.

      I would not repeatedly make the same mistake.

      Feigning ignorance, I grinned and shimmied closer to Valentine, forcing her along the bench toward the wall. “Plenty of room for three.” There was no way I was letting him sit beside her.

      I was pretty sure I heard Mindy cover a snort of laughter with her hand.

      “I’m Micah,” I said as the indie guy reluctantly slid in beside me and passed out the drinks.

      “Uh … Ville.”

      I grinned at the thought. “Ville and Val? Really?”

      “What are you doing?” Valentine hissed under her breath.

      I ignored her. “How long have you two known each other?”

      “First date.” Ville flicked a wary look at me and then Val.

      Excellent. Definitely wasn’t going to feel bad about messing this up for him, then.

      I turned to Valentine, looked into her huge, dark eyes, and I realized at that moment that I couldn’t waste another eleven years of my life. If I didn’t say something now, even if it was humiliating and she rejected me, I would end up without her. And if I said what needed to be said and I still ended up without her, then at least I could say I actually goddamn tried.

      “I broke up with Elizabeth.”

      Valentine gaped at me. “What?”

      “You were right. Not about why I was with her or that a woman needs to look or be a certain way before she interests me,” I said, glaring at her for those unfair comments. “But that sometimes she could be a not-nice person. And I didn’t want to be with someone like that.”

      Valentine stiffened. “Good for you.”

      “You were wrong about everything else.”

      Her eyes flashed angrily. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

      “Did you or did you not call me a screwup and then cut me out of your life when I married Louis?”

      “Wait, you were married?” Ville peered around me to ask.

      Mindy put her palm up to his face, her gaze fixed on us. “Shush it, Valo.”

      “What? It’s Ville.”

      “Ssshh.” She cut him a pleading look and turned back to me, leaning in. “Continue.”

      I tried not to laugh as I turned to Valentine. She’d transferred her glower to her best friend. “I was the screwup. I was jealous and pissed, and rather than manning up and admitting how I really felt, I let you go. But you should know, I have never regretted anything more in my life. And God, Cupid, I have missed the hell out of you.”

      Angry tears filled her eyes. “You can’t do this to me.”

      “Hey, look, I’m clearly in the middle of something here,” Ville said loudly, pushing away from the table. “I’m just gonna go.”

      “No!” Valentine turned to me, her expression furious. “You go.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Her eyes widened in shock.

      “Yeah, okay, see you.” Ville stalked off, pushing through the crowded bar.

      That was fine with me.

      Triumphant, I turned to Val.

      She looked ready to kill me.

      I could deal with that.

      “Don’t look so smug. And let me out of here.” She pushed at my chest. “Seriously … I’m feeling claustrophobic.”

      Sensing her genuine panic, I winced and slid from the booth to let her out. “Cupid—”

      “Don’t call me that!” She shoved past me, her face crumpling just before she rushed away.

      I moved to follow her, but suddenly, Mindy was in my face, holding me off. Xander turned out to be at least two inches taller than me, and he stood at Mindy’s back like her bodyguard.

      I wasn’t getting past them without going through him first.

      Great. I didn’t think beating up Val’s friend would endear her to me.

      “I didn’t mean to …” I ran a hand through my hair in exasperation. “I didn’t come here to upset her.”

      “Why did you come here?” Mindy didn’t look accusatory. In fact, her entire attitude tonight made me think I could have an ally in her.

      “Because our wires have been crossed for more than a goddamn decade. And I came here to clear the air. To be honest. Didn’t quite work out.”

      “Val is just pissed because you have the power to hurt her,” Mindy admitted. “But don’t stop trying. As long as you don’t plan to hurt her, don’t stop trying.”

      “I don’t plan to hurt her. I plan to love her.”

      She grinned, her blue eyes brightening. “Then don’t give up. We’ll be at a vintage market in Somerville on Saturday. I’ll DM you the address on Instagram.”

      Feeling a lot more hopeful than I was minutes ago, I raised an eyebrow and teased, “You know my Instagram account?”

      “Oh, please … you clearly stalked Val’s Instagram to find us here. The fact that she stalks you should come as no surprise.”

      “She stalks me?” I grinned.

      She rolled her eyes. “You two are hopeless. You better be there on Saturday, Green.”

      “Oh, I’ll be there.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        VALENTINE

      

      

      

      “What do you think of this one?” I held up a ’50s raffia handbag. “It needs a little TLC, but I think we could make this beautiful and make a killing on it.” At the answering silence, I turned to Mindy to find her scanning the outdoor market. Was she looking for someone or something? “What’s with you? You’ve been distracted all morning.”

      Mindy whirled, her short, dark curls flying around her face. “I’m not distracted. You said something about a bag?”

      I held it up. “You are definitely distracted.”

      “How much?” She turned the tag and frowned. “Let me try to whittle the price down first.”

      I let her take the bag to the seller because she was better at haggling than I was, and turned to see if the woman was selling other accessories with potential.

      “Do you think this is too yellow for me?”

      The familiar voice caught me off guard.

      My eyes flew up from the bin I was raking through to find Micah on the opposite side of it, holding a yellow bikini top to his chest. What the hell was he doing here?

      I straightened, my hands flying to my hips. “I think it’s too ‘in Somerville’ for you. What are you doing here?”

      First, he hunted me down using Instagram (according to Mindy) and ruined my date, and now he was here? I hadn’t posted I was at this market.

      How did he—

      Mindy!

      Whipping my head in her direction, I found her watching us with avid interest. At my glare, she gave me a half grimace, half smile, waved the bag at me as if in triumph, and then darted off.

      That little interfering … “I’m going to kill her.”

      “Don’t.” Micah dumped the bikini back in the bin and stepped into my space. I wanted to retreat, but that would only prove he affected me. “She’s just trying to help.”

      “Help with what? Mess with my head again?”

      He frowned down at me. His gray eyes were too easy to drown in. I wanted to look away. I didn’t want to be sucked back in. “Why did you say what you said in your store if you didn’t want to clear the air between us?”

      “I said what I said because it was true, and I wanted you to know I know what kind of person you really are.”

      Hurt flashed in his eyes and guilt crushed me. “You don’t really mean that.”

      “Micah, why are you here?”

      “You know why.” He took hold of my upper arms and bent his head toward mine. His expression was everything I’d ever wanted from him when he looked at me. Yet now that I had it, I was terrified. “You have to know that I have always felt the same way. From the moment I first saw you.”

      I shook my head.

      “I just … for so long, I felt like I owed your parents. I didn’t want to upset them.”

      “So you wanted me. Just not enough?”

      His grip on me tightened. “You remember the day I came to see you? It was Valentine’s Day, and when I got to your apartment, you had that guy there. Your boss.”

      “Hard to forget. You assumed some pretty not-nice things.”

      “What I should have said”—Micah pulled me closer, his breathing uneven—“was that I was sorry. I was saying all those shitty things because I had come over to tell you I loved you and I wanted to be with you. And I was angry and jealous as hell.”

      Oh my God. I’d been right all along, and I’d let my mother make me think differently.

      “Micah.” All that time wasted. “You should have said something. He was just a fling! If you had just said something—”

      “I know. I know.” He wrapped me in his arms, burying his face in my neck with a groan. Was this happening? It felt so surreal. “Christ, I know. You have no idea how much I wished I’d said something.”

      “I should have said something too,” I whispered, softening beneath his touch. I couldn’t let him take all the blame. “It’s on me too.”

      “Go on a date with me.”

      I stepped out of his embrace at the abrupt demand. My heart raced. Excited butterflies sprung to life in my stomach. But fear had a tight grip on me.

      Micah had the power to devastate me.

      And too many people I’d loved had hurt me already.

      I didn’t know if I could trust that he wouldn’t do it again. “We’re too different.”

      He scowled. “That’s bullshit.”

      I let out a huff of laughter. “It would never work. It’s been years, Micah. We’re strangers now.”

      “No. We’re two sides of the same coin. We got split in half for a while, but we’ll fit good as new again if you’ll let it happen.”

      Why did he have to be so romantic? “You have to mean this, Micah. This can’t just be because you miss me and are confusing our old friendship for something else.”

      “We were never friends.”

      I flinched like he’d hit me.

      “I mean,” he hurried to explain, “I never just thought of you as a friend. I don’t go around fantasizing about making love to my friends.”

      Heat stained my cheeks. “Oh.”

      He studied my reaction and his grin turned wicked. “If we’re putting the truth out there, I have been thinking about doing very dirty things to you since the moment I moved down the hall from your bedroom.”

      I burst into laughter, covering my hot face with my hands.

      Was this really happening?

      Gentle but strong fingers curled around my wrists and gave them a little tug. I let Micah lower them.

      “Go on a date with me. Just one date.”

      “I need to think about it.”

      Micah winced. “Cupid, we have been overthinking this since the moment we met. Please. Just one date.”

      His eyes were big and pleading.

      Jesus, he was too handsome for his own good. I groaned, feeling my defenses crumble. “Okay. One date. Just one.”
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      Wednesday, September 22

      

      Micah: Three days until I see you again.

      Val: U’re really committed to this daily countdown thing, huh?

      Micah: I’m ignoring your lack of enthusiasm.

      Val: That bodes well.

      Micah: Trust me, when I’m inside you, you’ll be voraciously enthused.

      Val: Cocky much? Just try to make it thru the 1st (only?) date, Green.

      Micah: I can’t fucking wait. And 1st of many. Definitely not only.

      

      Thursday, September 23

      

      Micah: Are your favorite chocolates still Ferrero Rocher?

      Val: Yes. Y?

      Micah: Are your favorite flowers still peonies?

      Val: What r u up 2?

      Micah: Peonies?

      Val: Yes.

      Micah: Send me a pic. I miss your face.

      Val: Sent. Send me one too. I may or may not miss urs back.

      Micah: You look beautiful. You always look beautiful.

      Val: Thank u. U look srsly hot. Damn u.

      Micah: 😂 You’re so romantic, Cupid.

      Val: I thought that was romantic!

      

      Friday, September 24

      

      Val: So can u at least tell me how I should dress for this supersecret date?

      Micah: Dress like you.

      Val: Helpful.

      Micah: I thought so.

      Val: I might dress like Catwoman.

      Micah: Yes! Do that!

      Val: I’m not dressing like Catwoman.

      Micah: Yeah, maybe keep that one for the bedroom.

      Val: Aw, in ur dreams, Green.

      Micah: Since I was 16.

      Val: 🥰

      

      Saturday, September 25

      Micah: I can’t believe I get to go on a date with you tonight.

      

      I stared down at the text I hadn’t answered since this morning. I hadn’t known what to say. What I really wanted to say was, “Me too! I’m a ball of nerves and excitement and feel like all my romantic dreams are coming true.”

      But if I said that, then I was opening myself up to being hurt before we even went on the date.

      A knock sounded on my apartment door, and I almost jumped out of my skin. Mindy had taken off with Xander after we closed up shop for the day. She said my nervous energy was making her restless.

      I understood. I was “vibing big-time,” as Mindy would say.

      Taking a deep breath, I shook out my hands and cast one last look at my reflection in the long mirror that hung on the wall near our front door. Instead of my every day ‘50s look, I’d bought a dress for the occasion. It was not my usual style but when I tried it on, it made me feel beautiful. Mindy convinced me to buy it. It was a deep red that contrasted well with my blond hair and it was long and flowy. The sleeves were full but tight at the wrist and it had a flattering neckline that showed more than a hint of cleavage.

      I’d left my hair down, curled into soft waves with my flat iron, and had spent almost an hour on my makeup.

      The truth was, I’d never gone to this much effort for a guy before. And I didn’t mean the time I’d invested in my appearance. There was a hell of a lot of emotional investment here.

      Please be worth it, Micah.

      Micah stood on the other side of the door when I opened it, his hands in the pockets of his coat. He was wearing a dark-gray waistcoat that matched his suit pants.

      Minus the newsboy cap, he looked straight out of the TV show, Peaky Blinders.

      It was hot.

      He was HOT.

      Reaching for my coat, I returned his soft smile. His eyes filled with as much anticipation as I felt.

      “Let me.” He stepped into the apartment and took my coat.

      With my back to him, I bit my lip, admitting only to myself how much I enjoyed his gentlemanly manners. I’d never had a date hold a door open for me before, never mind help me into my coat. Once I had my arms in the sleeves, Micah settled his hands on my shoulders and gave me a little squeeze. “You ready?”

      I turned to him, inhaling his spicy, delicious cologne. He was close enough to kiss. “I’m ready.”

      Those gorgeous gray eyes of his dropped to my mouth.

      The air crackled between us.

      “Should we go?” I whispered, just as he seemed to lean in for a kiss.

      Micah blinked rapidly, as if coming out of a daze. He stepped back. “Yeah. Uh, yeah, let’s go.”

      Outside, he hailed a cab and when we got inside, he gave the driver an address I didn’t recognize. “Where are we going?”

      Micah smiled and reached for my hand. “You’ll see.”

      I stared at our entwined hands as we sat in tense silence while the cabbie made his way through the city. It wasn’t tense as in bad; it was tense as in electric. Micah casually brushed his thumb over the top of my hand, back and forth, back and forth. Shivers sprinkled down my spine at the caress.

      He was turning me on with a mere touch.

      I didn’t know if I let out a disgruntled sigh or what, but Micah smiled at me, somewhat smugly. He raised our hands to his lips and kissed the back of mine.

      I melted.

      Oh, yeah … minutes into the date and already he was getting behind my defenses.

      Dangerous, dangerous man.

      Thankfully, fifteen minutes later, the car stopped in front of a block of red-brick apartments in Allston. After Micah paid the cabbie, I stood on the sidewalk, staring up at the building. “Where are we?”

      Micah took hold of my hand and repeated, “You’ll see.”

      As he led me into the building and up the stairs, I worried that he’d brought me to his apartment for our first date. It was not only presumptuous; it was way too fast. Heart racing, I bit my tongue, hoping I was wrong.

      We reached the top floor and then passed through a door at the end of the hall; it led to a dark flight of stairs.

      Confused, I stayed quiet and followed him up. He pushed open the door at the top, leading us out onto the roof.

      Shock. Amazement. Wonder flooded me.

      The roof had been transformed into a fairy-tale wonderland.

      Garden trellises covered with flowers and strung with ropes upon ropes of fairy lights created a cocoon around a picnic area. There were candles placed here and there, too, their flames dancing in the soft breeze.

      Pots and vases of peonies covered the space, and in the middle of the trellis arrangement was a fur blanket with a picnic basket. Beside it were several bowls of golden-wrapped Ferrero Rocher, as well as an ice bucket complete with champagne and two champagne flutes beside it.

      And soft indie rock music played from a dock beside the picnic basket.

      My dream date.

      He remembered.

      I didn’t expect to react like I did.

      The sob burst out of me.

      Suddenly, I was in Micah’s arms as I cried against his chest. “Cupid, tell me these are good tears?”

      I nodded, unable to speak through the intense emotion clogging my throat.

      Micah’s voice was gruff. “I have loved you for a very long time.”

      Finally, I raised my head, my fear still prodding me even as I felt myself letting go. “You don’t know me anymore.”

      “I do,” he replied fiercely, his grip on me tightening. “I know you. And I miss you like crazy. I’ve been walking around for years missing a piece of me, an immense piece of me. And that emptiness won’t go away unless I have you. I know I promised not to push, not to move too fast, but I needed you to know—”

      I pulled his head down to mine and cut off his desperate words with a kiss.

      He groaned, lifting me into it, turning it wild and voracious. I clung to his neck, my feet now inches off the ground.

      When he finally lowered me to the rooftop and we parted to breathe, I confessed, “I still love you too. And that you did all this for me …” I gestured around us. Somehow, it had changed everything. It was a reminder of who he really was to me. The person who made me feel special and seen. “Micah, I don’t want to go slow with you. I want to stop wasting time and start making up for the time we lost.”

      It was difficult to keep our hands off each other as we settled to have the picnic of sandwiches and snacks Micah had put together. We laughed and reminisced about the past, caught up on each other’s lives, the things we’d missed. Touching and kissing in between, a slow foreplay that was driving me crazy. Hours passed up there in the sky, the city lights in the distance, surrounded by people but all alone. Together.

      When Micah took me downstairs, I should have let him call me a cab like we’d planned.

      Instead, I whispered, “I want to see your apartment.”

      We both knew what I meant.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered back, his eyes shadowed with desire.

      I nodded.

      I barely saw his apartment when he let me into it. We were too busy hurrying toward his bedroom. As soon as the door slammed behind us, we became frantic arms and hands trying to undress each other. It was like being stuck in a scorching desert with too many clothes, desperate to feel nothing but air on our bare bodies.

      Except we were desperate to feel nothing but skin against skin.

      Laughing and stroking and kissing, we eventually ended up on Micah’s bed naked, his body braced above mine. When he slid a hand between my legs, my breath caught.

      Micah was touching me.

      It was like a beautiful dream.

      I lifted my hips, widening my legs, inviting him as he slipped two fingers inside me. My need for him eased his way, and Micah’s face was suddenly harsh with lust.

      He kissed me, lowering his hips so I could feel his hot erection throbbing against me. Then his lips left my mouth to discover my body. He kissed every inch of me, sucking on my nipples until they were distended and tender, kissing between my legs, his tongue laving at my clit until I came. And then he started all over again.

      “Micah, I can’t,” I moaned, my nails biting into his back. “I need you. I need you.”

      “It should have been me,” he whispered, suddenly sounding pained.

      He raised his head from my breasts, and I saw regret mingling with his passion.

      I stroked his face. “Micah?”

      He leaned into my touch. “I should have been your first, Cupid.”

      Yes, that would have been perfect. Instead of with Graham in the back of his parents’ Range Rover. But I wouldn’t go back. Not if it led to this moment. “What does any of it matter as long as you’re my last?”

      My words, the promise in them, shattered whatever control Micah had. He leaned over the bed and opened the drawer of his bedside table to remove a foil. His eyes were dark with need as he ripped open the packet with his teeth. The taut desperation low, deep in my womb coiled tighter as I watched him roll the condom up his thick hardness.

      Micah’s hands depressed the mattress on either side of my head, his chest lifting off my body. He nudged my knee with his, and I opened my legs wider at his silent request.

      I gazed into those beautiful gray eyes, letting him see everything I felt.

      He stared back at me, his cheeks flushed, nothing but love and tenderness in his gaze. “This is a dream come true, Cupid.” Then he pushed into me, and I grabbed onto his waist, holding tight at the pinch of pain. Micah was bigger than I’d expected.

      I felt full. Overwhelmingly full and surrounded by him.

      He withdrew a little and then pushed back in, the slight pain eclipsed by pleasure.

      “Yes,” I gasped, tilting my hips up to pull him deeper.

      He let out an animalistic growl that made me unbelievably hot.

      I cried out as he thrust, pushing deep, hitting that perfect place inside me, and gliding slowly out again. I arched my hips, trying to pull him back in.

      “Cupid,” Micah grunted, and his thrusts picked up speed. Then his features hardened and he froze over me. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “What is it?” I breathed hard. “Don’t stop. God, don’t stop, Micah. Please.”

      “I’m sorry.” He stared down at me, something like awe in his eyes, his muscles straining in his arms. “I’m just … I’ve fantasized about being inside you a million times, and now that I am … fuck, I’m so turned on, I’m gonna come too soon, like I’m a fucking kid again.”

      He looked boyishly frustrated by this while I gloried in the feel of my feminine power. It made that low, savage, needful part of me pulse with want. “Come, then.” I arched into him again. “Just come. I’m not getting out of this bed anytime soon, so we have all night to come as many times as we can.”

      Micah groaned with need. Then his thumb was on my clit, the delicious pressure leading me toward climax. My hips lifted against his as I came around him, and his suddenly jerked as he shuddered and throbbed through his own release.

      I wrapped my arms and legs around him, loving the heavy weight of him.

      Not long later, I reluctantly released him so he could take care of the condom. When he returned, he stood over my body, his hot gaze taking in every inch of me. I’d never been that confident about my body. I was soft around the tummy and thighs. While I had a small waist, I wasn’t trim. Curvy hips, lots of tits and ass.

      I’d held sheets to hide myself anytime I was in bed with a guy … but something about Micah’s expression made me feel like the sexiest woman on the planet. I sank into his mattress, bit my lip to stop the moan that wanted to escape from his mere perusal, and I widened my legs in invitation.

      Then he was on me again, his enthusiasm making me laugh.

      My laughter turned to giggles, then to gasps, followed by sighs and moans.

      Then screams of pleasure as he took his time wringing bliss out of my body.

      And when we were finally partially sated by the wee hours of the morning, Micah curled me in his arms and whispered, “I love you, Valentine. Always have. Always will.”

      For the first time since I was a kid, I felt safe.

      I let myself trust him, trust that his love was unconditional. “I love you, too, Micah Green.”
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        AGE 28

      

      

      

      Valentine Fairchild walked toward me in a white dress Mindy had designed for her.

      It was just Valentine’s style.

      She was an absolute angel to behold.

      But she could’ve been wearing a plastic trash bag and I wouldn’t have cared, as long as she was walking down that candlelit aisle toward me.

      My mom sat in the first pew on my side of the church, watching Val make her way to me with a bouquet of peonies clasped in her hands. Mom dabbed at her eyes, her joy for us genuine. Her boyfriend, a widower named Rick, who actually seemed like a decent guy, sat at her side as her date.

      Wells stood at my side as my best man. Cherry sat next to Rick, a big smile on her face. She and Val got along great. But I knew they would.

      And on Val’s side was Mindy in her maid of honor dress, her boy Xander in the second pew from the front on the bride’s side.

      In the front pew sat Caroline, Jim, and Val’s grandparents.

      The relationship between the Fairchilds and their daughter might never be easy, but I was trying to help repair old wounds, and it meant something that they were here and that they were happy for us.

      I felt them all cheering us on. But I only had eyes for her.

      This nervous energy had been rushing through me for days. Probably months.

      Valentine had talked me into waiting almost a year before we married.

      A fucking year.

      It was like a lifetime.

      Now it was finally here.

      And that nervous energy finally relaxed as I held Val’s hands and the reverend announced, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      I gazed into the warm, kind, beautiful dark eyes of Valentine Fairchild Green and whispered, “You happy, Cupid?”

      She grinned, her dimples popping with joy she couldn’t contain. Val threw her arms around me, pulling me into a hug that made me stumble, and we laughed as we held each other tight.

      It was the only answer I needed.
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        EMBER

      

      

      

      “This cannot be happening.” I glowered out of our living room window at the moving van sitting in our neighbor’s driveway. More specifically, I glowered at the man standing in front of the moving van. To my sister, Jade, I demanded, “Did you know about this?”

      Jade raised her hands defensively. “I swear Colt never said a word.”

      Colt was my elder sister’s fiancé and the business partner of the man currently moving into the house next door.

      A man I couldn’t stand.

      “I think we’re all being very rude and should probably go out and welcome him to the neighborhood,” Celeste, our second-youngest sister, remarked as she peered curiously at him. “His kid is cute.”

      “Kid,” I huffed, rolling my eyes. “He’s a man-child. No man-child should be raising a child.”

      “That can’t be helped,” Jade admonished. “His ex took a job in Paris so Foster is now a full-time dad. Colt said they’re both having a hard time adjusting.”

      Foster. Foster Darwin. Quite possibly the rudest man I’d ever met. My attention strayed to the little girl standing in the driveway, her hand held tight in Foster’s as they watched the moving team unload. She wore a somber expression on her sweet little face. “How could a mother abandon her child for a job?”

      “We don’t know the circumstances,” Celeste reminded us.

      “True,” I murmured.

      “I’m done peeping out the window.” Jade started for the front door. “Foster is Colt’s best man. It would be weird if I didn’t say hello.”

      Celeste hurried to follow Jade.

      Lifting the hem of my full-skirted maxi dress, I marched out of the house, bounced down the porch steps after my sisters, onto the lawn I cared for, and hopped over my flower beds and onto Foster’s driveway.

      Foster was my new neighbor.

      The universe had a sick sense of humor.

      “Foster!” Jade called, and the man in question turned, adorable daughter in hand.

      “Jade?” He frowned, coming toward us.

      His little girl’s face brightened with curiosity.

      “Colt didn’t tell me you bought this house,” Jade said after kissing his cheek. “Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

      “You live here?” He nodded at our house.

      “For now. Once Colt and I are married, I’ll move in with him, but this is our family home. Our parents left it to us. Ember and Celeste live here too.”

      At the mention of my name, Foster’s lips pressed together into a tight line.

      Yeah, the feeling’s mutual, buddy.

      “Hey, Georgie, do you remember me?” Jade crouched to eye level with Foster’s daughter, who nodded shyly. Jade held out her hand. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Georgie eyed my sister’s hand, then her face, considered her, and then tentatively placed her hand in Jade’s. My big sister beamed that stunning smile of hers. “Are you excited about your new house?”

      Georgie’s answer was to step behind her father’s leg and bury her face in the back of it. Foster settled a hand on her head, stroking her hair in comfort. I refused to let the sign of familial love melt my anger toward him. “She’s a little shy.”

      Jade stood. “Of course, I remember. And it’s a big day.”

      “Yeah.” Foster stared expressionless at our house for a second. “It is weird Colt didn’t mention you were my new neighbor.”

      “Did I hear my name?”

      We turned to see Colt Baron striding up Foster’s driveway, a twinkle in his blue eyes, a mischievous smile curling his lips. “Hey, angel.” He stopped to press a kiss to my sister’s mouth, winked at her, smiled at me and Celeste, and then turned his charm on Georgie. “How’s my princess doing?”

      Georgie stepped out from behind her father and went to Colt with animation. She held out her arms, and he swept her into them with ease. Catching the look of longing on my sister’s face, I wished we were standing next to one another so I could squeeze her hand. Colt was four years younger than my thirty-eight-year-old sister, and he wanted kids. So did Jade, but I knew she worried they’d have a hard time getting pregnant because she was a little older. I wanted to reassure her because I couldn’t imagine a universe in which my kind, beautiful, patient sister wouldn’t be a mom.

      Both of us had been in prior relationships, but being the romantics we were, we didn’t want to settle down for less than utter certainty that we’d found the one.

      It was quite by chance she met Colt. Jade was an English teacher at a local high school, and one of her student’s moms was going through a bad divorce. Parent-teacher conference night came around, and that mom’s younger brother decided to accompany her so she wouldn’t be alone for her first post-divorce conference. That brother was Colt.

      At his and Jade’s engagement party, Colt told all his guests how he walked into Jade’s classroom and felt like he’d been hit by a thunderbolt. He’d never seen a more beautiful woman in his life. And to his amazement, she turned out to have an even more beautiful soul.

      I’m glad he saw that in Jade. It was the truth. She had patience and an endless well of forgiveness and compassion. I continually told myself to be more like my big sister. Unfortunately, I didn’t always succeed.

      I glowered at Foster as he chatted with Jade.

      Feeling eyes on me, I yanked my focus from the rude man and found Colt smirking at me. Georgie was now at his side, holding his hand, quietly watching the moving team in the background.

      My suspicious gaze on my soon-to-be brother-in-law, I questioned his motives, not telling us about Foster buying the neighboring house. He’d been witness to the engagement party incident, so it would be common courtesy to give me a heads-up!

      Bristling, I crossed my arms over my chest and intensified my displeased glower. Colt grinned, flashing that boyish smile Jade had fallen for. To be fair, I couldn’t imagine Colt’s intention was to be cruel or devious. He’d proven himself to be kind and generous. In fact, he was the perfect match for my sister.

      I wondered how he and Foster became business partners and best friends.

      Never mind the age difference—Foster was only twenty-five—they seemed to have completely different personalities. Where Colt was inclined to smile and laugh, Foster grunted and glared.

      My cheeks flushed as I remembered the engagement party and our first meeting.

      

      “Are you nervous?” I asked Jade.

      “A little. Colt invited business people I haven’t met before.”

      “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about impressing the in-laws,” I cracked, taking a sip of champagne.

      Jade’s lips parted in shock. “Not funny.”

      I winced. Colt’s parents died in a car crash when he was nineteen. It was one of the things he and Jade bonded over, considering our parents had died on a hiking trip when Jade was twenty-three and I was twenty-one. “I’m sorry. I know better. Maybe I’m nervous. I’m sorry.”

      My sister patted my arm. “It’s fine. And why are you nervous?”

      I gestured to the decorated suite Colt had rented at this five-star hotel. The guests were scheduled to arrive within minutes. “Look how fancy.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “It’s beautiful,” I assured her.

      While our parents left us a big old house, our inheritance was really just enough to pay the cost of keeping it. My dad inherited the house from his father, and folks thought we had more money than we did. Our parents were never the fancy types. Five-star hotels and material “stuff” weren’t their thing.

      Colt, however, was determined to give Jade the best of everything, and he could afford to. He ran an extremely lucrative real estate company with Foster, called Baron & Darwin.

      The engagement party, much like the upcoming rehearsal dinner and wedding, had been organized by a professional planner. She’d taken Jade’s favorite colors (pale metallics like champagne, silver, and rose gold) and incorporated those into her design. The overall effect was understated elegance. It suited Jade, and I told her so.

      My sister relaxed. A little. I wrapped my arm around her slender waist. “Hey, you have nothing to be nervous about. You are sweet, smart, and beautiful inside and out. Pure class from head to toe.” It was true. Her blond hair was styled up off her neck, diamond earrings Colt bought her for her thirty-eighth birthday sparkled in her ears, and her pleated silver evening dress contoured her slim figure. It was sleeveless, with a fairly modest V-neck and a slightly less modest slit in the skirt. The dress shimmered under the chandeliers, making my sister look like a human star.

      “Thank you.” She studied my face with her earnest blue eyes. Honestly, it wasn’t any wonder folks asked if we were really sisters. Except for the shape of our noses and mouths, we didn’t look a thing alike. “Why are you so nervous?”

      “I was kidding. I’m not nervous,” I assured her. I was comfortable enough in my own skin to not care what people thought of me, but I wasn’t sure what kind of crowd Colt’s social circle was. Serious business types didn’t really have a lot in common with a thirty-six-year-old, single massage therapist who ran a spa and New Age store out of the same building.

      Watching Colt chat with our younger sisters, Moon (a thirty-three-year-old lawyer who lived with her wife, Linzi, and their adopted daughter, Jilly, in the city), Celeste (thirty years old, twice divorced, lived at home with me and Jade, a nail technician at my spa), and Luna (twenty-eight, divorced, remarried and now a stay-at-home mom) across the room, part of me hoped they behaved themselves. Moon would behave herself because secretly, she and Linzi would be dying for the party to end so they could go home to Jilly. But Celeste and Luna were wild cards. Get enough champagne in them, and there was no telling what they’d get up to.

      “Colt won’t mind,” Jade said, and I realized she’d read my thoughts when she continued, “If Celeste and Luna get a little wild later.”

      “Let’s just hope there’s no stripping involved,” I muttered, taking another sip of my drink.

      Jade winced at the reminder—Luna stripped at my thirtieth birthday party, an event that sparked one of the darker periods in our relationship.

      “Sorry, shouldn’t have mentioned it. Did I tell you how gorgeous you look?” Jade smiled, changing the subject.

      “Thank you.” While I was sure all the ladies would wear dresses of a similar ilk to my sister, I couldn’t help but be myself, though I did pay careful attention to Jade’s wedding colors when I chose it. I was her maid of honor, after all. My dress was a blush/rose gold-colored, silk-georgette gown, fitted at the waist with a full skirt. The sleeves were sheer and billowy but tight at the wrists. All of that was pretty demure, except for the plunging neckline and tie-opening back. And I had boobs, so it was daring. There was a lot of tape holding me into it. “Not too much?”

      My sister grinned. “Just enough. You look hot. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. Ever since Jade had fallen in love, she’d become determined that there was still hope for me too. I wasn’t sure about it anymore, and honestly, I was okay with that. My life was great. I no longer needed romance to feel fulfilled.

      Guests began streaming into the suite, and Colt turned toward us, gesturing to Jade.

      “I better go.”

      “Have fun,” I reminded her.

      

      Around twenty minutes later, I stood chatting with Celeste, Moon, Linzi, and Luna. It was rare for us all to be in the same room at the same time these days, so I enjoyed our random chatter about everything and nothing while Jade made the rounds with her fiancé.

      “Oh my God, you can’t let me drink too much of this,” Luna said, grabbing another glass of champagne as a waiter passed by. Her eyes popped wide, expression sheepish. “I’m not used to alcohol anymore. It’ll go straight to my head.”

      “Loosen up.” Celeste clinked her glass against Luna’s. “Girl, you spend twenty-four seven looking after three kids. I think you can let loose for a night.”

      “So true.”

      “Hey, sisters.” Jade bumped my elbow and I turned to greet her. She wasn’t alone. “Colt and I wanted to introduce you to Colt’s business partner and best man. Guys, this is Foster. Foster, these are my sisters.”

      Colt stood next to an extremely tall, handsome young man who nodded at each of my sisters, his lips pressed tightly together. When he got to me, our dark eyes connected, and the breath whooshed out of me. His lips parted as if I’d surprised him, and he searched my face, perusing my body, slowly, hotly, before returning to meet my gaze.

      I shivered.

      He had an angular jaw, just a hint of scruff on his cheeks, full lips, and beautiful brown eyes as dark as my own. Foster’s brown hair was almost black, and he wore it short but a little longer on top, swept back off his forehead. He was the kind of good-looking that was so perfect I usually found it a turn-off … but something about those glittering, brooding eyes held me utterly captive.

      Which was ridiculous because I knew from what Jade had told me, the guy was eleven years my junior. I was absolutely not into younger men. They weren’t done maturing yet, and even the “yet” in that sentence was often optimistic.

      Tell that to your body.

      “Hi.” I held out my hand to break our tension-filled staring contest.

      To my shock, the heat I thought I’d seen in his eyes turned ice cold. He looked at my hand as if I’d just offered him a glass of pee. Politeness dictated he take my hand, but it was like shaking a limp noodle. He let go so fast, my arm dropped like a dead weight at my side.

      Foster avoided my gaze and said to Colt, “I need to find my date.”

      Jade caught my eye, her brows pulled together in confusion. I shrugged, because I didn’t know what had happened either.

      Still, for some bizarre reason, I found myself looking for the weirdo as the night progressed. At dinner, I spotted him at a table three over from us Bonet sisters, seated next to a stunning, age-appropriate redhead dressed in a conservative pencil dress.

      Throughout the evening, I wasn’t short of dance partners, which was great because I loved to dance. To my pleasant surprise, Colt’s friends and business associates weren’t the stuffy, pretentious types I’d prejudged them to be. A lot of those folks were fun and hilarious, and I had a good time.

      During a slow dance with a man old enough to be my father, but also a perfect gentleman who kept his attention on my face (couldn’t say the same for some of my other partners), I looked over his shoulder and my eyes got tangled in Foster Darwin’s.

      He stood on the edge of the dance floor. A quick glance told me his date was dancing with another man. But his eyes were on me. Another shiver prickled my nape.

      “I’m sorry, sweet lady, but I’m going to have to cut this short for a restroom break.” My partner grinned sheepishly.

      I laughed and patted his shoulder. “No problem.”

      Seconds later, I was alone on the dance floor, but I could still feel Foster’s eyes on me. I should ignore him. I knew I should. But curiosity compelled me across the room. He visibly tensed as I drew toward him. His shoulders (fitted perfectly inside a tailored, dark-gray three-piece suit) pulled back and his eyes narrowed. That was probably my cue to veer off course, but I reminded myself that this guy was Colt’s best man, and we were going to be in each other’s lives.

      I also remembered Jade telling me Foster had a five-year-old daughter with his ex, and while that was young to have a kid, I knew from personal experience that kind of responsibility made you grow up fast. Maybe Foster was a mature twenty-five.

      I stopped before him, tilting my head to meet his eyes.

      God, he was tall.

      “Hey.”

      He nodded warily at me.

      My brows drew together. Why was he acting so strange? Determined to break the awkwardness between us, I gestured behind me. “Would you like to dance?”

      Foster looked out at the dance floor, then back at me, his expression unreadable. He opened his mouth and replied, “Not really.”

      For a moment, I was shocked and was pretty sure I stood there gaping at him like I’d never seen another human.

      Then he added insult to injury by marching away without another word.

      What. An. Asshole.

      

      A half hour later, a very drunken Luna was pulled off a dining table by the party planner; Moon and Linzi, horrified by the scene, left early; and now Celeste and Luna were leading many of the guests in the conga and flirting outrageously with all the other drunks, no matter the gender.

      The intoxicated revelers were really getting into it, but as my eyes wandered over the remaining guests seated at tables, I saw the exchange of mocking looks and caught a few people talking about what an embarrassment my sisters were for Jade. It made me angry, on top of the indignation Foster had incited. What was wrong with having some drinks and a good time? They weren’t doing any harm.

      Needing a breather, I escaped from the ballroom, hurried down the corridor, and turned the corner to brace myself against the wall, out of sight. Fanning my hot cheeks, I tried to get a hold of myself. The last thing Jade needed was me adding fuel to the fire by losing my shit in front of some of her stuck-up friends. Plus, I reminded myself, it wasn’t all of them—just a few.

      I wasn’t there long when the murmur of deep voices grew louder—and then I recognized to whom they belonged, and they were walking toward me.

      “Why did you bring her if she’s pissing you off?” Colt asked.

      “Because my father asked me to,” Foster replied. “It’s just easier to agree to the date and then tell him we aren’t compatible.”

      “Or you could tell your dad to go fuck himself.”

      “Oh, yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

      “A parent should want nothing but happiness for his kid. You shouldn’t be at an engagement party with a woman who sets your teeth on edge. There are gorgeous, single women here, and you can’t approach any of them because you agreed to take Janet as your date.”

      “Who are these gorgeous, single women?” Foster scoffed, and I stiffened at the insult, whether intended or not.

      “Hey, watch the tone,” Colt admonished. “Two of them are my soon-to-be sisters-in-law.”

      “Good luck with that. They’re a handful.”

      “They’re a little drunk. And it’s just Luna and Celeste. Celeste is single. She’s cute.”

      “Isn’t she twice divorced?”

      “So?”

      “Not exactly marriage material for a Darwin.”

      “You sound like your father, i.e., a total prick.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Colt went silent, suggesting he might know what Foster meant. I didn’t. To me, he sounded like a judgmental asshole. He’d be lucky to have Celeste. She was adorable, fun, and a total sweetheart.

      “There’s Ember. I know you noticed Ember. She’s smart as a whip. Damn funny too.”

      I smiled at that, feeling warm and fuzzy toward my soon-to-be brother-in-law.

      “Isn’t she like a thirty-eight-year-old spinster living at home with her sister and running some fucking woo-woo occult store?”

      Excuse me?

      “What has gotten into you tonight?” Colt snapped. “Ember is thirty-six, she co-owns a house she inherited from her dead parents, she’s a massage therapist, and she owns a spa and store.”

      “Well, all that’s fine and good, but while you might be into older women, I’m twenty-five, Colt, and not interested in taking on a woman who I assume has a shit ton of baggage. I mean, why is someone like her single at her age?”

      That cheeky son of a bitch.

      Before I could think it through, I stepped out from behind the wall, and both Colt and Foster looked over sharply. Colt looked horrified. Foster hid his surprise behind a cold mask.

      I stared at him like he was a bug and detected the slightest flinch in his expression.

      “I’m single because, unfortunately, there are far too many Foster Darwins to Colt Barons. I’d rather be alone than settle for immature man-children who can’t even stand up to Daddy.”

      Taking too much satisfaction from the thundercloud that hung over his expression, I sashayed away, waving off Colt’s apology and enjoying the feel of my dress fluttering around my legs as I departed on the last word.

      

      Colt tried to apologize again after what happened. Jade was so angry at Foster at first, but then after she spoke with Colt, her attitude annoyingly changed to understanding and forgiveness. Shouldn’t your big sister be on your side no matter what?

      It didn’t matter what age you were. A person needed family to take their side when someone insulted them.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, silently listening to them all talk on Foster’s driveway, but not participating. In fact, my mind wandered, and I stared over my shoulder at our front porch, thinking how it needed sprucing up for summer. Maybe we could swap out the swing seat for one of those oversized ones that looked like a bed. How comfy would that be, sitting out on the porch with a glass of iced tea on a warm summer’s day? And if spring was anything to go by, we were in for a hot summer.

      A tug on the skirt of my dress brought my attention back around.

      To my shock, I found Georgie standing in front of me, her head tilted, dark hair spilling down her tiny shoulders, big, dark eyes staring into mine. She gave me a shy smile.

      My heart melted. “Hey.”

      “I like your dress,” she said quietly.

      I crouched beside her and watched her face light up as the full skirt spread out on the ground around us. “You like dresses?”

      She nodded. “My mommy said she’s going to send me dresses from Parees.” She mispronounced the city.

      “Dresses from Paris? Well, you know, they’ll be the prettiest dresses in the world.”

      “As pretty as yours?”

      “Prettier.”

      “Come on, Georgie.” Foster was suddenly there and lifted his daughter into his arms. He avoided my gaze as he rubbed his nose against hers and said softly, “Time to see your room.”

      And with nothing more than a wave to Colt, Foster carried his kid into his house without saying another word to us.

      So. Freaking. Rude.
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      Holding Georgie’s hand, he stood at his daughter’s side as the moving team organized her room. He’d paid for two services—moving their belongings and also unpacking and dressing the house. Moving from his apartment, he’d promised Georgie a whole new suite of furniture for her large bedroom, and this was the first time she’d gotten to see it in place.

      “The ladies will hang the princess drapes you chose on the bed canopy,” Foster pointed out as the two women working on Georgie’s room unpacked soft furnishings. He’d asked for G’s room to be completed first. They’d get around to painting it whatever color she liked later, but for now, at least he could make sure her first night in her new home was as comfortable as possible. The furniture she’d picked out was white, and the small bed was fit for a princess with four posts. G loved every shade of purple, so the drapes, her bedding, cushions, rug, everything was in a variety of her favorite color. “Do you like it so far?”

      Georgie stared around the room, looking bemused. An ache flared in his chest. Weeks ago, G would have been curious about everything in her room. But since Carolyn left for Paris, his daughter had been subdued. No wonder. What child wouldn’t be upset that their mother decided to accept a job offer on another continent?

      Foster and Carolyn had argued, but there was no arguing with a woman who felt she was owed her chance at the life and career she wanted and would only resent G if she didn’t go for it. In the end, Foster decided he didn’t want Georgie around a mother who felt that way about her, anyway. But Georgie was five, old enough to realize her mother had left her, and too young to understand it wasn’t her fault. He could kill his ex for doing this to their sweet little girl.

      Swallowing back his anger, he lifted G into his arms and turned to look out the window. Her bedroom had a large window with white shutters that looked down over their quiet neighborhood. The house was one of the largest on the street, really too big for just the two of them, but it was in a great area, and like the Bonets’, their house came with a pool. Georgie loved a pool.

      “You can watch the world go by from up here,” he said. “I could put a window seat in so we can sit and read together. That sound good?”

      G nodded, but her attention was focused elsewhere. Following her gaze, he tried not to tense because his daughter was sensitive and she’d feel the change in him.

      But she watched the Bonet sisters. Colt and his fiancée and her younger sisters were still chatting in his driveway. Foster couldn’t help himself. His eyes automatically found Ember Bonet.

      Now that he was gone, she’d come alive, gesturing with her elegant hands as the others listened to whatever story she told them. Colt and her sisters burst into laughter, and Foster wished the window was open so he could hear what she was saying.

      He couldn’t believe his best friend, his business partner, omitted that the house he’d bought was next door to the Bonets. When he’d viewed the place the first time, there were no signs of the three of five sisters who lived there. The second time he viewed it, with Colt, again no sign of them, and the bastard hadn’t said a word.

      What was he up to?

      Was it because he knew Foster wouldn’t buy the house if he’d known Ember lived next door?

      And not because he’d insulted her behind her back and she’d overheard and slighted him in return … but because he was pretty sure Colt could tell how attracted he was to the second-eldest Bonet.

      From the moment they’d locked eyes at Colt and Jade’s engagement party, Foster felt drawn to her. It wasn’t like the normal attraction he felt toward a beautiful woman either. It was … it was like she had some magnetism about her. He’d found himself searching the party the entire night for glimpses of her, feeling something alarmingly like jealousy as he watched man after man invite her onto the dance floor.

      He could tell she loved to dance.

      And laugh.

      She laughed a lot.

      Full of joy.

      And self-confidence.

      It was an alluring combination.

      And at eleven years his senior, single, never been married, a “lowly” Bonet who worked at a profession his father did not respect, Ember was as far removed from the kind of woman Foster was expected to date, and eventually marry, as anyone could be.

      Foster couldn’t disappoint his family again.

      Georgie depended on her grandparents more than ever, and a rift between them and Foster might mean she’d lose them. Moreover, while his business had taken off, there were no guarantees in life … except for the huge inheritance that would guarantee his daughter’s future. An inheritance his father would have no problem cutting him out of if he didn’t fall in line.

      Reluctantly looking away from Ember, trying to ignore thoughts of her flashing, warm eyes and lush mouth, he said to G, “Why don’t we leave everyone to get on with the house and you and I go out for ice cream?”

      G looked up at him with big, sad, dark eyes, the ache in his chest flaring again. “Can I get rainbow sprinkles?”

      “Only if I can?” he teased as he nodded at the ladies organizing G’s room. They’d stopped dressing the four-poster bed to watch father and daughter walk by.

      G snuggled her head against his chest. “Okay, Daddy.”

      Her forlorn tone broke his fucking heart.
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      Later that night, G was conked out on her new bed after a day of Foster, Colt, and Jade trying to cheer her up. The engaged pair had decided to join them on their trek for ice cream, and ice cream had led to dinner and a walk along the pier. It was clear to them all that the new house really brought it home to Georgie that her mom was gone, that she and her dad were starting a whole new life without Carolyn.

      It would’ve been easier for Foster to keep his place in the city, cut the commute to work down, but he wanted to make up for Carolyn’s defection. Yanking his kid out of school to move to the city now that her mom didn’t live in the coastal town anymore would have been selfish. Plus, Colt was moving here for Jade, so that meant Foster and G would have friends nearby.

      Foster stared around the large master bedroom that looked down over the backyard of his place and the Bonets’. The room was huge and not completely unpacked yet. The team would return in the morning to finish up. There were still rooms in the house that required furnishing, but he’d leave that up to his mom. She lived for that stuff.

      Striding across the hardwood floors, he decided he’d need rugs in here. It would be cold in the winter, and the room echoed. Opening the French doors, he stepped out onto the small balcony that hung above his back deck. Movement from the neighbor’s yard caught his attention.

      Someone was having a late-night swim in the Bonets’ pool. Lights situated around the pool illuminated it and the surrounding patio. It was hard to tell which sister was swimming … until she climbed out.

      His mouth went dry.

      A green bikini displayed luscious curves.

      Ember Bonet.

      The object of his lust.

      Hot blood rushed south.

      He knew from being up close and personal with her that she didn’t have the tight, slender body of the young society women he’d dated since he was a teen, bodies honed from frequent visits with a personal trainer and fierce control over their diet. Ember was soft where they were toned. And she couldn’t give a fuck.

      Her hips sashayed as she strolled toward the house, her heavy breasts jiggling with the movement, and Foster swallowed a groan. Could that woman get any more dangerously sexy?

      He squeezed his eyes closed once she disappeared.

      It was a good thing she hated him … otherwise, she’d be a temptation and distraction he might not be able to resist.
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      This couldn’t be happening. Foster tried to modulate his tone so as not to upset Georgie as she sat on the back deck with him, eating the pastries from the local bakery. Sunday was supposed to be pancake day, but the kitchen wasn’t unpacked and he hadn’t bought groceries yet.

      Sunday was also supposed to be a chill day, but he and Colt were in the middle of an important business deal (they were buying out an established but failing real estate company and incorporating it into their brand), and the last thing Foster needed was the nanny he’d just hired calling to inform him she’d found another situation that was better for her.

      In California.

      Shit.

      Getting up from the patio furniture, he stalked toward the boundary between his place and the Bonets’, partially hidden by the low fence between them. “And you didn’t think to tell me you were interviewing for another job? You didn’t think that it might be a major inconvenience for me to be without a nanny the day before she was supposed to turn up?”

      “I don’t like the way you’re speaking to me, and I don’t have to put up with it. I’m hanging up now.”

      And she did.

      “Fuck!” he bit out, struggling not to throw his phone in the pool.

      “Problem?”

      He jumped back from the fence. “Jesus Christ.”

      Celeste Bonet had appeared on the other side like magic. She blinked owlishly at him. “Nope. Just me. Sorry if I startled you. I couldn’t help but overhear.” She gestured to his phone. “You’re without a nanny?”

      He nodded. “She was supposed to start tomorrow but took another job behind my back on the other side of the country. I leave early for my commute, so I need someone here to get G ready for school, take her, collect her afterward, and be here until I get home,” Foster sighed, running a hand through his hair. “How am I supposed to find someone in less than twenty-four hours?” God, he’d have to ask his mother, and he hated asking his mother. She loved her granddaughter, but she always made such a big deal out of it if he asked her to watch G at the last minute.

      “I’m sure Colt will understand if you can’t go into work tomorrow.”

      He shook his head. “We’re in the middle of a huge deal. I need to be there.”

      Celeste twisted her pretty face in thought. She looked a lot like Ember, but for some reason, she didn’t make his heart pound. “I have just the solution. Ember!” She turned to yell across the yard toward the house. “EMBER!”

      He winced, glancing over his shoulder to check on Georgie.

      She picked at a muffin, watching him somberly.

      He gave her a tender smile.

      She smiled back.

      His heart melted.

      God, he never knew it was possible to love another being as much as he loved his daughter.

      “What is it?”

      Her mellifluous voice drew his attention back over the fence.

      There she was, walking toward them in another one of those long, floaty dresses that clung to her curves but hid legs he’d discovered last night were long and fan-fucking-tastic.

      “I’m running late for work,” she said, staring pointedly not at him.

      “You’re going to work?”

      “Michelle called in. Sasha has a fever, so I told her to go home. I’ll cover her.”

      “Michelle is Ember’s number three at the spa,” Celeste explained. “I’m her number two, but Sundays are strictly my days off.” She narrowed her eyes at her sister. “Right?”

      Ember made a face. “Don’t panic. You are not required today. Now, what is it? I need to go.”

      She still wouldn’t look at him.

      It was beginning to piss him off. Even though he knew he deserved it.

      “Foster is in a bit of a jam. His new nanny quit before she started, and he needs someone to be here in the morning to get Georgie ready for school and pick her up afterward. You could organize your appointments so they’re all in the morning, and I thought you could collect Georgie from school and keep her at the shop with you.” Celeste gestured to Foster who was pissed off he hadn’t seen where the conversation was going. “Foster can collect her from the store.”

      “That’s not necessary,” he said tonelessly.

      Ember’s eyes flew to him. He couldn’t read her expression as she studied his face. “I can do it,” she finally said.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t know what to do with a five-year-old.”

      “Why? Because I’m a single, childless, thirty-six-year-old woman and therefore I must not have a maternal bone in my body?”

      He bristled at her defensiveness. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “Hey.” Celeste held up her hands between them—even though there was a fence to do that—her expression curious and questioning. “Cool it. Georgie needs someone to look after her. Someone responsible. There’s no one more responsible than Ember. She dropped out of college to look after me and Luna when our parents died, and before that, she always helped our parents with us.”

      Guilt prodded him. He’d forgotten they’d lost their parents young. And he hadn’t known Ember dropped out of school to take care of her sisters.

      It was more than he’d done for G.

      “I really wouldn’t mind.” Ember’s eyes moved beyond his shoulder and softened. “She’s a sweet kid.”

      Colt vouched for Ember. He thought she was the shit.

      Still … “I’d prefer her not to hang out in your store.”

      Ember crossed her arms. “Why? What do you think is in there?”

      He shrugged. “Nonsense occult, paranormal crap that might make my kid uneasy.”

      She grimaced. “I sell candles, jewelry, crystals, yoga mats, cute yoga gear, and books on meditation.”

      Oh.

      “You should check it out. Meditation has a way of removing large sticks from small assholes.”

      Celeste choked on a bark of laughter, her round eyes swinging to Foster’s in apology.

      He glowered at her and then at Ember. “Don’t really want my kid around someone with that mouth.”

      Though he’d like to taste it.

      A lot.

      A deep, wet taste.

      Fuck.

      He glanced over his shoulder to check on G again but also so they couldn’t see the heat in his expression. How could he be attracted to a woman who continually insulted him? There must be something wrong with him.

      “Oh, get over yourself, Darwin.” Ember’s voice brought his head back around. “I can look out for Georgie until you find someone permanent. Think about it. You know where to find me. Now, I really do need to go.”

      Foster watched her sashay away, annoyed but hungry.

      A throat cleared, drawing his attention back to Celeste.

      Her head tilted to the side, and she studied him with a knowing glitter in her dark eyes. “Oh. Okay.” She smirked.

      What did that mean?

      “So … are you going to take Ember up on her offer?”

      “I’ll think about it.” He spun around and returned to G, willing his pulse to slow.
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      I loved night swimming. It was a good thing, too, because I also loved food. Swimming and yoga were wonderful exercise, but I’d never be one of those slender, athletic women who looked great no matter what they wore. And I was okay with that. It took me until my thirties to be okay with that, but when I finally let myself be happy with my body and own my curves, it was amazing the kind of peace it brought.

      Women spend far too much emotional energy worried about weight. If I could bottle my “could give zero fucks” formula, I wouldn’t charge for it. I’d dole that stuff out for free so every woman in the world would be happy and see the beauty in themselves that the people who loved them could already see.

      My feet hit the pool wall and I pushed off, propelling myself back toward the opposite end. I saw movement on the patio, realizing a large figure stood there. I startled in the water and stopped moving, floating in the middle. I watched as the tall man strode into the light.

      Foster.

      “Sorry if I scared you.” He crouched, those intense, dark eyes focused on me.

      Despite my distaste for him, I was curious about his appearance. Swimming toward him, I came to a stop at the pool’s edge. “What are you doing here?”

      “I saw you swimming.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward his house.

      I looked up and saw the light on in the master bedroom that overlooked the backyard. My whole life we’d lived next door to the Cowies. They were around twenty years older than my parents, and their kids were off to college by the time Mom and Dad started popping us out. Deciding to move to a smaller house in Florida, they’d put the house up for sale, much to our sadness. It was weird not having them next door.

      Even weirder Darwin had moved in.

      “I wondered if your offer was still good?”

      Remembering my impulsive offer to look after Georgie, part of me wanted to say no. But I remembered Georgie sitting on the patio furniture, watching her dad with big, melancholy eyes. Her mom had abandoned her. In that moment, I’d forgotten about Foster’s repellent personality and just saw a father who needed help with his little girl. Until he’d opened his mouth again. His disdain for me couldn’t be clearer, so it was more than a shock that he’d come over to accept my proposal.

      Swimming to the ladder, I pulled myself out of the water. I hadn’t thought anything about my state of undress until I walked toward Foster. He slowly stood from his haunches, his eyes traveling up my body.

      And I swear to God, I felt his perusal like strong fingers caressing my skin.

      His Adam’s apple moved with a hard swallow as his attention lingered on my breasts.

      Surprise halted me a few feet from him.

      His focus moved to my face, and although he was quick to bank it, there was no mistaking the heat in his eyes.

      Holy shit.

      Foster was attracted to me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and then realized the action pushed my boobs out and drew even more attention to them, so I dropped my arms, feeling awkward.

      And very, very almost naked in my blue bikini.

      “Well?” he snapped.

      I raised an eyebrow at his tone and bristled.

      Was he mad that he was attracted to me?

      Why? Because I was a thirty-six-year-old massage therapist and being sexually interested in me was mortifying to him?

      Man-child.

      I bet he wouldn’t even know what to do with a woman like me.

      Screw him.

      If he was uncomfortable because he found me attractive, that was his problem. I cocked a hip. “You’re asking me for a favor … don’t you think you should at least pretend to be polite?”

      Foster narrowed his beautiful eyes. “You do make it difficult.”

      “I didn’t even say a word,” I argued.

      “It’s your attitude.” He took a step toward me. “I need help with my kid, and you’re deliberately …” He gestured vaguely to me.

      “I’m what?” I moved into him. “Breathing?”

      “I don’t even know why I bothered.” His angry eyes dipped to my mouth and back up again. “You’re clearly not the best person to watch Georgie, anyway.”

      That pretentious prick. I stiffened. “Why?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s the second time you’ve questioned my ability to be a responsible adult around a five-year-old. I want to know why, with so little effort to get to know me, you think you do. Know me, that is.”

      He shrugged. “Just a hunch.”

      A hunch?

      “Well, you’re best friends with Colt, so I’m sure he could vouch for me. And probably already has. So why have you made this snap judgment about my capabilities? Is it perhaps because you’re a country-club snob who thinks anyone without a college degree, or any woman who hasn’t been married by the time she’s thirty, is deficient in some way?”

      “Now who’s jumping to conclusions?”

      “Jumping to conclusions? You more than insinuated that a woman who looks like me who’s still single at my age—ouch, by the way—must have something wrong with her. Then you’ve twice implied that I am incapable of looking after a child. Why, when you know so little about me, would you draw that conclusion? Of course, I’d assume it was out of pure elitism and sexism.”

      “So I’m an elitist and sexist now?” He stepped into me, our chests brushing, and I gasped at the sparks that electrified my skin and set my pulse racing. Foster tensed, his gaze dropping to my mouth again.

      Attraction crackled between us, hot and charged.

      My fingers curled into fists at my sides as Foster’s head dipped toward mine, his breath whispering across my lips. I could feel my mouth plumping at the mere thought of his kiss.

      He stumbled back, his eyes wide as if he was shocked by his own behavior.

      I sucked in a breath.

      We stared at each other, confused.

      Not just confused. My body was taut, completely unsatisfied with his sudden distance.

      “This was a bad idea,” he said, voice hoarse, before he turned to leave.

      Gathering myself, I called after him, “I can look after Georgie until you find someone.”

      Foster glanced back at me. “Like I said, I think that would be a terrible idea.”

      It was clear, despite our personality clash and age difference, that there was a physical attraction between us. One I was quite willing to ignore now that my mind wasn’t lust-fogged by his proximity. Yet, Foster was so horrified by the idea of being attracted to me, he didn’t even want to be near me?

      Well, that just pissed me off.

      “Scared?” I taunted.

      He turned. “Excuse me?”

      Ignoring his dangerous tone, I continued, “You have no logical reason for turning down my very kind offer. Unless you’re such a snob that you can’t associate with a massage therapist with no known blue blood in her family history?”

      “You’re determined to think the worst of me.”

      I shrugged. “Change my mind.”

      “Fine,” he bit out. “I’ll leave for work a little later tomorrow so I can be there to explain to Georgie you’ll be watching her this week. But I usually leave at six thirty. Is that too early?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Fine.”

      “What time shall I come over?”

      “Seven fifteen.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      His eyes flicked down my body one last time, and I saw a muscle tick in his jaw before he marched out of sight down the side of the house. Without saying good night.

      “We really need to work on his manners.”
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      The jewelry in my store held Georgie transfixed. I watched her look over the stands and towers and glass cabinets filled with jewelry, some costume, some handmade in precious metals. After I’d dropped her off at school yesterday morning, I’d switched around some of my clients so that all my appointments ended before the school day did. Those who couldn’t accommodate, my three other massage therapists covered.

      Raven, a friend from high school whose real name was Mindy Watts, managed my store during the day. Growing up she’d been envious of the unusual names my parents had given me and my sisters, and so she’d adopted the name Raven. To be fair, she looked way more like a Raven than a Mindy.

      I’d let Raven go home to her teenage kids early, since Georgie and I could watch the shop until Foster showed. We did her homework in between customers.

      The first day with Georgie went well, though slightly awkward. She was a shy kid who didn’t talk much. That didn’t worry me. I used to be a shy kid. What worried me was the sadness in her eyes. No five-year-old should be that glum or serious.

      My phone beeped on the counter, and I saw it was a text from Foster. Swiping my phone screen, I leaned in to read it.

      Sorry, meeting ran late, just getting out of the office now. Please, can you provide Georgie with dinner? Foster.

      I sighed. So goddamn formal.

      I texted him back.

      No problem.

      I still wasn’t loquacious with Georgie’s dad, afraid that in being so, we’d end up in another argument. Jumping off my stool, I grabbed my purse and called to Georgie, “Hey, honey, your dad is running a little late, so we’re going to do dinner without him.”

      She walked toward me. “Is he coming home?”

      I frowned. “Of course. He just got out of the office, though, and the city is ninety minutes away. So we’re going to close up here and grab some dinner. How does Penny’s sound?”

      It was her turn to frown at me.

      “You’ve never been to Penny’s Diner?”

      Georgie shook her head.

      “You like chicken nuggets? And milkshakes?”

      Her eyes lit up, making me smile.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I held out my hand. “Penny’s is the best place in town for chicken nuggets and milkshakes.”
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      As I ate Penny’s famous and delicious cheeseburger, Georgie dipped a nugget into ketchup and stared around the diner at the other occupants. We were lucky to get a table since tourists descended upon our town spring through summer. But I knew Geraldine, Penny’s head waitress, and she found us a small table in the back.

      Noting Georgie’s attention was fixated on something, I looked and tensed. A mom and her daughter, around Georgie’s age, were settled in a booth, two older boys on the opposite side, and the mom and daughter had their heads together, giggling at something.

      My chest ached at the wounded expression on Georgie’s face.

      She was way too young to feel the horrible emotions she was experiencing right now.

      God, I could kill her mom.

      “You okay, honey?”

      Her little mouth trembled as she replied, “Jenna Green said mommies don’t go away like Mommy did. Jenna said Mommy must have really not liked me, and that’s why she went to Parees.”

      Ugh, that was a punch to the gut.

      Jenna Green was a brat. I leaned across the table. “That’s not true, Georgie.”

      “But Mommy went away.”

      “For a job. A very important job.” I didn’t know if that was true, and truth be told, I didn’t think there was any job more important than being a mom. As far as I was concerned, that was the deal you made with the universe once you had a kid.

      “Jenna Green said her mommy said being a mommy is an impotnant job and that my mommy didn’t love me because she thought Parees was more impotnant than me.” Tears shone in Georgie’s eyes, and she looked seconds from bawling.

      Jenna Green’s mother was on my shit list.

      I quickly waved down Geraldine. “We’re just going to the bathroom. We’re not leaving.”

      “Sure thing, Em. I’ll watch your stuff.”

      “Thanks.” I stood and scooped up Georgie before she could protest. She was heavier than she looked, and I had to shift her onto my hip. I was grateful she looped her arms around my neck and let me take her to the restroom.

      Locking the door behind us, I gently lowered Georgie to her feet, noted the tears had sprung loose, and got down to her level to hug her tight. She wrapped her little arms around me, and feeling her tremble, hearing her little hiccups, I had to hold back my own tears. This angel had rapidly gotten under my skin.

      Eventually, I eased her away and rummaged in my purse for tissues to dab at her cheeks.

      “Honey, your mom loves you,” I told her, sure it had to be true. “She just needed to do this, and she knows how much you love your dad. She thought it might be great for you to spend more time with him.” I shouldn’t be lying to a five-year-old. I knew that. But I couldn’t have her thinking her mom didn’t love her. “And your dad is so happy to have you with him.”

      To my shock, she didn’t look certain of that either.

      Despite my conflicted feelings about Foster, there was no doubt in my mind that he loved his kid.

      Yet, it seemed her mother’s abandonment had filled Georgie with insecurities no kid should feel.

      Time to chat with Foster.
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      After our talk in the bathroom, we returned to our table, but Georgie had lost her appetite so we went home. Not long later, Foster arrived. Leaving Georgie to watch a cartoon in a living room that had been transformed overnight by a team of stylists, I followed Foster into his office after asking to speak privately.

      As I closed the double doors behind us, Foster leaned against his sturdy antique desk and crossed his arms over his chest. He hadn’t shaved in the last few days, his hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it, and a weariness in his eyes made him appear older than his twenty-five years.

      Twenty-five.

      When I was twenty-five, he was only fourteen.

      I shuddered.

      Don’t think about that.

      “What’s going on? Is G okay?”

      I told him about the incident at the diner.

      Foster bit out a curse, turning to glare at a bookshelf. He gritted his teeth.

      “I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing to her.”

      “What else could you say?” he asked, his voice hoarse with emotion.

      I sighed. “I’m telling you because obviously you need to know, but also because I got the distinct impression that she doesn’t feel sure you’re happy she’s living with you full time.”

      He glared at me incredulously. “What?”

      “She’s five and extremely smart and intuitive for her age. No matter what we say, she feels, rightfully, abandoned by her mom. It’s made her insecure. You’re going to have to work overtime to make her feel wanted.”

      Foster continued to glower at me.

      I forged ahead. “I understand you work in the city, and you’re doing your best to get back home after office hours. I understand you probably still have to work through the night. But my advice is that Georgie needs stability. She needs your evenings while she’s awake to be all about her, and she’ll need your weekends too. No working … and no …” I waved vaguely, remembering the gorgeous redhead at the engagement party. “Women who aren’t permanent.”

      “Are you done?”

      My spine stiffened at his tone.

      Foster pushed up off his desk and prowled toward me. I forced myself not to retreat.

      “Who do you think you are, schooling me on how to father my daughter?”

      “I’m not trying to school you. It was advice.”

      “And the insinuation that I’m the kind of father who not only ignores my daughter but brings strange women around her.”

      Okay, so perhaps that was a little judgmental. “I only—”

      “Maybe you should keep your nose out of it.” He stopped so close to me, we were almost touching. “My child, my business.”

      Scowling, I responded, “You asked me to look after her. This is me looking after her. Holding her in my arms while she cried over her mother’s abandonment was heartbreaking.” Tears glistened in my eyes at the memory. “I’m just trying to help.”

      He seemed stunned as he studied my face. Then to my shock, his expression softened and his eyes warmed. Suddenly, he was unbearably good-looking. “Fine,” he said, his voice gentle. “Then I’ll accept that your judgmental advice came from a good place and forgive you.”

      I grimaced. “I can die happy.”

      He leaned into me. “You are such a pain in the ass.”

      “Back at you. You take everything I say the wrong way and assume the worst.”

      “Back at you,” he retorted.

      Then his dark gaze dropped to my mouth and just like the flick of a switch, electric tension sizzled to life.

      Feeling my body react, wanting to melt toward him, I retreated. “Well, then, maybe we should call a truce. From this point onward, we both agree to assume that the other has only good intentions.”

      Foster considered this and said in a bored monotone, “I suppose we can try that.”

      It was difficult not to offer a pithy response to his enthusiasm.

      “Fine. Good. That’s settled, then. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I’d turned toward his door when he murmured, “Do you swim every night?”

      Halting at the strange question, I glanced over my shoulder. His expression was unreadable. “I try to. Why?”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Because I … I like it.”

      He seemed disappointed by my answer.

      I frowned. “I started night swimming after my parents died. Jade and I became guardians to Celeste and Luna. Moon had just left for college. Jade was getting her teaching degree and was almost finished … so I dropped out of college to look after the girls.” An ache flared inside me at the reminder of what might have been. “I wanted to be a teacher too. But the girls were more important. Losing Mom and Dad, bearing the responsibility of parenthood at twenty-one … suffice it to say, I didn’t sleep well for a while.”

      His expression was filled with understanding, and something even more dangerous.

      Tenderness.

      “So you swam to exhaust yourself.”

      I nodded, struggling to regulate my breathing. “Yeah. Then it just became a habit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For what I said at the engagement party. For the unfair comments I’ve made since.”

      Shocked, in a good way, I smiled at him. Really smiled.

      He looked stunned, like I’d kicked him in the gut. He blinked a few times.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And I’m sorry for insulting you in return. Let’s do better.”

      Foster swallowed hard and nodded.

      An awkward, tension-filled silence fell between us, and I took that as my cue to leave.
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      He was obsessed.

      There was no other word for it.

      Ember Bonet had become an obsession.

      At night from his bedroom window, he’d watch her swim, like a stalker, waiting for her to return safely into the house before he’d go to bed. When he got home from work, he wanted her to linger, and not because he didn’t love spending time with Georgie but because he liked the changes he saw in G around Ember.

      Upon taking her advice that night in the office where she’d smiled at him and he’d felt the beauty of it, he’d talked with Georgie and assured her of his love. And every night since, after he read to her, he’d tuck her into bed and tell her how much he loved her and how glad he was they got to be together now.

      Between that and Ember’s influence, Georgie was back to her old self again, proving kids really were resilient.

      At work, he interviewed nannies, but he had a hard time picking one when the woman next door had captured G’s heart. But he knew it wasn’t fair to Ember to keep asking her to work her schedule around his daughter, so he’d narrowed the choices down to three women.

      And he needed to choose soon.

      Not just for Ember but to give Georgie stability, and selfishly, for him.

      Because he needed to get over Ember.

      He needed to rid himself of this overwhelming desire to be in her company all the time.

      “Why?” Colt asked when Foster confided in him about his attraction.

      The answer: it all came down to his parents and having Georgie so young.

      Carolyn got pregnant when they were in college, which was a mammoth disappointment to his father, Edward Darwin. His father was the president of an insurance corporation, and the Darwins had been leading members of New England society for over a hundred years. His mother was Madeline Bourne—her family really did date back to the Mayflower.

      As their only child, Foster was required to act, think, and succeed with the family reputation always in mind. Having a kid at twenty was the end of the world for the Darwins. Determined it wouldn’t derail them, they insisted Foster remain at college and tried to force him to marry Carolyn. He refused. Another point against him. But he did stay in college and accepted his parents’ help with childcare.

      For the first couple years, Foster wasn’t the best father. He’d worked hard at business school, but he’d also been working his ass off to make connections. Through hard work and a bit of luck, he met Colt, and the rest, as they say, was history.

      However, one weekend, it was his turn with Georgie. She was barely two and toddling all over the place … his parents had fallen in love with their granddaughter, and he was watching his father have a conversation with G.

      And he realized … his father was having a conversation with his daughter.

      Foster hadn’t been there for her first word, and now she was speaking in sentences.

      He hadn’t been there for her first crawl or her first step.

      While he loved his parents and knew they loved him, he’d vowed he’d have a closer, more hands-on relationship with his kids. And he was already failing.

      At that moment, everything changed.

      Carolyn wanted to finish school, so he asked to take Georgie more. They split their time with her down the middle. He was in a great situation to be able to afford a nanny while he worked.

      But he wasn’t in a situation where he could disappoint his father again.

      Something he had to remind himself constantly as he followed G and Ember down onto the busy beach.

      How had he gotten himself into this?

      Oh, right, he had a hard time saying no to his daughter at the moment. And this Saturday, as if she knew a new nanny was on the horizon, G had begged him to ask Ember to spend the day at the beach with them. She’d done it in front of Ember so there was no way out of it.

      He eyed how Ember’s summer dress molded to her ass and had to admit he was looking forward to seeing her in her bikini in bright daylight. Her warm laughter floated back to him on the breeze, followed by his daughter’s adorable giggles.

      Something overwhelming filled his chest watching them as they found a spot to settle. As G helped Ember stretch out towels on the sand, he stumbled a little at the sight.

      G had inherited his dark hair and eyes, and it was the first time he realized that it would be easy for people to confuse G for Ember’s kid.

      They had the same coloring.

      And a bond that was beginning to worry him.

      Once the new nanny arrived, Ember would probably disappear from G’s life.

      Fuck.

      “Come on, slowpoke,” Ember called out to him, grinning, her eyes hidden behind oversized pink-and-blue sunglasses that G immediately decided she wanted as well. Ember, having already predicted that might happen, had brought a child’s pair from her store’s stock.

      G wore hers, too, making them look even more alike.

      Unnerved, Foster attempted to shrug off his strange emotions and helped them set up.

      “Water?” Ember asked them, patting the top of their cooler.

      “I want to swim!” G announced.

      “I’ll take her.” Foster jumped to his feet, eager for distance from his neighbor. He already wore long swim shorts, but he pulled off his T-shirt for the upcoming foray into the ocean. Glancing down at Ember, Foster caught her ogling his stomach. There was a gym at the office, and he and Colt always had an hour workout slotted into their daily schedule. It showed in his six-pack, and he was suddenly very glad for his hard work because Ember looked close to drooling.

      He smirked, and she turned away. “I’ll, uh … I’ll watch our stuff.”

      “Em, my dress.” G went to Ember for help. Instead of him. Hmm.

      But Ember deftly untied the little straps to reveal G’s purple swim dress underneath. “I brought a hair tie to keep your hair dry.”

      He watched as his daughter stood patiently while Ember gathered her thick hair into a cute little bun thing on top of her head.

      “All set.” Ember blew raspberries on G’s neck, making her erupt into giggles again.

      His heart fucking melted.

      “Come on, angel.” His voice sounded gruff to his ears as he took G’s hand and led her down to the water.
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      As it turned out, Ember in a bikini in broad daylight was a glorious thing. She was sunbathing, her olive complexion turning a dark gold. Her green bikini looked amazing against her skin tone.

      Hell, everything about her looked amazing.

      Grinning mischievously at him, G lifted a finger to her lips to silence him, and he smiled. Then she tiptoed over to Ember and shook her swim dress so all the seawater on it sprayed across their neighbor’s bare skin.

      Squeaking in surprise, Ember shot up, shoving her sunglasses into her hair. “You little—” She launched at G, pulling her into her arms so she could tickle her. Foster laughed as his daughter’s infectious cackles filled the beach, drawing amused stares from nearby families.

      “Since I’m all wet now, anyway,” Ember said and jumped up, ruffling G’s messy bun, “I might as well take a dip.”

      Foster, his eyes hidden behind his sunglasses, took the opportunity to really look at her.

      He wanted to feel her soft body against his, to kiss his way up those lethally long legs, to pleasure her and hear her husky moans fill his bedroom, to taste her nipples and squeeze her gorgeous, full tits in his hands as he pumped into—

      Fuck!

      He looked away as he felt hot blood travel south.

      Just looking at her in public was making him hard, like he was a fucking teenager.

      “Daddy, I’m going back to the water with Em.”

      “Okay, angel.” Fine with him.

      He needed a minute.

      Slumping down on the towel, he made the mistake of watching Georgie and Em walk away.

      Ember’s ass was almost as good as her tits.

      Then he became aware of something that really pissed him off.

      He wasn’t the only one staring at Ember Bonet. His gut twisted in annoyance.

      While there were plenty of gorgeous women on the beach, Ember stood out because of her sensual curves. Natural sexiness oozed from her.

      To his agitation, Foster realized he didn’t want other people to see that in her.

      He wanted her all for himself.

      And wasn’t that a very dangerous thought.

      Not long later, G and Ember returned, and he refused to stare at Ember in her wet bikini. It might kill him. Instead, he focused on making sure G was fed. She’d just finished her sandwich when a little girl came over and asked if she wanted to build sandcastles. At his nod of permission, the two girls set up camp between both their parents’ spots and played together.

      “She’s doing awesome. I see such a change in her in just two weeks.”

      Foster turned to Ember. “Yeah, it’s great. You’ve been a huge help. Thank you.”

      “It’s been my pleasure.”

      Christ, even hearing her use the word pleasure got him hot.

      This was ridiculous.

      And even though he told himself to change the subject to anything that might distract him from his attraction to her, the next thing he blurted out was, “So, I take it you’re not seeing anyone?”

      Shit.

      He couldn’t see her eyes behind her glasses, but her lips parted as if he’d surprised her.

      “I mean, I haven’t seen you with anyone.”

      Ember leaned back on her hands, stretching her legs. His eyes dropped to her thighs and he swallowed hard. “No, no boyfriend.”

      He dragged his gaze up to her face again. “Why?”

      She gave a huff of laughter. “Because I haven’t met anyone lately.”

      Me. You’ve met me.

      Jesus, Foster, don’t be stupid.

      Pushing away his inner dialogue, he prodded, “But there have been boyfriends, right?”

      “Right.” She grinned. “There have been a few.”

      “None of them felt like marriage material?”

      Say no.

      Her silence spoke for itself, and his stomach dropped.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—”

      “No, it’s okay. I just … I don’t want you to think badly of my sister if I tell you.”

      Foster raised an eyebrow. “Okay?”

      Ember turned to him. “There was someone. We dated for a few years, and I honestly thought he’d pop the question at my thirtieth birthday. He didn’t. Instead, Luna, my youngest sister, got drunk and stripped. Apparently, this got him so hot, he couldn’t help himself.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      She shook her head, lips pinched. Then, “They started seeing each other behind my back that night. I found out weeks later when I walked in on them having sex in his apartment.”

      Jesus Christ. The betrayal … Anger churned in his gut. Ember had given up her education to become Luna’s guardian, and she’d thanked her by sleeping with her boyfriend?

      “We broke up, but he and Luna … Luna fell pregnant. They got married, but then he proved he really was the ultimate asshole by taking off. So she moved back in with us, and we helped her out for a while with Casey, her daughter, until she met this older guy, Garret, and married him. Now they live in the city, and they have two of their own kids, Anna and Lucas. Luna’s a stay-at-home mom.”

      “I saw you with her at the engagement party. You two seemed fine.”

      “We weren’t for a while, but we got through it.”

      “You forgave her?”

      She shocked him by replying, “Of course. Luna has always been impulsive, and she was very young when she cheated with Kyle. Not just literally but emotionally and mentally. Besides, she doesn’t have the best taste in men. I can say that because once duped, I’ve never been duped again. But Luna’s husband …” Foster could tell she scowled behind her glasses. “He cheats on her all the time. And she puts up with it. I don’t know if she thinks she deserves it, or she just doesn’t want to give up the cushy lifestyle he provides. I have no idea. I’ve tried talking to her about it, and we always end up arguing. My youngest sister is the one I understand the least.”

      “I’m amazed by your capacity to forgive,” he admitted. “I don’t think I can forgive Carolyn for taking off on G. I can’t help how bitter I feel about it.”

      Ember reached over and covered his hand with hers. “That’s totally different. You’re bitter on Georgie’s behalf. No mother should choose a job over their five-year-old. It’s okay not to forgive her for that. You’re hiding the anger from Georgie, which is all that matters.”

      The urge to close the gap between them, to wrap his hand around her nape and drag her against him so he could kiss the life out of her was so great, he had to lean back.

      She removed her hand from his, misinterpreting his withdrawal. Foster wanted to haul her into his arms, uncaring of who could see them. But he stopped himself.

      Instead, he confessed, “I worry I’m not doing this right. That I’ll fail G.”

      Ember gave him a tender smile. “Foster, the fact that you worry about it means you’re doing it right. And if no one has said it already, I’m sorry, and this is me rectifying that—you are an amazing dad. You’re only twenty-five years old, and you’ve got your shit together. You know what’s important. You know it’s her.”

      “Thank you.” He could barely get the words out for the emotion choking him. “It means a lot that you think that.”

      Silence fell between them, allowing the sounds of the water, the seagulls, the chatter of the busy beach to fill the void.

      Then Ember murmured, “Don’t look now, but you’ve caught the avid attention of two fangirls.”

      He looked at her. “I don’t care.”

      She twisted her luscious mouth before replying, “You sure? They’re hot, and unlike the teenage girls who were ogling your six-pack earlier, these two are age appropriate.”

      It should have alarmed him how uninterested he was in hot women his age checking him out. In fact, it did alarm him a little.

      But that didn’t stop him from caressing every inch of Ember’s body with his hidden gaze instead of looking in their direction.

      Ember tensed as if she could feel him staring at her. Then she shoved her sunglasses up into her hair, and he saw the bemusement in her eyes.

      “Like I said,” he uttered, his voice hoarse with want, “not interested in them.”

      Before she could reply, G threw herself at him, and he caught her just before she face-planted on his chest. “Daddy, come see our castle!”

      Nice timing, angel, nice timing.

      Because he’d been about to make a huge mistake.
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      “You miss them, don’t you?”

      I looked up from my breakfast to find Jade and Celeste staring at me with big, concerned eyes from across the table. It was the end of my first week without Georgie (and Foster). The new nanny started a week ago, and other than catching glimpses of them in their yard, I hadn’t seen much of the Darwins.

      “You should go visit. I’m sure Georgie misses you,” Jade insisted.

      I shook my head. “I haven’t been invited.”

      And stupidly, I’d expected Foster to text at some point and ask me to come over or grab a milkshake with them … or something.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      “It’s a Sunday. They’ll be home, you’re home,” Celeste said. “Why don’t you make your lemonade and take it over?”

      I grimaced. “Like a desperate spinster from the fifties?”

      “That’s severe and unfair,” Celeste admonished.

      “You know what I mean. I have to be careful with how my behavior appears.”

      Jade cocked her head. “When have you ever cared what people think?”

      “Not people—Georgie. And Foster. I don’t want to be that middle-aged woman who can’t take a hint.” Melancholy was a sharp ache near my heart. “No, I won’t go over uninvited.”

      My sisters exchanged a look as if I were a problem to be solved.

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Tell that to your mopey face.”

      I scrunched my nose at Celeste. “Stop being childish.”

      “Pot, meet Kettle.”

      Jade pushed away from the table. “I’m meeting Colt in half an hour. We’re making final decisions about the venue today.”

      “Good luck. Have fun.”

      My sister paused. “I promised I wouldn’t say anything, but I feel like if I don’t, you and Foster might miss an opportunity here.”

      Frowning, I turned in my seat to meet her gaze. “What’s going on?”

      Jade’s eyes lit up. “Foster likes you.”

      My pulse skittered. “What?”

      She nodded, barely containing her excitement. “He told Colt he’s extremely attracted to you.”

      Extremely attracted to me.

      Yes, I knew that.

      The man did not hide that fact.

      But there was a difference between like and attraction. “Attracted to me or likes me?”

      “Well … both.”

      “So why hasn’t he done anything about it?” Celeste asked. “He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who doesn’t go after what he wants.”

      I gestured to my younger sister as if to say, “Yes, thank you, I agree.”

      Jade narrowed her eyes on Celeste before focusing on me. “I don’t know why he’s holding back. I think Colt knows, but he won’t tell me. But maybe he thinks you think he’s not mature enough. I mean, you did call him a man-child. Several times.”

      Hope was a wretched blossom blooming deep within. I tried to shove it down. “It’s more than likely I’m the opposite of the kind of woman he usually dates.”

      “In what way?” Celeste frowned.

      “I am neither in my twenties, beautifully athletic, a college graduate, nor am I from a good East Coast society family.”

      “You don’t really think that stuff matters to Foster, do you?” Jade retorted. “He had a child when he was still in college. Not exactly Mr. Perfect Society Guy.”

      Hmm. That was true. Maybe I was projecting his initial attitude about me onto who I knew him to be now. And hadn’t we decided we were going to see the best in each other?

      Still … “Like Celeste said, Foster is a man who goes after what he wants. If he wants me, he knows where to find me.”

      “Does that mean you would be interested?”

      I shrugged. “Certainly in sex. Anything more than that … I’m not sure.”

      Jade’s face fell. “But you’re not the casual-sex type.”

      “There is a huge age difference between us, and I might not look so hot to Foster when I’m sixty and he’s still forty-nine. However, I am attracted to him, so …” I shrugged, feeling butterflies at the mere thought. “I wouldn’t say no to sex with a hot younger man. As long as he knows what he’s doing.”

      The thought of Foster’s mouth and hands on my body made me shiver with unfulfilled desire.
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      Foster Darwin was the last man I’d ever let near my body with his hands and mouth!

      In fact, he could rot in hell for all I cared!

      Instead of my leisurely breaststroke across the pool, I furiously powered through the water in the front crawl. Back and forth, hammering out my hurt and rage.

      I tried not to think of the events earlier that day, but I couldn’t stop seeing it.

      A warm near-summer’s day, I decided to spend it outside, pottering in our garden. The pool took up most of the backyard, but flower beds lined the front lawn and hanging pots decorated the porch. I’d bought some fresh plants and was near the flower beds adjacent to Foster’s driveway, digging in the cool soil, when an Escalade swung up onto his drive.

      An older woman in gray linen pants, a white, high-neck blouse, and matching gray linen jacket hopped out of the SUV. She wore sunglasses, but I felt her stare and sat back on my heels. A man who looked an awful lot like an older version of Foster rounded the hood.

      “Grandpa, Grandma!” Georgie shouted. She dashed down the porch and across the driveway as fast as her little legs could carry her.

      My heart pounded at the sight of her, and I felt stupid tears prick my eyes.

      Jesus, I missed that kid.

      And I was so thankful to see her happy as her grandfather swung her up into his arms for a hug. I smiled, watching them greet one another, noting Foster had appeared on the driveway too. As Georgie turned her head to look at him, she caught sight of me.

      Her pretty little face lit up. “Em!” She took off across the driveway before anyone could stop her, and I dropped my gardening implement just in time to catch her.

      The feel of her in my arms made me emotional, and I hugged her tight without touching her with my dirty hands. Then she let me go, and I realized she’d gotten soil on her pretty purple dress, anyway. “Oh, honey, I got you dirty.”

      “G, you can’t just attack Ember like that.” Foster came toward us, frowning down at her spoiled dress. “You’ll need to get changed now for lunch with Grandma and Grandpa.”

      Her face fell.

      “It was my fault,” I said, even though it wasn’t.

      “I’m Madeline Darwin.” Foster’s mom hovered on the boundary between our yards. She offered me a smile. “You are?”

      “Ember Bonet.”

      “She’s Jade’s sister,” Foster said without looking at me.

      “Oh.” Her smile wilted a little, but she gestured to the flower beds. “I love to garden too. Isn’t it therapeutic?”

      I nodded, though I barely paid attention. I was too busy staring at Foster, wondering why he refused to acknowledge me.

      “This is my husband, Edward. Edward, come meet Foster’s neighbor. She’s Colt’s fiancée’s sister.”

      “I heard.”

      I stiffened at his dismissive tone and scowled as he said, “Georgie needs to change into a clean dress, so we better move if we want to make our reservation.”

      “Can Em come?” Georgie asked, staring up at her dad with big, pleading eyes.

      Just as I was about to open my mouth to protest, Foster replied firmly, “Absolutely not.” Then he took her hand and walked away. She stared back at me, her lower lip trembling.

      I know the feeling, kid.

      I gave her a weak smile and a little wave.

      It only made her face fall further.

      Remorse filled me.

      “Georgie seems close to Jade’s sister.” I heard Madeline say as she followed Foster up the driveway.

      Edward grunted in displeasure.

      And that was when Foster replied, “Not really. She watched G for a few days while I searched for a nanny. That’s all. We barely know each other.”

      See?

      Rot. In. Hell.

      I glared as I hurtled across the pool.

      “Ember.”

      I was so mad at him, I was hallucinating his voice?

      “Ember!”

      I paused mid stroke.

      “Ember!”

      Turning my head, I caught sight of a shadowy figure leaning over the fence.

      Foster.

      “What do you want?” I asked flatly.

      “Can you come over here?”

      Screw you, asshole. “Not really.”

      “I can’t be long. My parents are still here … but G was asking for you a lot after we saw you today, and I wondered if maybe she could hang out with you one evening this week?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Guilt consumed me, but I couldn’t be around someone like Foster.

      “Why?”

      “Because I have very good hearing. You said we barely knew each other, which is a lie. And I don’t associate with people who are too embarrassed to introduce me properly to their parents.”

      Silence reigned from the other side of the fence.

      My hurt and rage built, so I resumed my laps, ignoring his presence.

      A few minutes later, water splashing at the other end of the pool startled a cry from me. I whirled to see Foster swimming in my direction.

      What the hell?

      I backed away from him. “What are you doing?”

      His face was grim. “Apologizing.”

      Scowling, I shook my head, grateful when he stopped before we touched. “You can’t apologize for a fundamental personality flaw. You clearly think it matters what family a person is born into, and I don’t. And I can’t be friends or associate with anyone who would think I’m less worthy because of who my family is or isn’t. By the time you get to my age, Foster, you’ll realize none of that shit matters.”

      Frustration flashed in his gorgeous eyes as he floated before me.

      In nothing but his boxer briefs, I realized.

      Heat flushed through me, and I hated my attraction to him more than ever.

      “I already know that shit doesn’t matter. I do. But my relationship with my family is complicated. However,” he said, moving closer, “that does not give me the right to treat you that way.” Contrition softened his gaze. “I hurt you, and I hurt G … and that’s not cool.”

      Confused, I looked away. “I … what do you want from me?”

      “You don’t want the answer to that question.”

      My breath caught at his hoarse response, and I finally looked at him.

      Desire darkened his expression, his features taut with it.

      “Foster …”

      Suddenly, he wrapped a hand around my nape and dragged me across the water to collide with his hard body. As his mouth crushed over mine, Foster groaned, and the vibration sparked my desire like hands down my body, fingers teasing my nipples, whispering across my belly and sliding home between my legs. His kiss grew harder, more demanding and desperate. We panted into each other’s mouths, refusing to break the kiss.

      When I became aware of his erection digging into my stomach, I was lost. Arousal was a luscious flip, deep and low between my thighs. My lust grew as Foster’s hand slid up my waist, brushing my heavy breast and coming to a stop at the halter-top string. He broke the kiss, pulling back only an inch to stare into my eyes. His lips were swollen, his expression wicked.

      He tugged on the bikini strings, and I gasped as the wet material fell into the water, revealing me to him.

      “Jesus, fuck,” Foster groaned. “Jesus, fuck, you’re so beautiful. So sexy.” He cupped my naked breasts, and shivers of need skated through me. I arched my back, my nipples tightening in the cool air. My breasts swelled as Foster’s thumbs caught on the tight points.

      Then he lifted my right breast as he bent his head, and his mouth was on me.

      I reached for the side of the pool for purchase, struggling to contain my cry of pleasure.

      “Foster, we can’t … ah …” He sucked hard, shooting bolts of sensation between my legs. “Not here. Anyone might see us.”

      That seemed to be the splash of cold water he needed.

      Foster lifted his head but pressed his body to mine.

      He throbbed against me.

      Then he kissed me again, hard and hungry as he squeezed and caressed my breasts like he couldn’t help himself.

      Finally, he released my mouth, the bristle of his unshaven cheeks scratching my skin as he whispered in my ear, “This is far from over.”

      He then pushed away, swimming at impressive speed across the pool.

      My fingers trembled as I grabbed the strings of my bikini top and fumbled to cover up. Foster hauled himself out of the pool, his boxer briefs clinging to the muscles of his perfect ass and obvious erection. He shot me a look of heated promise over his shoulder, then bent down to scoop up his clothes.

      “Holy. Crap,” I murmured, touching my bee-stung lips.

      So we were two completely different people, and we weren’t ever going to be anything permanent … but that didn’t mean we couldn’t indulge in a little after-hours fun.

      Yeah, now that I’d had a taste of him … this was definitely far from over.
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      It was serendipity. At least, that was the excuse Foster used as he pulled into the parking lot outside Ember’s spa and store.

      He stared up at the sign for the spa: House of Bonet.

      And then to the sign above the attached store: Ember’s Zen Den.

      He smirked at her sense of humor, pulse racing.

      Of all the places he could’ve been that afternoon, it had to be in town. Colt had set up a meeting with a guy looking to sell several properties he owned on the coastline. Unfortunately, Colt had a bad case of food poisoning after a sample day yesterday with their wedding caterer. Not only had he upchucked throughout the night, he and Jade now needed to find a new caterer.

      And Foster had to cover his meetings.

      The day after he almost screwed Ember Bonet in her swimming pool.

      Definitely serendipity had kept him in town today.

      The nanny would collect Georgie from school like always, so with time on his hands, he found himself heading toward Ember.

      Despite knowing it was probably a terrible idea, he couldn’t get the taste of her out of his mouth. If he didn’t have her, he was pretty sure he’d never be able to concentrate fully on anything ever again.

      Striding into Ember’s store, he drew to a stop in disappointment to see a woman with long, black hair sitting by the counter. She eyed him suspiciously.

      More than likely because he didn’t look like their usual customer.

      “May I help you?”

      “Uh … is Ember here?”

      Instead of answering, she turned and yelled toward the doorway that presumably led to the storeroom. “Bonet, some hot dude is here to see you!”

      He raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond, only took a few steps toward the counter. It was a wonder Ember’s employee couldn’t hear his heart pounding.

      “Is that really how you’re going to address our customers?” He heard Ember say. “Raven, please—” She was suddenly there, staring at him open-mouthed.

      “Hey.” He took in her long dress, loving the way it hugged her breasts and waist before it flared out into a full skirt. The way she dressed was so different from the women he’d dated, but Foster liked it. Everything about Ember was enticingly feminine.

      “Hey.” Ember stepped toward him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Had a meeting in town. Thought I’d stop by.” He knew he couldn’t hide the heat in his eyes.

      He knew it in the way she sucked in a breath and addressed the so-called Raven in a breathy tone. “Honey, why don’t you finish up early?”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Sweet!” Raven hopped off the stool and grabbed a huge black purse. “For once, I can grocery shop without two teens chirping in my ear and adding fifty dollars’ worth of crap we don’t need, and can’t afford, to my cart.”

      Ember gave her a strained smile. “Have fun.”

      “Sure, sure.” Raven wiggled her fingers at Foster as she passed, but he could barely keep his eyes off Ember.

      In fact, his attention was glued to her as her chest rose and fell with quick breaths while she followed in Raven’s wake. Bemused, Foster turned to watch her sashay across the store and turn the lock on the door. She flipped the sign to Closed and then sashayed back.

      “Come with me,” she murmured as she passed him. Anticipation hung heavy in his groin.

      Practically chasing after her like a panting teen, he followed her down two steps to the narrow corridor that led to the stockroom, the restroom, and her office. Ember’s skirt disappeared into her office with her, and a haze of lust came over his mind.

      As soon as he stepped into the room, he rushed her, pressing her against her desk, molding his body to hers. Foster’s heart slammed against his ribs as their eyes locked, her soft body crushed to his, the fire between them blazing.

      Her lips trembled, and the wild need took over.

      Foster covered her mouth, swallowing her gasp of excitement. Her perfume, the heat of her beneath his hands, and the taste of her—that taste he’d gotten last night in the pool was an addictive elixir—it all overwhelmed Foster as he gripped the back of Ember’s neck with one hand and slid the other down her stomach … He smoothed it over her round hip and under her thigh.

      She kissed him back harder, her arms circling his waist as she fell against the desk but clung to him, her fingers digging into his back as he tugged her thigh up so he could press deep between her legs. Her lips parted on a whimper of desire, and the sound aroused him beyond bearing.

      His hand tightened around her nape and he groaned, desperate for more, for everything from her. They devoured each other like it was the last time they’d ever kiss. Foster lifted Ember’s thigh and nudged her onto the desk, grinding his erection against her.

      The feel of her hands sliding up his back and over his shoulders, her fingers sinking into his hair, only made him want more. He wanted her hands on his bare skin.

      “Take off the dress.” He broke the kiss to demand gruffly. Even as he uttered the words, he was shrugging out of his jacket.

      Ember’s eyes were smoky with passion as Foster stepped back to allow her room to undress. She gathered the full skirt in her hands, and he absently undid his tie as her long legs were revealed.

      Then her soft stomach and her breasts as she lifted the dress over her head and dropped the fabric on the floor.

      He swallowed hard, eyeing every magnificent detail of her. “Bra and panties too.” He whipped off his shirt and started on his belt.

      Watching her lick her lips as she stared at him was his undoing.

      “Come on, gorgeous.” He pushed down his suit pants and kicked them off. “I want to see every inch of you. I’ve wanted to see every inch of you since I saw you in that pink number at your sister’s engagement party.”

      She flushed with pleasure at his confession and reached around to unclip her bra. Slowly, she let the straps fall, the cups catching on her taut nipples.

      Finally, it released.

      It had been dark last night in the pool.

      In the warm light of her office, Foster could see Ember in all her glory.

      “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” he muttered, almost stumbling out of his boxer briefs with excitement.

      Her throaty laughter only made him harder, and his mouth went dry as she curled her fingers into her panties and pushed them down.

      “Sit on the desk and spread your legs.”

      Ember bit her lip for a second, her eyes on his erection. “Are you always this bossy?”

      “Just with you. You make me very, very impatient. And frustrated,” he growled.

      Chuckling, Ember sat on the edge of the desk and spread her thighs.

      “I’ve died and gone to heaven, haven’t I?” He fell to his knees before her, skimming his hands up her legs to push her open to his gaze.

      “I think maybe I hav—ah!” Ember cried out as he licked into her hot depths.

      Foster held back his grin of satisfaction and buried his head between her pearly gates.
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      All rational thought left me the moment I saw Foster standing in my store with a look in his eyes I knew too well. He was here for one thing and one thing only.

      And considering I wanted what he wanted just as badly, I’d lost my ever-loving mind.

      Right then, I couldn’t care.

      My head fell back on a groan as he licked at me, his tongue flicking and tormenting my clit. “Foster, please.”

      I could feel it building already, the muscles in my thighs trembling and tightening.

      And then two fingers pushed inside me.

      Foster sucked and licked as his fingers played their part. My hips undulated off the desk, my fingers tightened in his hair, my senses on overload. Every time I felt the rasp of his unshaven cheeks against my sensitive skin, the tension inside me tightened further.

      He sucked hard on my clit, and I exploded, my cries of pleasure so loud, I’d worry later if people in the spa might have heard.

      Foster stood, wrapped my legs around his hips, and shoved his hands in my hair to hold me to him for his devastating kiss. I could taste myself on his tongue, and I moaned into his mouth.

      Foster broke the kiss, his hot lips trailing down my neck, the bristle of his stubble scratching my skin. I arched my back, anticipating what he wanted, and thrust my breasts up for his exploration.

      Quickly, the gloriously languid aftermath of my climax was fanned into a flame again. He cupped and stroked and kissed my breasts, learning every inch of them. And then he wrapped his mouth around my nipple and tugged, sucked, and licked it until it was so swollen, it became overly sensitive. I hissed, and understanding why, Foster moved on to my other nipple until my legs were climbing his hips, and I was writhing against his erection, desperate for him to take me.

      “Come inside me, Foster.”

      He kissed me, one hand under my ass urging me up against his erection as he rubbed its hard heat between my legs, teasing me beyond bearing.

      “Foster!” I broke the kiss, glaring into his dark, lust-filled eyes. “Now.”

      “You’re on the pill, right?”

      The question was almost pleading.

      I nodded and looked down, fire in my belly at the sight of him, ready for me.

      I licked my lips as my gaze traveled up his perfectly honed, muscular body. I’d never been with a man as beautiful as him before. Physical perfection was never enough to attract me. I always had to be attracted to some inner beauty.

      And that was the truth.

      Foster wasn’t just beautiful to me because he was a handsome twenty-five-year-old.

      He was beautiful to me because he was a wonderful father who was trying to do the best by his daughter, and when he wasn’t being a thoughtless moron, there was a gentle kindness in him.

      Fuck, I should stop this.

      “Ember, I’ve never wanted a woman as much as I want you,” Foster confessed against my mouth.

      And just like that, I was lost again.

      I kissed him, my tongue flicking at his lips. I took the silken heat of him in my hands and squeezed. Foster kissed me harder, gasping and panting as I stroked him with one hand and dug my fingers into his ass with the other, urging him to me.

      I guided his tip to my entrance and smoothed my hand up his rigid stomach.

      My eyes fluttered closed at the satisfying burn that turned to pure relief as he overwhelmed me with fullness.

      “Ember, open your eyes,” Foster demanded.

      I opened my eyes and held his intense gaze.

      “Keep looking at me.” He thrust deeper, looking almost pained. “Jesus Christ, you’re perfect,” he whispered. “Keep looking at me. It’s me fucking you, it’s me that makes you feel this good.”

      I nodded, clinging to his shoulders as he tilted my hips farther to glide slowly in and out of me. I trembled against him as he took pleasure in taking his time.

      “You’re so perfect, so fucking perfect,” he grunted against my lips, his speed increasing.

      I moved against his thrusts, the blood rushing in my ears. “So are you.”

      “Ember.” His grip tightened as he repeated my name like a prayer.

      “Foster,” I whimpered back as he thrust at just the right angle to brush my clit with his movements. My nails dug into his shoulders. “Oh, God, do that again.”

      Satisfaction made his expression harsh, and he drove into me harder.

      My climax built, my neck arching, my cries echoing around the office.

      “Come for me, Ember,” Foster commanded. “I want to feel you come around me.”

      Just like that, the tension inside me peaked.

      And peaked HARD.

      I gasped as the first orgasm hit and was quickly followed by another bigger, more spectacular one that made me lose all sense of self. My cries filled the whole goddamn building. My fingers dug into his skin as I clenched around him, and my eyes rolled into the back of my head.

      My pulse was loud in my ears as Foster thrust harder, faster into me. A few seconds later, he buried his face in my neck and muffled his shout of release against my skin. His hips jerked against mine, and I felt him throb in pulse after pulse inside me, shuddering in my arms.

      I held on to him as we tried to catch our breath. My skin was slick against his, my breasts crushed against his chest. I caressed his back, soothing him.

      Eventually, he lifted his head and stared at me in awe.

      And I knew, no matter how stupid we both understood it would be, that this wasn’t the last time we’d find bliss in each other’s arms.
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      Foster’s groan was loud.

      I clamped a hand over his mouth as I undulated against him. “Shh.”

      His nostrils flared and his grip on my hips tightened. And in revenge, he began bucking his own magnificent hips beneath me.

      “Oh, fuck,” I huffed, releasing his mouth to brace both hands on his shoulders.

      Suddenly, I was flipped on my back, my wrists captured above my head, and Foster took over.

      Seconds later, he slammed his mouth down on mine as he felt my coming orgasm, and he swallowed my cry of release in his kiss. My cry was followed by his groan as he shuddered in climax.

      We panted, tight, low sounds we attempted to keep barely audible, and Foster brushed his lips over mine again before withdrawing. This was the moment I usually slid out of his bed, cleaned up in his master bath, and tiptoed downstairs to return to my house. For the past month, we’d carried on our secret affair. On weekends, I’d spent more time with Georgie again. The two of us were as close as ever, and I was starting to worry that I wasn’t the only one who would be hurt when this affair ended.

      I had to end it.

      Because I was falling in love with a man eleven years my junior who cared way too much about his parents’ opinion.

      “Don’t go,” Foster whispered, reaching for me as I moved to slide out of his huge bed.

      While we tried to find moments to meet while Georgie was at school, between both our jobs, it was almost impossible. We’d instead fallen into a routine of me sneaking into the house once Georgie was asleep.

      “I better,” I whispered back. “We don’t want to wake G.”

      “We won’t.” He rested his head on the pillow near mine and tugged on my hip in a silent plea for me to turn toward him.

      I did. “You okay?”

      Foster grinned. “What? You’re surprised I want to spend time with you not having sex?”

      “We spend time not having sex.” In fact, our weekends with Georgie were the best. I’d never seen Foster so relaxed.

      “I mean alone. Just you and me.” He brushed my hair off my face, his expression tender and affectionate and so very bad for my heart. “Do you want kids? You’re so good with G.”

      Shocked by the question, it took me a minute to answer. “I … yeah, if it’s in the cards for me, I’d love at least one.”

      “You’d make a great mom.” He kissed my nose. “How are your sisters? I mean, I know how Jade is because Colt’s told me.”

      I grimaced. “I feel for her. Jade is so not an elaborate, spectacle kind of person, but this wedding planner they hired is going all out and constantly bombarding Jade with questions. She feels like the wedding has taken over her life.”

      “Colt feels the same. He told Jade to fire her and they’d have a small wedding instead.”

      “Which is sweet, and she appreciates it, but they’ve already put down deposits and … well … I think she thinks it’s good for your business image. To have a big, lavish wedding.”

      “It is always good to advertise success when you can, as crass as that sounds.” Foster frowned. “But not to the detriment of the well-being of someone we love.”

      I reached up to stroke his cheek, enjoying the feel of his stubble prickling my skin. “That is appreciated. Jade, however, is much tougher than she looks. School’s out for the summer, so she has more time on her hands to deal with it. And it’s not long now. Once it’s done, it’ll be done. Besides, she is looking forward to the honeymoon. A week in Japan, followed by a week at some luxury resort in Bali? Uh, yes, please. Lucky duck.”

      “Have you traveled much?”

      “No.” I lowered my gaze. “We traveled around the States with Mom and Dad when we were kids. But I’ve never had time to travel farther afield. Or the money.”

      “You own your own business.”

      “Yeah … so I could afford to travel, but I like having a nest egg in case something happens. Mom and Dad left us the house. No mortgage. My dad inherited it and then we inherited it. And they left us some money, which helped take care of the costs of living in it. But it was a struggle for a while. We were on a tight budget and couldn’t afford much besides the essentials. The girls decided not to go to school, and I still don’t know if that was based on what they actually wanted or if they thought we couldn’t afford it. I put myself through my massage therapy qualifications and took out a bunch of loans to make the business work, and I’m still paying those off. So … traveling … not so much for me.”

      Foster caressed my waist and hip in a soothing, comforting gesture. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      I smirked. “If you say so.”

      “No, I’m being serious. You sacrificed so much for your family. I admire that.”

      “It didn’t feel like a sacrifice.”

      “Which makes you all the more magnificent.”

      I grinned. “Magnificent. Ooh, I like that word.”

      But Foster didn’t smile. He pressed closer to me, his expression intense. “I want to take you to Bali or wherever it is in the world you want to see.”

      Just like that, my humor fled. “Foster …”

      Realization flashed in his eyes and he lowered them, hiding from me. Yet he didn’t let go. In fact, he banded his arm around my waist as if he didn’t ever want to let go.

      Incredibly sad all of a sudden, I leaned in and caressed his lips with mine. “I gotta go.” I wiggled against his hold but instead of releasing me, he pushed me onto my back and kissed my breath away. “Foster,” I panted.

      “I want you again.” His voice was gruff.

      Heat flickered low and deep in my belly, and I melted into the bed, too eager to let him inside.
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      “Thank you for being so patient in there,” Jade said as we walked along the hot city sidewalk. She knew I wasn’t a fan of the place. The air was too thick with fumes, the smell of waste wafting up from the sewers now and then, and if I wore sandals on a warm day like today, my feet got covered in soot from the traffic.

      Thus, I’d chosen to wear a light pair of boots with my dress, and my feet were too stuffy inside them.

      Still, I wouldn’t complain.

      Jade rarely asked me to come into the city, and this was for the wedding. Anything to relieve her stress. Besides, it worked out. For the first time since our affair began, Foster was busy this Sunday. Georgie’s new nanny, a college graduate named Anne-Marie, who was this sweet, shy young woman Georgie thankfully loved, was working overtime to watch G, since I was busy with Jade.

      “Of course. Dress fittings are necessary for a wedding. And it was good of them to open on a Sunday.”

      “Yeah.” Jade nodded. She shot me a look. “You’re honestly happy with your dress?”

      “Of course.” My maid of honor gown was silver, as were the bridesmaids’ dresses. Moon, Celeste, and Luna had joined us for the dress fitting, but Moon had hurried home as soon as she was done, and Celeste had gone back to Luna’s to see the kids.

      Jade and I wanted to grab something to eat together before heading home. With work, the wedding, and Colt, we hadn’t seen a lot of each other lately.

      “And your dress is to die for.”

      My sister beamed. “You think?”

      “Colt is going to lose his—” I cut off abruptly.

      “Ember?”

      My pulse pounded in my throat as I halted in front of a restaurant.

      Inside, clear as day, were Foster and his parents. A young, beautiful blond sat next to Foster, her hand on his shoulder as she leaned in to laugh with him about something.

      “Em.” Jade stood at my side.

      His parents smiled at the young couple.

      Were they a couple?

      No.

      Foster wouldn’t—

      The blond kissed his cheek, and he lowered his eyes almost shyly.

      Foster?

      “That’s Heather Smyth,” Jade said in my ear. “Colt told me Foster’s parents have been trying to set them up for a while. I only know who she is because I met her at the office last week when I came into the city to have lunch with Colt. Heather works for a bank nearby. Colt told me she’s gotten persistent. I guess Foster finally gave in.”

      He was seeing another woman behind my back?

      “Ember?”

      “He and I have been having sex for over a month.” I looked at my sister, tears in my eyes. “And I stupidly fell for him. Like really, really fell for him, Jade. I’m such a fool.”

      Jade looked heartbroken for me. “Oh, God, Em.”

      Her sympathy only made me angry. “No one makes a fool of me.” I glared back at the young couple. “I think we should stop by and say hi. It’s only polite.”

      “Ember …”

      But I was already pushing open the door to the restaurant. I wouldn’t make a scene. But I wanted him to know that I knew. A hostess stepped toward us but I shook my head at her distractedly, focused on the man I currently loathed.

      As if he felt me, Foster turned his head in my direction.

      His eyes rounded in surprise, and it was quickly replaced by a flash of something like panic. Then he was pretty much expressionless.

      So good at masking his feelings. No wonder he’d duped me.

      The blond and his parents turned to see what had caught his attention, and Madeline smiled at the sight of me and my sister. “Jade, Ember, how nice to see you.”

      “You too, Mrs. Darwin, Mr. Darwin … Heather …” Jade cut off at that, apparently unable to say it was nice to see Foster.

      “We were just passing by and saw you in here … thought we’d be neighborly.” I forced myself to look at Foster.

      I saw the slight shudder in his breathing that betrayed his discomfort.

      “Yeah,” Jade agreed, her fingers lacing with mine. “It was such weird timing, too, because I was just telling Ember about you and Heather, Foster.”

      Heather grinned, curling her arm around Foster. “It’s nice to see you again, Jade. And nice to meet you, Ember.”

      Not her fault, not her fault, not her fault. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

      “Well, we better get going.” Jade tugged on my hand. She offered goodbyes to the Darwins and I followed her out, numb.

      What a foolish woman I’d been.

      “Are you okay?” My sister hadn’t let go of my hand.

      “I don’t know.” I looked at her. “I used to think Luna had bad taste in men … but it’s clear she and I share that particular trait.”

      “Were you exclusive?”

      “No.” I stopped, shaking my head in anger. “No … but you tell someone you’re sleeping with that you’re sleeping with someone else too.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Ember!”

      I winced at his voice.

      “Ember …” He sounded out of breath, and I turned as Foster slowed from a run to a stop before us on the sidewalk. “This isn’t—”

      “Have you been fucking her while you were fucking me?” I cut him off, my voice harsh.

      Foster flinched back. “Of course not.”

      “Then that’s all I need to know.” I turned to leave, and he grabbed my arm. I shook him off. “Don’t touch me.”

      His expression darkened with frustration as he ran his hands through his hair. “You and I … we … and Heather is the daughter of a family friend … and …”

      “And we were just screwing around,” I whispered, hating him because I hadn’t imagined his possessiveness or the way he acted like he wanted more than just sex.

      He’d made me start to hope.

      The cruelty of it was overwhelming.

      “No.” He tried to reach for me again, but I retreated. Anguish blazed in his eyes. “I care about you. I do. I just …”

      “You don’t have to say it.” Disgusted with him, I dragged my eyes down his body and back up again. “Your family’s good opinion means too much to you, which means you think I’m not good enough—”

      “No—”

      “I know who I am. I know my worth. And I deserve better than you, better than someone who would try to make me feel horrible about myself because he can’t stand up to his family. My mistake for getting involved with a boy.”

      He gaped at me, shocked, hurt, angry.

      And it satisfied that spiteful part of me that wanted him to hurt as much as I did.

      I whirled and stalked down the street, Jade’s footsteps syncing with mine. By the time we reached the train station, we were both sweaty and out of breath.

      Plus, I felt beyond nauseated. Every part of me ached.

      “You were wonderful.” Jade wrapped an arm around my shoulders as we waited on our train. “And you were right. He’s just a boy who doesn’t deserve you.”

      “What about G?” My lips trembled as tears stung my eyes. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

      Jade rested her head against mine. “It’s terrible and sad … but a clean break for the two of you will be best.”

      “We live next door to each other.”

      My sister sighed. “I know you might not want to hear this … but with me leaving … perhaps it’s time to sell the house.”

      Aghast, I pulled away from her. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s prime real estate. Even split five ways, your portion of the sale would buy you and Celeste a smaller place, maybe even somewhere closer to the beach.”

      “But … it’s been in the family for three generations.”

      “It’s just a house. And maybe it’s time to move on. Do you really want to watch Foster and Heather, or whoever he ends up with, start a new life with Georgie next door?”
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      Nothing felt right. He couldn’t settle. He couldn’t sleep. An anxious feeling stirred in his gut all the time. Guilt rode him hard. And dread. He didn’t even want to analyze the dread.

      Georgie missed Ember.

      They hadn’t seen her in two weeks.

      She wasn’t answering his calls, his texts.

      She didn’t swim at night anymore.

      The few times he’d knocked on the door, Celeste answered, less than friendly, and told him Ember wasn’t home.

      Foster couldn’t blame her. No, he hadn’t slept with Heather. He hadn’t even kissed Heather. But the strange double date with his parents was technically their second date because they’d had lunch alone in the city the week before. Something he hadn’t told Ember.

      The whole time, he’d tried to tell himself he wasn’t doing anything wrong. The same at lunch with his parents.

      And then Ember had walked into the restaurant.

      The look in her eyes.

      The betrayal.

      Fuck.

      He sucked in a deep breath and exhaled, the sound shaky to even his ears.

      He missed her.

      The sound of her laughter, the way her dark eyes danced with it. Her easy affection with G, like the two of them had been together their whole lives. The way G lit up for Ember in a way she used to only for him.

      The way he lit up for Ember.

      Her soft, breathy moans in his ears. Her hands caressing his back, gripping his ass. The dramatic slope of her narrow waist into curvy hips. Gazing into her eyes and feeling so fucking at peace, like he’d finally found something he’d been missing his whole life.

      “If I hear you sigh like that one more time, I’ll punch you.”

      Foster started, swinging his office chair around from the window to find Colt braced against the doorway.

      His friend closed the door behind him and walked into the room. “It’s like working with a zombie these days. You barely said two words to Jack Hunter in the meeting this morning.”

      “We made the deal, didn’t we?” he grumbled like a petulant teenager.

      Colt scowled as he sat down on his desk. “This has to stop.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t. Don’t be an even bigger prick than you’re already being.”

      Indignant, he snapped, “I don’t need this shit right now, Colt.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot this was all about you.” His friend looked at him with such disappointment in his eyes, Foster flinched. “Do you even give a shit how you made her feel, or do you only care about how you feel?”

      Remorse sliced through him. “Of course I give a shit.”

      “Really? Because you’re walking around here like you’re the one who got fucked over when the truth of the matter is that you made a very special woman think that her feelings aren’t more important than your parents’ fucking snobbery.”

      “Colt—”

      “Nah, listen.” His friend pushed off the desk. “It’s clear that you have real feelings for Ember. In fact, it’s clear that you think you’re in love with her.”

      “Think?” he snarled. How dare he—

      “Yeah, think. You see, because I love Jade. I love Jade so much that the thought of hurting her, of putting my feelings before hers, makes me sick to my stomach. You don’t love Ember. If you loved Ember, you would tell your father where to stick his opinions and his money.”

      Heart racing, Foster shook his head. “Family is important. Can’t you understand why I don’t want to disappoint my father?”

      “No, actually, I can’t. Here’s your choice—on the one hand, Edward Darwin, who still makes fucking excuses for Georgie’s selfish mom just because of her family’s blue blood, a guy who bases his opinion of a person’s worth off a family fucking name. That’s who you want influencing Georgie’s life? Or, on the other hand, Ember. Funny, gorgeous, kind. Is great with Georgie. And for some stupid reason loves you.”

      Hope was a knifelike pain in his chest. “She said that?”

      Colt’s expression was harsh as he gave a tight nod. “She was in love with you. But I guess she realized the age gap was a problem after all. She said you had a lot of growing up to do, and she didn’t have time to wait around.”

      He sighed. “I fucked up.”

      “She’s putting the house up for sale.”

      Panicked, he barked,  “What?”

      His friend nodded, grim-faced. “That’s how much you hurt her. So tell me … can you live with that? Because if your answer is yes, you’re not in love with her, man.”

      Foster’s gut wrenched. “I love her. And I’m an asshole.” He pushed out of his chair, his agitation visible. “You’re right. You’re so fucking right, part of me wants to punch you. I’m a father now. I can’t keep making choices based on what’s best for my father. It has to be for what’s best for the people I love.” Frantic with dread at the thought of losing Ember forever, he shook his head. “What if I can’t win her back?”

      Colt considered this, his demeanor toward Foster visibly softening. “Well … here’s some advice: With the Bonet sisters, actions speak louder than words. But actions accompanied by the right words is your best shot at getting her back.”
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      On the plus side, the rehearsal dinner was a smallish affair. Compared to the two hundred–strong guest list for the wedding, there were only seventy-five people at the rehearsal dinner.

      I couldn’t bear to think what this wedding cost Jade and Colt.

      But I would … because it kept my mind off someone else.

      Three weeks had passed since I’d caught Foster at lunch with his other woman.

      His calls and texts had stopped around ten days later.

      However, for whatever reason, he’d started calling me again this past week. I had a bunch of texts from him pleading to meet—“We need to talk”—but I was half convinced he was just horny. Moreover, I didn’t want my resolve to melt.

      A guy who let me think I wasn’t good enough was not the right man for me.

      End of story.

      I missed G terribly. And my guilt was overwhelming. Truth is, I wanted to see her, but my sisters held me back, telling me I’d only make it worse for the little girl in the long run.

      I missed her giggles and her smile.

      And I really hated the idea that I made her feel as abandoned as her mom had.

      Tears choked in my throat and burned in my eyes, and I dropped my gaze to the table to hide my emotions.

      As maid of honor, I was seated up front at a U-shaped banquet table.

      Only a few seats down from me, at Colt’s side, was Foster.

      My skin hummed with awareness of him.

      He hadn’t brought a date.

      I mean, neither had I … but I’d worked myself up a lot about this rehearsal dinner because I was so sure Heather would accompany him.

      Maybe she could only attend the actual wedding.

      His parents were here. Colt had invited the Darwins out of respect.

      I couldn’t even look at them. I blamed them, too, for making it so Foster felt he had to please them with his choice of girlfriend.

      Though, I wondered if any parent would be happy about their son dating a woman eleven years older than him? Forlorn, I reached for my champagne glass and emptied it in one chug.

      I could feel Jade’s eyes, but thankfully she couldn’t question me because Colt was in the middle of his thank-you speech.

      My attention moved over the tables before us, sliding through the Darwins and past folks I recognized from the engagement party. Then on to the banquet table where my sisters sat with their partners. Moon, Linzi, and Jilly. Luna and her bored-looking husband Garret. And Celeste and the guy she’d been dating for the past month. He was a cute vet she’d met after accidentally running down a cat. Seriously, my sister’s life was an ongoing rom-com novel.

      They looked good together, and she seemed to really like this one.

      Who knew, maybe I’d have to buy a one-bedroom house on the beach. Grow old on my own, no kids, no pool, just a cat that someone would run over one day and use as an anecdote at her wedding to the vet she met through my damn cat!

      Shaking my head out of my morbid thoughts, I tried to zone back into the room.

      Colt was thanking his beautiful fiancée. A sweet kiss on her lips.

      We were to raise our champagne glasses—shit, mine was empty. Hope no one notices. I pasted on a strained smile.

      After my soon-to-be brother-in-law settled back into his seat, the murmur of conversation started again, and Jade covered my hand nearest her. “Are you okay?”

      I wanted to say I needed more champagne, but the last thing I should do was get drunk at my sister’s rehearsal dinner in front of my ex.

      Was he even my ex?

      Did five weeks of mind-blowing sex really count as a relationship?

      My heart throbbed in answer.

      Opening my mouth to assure her, I was abruptly cut off by the chime of cutlery tapping against glass. Jade turned her head to the left and I followed suit, shrinking back in my seat as I realized Foster was standing to address the room.

      Oh, gosh, were we supposed to prepare best man and maid of honor speeches for the rehearsal dinner too? I thought, panicked.

      “Uh, I’m not scheduled to talk tonight.”

      Oh, thank God.

      “But Colt gave me permission to hijack the rehearsal dinner.”

      What?

      A murmur of confusion shifted through the room.

      “What is he talking about?” I whispered.

      Jade shook her head, looking as confused as I felt.

      And then Foster turned and looked directly at me.

      His expression open, pleading, tender.

      Holy. Crap.

      “Months ago, at Colt and Jade’s engagement party, I met a woman who knocked me on my ass. And I was so unprepared for it, so not in the place where I could handle it, that I was unforgivably rude to her.”

      Tears of shock glistened in my eyes, and I could hear my sister’s indrawn breath.

      “I never believed in fate.” He shrugged, looking boyish and uncertain. “Not until you, Ember. Not until I bought the house next door to yours without knowing it. It’s like the universe wanted us to be together.”

      “Foster,” I whispered.

      “And somehow, because you’re a goddamn miracle and you’re so kind”—his emotion made his eyes wet—“you not only forgave me for being an asshole …” The room tittered, but I was barely paying attention to anything but him. “You took care of my daughter, and you helped us through a really horrible time.”

      He stepped out from his chair to approach mine, and I tilted my head to hold his gaze. “Ember Bonet, I know I don’t deserve you. You are incredible, smart, kind, funny, loving, and passionate, and there is no doubt in my mind that someone who is your equal is out there waiting for you. But I’m a selfish bastard because the mere thought of letting him have you feels like my heart is being ripped from my chest.

      “And that guy, whoever he is, might deserve you … but I promise”—Foster lowered to his knee in front of me and reached for my hand—“I promise you that no man will love you harder than I do or work harder to prove it. Please forgive me for being a blind fool?”

      I couldn’t breathe.

      Foster Darwin had just declared himself in front of all these people, including his parents.

      “Let me make it up to you,” he pushed, trepidation glittering in his eyes. “I will never give you cause to regret it. I love you.”

      “Okay.”

      His eyes widened. “Okay? Yes?”

      I smiled, that damn ache in my chest easing. “Yes. But you have a lot of groveling to do, mister.”

      Foster grinned, standing up to pull me into his arms. He hugged me so tight. “Anything, anything.” He kissed my temple, then my cheek, and then my lips.

      A long, deep, hungry kiss that was only broken as the erupting cheers in the room finally registered with us.

      Cheeks hot, I laughed, a little embarrassed by the public display as the room full of practical strangers celebrated our romance.

      Well … not the whole room.

      They waited until all the guests had left hours later. We’d felt their eyes on us during the rest of the evening, but they never approached. I was tense. Foster kept whispering assurances in my ear. The man hadn’t stopped touching me since I’d agreed to give him a second chance. He’d apologized to Jade for hijacking their celebrations, but my big sister was genuinely ecstatic for us.

      “Here we go,” Colt murmured.

      Everyone had left except the four of us and the Darwins.

      Colt took Jade’s arm and strode toward the exit, nodding at the Darwins.

      Foster’s hand tightened in mine. “It’ll be all right,” he promised.

      But I wasn’t certain. There was a part of me that couldn’t trust Foster completely yet. I knew he sensed that when his expression hardened with determination. “One day, you’ll never doubt me,” he vowed.

      I squeezed his hand and took a deep breath as Madeline and Edward halted before us. Foster’s mother looked uneasy, whereas Edward was clearly furious.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Edward gestured between us.

      “I think that’s self-explanatory.” Foster pulled me closer into his side. “I love Ember. We’re starting a life together.”

      Oh, wow. Just hearing him say it again …

      “You can’t be serious about this?” Edward sighed heavily, his focus on me. “I’m sure you’re perfectly lovely. But tying my son down is incredibly selfish—”

      “Dad—”

      “No. She will hear this. You’re, what, in your mid-thirties?”

      “Thirty-six.”

      He huffed. “Eleven years older than Foster. How will that look when you’re fifty and he’s still not even forty yet?”

      “I don’t care. I love her.”

      “I’m talking to Ember.” And he was. Prodding my insecurities. My own concerns. “You’re not from the same community as Foster. You’ll be pulling him and Georgie away from the life they’re used to.”

      “Bullshit, Dad.”

      “Foster,” Madeline admonished.

      “No, I won’t stand here and listen to you disparage the woman I love.”

      “And what about children?” Edward scoffed, ignoring his son. “Don’t you want more children? A woman of thirty-six is past her prime.”

      That was it.

      That was when I saw red.

      “Past my prime?” I stepped away from Foster, bristling with rage. “I hate to shock you out of the nineteenth century, Mr. Darwin, but women are having babies in their thirties with a lot more ease than they were a hundred years ago. Children aren’t out of the question. What is out of the question is your participation in our relationship. Your son is a man. A father. It’s time you saw that.”

      Foster tugged me back into his side. “Ember’s right. This is our decision. And I have no reservations about it. I love her. Georgie loves her. There is nothing you can say to change it.”

      “I’ll cut you off.”

      The words sliced through the air, cold and harsh.

      “Do it,” Foster answered without hesitation. “I’m a successful man in my own right. I don’t need your money. I don’t need your blessing. It would be nice, but it’s not a requirement.” He looked at his mother. “I would think as my parents, you’d just be happy that I’m happy.”

      Madeline’s expression softened, but Edward barked out a hard guffaw.

      “We’re not sticking around to listen to this ridiculous sentimental nonsense. When you come to your senses, you’ll know where to find us.” He turned and marched out of the room.

      Foster’s mom wavered, tears filling her eyes.

      “Mom?”

      She grimaced and then hurried to follow her husband.

      Silence fell between us. I squeezed his hand, hating the forlorn look on his face. However, as soon as he turned to me, the melancholy melted away. “You okay?”

      “Are we together?”

      I nodded, torn between joy and concern.

      Foster grinned. “Then I’m more than okay.”

      I hugged him, loving the feel of his strong arms so tight around me. “I think your mom will come around.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” He turned, his lips brushing my ear. “I know I don’t deserve it yet … but I can’t wait for the day you tell me you love me too.”

      My pulse pounded in my ears as I eased away from him.

      The smart, sensible part of me knew I should hold back.

      But I’d never been the kind of woman who lied to herself or others. “I love you,” I assured him. “I love you so much.”

      His answer was to kiss me with a fierce wildness that made me tremble from head to toe. “We need to find a bed. Now,” he growled, guiding me toward the exit.

      “Amen to that,” I agreed, and then we were running and laughing like two teenagers, out of the building toward his car in the parking lot, desperate to finally really be together.
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        Fourteen months later

      

      

      

      Because she was already a swimmer, the doc said it was okay for Ember to keep swimming during her pregnancy. Still, Foster sat on a lounger right next to the pool as G and Ember swam.

      “They’re fine,” his mom reassured him from the adjacent lounger. “She’s fine.”

      “I know.” He nodded, not taking his eyes off them.

      His mom laughed under her breath.

      So he was being overprotective. He knew that. Wasn’t going to stop him.

      Foster’s daughter and wife, and the little boy growing in her belly, were his entire world.

      “I think I’ll join them.” Foster rose to stand.

      “Nah, I’m going in.” His dad lowered his glass of iced tea and stood in his swim shorts and T-shirt. “Need a reprieve from this heat.”

      Relaxing as his father climbed down the ladder into their pool, Foster watched as G played with her grandfather and Ember looked on, grinning as her stepdaughter splashed her grandpa.

      “Cannonball, cannonball!” G demanded.

      “Well, I’m going to get out of the way for that.” Ember laughed, swimming toward the ladder.

      “No, no,” Edward called to her before he turned to G. “I can’t throw you around the pool when your mom is in with us. Not safe for the baby.”

      “Okay.” G pouted but let it go.

      “No, really, I’m thirsty, anyway,” Ember said and climbed out.

      Foster’s eyes zeroed in on her belly. She’d taken to wearing tankinis during her pregnancy, not because of the bump, but because she thought her breasts were obscene.

      He wasn’t complaining.

      About anything.

      Two months after they’d started dating again, he proposed, she said yes, and then a few weeks later, she moved into the house with him and G. Her sisters put their family house up for sale, and a new family moved in. The Bonets seemed surprisingly at peace with it.

      As for him and Ember, they married in winter, a small ceremony, just family and a few friends, and much to Foster’s relief, his parents attended.

      For five months after the rehearsal dinner, they didn’t speak. He missed his parents, but not enough to give up Ember. Thankfully, his mom convinced his father to stop being a stubborn ass. Edward missed his son and his granddaughter. And once he gave Ember a chance, Foster knew Edward came to respect and care for her too. So much so, he’d stopped making excuses for Carolyn. Carolyn, who no longer called to speak with Georgie. She’d halted her calls around three months after she left for Paris. The next thing Foster knew, he heard from her lawyers. She granted him sole custody.

      She wasn’t cut out to be a mom, she’d said.

      G asked for her less and less every day until one day, she called Ember “Mom.”

      Ten minutes later, he’d found Ember crying in their bedroom. Part joy, part rage at Carolyn.

      When Edward heard G call Ember “Mom” for the first time, he’d gone cold and quiet. Foster had worried he’d make an issue out of it.

      However, on his next visit, he started referring to Ember as G’s mom, too, proving that people can change for the better no matter what their age.

      “Let me get you water,” his mom said to Ember, standing from her lounger.

      “I can get it.”

      “No, you sit here under this umbrella. You shouldn’t catch too much sun.”

      Realizing she was right, Ember agreed and took his mom’s place under the shaded lounger. Unable to resist, Foster got up and nudged her over so he could lie beside her on it. Then he rested his hand on her stomach.

      “How’s our little guy?”

      “Kicking while I was swimming.” She grinned. “I think he likes it.”

      Foster kissed her nose. Feeling how warm she was, he frowned. “I think you should stay out of the sun for the rest of the day.”

      Instead of stubbornly arguing with him like she usually did, Ember snuggled into his chest. “Okay. This is nice, anyhow.”

      He nodded, holding her close, his hand on her belly, watching G squeal with delight as his father threw her into the air, the water splashing up over the sides as she dropped back into the pool. He knew his dad would tire quickly but would push through as long as Georgie wanted him to.

      “I’m so happy,” Ember whispered against his throat.

      An ache flared across Foster’s chest. He held her tighter. “That’s all I ever want to hear.”

      A minute later, his mom returned with a tray of drinks, calling to her husband to watch his back.

      It was a fairly ordinary domestic scene.

      Yet to Foster, it was a beautiful goddamn miracle.
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        The author of the bestselling sensation On Dublin Street returns to Scotland in a brandnew series readers have called ‘absolutely breathtaking!’

      

      

      

      
        
        HERE WITH ME

        (The Adair Family Series #1)

        Settled in the tranquil remoteness of the Scottish Highlands, Ardnoch Estate caters to the rich and famous. It is as unattainable and as mysterious as its owner—ex-Hollywood leading man Lachlan Adair—and it's poised on the edge of a dark scandal.

      

      

      

      
        
        After narrowly escaping death, police officer Robyn Penhaligon leaves behind her life in Boston in search of some answers. Starting with Mac Galbraith, the Scottish father who abandoned her to pursue his career in private security. To re-connect with Mac, Robyn will finally meet a man she’s long resented. Lachlan Adair. Hostility instantly brews between Robyn and Lachlan. She thinks the head of the Adair family is high-handed and self-important. And finding closure with Mac is proving more difficult than she ever imagined. Robyn would sooner leave Ardnoch, but when she discovers Mac is embroiled in a threat against the Adairs and the exclusive members of the estate, she finds she’s not yet ready to give up on her father.

      

      

      

      
        
        Determined to ensure Mac’s safety, Robyn investigates the disturbing crimes at Ardnoch, forcing her and Lachlan to spend time together. Soon it becomes clear a searing attraction exists beneath their animosity, and temptation leads them down a perilous path.

        While they discover they are connected by something far more addictive than passion, Lachlan cannot let go of his grip on a painful past: a past that will destroy his future … if the insidious presence of an enemy lurking in the shadows of Ardnoch doesn’t do the job first.
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        ROBYN

        One year ago

      

      

      

      
        
        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      

      The rain lashed our patrol car as we sipped our coffees, waiting for a crackle on the radio.

      I was enjoying the peaceful lull created by the sounds of raindrops on metal when a pop of color in the overwhelming gray beyond my window caught my attention.

      On the sidewalk, a woman in a navy coat, one hand holding a black umbrella, the other a leash, was halted by the dog on the end of it. From here, it looked like a Lab. The dog wore a bright red raincoat. And he’d sat his ass down on the sidewalk as if to say, “I’m done with this shit. Make it stop.”

      I laughed under my breath as the woman gesticulated wildly, as if to reply, “What the hell do you want me to do about it?”

      Her arms thrown wide, head bent toward the dog staring back up at her, became a snapshot in my head. I wished I had my camera. I’d use a wide aperture and my 150mm lens to blur out the gray, movement-filled background and focus on the woman and her stubborn dog.

      “Jaz thinks you should dump Mark.” My partner, Autry Davis, yanked me out of the mental photography processing in my head.

      Smirking at the comment, I ignored the uneasiness that accompanied it. “Oh, Jaz thinks that?”

      Jasmine “Jaz” Davis was pretty outspoken, but Autry had made it clear he didn’t like my boyfriend Mark from the moment he’d met him.

      “Sure does.” Autry stared out the window at the passing traffic. We were parked on Maverick Square in East Boston, near a bakery we both liked. They did good coffees. And Boston creams. Not that we were trying to live up to the cop cliché. We allowed ourselves a Boston cream once a week. It was our treat. “She thinks he thinks what he does is more important than what you do and that he never prioritizes you.”

      That did sound like something Jaz would say.

      Mark was a prosecutor and very good at his job. His success was appealing because I found hardworking guys sexy. But lately he’d been pushing me to make a change. He thought I should work my way up, apply to become a sergeant detective and then move up to lieutenant.

      He didn’t understand I didn’t want that because he was the most driven son of a bitch I’d ever met. Like I said, that was hot until he tried to make me into someone I wasn’t.

      “Well, you can tell Jaz I’m breaking up with him.”

      Autry tried not to look too happy about that and failed. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. He’s too much like hard work.”

      “Not that I want to talk you out of dumping the guy, but you do realize relationships are hard work. Right?”

      I snorted. “Says the man with the wife and kids he adores.”

      “Doesn’t mean it isn’t hard work.”

      “I know that. But you’ve got to want to work hard at it, and I don’t want to with Mark. Last weekend, he blew up at me for buying a fish-eye lens for my camera. Told me an expensive ‘hobby’ was a waste of my mediocre income, and he wasn’t about to indulge me in a pastime.” My skin flushed hot with anger at the reminder. I’d emotionally and verbally shut him out ever since.

      “He said what?” Autry frowned. “Yeah, you need to dump his ass, pronto. Shit, can you imagine Jaz if I tried to condescend to her like that? He’s lucky he’s dealing with you and not my woman. He wouldn’t have come out of it alive. And I’m not telling her what you just told me, ’cause he still might not. Damn, Penhaligon. Life is too short for that bullshit.”

      “The sex is pretty good, though.” I said it mostly to be funny. No sex was worth being with a guy who made me feel small and unimportant.

      Autry cut me a warning look. “Don’t want to hear it.”

      I laughed under my breath and sipped my coffee.

      Straight out of the academy at twenty-one, I was introduced to Autry Davis, my beat partner. A tall, good-looking man seven years my senior with a quick sense of humor and a warmth that could melt even the coldest soul. I’d developed a crush on the man. A crush that soon faded into friendship and trust. Especially when I met his wife Jaz and their two young daughters, Asia and Jada. In the last six years, the Davises had welcomed me into their family. Autry now was like an older brother. Like any brother, he didn’t want to hear about his little sister’s sex life.

      And like any little sister, I deliberately ignored his pleas to stop torturing him with the details.

      “I mean, there’s room for improvement, but he’s definitely better at it than Axel.” Axel was the guy before Mark. A musician. Self-involved. Selfish in bed. And out of it. When I was sick with a bad head cold, he didn’t opt to check in on me or offer to buy me groceries so I could stay in bed. Nope. He disappeared and said he wouldn’t be back until I was well again. Jaz and Autry took care of me. Axel didn’t come back when I was well again because I told him not to. Mark wasn’t that giving in bed either, to be fair, but at least with him, I reached climax.

      “I can’t hear you.” Autry scowled out the window. “I am no longer in the car. I am someplace where the world is good and right and the Celtics are winning the season.”

      “So the land of make-believe, then?”

      “Don’t you come at the Celtics.”

      I chuckled, opening my mouth to continue teasing him when the radio crackled.

      “Domestic disturbance. Lexington Street, apartment 302B. Neighbor called it in.”

      Autry reached for the radio. “Gold 1-67. Three minutes out.”

      “Roger that.”

      I’d already started the engine and was swinging the car into traffic.

      “What do you think it is this time?” I asked.

      “Affair.”

      “You always guess that.”

      “Because I’m nearly always right.”

      “Last time you were wrong.”

      “What was last time?”

      “Oh, Davis, you’re getting old,” I teased. “Girlfriend found out boyfriend had gambled all her savings. She beat the shit out of him.”

      “Oh yeah. That was a nasty one. That man will never be able to have children after what she did to him.”

      Unfortunately, probably true. I winced at the memory.

      Only a few minutes later, we pulled up to the apartment building on the corner of Lexington. It had the same architecture as all the buildings in this part of Boston—narrow with wooden shingle siding. This one was painted white years ago and was in dire need of a repaint. It had two entrances, one for the downstairs apartment and the other for the upstairs. A woman in bright yellow pajamas, her hair covered with a matching bandana, stood outside the first-floor apartment door. She approached us as we got out of the car.

      “They’ve been yelling up there for the last thirty minutes, and then I heard things crashing and she started screaming and crying.” The neighbor looked shaken. “He’s shiesty as fuck, that one. Think he’s into drugs. Thought I better call it in.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile and was about to speak when a terrified shriek sounded from above. Autry hurried to the door. Turning back to the neighbor, I ordered, “Please return to your apartment, ma’am.”

      As I watched her do this, Autry banged on the door to the upstairs apartment. “Boston PD, open up!”

      An angry male voice could be heard yelling obscenities upstairs. I caught “fucking bitch” in among the rambling, followed by loud sobbing broken by intermittent, garbled screaming.

      Autry looked at me, face grim, and my hand went to my holster.

      I nodded.

      He turned the handle on the front door and it opened.

      As we moved into the cramped hall, to the stairs leading steeply up to the next floor, I followed Autry and took out my gun. The occupants of the apartment no doubt couldn’t hear us over their argument. As we climbed the stairs, it became apparent, from what I could make out, that this altercation was about drugs. He seemed to think she was skimming money off the top while selling his product. Not an average domestic disturbance call after all.

      I steeled myself.

      The stairs led to a hallway with two doorways opposite each other. We peeked in one and saw it was the bedroom; it appeared empty. Then we moved just beyond the door into the other, which took us into a small kitchen/living space. The place was trashed. Coffee table on its side, TV smashed, photographs falling out of broken frames and glass littered in their midst. A stool at the mini breakfast bar lay on its side.

      A young woman huddled on the sofa, face streaked with mascara, fear in her liquid eyes as she stared up at a tall, skinny guy who held a handgun in her face.

      We raised our guns.

      “Boston PD. Lower your weapon,” Autry demanded.

      The man looked at us without doing as warned. He scowled. “What the fuck are you fuckin’ bastards doing here? This ain’t your business. Did that nosy cunt downstairs call the cops?”

      His pupils were dilated, his speech slurred.

      The guy was high.

      This situation just got better and better.

      I repeated, “Sir, lower your weapon.”

      “Or what?”

      “If you do not lower your weapon, it will be construed as a threat and I will shoot you,” Autry warned.

      “I didn’t understand half that shit.” The gun wavered dangerously in his hand.

      “Davis,” I murmured and turned my head ever so slightly to look up at my partner—

      Movement flashed in my peripheral. Adrenaline shot through me as another guy came charging into the room, handgun raised and pointed at Autry’s back, finger on the trigger.

      There was no time for anything but to move in front of my partner.

      To shield him.

      With threats front and back, I had no choice but to fire at the threat from behind. Two gunshots sounded, louder than a clap of thunder above the building. The sound ricocheted through my head at almost the same time that the sharp, burning sensation ripped through my chest.

      Another bang. Another burn. And another.

      I slumped into Autry as more gunfire sounded above my head.

      There was noise. Groaning. Screaming.

      Autry’s voice calmly telling me I would be okay.

      “Three people with gunshot wounds. We got an officer down. She’s been shot multiple times. I need ambulances to 302B Lexington Street.”

      The pain in my chest seemed to spread through my whole body as I felt pressure on my wounds. “Shit, Robyn, shit,” Autry murmured in my ear. “Why, why?”

      I understood what he asked.

      I wanted to answer, but I couldn’t make my lips move, and there was something wrong with my vision. Black shadows crept around the edges, growing thicker and faster.

      “Stay with me, Robbie. Stay with me.”

      I wanted to.

      I did.

      I wanted to reach out and grip tight to him and not let go.

      But my body and mind felt disconnected, my mind pulling me farther and farther away …
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          ROBYN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT DAY

      

      

      
        
        Ardnoch, Sutherland,

        Scotland

      

      

      

      For once, I wasn’t thinking about my camera or the scenery or the perfect shot. Amazing, really, when I was in one of the most beautiful places I’d ever been in my life.

      Yet, it was difficult to see it right now when I was minutes away from meeting my father.

      A man I hadn’t seen since I was fourteen years old.

      People called the nervous flutters in their stomach butterflies. Butterflies didn’t cut it. Surely butterflies were when you were excited-nervous? What was happening in my gut right now made me feel physically ill. Even my knees shook.

      And I hated that my birth father, Mac Galbraith, had that power over me.

      I got out of my rental and forced my shoulders back, taking a deep breath as I strode down the gravel driveway toward the enormous security gates built into brick pillars. Those pillars flowed into a tall wall. On the other side of the gate, the drive continued, fading into the darkness of the woodland that shadowed its edges.

      As I grew closer, I searched for a call button or cameras. Nothing. Stopping at the gate, I gave them a shake, but they were made of solid iron and immovable. Eyes narrowing, I searched beyond into the trees, trying to listen past the chirping of birds and the rustle of leaves in the wind.

      A slight whirring to my left drew my attention, and I caught the light glancing off the movement of a lens. Ducking my head to look closer, I saw the security camera camouflaged in a tree.

      I saluted the camera with two fingers off my forehead to let whoever was behind it know I’d seen them.

      Now all I could do was wait.

      Just what my nerves needed.

      I turned, leaned against the gate, and crossed my arms and legs in a deliberate pose that said, “I’m not going anywhere until someone comes out here.”

      Not even a few minutes later, I heard an engine and the kick of gravel. Pushing off the gate, I turned and watched the black Range Rover with its tinted windows approach from the other side.

      My nerves rose to the fore with a vengeance.

      Why oh why did my father have to be head of security at one of the most prestigious members-only clubs in the world?

      Oh right.

      Because of Lachlan Adair.

      Jealousy and resentment that I hated I felt burned in the back of my throat. Ignoring the sensation, I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to look nonchalant as the Range Rover stopped. The driver door opened, and a man wearing black pants, a black shirt, and a leather jacket approached the gate.

      I noted the little wire in his ear.

      He was security.

      But he was not my father.

      “Madam, this is private property,” the guy said in a Scottish brogue much like Mac’s.

      “I know.” I stared him down through the gate bars. “I’m here to see my father.”

      “I’m afraid only members and staff are allowed entrance onto the estate. I’ll have to ask you to return to your vehicle and leave.”

      Like I could give a rat’s ass that Ardnoch Castle and Estate was home to actors and movie and TV industry types who paid a fortune in annual fees just to say they were a member. “My name is Robyn Penhaligon. My father is Mac Galbraith. Could you let him know I’m here?”

      The security guard was good—he didn’t betray his reaction to this news. “Do you have identification?”

      Knowing they’d ask for it, I’d stuck my driver’s license in the ass pocket of my jeans. I whipped it out and handed it over.

      “One second, please.” The guy returned to the vehicle and opened the driver’s door. He got in without closing it, and I heard him murmuring.

      While his conversation with whoever went on, I returned to my car to get the sweater I’d thrown in the back seat. I’d been too hot with nerves when I’d left the hotel, but the chilled spring air now made me shiver.

      A few minutes later, the guy returned to the gate. “Ms. Penhaligon, I must ask you to hand over any recording devices you have on your person, including any smartphones.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nonmembers are not allowed onto the estate with recording devices. This ensures the privacy of our guests.”

      “Right.” At least that meant Daddy Dearest didn’t intend to turn me away.

      Shit.

      A little part of me almost wished he had.

      I grabbed my phone out of my car, glad I’d had the sense to leave my camera in my room. I trusted no one with my baby.

      “Is that everything?”

      “Yup.”

      “Please return to your vehicle. The gates will open momentarily, and you will follow me onto the estate.”

      I nodded and got back into my rented SUV. A four-by-four had seemed like the right choice for spending time in the Highlands, and this one was affordable. Deciding to fly to Scotland without booking a return ticket gave my savings account serious palpitations. I had to be careful with my money while I was here.

      As soon as the security guy couldn’t see my face anymore, I let out a shaky exhale and waited for the gates to open. While I did this, the guy turned the Range Rover around and drove up the gravel drive to give the gates room. They swung inward seconds later, and I drove forward.

      The driveway led through woodlands for what felt like forever before the trees disappeared to reveal grass for miles around a mammoth building in the distance. Flags were situated throughout the rolling plains of the estate—a golf course. Tiny distant figures could be seen playing.

      Eyes back on Ardnoch Castle, I sucked in another breath.

      I’d never felt more out of place.

      It was a feeling I was used to when it came to Mac.

      I never felt a part of his world.

      He’d never let me.

      The castle was a rambling, castellated mansion, six stories tall and about two hundred years old. I knew from my research that while it was the club’s main building, there were several buildings throughout the twelve-thousand acre estate, including permanent residences members paid exorbitant amounts to own. According to Google, the estate sat on the coast of Ardnoch and was home to pine forests (which I could attest to), rolling plains (again, saw that), heather moors (really wanted to see those), and golden beaches (really, really wanted to see those). While I wasn’t sure how this visit with my father would go, I kind of hoped it went well enough for a tour of the estate.

      Even if I did feel like a fish out of water.

      As I followed the Range Rover up to the castle, I mused over the security here in general. While there was a great big gate and walls at the main entrance, how did they ensure members privacy when there were twelve thousand acres to manage?

      Something to ask Dear Old Dad if we ever got past the awkward, “Why didn’t you love me enough to stay in my life, leaving me with rampant abandonment issues that have impacted me to almost fatal levels?”

      There went my stomach again, roiling like a ship caught in a storm.

      “Jesus Christ,” I whispered as I pushed open the driver’s door. The castle was like Downton Abbey on steroids. There were turrets, and a flag of the St. Andrew’s Cross flew from one of the parapets. Columns supported a mini-crenellated roof over an elaborate portico that housed double iron doors.

      As I got out, the wind blew my ponytail in my face and battered through my sweater. It was much windier here without the protection of the trees. And it had an icy nip that surprised me, considering it was almost April. The smell of saltwater hung in the air despite the fact the castle sat two miles inland.

      I loved the air here. Crisp and fresh. It filled me with energy.

      Neck craned, I stared up at the flag and heard the creak of the iron doors opening. A man wearing a traditional butler’s uniform, including white gloves, stepped out as if to greet me.

      But then he was halted by the appearance of another man.

      Drawing a breath, I stepped out from behind the driver’s door and closed it, forcing myself to look at the very tall, broad-shouldered figure heading my way.

      A mixture of overwhelming emotions flooded me as I recognized the man. He wore a tailored gray suit that didn’t quite civilize him. His thick, salt-and-pepper hair needed a trim and curled at his nape. His cheeks were unshaven.

      He appeared to be in his late thirties but I knew him to be forty-four years old.

      Expression neutral, he strode toward me with determination. As he drew closer, I realized how much I looked like my father. His hair was darker. But I had his face shape and his eyes.

      Those were definitely my eyes. The same light brown around the pupil, striations of gray and green bleeding into the brown from the edges of the iris.

      Mom always said at least my father had given me something good.

      Mac Galbraith stared at me stonily. That bland countenance disappeared as he swallowed hard. “Robyn?”

      “Mac.” I held out my hand to shake his.

      He stared at it for a second as if not quite sure what to do.

      Manners compelled him to shake it finally. He squeezed my hand before seeming reluctant to release me. The action caused a complex response I hadn’t expected. Tears threatened, and I glanced away, as if casual, unaffected. Staring at the castle, I said, blasé, “This is some place you have here.”

      “It’s not mine,” he replied. “It’s Lachlan’s. The Adairs.”

      Yeah, like I didn’t already know that. There was that awful resentment again. I forced myself to look at my father. “I guess you’re wondering why I’m here.”

      “Aye. Not that it isn’t a nice surprise.”

      Was it?

      I narrowed my gaze, trying to discern the truth in his statement. “It’s not something I can just blurt out on the driveway of a castle with a man I barely know hovering at my back.” I referred to Security Guy who was still with us.

      “Sorry about that. Protocol.”

      I nodded. I knew all about protocol.

      “You’d know all about that,” Mac said, as if plucking the words from my head. “Last I heard, you were a police officer.”

      He looked pleased about this. As if it connected us. I hated that it did. After all, he’d been a cop once too. But so was my stepfather, Seth Penhaligon. “Family business, I guess,” I replied. “Wanted to be like my old man, Seth.” When I was 16, I’d decided to change my name legally from Galbraith to Penhaligon. After two years of no contact with Mac, I’d wanted to sever our connection as well as have the same name as the family who were in my life daily.

      While Mac was very good at hiding his reaction, there was a flicker of something in his eyes that suggested I’d hit a sore spot.

      Hmm.

      “I’m not a cop anymore.”

      “Oh?”

      “Like I said, I don’t want to chat on a driveway. I know this place doesn’t cater to riffraff, so can you get away?”

      Mac frowned. “My daughter isn’t riffraff. Come inside. We’ll talk and then I’ll give you a tour.”

      I thumbed over my shoulder. “Is this guy going to babysit us the whole time?”

      Mac glanced at his colleague. “Jock, why don’t you take the vehicle back to the mews and return to your duties.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Shall we?” Mac said to me, gesturing to the castle entrance.

      “Isn’t there a servants’ entrance that would be more suited to my position?”

      “There’s a delivery entrance, but we’re usually prepared for those packages.” He shot me a sardonic look and walked toward the castle.

      “What about my car?”

      “It’s fine there. We’ll move it later if we need to.”

      I studied the back of Mac’s head as he strode in front of me. My father had to be around six feet four and was physically fit. He made an intimidating figure. At forty-four, he had the physique of a man half his age. He looked great. Ruggedly handsome. Successful. He didn’t look old enough to be my father. But for a kid who got his older girlfriend pregnant when he was only sixteen, he’d done okay for himself.

      But I guessed a person could when they went out into the world to succeed by sacrificing their relationship with their child.

      So lost in my thoughts, it took a second for my surroundings to hit me.

      Holy shit.

      I stopped just inside the door and gaped.

      Yeah, I definitely felt like a fish out of water.

      “Wakefield, this is my daughter Robyn.” Mac stopped next to the guy in uniform. “Robyn, this is Wakefield, the butler at Ardnoch.”

      A butler. Of course. “Nice to meet you.”

      The butler bowed his head, expression stoic. “Welcome to Ardnoch Estate, miss.”

      I nodded vaguely, my attention returning to the space beyond us as we stepped inside.

      “Impressive, aye?” Mac said, grinning at my expression.

      It was mammoth.

      Polished parquet flooring underfoot made it appear even more so. The décor was traditional and screamed Scottish opulence. The grandest staircase I’d ever seen descended before me, fitted with a red-and-gray tartan wool runner. It led to a landing where three floor-to-ceiling stained glass windows spilled light down it. Then it branched off at either side, twin staircases leading to the floor above, which I could partially see from the galleried balconies at either end of the reception hall. A fire burned in the huge hearth on the wall adjacent to the entrance and opposite the staircase. The smell of burning wood accentuated the coziness the interior designer had managed to pull off despite the dark, wood-paneled walls and ceiling. Tiffany lamps scattered throughout on end tables gave the space a warm glow.

      Opposite the fire sat two matching suede-and-fabric buttoned sofas with a coffee table in between. More light spilled into the hall from large openings that led to other rooms on this floor. I could hear the rise and fall of conversation in the distance beyond.

      In one of those doorways appeared a man as tall as my father. He paused at the sight of us and then made his way across the humongous reception hall.

      As he drew closer, I recognized him.

      Millions of people across the world knew this guy’s face.

      Wearing a fitted, black cashmere sweater that caressed his muscular physique and black dress pants, the man wore casual chic beautifully. He had the body and swagger that fashion magazines loved in their Hollywood actors.

      And that’s what he’d once been.

      An A-list Hollywood actor.

      Lachlan Adair.

      Normal women would swoon at his dark blond handsomeness, his lovely blue eyes and brooding mouth, the short, almost dark brown beard. While obviously good-looking, there was a rough edge to his masculine beauty that made his face substantially more appealing. And he was well known for the wicked twinkle in his eyes. From what I could tell, he hadn’t been a bad actor either, although typecast in mostly action movies.

      I didn’t swoon as he approached.

      I was nervous, but not because his charisma and fame intimidated me.

      Beneath my calm facade, I held a deep reserve of resentment toward this guy. It wasn’t his fault. Not really. But this was the man my father abandoned me in favor of.

      When Lachlan Adair broke out in Hollywood at twenty-one with a huge action blockbuster, he hired my father as part of his private security. Perhaps it was that they were both Scots that drew them together. I wouldn’t know. I only knew they became close. So close, Mac went everywhere Lachlan did, even if that meant missing out on my teen years. My birthdays. Graduation. And then they moved back to Scotland when Lachlan retired to turn a family-owned estate into this exclusive, members-only resort.

      Mac was head of security and lived in the village.

      “I heard you had a visitor,” Lachlan said. His attention moved beyond us and he addressed the butler. “Wakefield, there seems to be a problem with a guest in the Duchess’s Suite. Would you mind assisting?”

      The butler strode past us. “Right away, sir.” He disappeared up the grand staircase, moving with efficient speed without looking like he was in a hurry.

      Adair focused his stony gaze on me even as he addressed my father. “Mac, it seems an introduction is in order.”

      “Lachlan, this is my daughter, Robyn. Robyn, this is Lachlan Adair.”

      Neither of us reached for the other’s hand. Awkward tension fell between us.

      I didn’t know what his problem with me was.

      I wasn’t the one who’d stolen his father.

      “I know who he is,” I said, unimpressed.

      Lachlan’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I’ve heard a lot about you. It seems strange to have been in Mac’s life for almost twenty years and never have met his daughter.”

      “Yeah, that tends to happen when a father abandons his kid to follow an actor around the world.” I didn’t dare look at my father. Despite my complicated feelings, I hadn’t come here to attack him. There was a small part of me that understood why Mac hadn’t been around.

      “Excuse me?” Adair’s tone had a dangerous quietness to it.

      I ignored him and turned to my father. “Can we have some privacy?”

      “Of course,” Adair answered. “Forgive me for intruding.” He gave Mac a look of concern. “Just wanted to make sure everything was okay here?”

      Mac nodded, his expression guarded. “If you would prefer us to go off the estate, we can.”

      “Don’t be daft.” Adair took a step back. “Give Ms. Penhaligon a tour.”

      Did he just emphasize my surname?

      For a moment, Mac pressed his lips together in a tight line and seemed to give Adair a warning glance. The lord of the castle lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender and without looking at me, turned on his heel and walked away.

      Overall, he’d been as rude to me as I was to him.

      But I had an excuse for my rudeness, even if it was unfair to blame him for my father’s actions.

      What had I ever done to Lachlan Adair?

      
        
        SHOP NOW
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