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DEDICATION

In Memory of Amy. 
You were the sweetest, most colorful, mermaid/pug momma ever. 
Rest well, my friend. 
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JACKSON

 


Time and time again I put my trust in someone, only to be let down. My best friend and business partner took off, leaving behind an unexpected surprise, his sweet little sister. Pisces love fast and hard and one look into those big brown eyes and all I can think about is charming my way into her bed. I thought that would be enough, but now I need to convince her that nothing less than forever is what I want.

 


HEIDI

 


In true Cancer fashion, when my world comes crashing I want to hide away from my problems, so I turn to the only man I can depend on, my big brother. Except when I get to his house I find not him, but a gorgeous older man. All my life I’ve yearned for a place to belong and in Jackson’s arms I find everything I crave, but I’m afraid to trust that what’s between us is true.

 


Can this charming Pisces claim the woman that’s meant to be his, or will the cautious Cancer stay locked up in her shell?

 


Guided by the stars, these signs see the world through sensual eyes and animalistic desire. They’ve been known to rescue, stalk, discipline, and claim their perfect match. If you like billionaires, bad boys, mountain men, and more, you’ll find out who you’re most compatible with in 2023.

Spicy Astrology—a steamy romance collaboration featuring the signs of love.







CHAPTER ONE

HEIDI
I can’t help moaning when the heavy brown and black duffle bag slides off my arm and thumps on the hardwood floor. Reaching up, I massage my shoulder, wincing at the feel of the deep grooves digging into my sore muscles. I tried alternating shoulders, but by the end of the five-mile walk I could barely force my feet to lift, let alone summon up the energy needed to shift the bag to the opposite arm.
The blame for my current physical discomfort sadly belongs smack-dab on me. If I would have asked Tyler for a ride, he would have picked me up at the bus station.
And yelled at me the entire time for one, not telling him I needed a ride, and two, for not telling him why I needed a ride. All of which would have led to him making the six-hour drive to my former apartment and punching my ex-Glen in his stupid face.
My brother is a big guy. He would have killed scrawny Glen. I can’t have my only family going to jail. It’s embarrassing enough that I had to make this call at all.
At my college graduation I assured Tyler I was great.
And I was. I had a job lined up, a great boyfriend, and the future looked bright.
It’s painful to think that was all four years ago. Now I have no job, no boyfriend, and the future looks as dingy as the wrapper on the fast-food breakfast sandwich I happily wolfed down earlier. A breakfast I had to scrounge around my former apartment for change to buy this morning before sneaking out to hop the bus and crash at my big brother’s place.
But all that is behind me now.
Despite my aching shoulders and feet, a smile stretches my mouth as I look around at Tyler’s house. I expected this place to be disorderly, a real bachelor pad. Empty pizza boxes and crushed beer cans everywhere. Or at the very least, dirty dishes in the sink and laundry overflowing onto the floor. Similar to how his last apartment was.
It’s not. Clean and rather tastefully decorated in warm tans and muted blues I’m impressed. It’s also clear that this is a man’s domain as it lacks any softer touches or the random bits of color and fluff many of us women, myself included, adore. There’s not even a single throw pillow in sight on either of the large recliner sofas.
Moving from room to room, my astonishment grows even as a small fragment of me turns colder. A part of me relished the idea of cleaning up. It’s what I’m good at, and it would be my way of repaying him and making myself useful.
Obviously, that’s not needed.
Pausing in the bedroom, I suck in a deep breath, hot tears stinging at my burning, tired eyes. Desolately my gaze goes around the room, the unfamiliar smell of a warm and woodsy cologne causing the tears to well over and trickle down my cheeks.
I don’t even know my brother anymore. Nothing in this room looks familiar, nor does the scent teasing my senses. Like the rest of the house, everything is nice and orderly. The large bed, neatly made up with a huge pillowy soft cream duvet, makes me want to collapse onto it and surrender to the comfort my exhausted body craves.
The allure of the bed is so great I even take a step toward it before I stop and tear my gaze away, forcing myself to look around at the rest of the room.
Nature pictures grace the walls, the colors of some so bright and vivid I can almost imagine the foxes and raccoons bounding out of the frames and scampering around the room.
Inching closer, I examine them, awe filling me as I realize these are personal photographs. Done with obvious skill and an eye for detail and contrast, but not professional. Close, though, even to my unexperienced eye.
Tyler never mentioned once during our phone calls that he had taken up photography. I sniff miserably and rub a hand under my dripping nose. My only family left in the world, and I had been too busy to even phone regularly or for him to share some of his newfound interests.
My shoulders slump and I make my way to another door, hopeful that this one is the guest room. Flicking on the light, I draw up short, confusion buzzing through me.
This room feels more like my brother, or at least the guy I grew up with. I even get a hint of the tangy cologne he favored.
Frowning, I take in the weights piled in a corner of the room near a weight bench, the leaning stack of paperback thrillers on the nightstand, and mostly the clumsily made bed. I can’t help looking through the open door to the room I left. There’s such a clear disconnect between the two it’s almost like the spaces belong to two different people.
Weariness tugs at me and with effort, I backtrack to the entranceway and grab my duffle. I can’t bear to shoulder it again, so clutch it in my arms like a huge, unappetizing burrito and lug it into the spare room, dumping it onto the floor near the weight bench.
I make quick work of using the bathroom and changing into a soft pair of shorts and a loose t-shirt before finally giving into my body’s need for sleep and collapsing onto the bed. Kicking the covers down, I can’t help wishing the guest bed came with a sweet, dreamy duvet like the one on Tyler’s bed.
It's tempting to go steal it and cocoon myself in its warmth and comfort. Something I’ve been sorely missing lately.
While changing and brushing my teeth with some of Tyler’s toothpaste and my finger, since I forgot to pack my toothbrush, I decided that my brother must use this room to work out and read in, keeping his own bedroom and personal space uncluttered. If I had the extra space, I would love to do the same.
A bitter laugh grates out as I snuggle into the pillow. No concerns about that, since I don’t even have a toothbrush, let alone a place of my own. Everything I own currently rests in the beat-up duffle on the floor. My bank account is a joke, my totaled car might net me a few hundred dollars when the insurance adjusters get back to me, and I have no job.
But those are all worries for tomorrow. For now, I’m safe.




CHAPTER TWO

JACKSON
Dragging myself home, it’s all I can do not to curl up on the couch and drink myself senseless. Doing the work of three people I could have managed if I was twenty-one again. Hell, even at thirty. But I’m pushing forty and feeling every long hour, every muscle ache, and a weariness that digs deep down into my very marrow.
And I’ve only been doing this for four days!
How the hell am I going to keep up until I can find some help? Or until my so-called friend and business partner tells me what is going on after pulling that little disappearing act of his?
“Taylor, you asshole,” I snarl under my breath when I open the fridge to get a water and spy his cartons of almond milk dominating the bottom shelf. I hate almond milk! And now I’m stuck with all the nasty, overpriced slop.
I should have poured it all out days ago. Anger is an amazing motivator and I spitefully gather all four cartons and open them up. The steady glugging sound as they empty into the drain brings me no satisfaction.
With a low growl, I stomp off to my bedroom. Lifting my nose, my brows scrunch down. Out in the hall, I caught a whiff of something different, but in here the scent is stronger. Something soft and light. With a muttered curse, I scrub my hands over my tired face, the callouses on my hands scraping and catching on my whiskers that are well on their way to becoming a full-blown beard.
Sleep. It’s obvious I need sleep. I’m imagining things.
Normally I would shower after a long day of work, but tonight I’m too tired to do more than briskly wash my face and brush my teeth.
Squinting down at the half-empty tube of toothpaste, the vague idea that it’s in a different position comes to me. I don’t consider myself anal by any means, but I’m a man that likes my things a certain way, and that includes not leaving things lying all over. Toothbrush in holder and toothpaste beside it. Except now, the tube is on the opposite side of the sink.
As stressed as I’ve been, I could have easily done it this morning. Or even yesterday and not noticed it. The pressure is messing with me.
Trudging back into my bedroom, I grab my phone and leave the man I foolishly called my friend a short, nasty message. When I slump back onto my bed and stare up at the ceiling fan, I feel no better.
I can’t understand why Tyler would do this. I had the capital, and he had the superior knowledge in getting our small engine repair business off the ground. I poured a large chunk of my savings into it, but without his connections, it never would have been the success it’s been the past six months.
Which is now both a blessing and a curse. I have more work than I can handle, and if I don’t get things sorted soon, I’m going to lose it all.
Blinking up into the dark, I wedge my arm under the pillow and sigh. Love is a crazy thing, I suppose. Something I thought I had been in a few times before, yet never had I acted so recklessly.
Who leaves their job and takes off with no warning?
Plus, was I really so blind that I didn’t see the relationship developing between him and Bobbie right under my nose?
Bobbie’s so young, barely in her twenties, and Tyler’s only a year younger than me. What could they possibly have in common? And more importantly, who runs off with a woman in today’s world? That’s some Jane Austen nonsense from another century.
Does Tyler really think after this stunt I’m going to welcome him back with open arms?
If he even comes back. I have my doubts about that.
He cleared most of the things out of his room, other than his weights, which were probably too heavy to mess with when doing a hasty elopement.
Groaning, I flop over onto my side, letting out a sharp hiss as pain rakes down my ribs. I did something stupid and rushed getting a mower off the truck this morning and now I’m paying for it. Instead of letting it bump down the boards I used for a ramp and worrying about it when it landed I jumped in front of it to help ease it down. That wasn’t a smart move, and my left side took the brunt of it. I’m lucky nothing is broken. A hot shower would have helped. Actually, having another set of hands would have prevented the whole thing.
I’m bitter and having a hard time letting it go, though I need the sleep. Might as well go down this path of self-flagellation again and hopefully my mind will let me get a few hours of rest before I need to get up and it all again tomorrow.
It’s long been a fault of mine to trust too easily and once again, it’s bitten me in the butt. Except now I might lose far more than I ever have in the past.
The business is in both our names, and I can’t sell it without Tyler’s permission and signature. Funny how that works, because even with him bailing, I’m still here and responsible for all the expenses and the loan payments on the equipment. And somehow I don’t see him sending me checks to cover things out of the goodness of his heart.
I’m thankful this house is mine, with nothing to tie him to it and me not being dependent upon him to help with the mortgage. He needed a place to stay, and I had the extra room while he searched for an apartment, so we hadn’t even drawn up a rental agreement.
Not that there was a need. I thought I could trust him. We were best friends since meeting in a small engine repair course a few years ago and were now business partners. It never entered my head that he would suddenly take off with our receptionist, abandoning his job and responsibilities.
Though it should have.
All the signs were there. I simply didn’t stop to examine them because they matched my own past behavior so well.
That’s not me any longer. It’s not what I want. I’m tired of jumping around so much and feeling like a failure. I’m almost forty years old and have little to show for it other than some money in the bank and now this business.
Which is why I won’t let it fail.
I can’t. It’s the only thing I have.




CHAPTER THREE

HEIDI
Getting out of bed is not as difficult as I would have thought. Then again, the past several weeks has been some of the hardest I've ever experienced in my life. The helplessness and devastation I feel ranks right up there with the day our mom walked out on us. And like back then, I have Tyler. Though it rankles that I need to rely on my brother so much when I'm an adult.
I leave the room and Tyler’s bedroom door is wide open. A quick peek inside shows the rumpled duvet half hanging off the bed. He definitely slept here and not that peacefully.
Frowning, I continue down the hall, wondering why he didn’t come and talk with me when he got home. Unless it was that late.
Or that early.
Despite being family, I don’t know my brother that well anymore. That much is very apparent and makes me sad.  
The liquidy growl of my stomach has me heading toward the kitchen and hopefully Tyler. Yet the sight that greets me is anything but my bulky blond brother’s form.
The man standing at the stove with his back to me is long and lean. That lankiness is a far cry from skinny, though. The muscles in his back move gracefully under the tawny glow of his skin. His amazing shoulders taper down to a trim waist and a tight ass lovingly showcased in the worn gray sweatpants he wears.
Not a bad sight to start the morning off with as my body jolts to fully awake and interested.
“Um… Good morning.” I call out softly, not wanting to startle him while still making my presence known.
Whirling around sharply, he presses a hand to his left side, his sharp intake of breath noticeably loud.
That’s great that he can still breathe, because I feel like all the air’s been sucked from my lungs, leaving me giddy and feeling very off-balance.
His back is beautiful. It stands to reason his front would be as attractive.
He’s gorgeous.
Bright piercing blue eyes the color of a stormy summer sky lock onto mine, freezing me in place.
I might have believed he was a young man from his back. That’s not the case. He’s thoroughly a man in his thirties, rugged and hairy.
So much hair.
My fingers twitch with the need to stroke through and grip the shaggy dark brown mop on his head. The bedhead is a stark contrast to his well-kept facial hair. The stubble looks intentional, not simply going too long between shavings.
Moving lower, I take in the thick whirls of dark chest hair skimming over his defined pectorals before my wide eyes follow the furry happy trail of hair marching down his taut middle to disappear into the sweatpants hanging dangerously low on his lean hips. I can’t stop my hungry gaze from lingering on the pronounced bulge of his dick and balls any more than I can stifle the bloom of warmth that fills me, making me ache in ways I’ve never known before.
Jerking my eyes upward, heat fills my face as my stomach does a slow clench. I shouldn’t be thinking of my brother’s… friend.. this way.
The memory of the opened bedroom door rushes back to me. The rumpled bed from a restless night’s sleep? Or other activities…
And where is my brother? I suppose he could be in the bathroom. It’s a pleasant home, but a small one. Only two bedrooms and a single bathroom, not a lot of places he could be hiding.
“Who are you?” The man rasps out, his blue eyes narrowing.
Oh my! The sound of his voice sends my nipples on high alert. They constrict into tight, wanton peaks and poke out the front of my shirt. I’m suddenly painfully aware that I came out in a baggy old t-shirt and well-worn shorts that expose a lot of my thighs.
Trying not to be obvious, I cross my arms over my chest, covering up my prominent nipples, and scoot over to the side a bit to see what he’s doing at the stove. “Are you Tyler’s…” my mind scrambles and finally I sputter out, “friend?”
“Used to be. And you are?”
“I’m Heidi, his sister.” I would offer him my hand, but there’s no way I’m lowering my arms yet.
“Hello, Heidi. Would you mind telling me why you’re in my kitchen?”
His kitchen?
“Did Tyler not mention me coming?” I hedge, licking my lips.
The gorgeous specimen of manhood scowls and, if possible, becomes even hotter with his full lips tugging down and a furrow between his thick brows.
“Apparently there’s a lot he hasn’t talked about,” he mutters, turning back to the stove and moving the mess of scrambled eggs around in the frying pan.
I can’t help grinning at how put out he sounds even while I track the smooth swell and flex of the muscles in his back as he moves. “Yeah, I guess so. Maybe you should go wake him up?” I crane my head and glance at the empty hall leading toward the bedrooms and bathroom.
“Wake him up?” His dark brows arch as he glances over his shoulder at me. “He’s not here.”
Oh!
My grin collapses fast. Before I can ask where Tyler is, he continues.
“He took off with Bobbie five days ago.”
My hands fly up to cover my mouth even as a low groan slips from my lips.
Now this rings true about my brother. He’s been a player as long as I can remember. But why does he need to be such a dick too?
Lowering my hands, I say in a soft voice, “I’m so sorry. You must be devastated.”
He slides the pan off the burner and reaches over to open one of the cabinet doors. “I’m pissed.” Pulling down a plate, he hesitates. “Do you want breakfast?”
Yesterday all I had to eat was a hastily gobbled fast food breakfast sandwich and a few candy bars I got out of the vending machine at the bus stop, so I’m starving. “Yes, please.”
My eyes dart between his body and the food he’s plating up and I don’t know which one looks more appetizing.
Handing me the plate, he smiles. The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkle into a network of laugh lines that does crazy things to my stomach and my lips part as I lean towards him, drawn like a bee to a flower.
“By the way, I’m Jackson. Sorry to be so gruff.” He palms his jaw, his hand rubbing along his scruff as his smile fades and a small sigh slips from his full lips. “It’s been a rough week since Tyler took off.”
I jerk back, almost dropping my plate in the process. All my lustful thoughts about this man come to a screeching halt. I know all too well the bitter sting of betrayal and my heart goes out to Jackson even as anger builds toward my brother.
How could he do this to Jackson? And all for some guy named Bob?!
“And he didn’t tell you what happened?” I ask, taking a seat at the table in the cozy little alcove that serves as a dining area and resisting the urge to reach for his hand to offer some comfort. “You had no notice?”
Jackson pauses with a heaping forkful of sunshine yellow eggs held in front of his parted lips. “No. I was completely oblivious.” He puts the fork down, letting out a throaty chuckle that does horribly wonderful things to my body despite my mind telling my libido to knock that off.
I bite down on my lower lip to prevent a low groan from escaping. Getting turned on by Jackson is wrong on so many levels. Yet even the shame that’s coursing through me isn’t stopping the needy heat gathering in my core. There’s something about this man that’s pushing all the right buttons for me.
“And we all worked together, so I should have seen what was happening,” Jackson continues, not seeming to notice my squirming.
“You work for my brother?” I force the words out, needing some water and probably a cold shower.
That delicious frown is back on his face and this close I can see the individual thick eyelashes that frame his brilliant blue eyes. Even worse is the warm sleepy masculine smell of him seeping into my nose and making me want to move closer, maybe even curl up in his lap, so I can keep dragging that heavenly scent in.
“It’s our business.” Jackson’s hard voice has my drooping eyelids jumping back to full alertness.
“He never mentioned me?” he asks, a bit of hurt tinging his words.
Mention having an amazingly attractive man living and working with him that would cause my hormones to go into overdrive and test me in ways I couldn’t even imagine?
HA! Not a whisper.
He wanted to keep Jackson all to himself.
Not that I blame him, I want to do the same.  




CHAPTER FOUR

HEIDI
“Do you mind if I get a drink of water or something?” I croak out.
His chair scrapes across the tiles. “Sorry. I’m a dreadful host. I’m not used to having anyone other than Tyler here.” He digs around in the large fridge, giving me another appealing look at his firm backside.
“What would you like? I got water and orange juice.” He holds up a carton of OJ.
“Orange juice is fine, thank you.” I sit while Jackson pours two glasses of juice and brings them to the table, my eyes transfixed by his hairy chest.
Part of me wants to suggest that he go put on a shirt. Who cooks shirtless anyway? That’s dangerous. But he’s done cooking and why should I deprive myself of this magnificent view? The way things are going, this might be the best part of my day.
Taking a sip of juice, I force a smile. “Tyler never mentioned that he had a significant other.”
“Until five days ago, I would have said he was as much of a bachelor as I am. Apparently not.”
“Wait. You’re not my brother’s-” I slam my mouth shut and slump back in my seat. Relief fills me I didn’t accidentally blurt out my mistaken belief that Jackson was my brother’s boyfriend, but mostly I’m relieved that I haven’t spent the last five minutes drooling over my brother’s ex.
I find my smile comes much easier now. “I didn’t know anyone was living with him, either.”
Jackson drains his juice in a single long gulp. “Funny that. I knew he had a sister, but he didn’t tell me you were coming for a visit. Or that he was taking off.”
“Not really a visit,” I murmur, concentrating on spearing another bite of egg.
When I glance up, Jackson’s blue eyes are pinned on me.
“I have nowhere else to go.”
Those lush lashes briefly flicker down, releasing me from his intense gaze. Before I can fully breathe again, his head arches back on the strong column of his throat and deep, husky chuckles fill the room.
Is he laughing at me? At the fact that I have nowhere else to go? My chest grows tight as hurt burns through me.
What an ass!
“Well, I’m thrilled you find that so funny!” I snap.
His laughter abruptly ends. Those beautiful eyes darken and narrow as he leans across the table. “Oh, this entire week has been nothing but a laugh riot. Looks like Tyler has screwed us both over.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, though the sinking feeling of dread in my stomach warns me I already have a good idea of what he’s about to say.
“This isn’t Tyler’s house. It’s mine.”
After dropping that bombshell, Jackson grabs his empty plate and glass and stands up. “I have to get to work.”
I watch him dump his dishes into the sink before he strides from the room.
***
JACKSON
In the bedroom, I groan and dig through my dresser, yanking a pair of jeans and a shirt out at random. I force myself to go into the bathroom when I all I want to do is race back to the kitchen, drop to my knees in front of Heidi and assure her that everything is going to be fine. Better than fine, because she has me now.
The way Heidi’s big brown eyes filled with hurt when I told her Tyler bailed five days ago made me want to punch him even harder for letting her down. I was already mad over what he did to me, but she’s his sister and clearly he knew she was coming.
What the hell kind of game is he playing at, or does he simply not care?
Scrubbing my hair, I ignore the flex and bob of my erection. I’m thankful the table concealed it while we were eating breakfast. It was torturous the way her lips slid the eggs off the tines of the fork and the cute little uptick of her mouth while she chewed.
And when she smiled, I was lost.
My timing has never been the best. Leave it to me to have a sweet woman walk into my kitchen and all I can do is snarl and bitch about her brother. Not the sort of impression I wanted to make, yet I couldn’t stop my whining.
If things weren’t already stressful and precariously balanced, I’d say to hell with work and stay here spending time getting to know her like I want. Sadly, that’s not an option and I grudgingly dry off and get dressed.
I don’t see Heidi in the living room or kitchen, so I backtrack to Tyler’s room and knock on the door.
“What?” she calls through the door, her voice tense and laced with worry.
I cringe a little at that. I was rude in the kitchen and now she won’t even open the door to talk.
“Hey, I need to go. I only wanted to let you know to help yourself to anything in the fridge. Sorry, there’s not much. I need to go shopping. I kinda got behind with everything happening… And ugh... yeah, I’ll see you later.” I sound like a blathering fool and pitifully hopeful.
She doesn’t answer, and the silence grows. I’m in the process of turning away when the door creaks opens.
She stands there, in the same oversized green t-shirt and tiny gray shorts as earlier, and my mouth goes dry. Her brown hair looks sleek and shiny and her face dewy and soft. It hits me how unbelievably young she looks. Her brother is about my age, though Tyler looks less aged than I do, so surely she’s merely blessed with good genes.
It's on the tip of my tongue to ask how old she is.
Thankfully, she speaks first and stops me from making even more of a fool of myself.
“Thank you. I’m sorry about everything,” she murmurs, looking up at me with her big brown eyes that make me want to soothe away all her hurt.
“Not your fault. None of it is.” I meant it to reassure her. It seems to have had the opposite effect as her shoulders bunch up at my words, and she cringes back, the door starting to shut.
Before it completely closes, her voice floats out between the narrow gap. “See you later.”
Yes. Later.
A goofy grin spreads on my face and despite the mess I’m heading into and the closed door between us, I feel oddly light and happy when I leave the house for work.  




CHAPTER FIVE

JACKSON
Heidi is all I can think of at the shop and not surprisingly, I don’t get as much done as I need to. After seven hours, cutting my hand on a mower blade, and a pounding headache that started almost the minute I opened, I’m ready to call it a day.
The final straw comes when a customer yells at me for not having his snowblower done. It’s freaking April. Why does he need it tomorrow, anyway? Plus, our agreed upon time was next week. At that point, I toss down the grease spotted rag I’m using to clean off my hands and lock up after putting the tools away.
A brief stop for sandwiches at a local deli and then I eagerly drive the last ten minutes to home and Heidi. All my thoughts are consumed with getting back to her and of seeing her again. I try not to dwell too much on why I’m experiencing such a powerful pull after only exchanging a handful of words.
Walking through the front door, a sigh of relief eases out of me at the sight of Heidi curled up on the one couch. She’s in jeans and another t-shirt, this one much more fitted, stretching taut over the swells of her breasts. She’s a vision and when she looks up from her phone at me, the tightness that’s plagued me for days loosens.
It’s all I can do not to stride to her and do what I’ve wanted since I first saw her standing in the kitchen doorway, soft, sleepy and undeniably beautiful. To pull her into my arms and press my lips against the pale pink of hers. To work those lush lips open and tease a moan out of her. Feeling her body snug against mine, wrapped in each other’s arms, warm, safe, and undeniably belonging.
I freeze in place, even as my muscles strain with the yearning to be with her.
She’s mine. I know it in the same way as I know my name.
The smile that breaks out on Heidi’s face shakes me out of my stunned perusal and while I can’t do all the things I want to; I can smile back as my gaze continues to greedily drink her in. Holding up the bag I give it a light shake. “I brought dinner.”
Heidi uncurls and rises in one smooth, fluid motion that I can’t help but envy and admire as my side twinges, reminding me I’m not that young or limber anymore.
I don’t think I gave any outwards signs of discomfort, but she’s at my side in an instant, her forehead furrowing with concern. “Are you okay?” she asks, her hand reaching for me before her fingers curl into a fist and lower to her side.
“Work mishap yesterday.” I shrug and roll my shoulders back, not wanting her to think of me as weak. At the worry in her brown eyes, I admit, “I’m still a tad sore.”
Her teeth sink into the plump, tender skin of her lower lip. “Is there anything I can do to help? Maybe some ointment or an ice pack?”
The thought of her hands on my skin has me biting back a moan and, reluctantly, I move away from her. “Thank you, but I got it. Let’s eat.”
Leading the way to the kitchen, the spot between my shoulder blades, where I imagine her gaze is, grows warm. I’ve never been good at accepting help from others, far too used to being the one to dole out the advice and assistance. Yet, the idea that Heidi could worry and care about me feels good.
Heidi’s shorter, faster strides overtake mine. She walks into the kitchen first, the tantalizing scent of her pulling me in her wake as my cock engorges.
Gritting my teeth, I will my rising erection down, even as I’m unable to resist stepping into her space. She’s reaching into the cabinets for the plates when I come up beside her at the counter and lean up, my hand sliding along hers while I grasp the plates first.
Pink turns her cheeks rosy and for a moment all I can do is stare down into her face. I never thought I had a type when it came to women and now suddenly I realize it’s because I simply hadn’t met her yet.
Another brown eyed brunette won’t do. My type is only Heidi.
Side by side, we wash our hands at the kitchen sink, our arms occasionally brushing. Being this close is torture. The likes of which I’ve never experienced.
It’s almost a relief when she moves away to put our sandwiches on the plates. Except I immediately want to be beside her again.
She carries her plate over to the minuscule dining area, startling when I clear my throat.
“Why don’t we get comfortable and eat in the living room? I don’t care about a few crumbs.”
With a sweet smile that sets my pulse pounding, her pointed chin dips down in a quick nod and she follows me into the living room. It’s a large room and what ultimately sold me on the house. Originally, I wanted more bedrooms and overall space, but the market was tight in the area and not a lot of homes were available. This house wasn’t ideal and going by the listing alone I almost didn’t bother touring it. The moment I walked into this room, I saw potential and put in an offer.
Offering the other bedroom to Tyler was a spur-of-the-moment decision. One that I didn’t fully think through before it was too late. My space was no longer my own and made me even more grateful for the sprawling living room. Even with us both there, we could relax on either of the two couches or three recliners and not feel cramped or up in each other’s space.
Despite the countless seating options, Heidi sinks gracefully down onto the tan couch, her knee gently knocking into mine and the warmth of her thigh burning into me and sending a needy ache through me. My mouth goes dry, and I lunge for my glass of water. Her willingness to be close to me after I was so surly this morning makes my earlier worries of scaring her off evaporate.
An odd silence, disturbed only by the bland sounds of our chewing, stretches between us. My fingers inch toward the remote. It’s long been a habit of mine to watch TV while eating.  
Habit or not, it’s not what I really want.
All day I’ve been waiting to talk with Heidi again. So many unanswered questions flying through my head. The need to get to know her growing as each hour ticked by on the clock until finally I couldn’t bear it any longer. And now here’s my chance and I’m too tongue-tied to speak.
When I do finally open my mouth, hoping to charm and coax her into conversation, what comes out has me wanting to groan and beg for a redo. “Why are you here again?”
The color drains from her face even as mine flushes bright red.
“Shit! That came out wrong.” Closing my eyes, I struggle to find the words to undo the hurt I saw on her stricken face. After a moment, I can face her again. “What I mean is, how could Tyler leave knowing you were coming? Obviously, you’re here for a reason.”
Heidi’s eyes dart from mine and I notice her fingers trembling when she reaches for her water glass.
“You don’t have to talk about it.”
Her pink tongue sweeps across her plump lower lip and it’s all I can do not to groan.
Squaring her shoulders, her gaze meets mine and her mouth tips up in the tiniest of sad smiles. “No, it’s okay. It’s not a big deal.” Briefly, her eyes leave mine before returning. “Well, it is a big deal. I made a mess of my life, and I came here expecting my big brother to rescue me again.” She releases a soft sigh. “I’m sure he has his reasons for not being here.”
Reason number one being he’s a selfish ass.
Somehow I manage to keep that thought to myself, though I can’t stay completely silent on the subject. “It doesn’t matter. You don’t leave your job, your responsibilities… Everything! To run away.” I fight to control my voice, which has steadily risen as my anger at Tyler bubbles to the surface. “You at least answer your phone,” I mutter, mindlessly ripping apart my sandwich.
“You’re right, it was a dick move.”




CHAPTER SIX

HEIDI
Everything Jackson describes about Tyler’s actions mirror my own. I guess my brother and I are far more alike than I thought. And that’s not a good thing.
I gave up my job, quitting with zero notice. Let stupid Glen have the apartment, and I didn’t even demand he pay for totaling my car. Instead of facing my responsibilities, I ran. I ran right to my big brother, exactly like I did when we were kids.
I’m not a kid anymore. It is past time I grow up.
As if he can read my thoughts, Jackson asks, “So, what’s your plan?”
What’s my plan?
This was my plan. Come here, lick my wounds, and have my brother magically make everything better.
All day I’ve been stubbornly pushing my doubts aside. When Tyler’s phone rang and rang, I didn’t leave a message. I started and erased dozens of texts, never sending a single one. Part of me still expecting none of this to be real and for Tyler to walk through the door any minute, saving me from my problems once again.
That didn’t happen. Jackson was the one to walk in and now he’s making me face them.
“Find a place to stay,” I say, hating the waver in my voice.
“You can stay here.”
My eyes jump to his and he’s serious. His handsome face is open and friendly. The deeply etched line between his brows relaxed for probably the first time since I’ve met him. The urge to kiss him sends heat blasting through me and it’s not simply from his incredible looks, scent, or sweet offer.
It’s everything.
How can I be so insanely attracted to a man I met this morning?
Licking my lips, I push those thoughts aside to save them and pick apart another time. “But-”
“No buts,” he cuts me off. “Tyler’s not here. He invited you to stay and am I right to assume you were counting on this?”
Counting on it? More like it was my only option.
I don’t think, I react.
Lunging at him, I throw my arms around Jackson, his body hot and hard. The scent of man floods my nose, sweaty, slightly bitter, and so appealing that I want to bury my face in his neck and breathe him in. “Thank you,” I murmur, fighting to get ahold of my emotions. Relief foremost, with hunger steadily taking over.
I’ve been attracted to men before. With him, it’s on a whole new level.
Slowly, hesitantly, Jackson’s arms curl around me and I feel the real strength of his body. The urge to nestle even closer and stay forever hits me with all the power of a tidal wave. The sense that this is where I belong washes over me. For the first time in weeks, my body relaxes and all the tension I’ve been carrying eases, leaving me limp and vulnerable in his strong embrace.
My eyelids flutter closed, and I tuck my face against his neck, content and warm unlike anything I’ve known before. He shifts under me, and I go to pull away when his arms tighten, keeping me close.
“Shhh…” he whispers into my hair, his breath puffing gently along the fine strands near my hairline. He settles deeper into the couch, taking me with him, his body the perfect cushion for mine.
I lose track of time, hovering right on the edge of contentment, but not quite asleep. His chest rises slowly and regularly with his breaths, his heartbeat a steady rhythm I get lost in.
With a soft sigh, I inch back, his arms almost seeming reluctant to let me go. Pushing out of his embrace, I meet his warm blue eyes without embarrassment and smile.
He returns it, his hand reaching out to smooth the clump of my hair swinging in front of my face away from my eyes. “I think we both needed that.”
I scoot over to my place on the couch when what I really want is to fall into his arms again. “I think you’re right.”
We resume eating and the silence between us is comforting, the awkwardness of earlier gone.
“Tell me about your business,” I request.
The fabric of his gray t-shirt ripples across his shoulders as he shrugs. “Really not much to tell.”
“Is it a secret?” I tease, something I never believed I would be capable of doing a few days ago.
Nor smiling. I haven’t had much to smile about lately, yet with Jackson my mouth seems not to have reason to frown.
“I figured your brother probably told you all about it already.”
The reminder of how distant Tyler and I have become is like a shard of glass to my heart. “Actually, we haven’t talked much lately.”
Jackson’s hand covers mine, drawing my gaze. Tracing the thick fingers, my eyes move to the veins snaking along his hand, pausing when I get to the hairs starting at his wrist. They’re work-worn hands, a smudge of dark embedded in the nail of his thumb, and a smattering of faint, pale scars notching along his index finger.
I want to kiss those scars, as if I can somehow erase the pain from those long-ago wounds.
If only life were that simple. If it were, then I would give in and kiss Jackson. Even if it only helped me forget my troubles for the time I was wrapped in his arms, I would take it.
Drawn to his mouth again, heat settles low in my belly as I stare at his lips. His plush pink lower lip looks kissably soft, while the dark stubble of his facial hair highlights the cupid’s bow of his upper lip. I’ve never given much attention to men’s lips, yet Jackson’s are undeniably attractive. I can’t help wanting to feel them and find out if they are as smooth and supple as they look.
Like my thoughts transmitted to him, suddenly his mouth is on mine, his hands hauling me back into his lap and onto the long, hot pressure of his dick straining against my butt.
His mouth slanting across mine absorbs my startled squeak of surprise. When his tongue delves between my parted lips to tease and twist against my tongue, that surprise melts away and a soft moan works its way up my throat.
Since the moment I saw him, my body has yearned for him. That need thunders to the surface and there will be no denying myself this time.
I want him and I’m going to have him.




CHAPTER SEVEN

JACKSON
Heidi’s tiny, needy moan that slips between our parted lips goes straight to my cock. The embrace earlier sent the blood rushing to my groin, but the way she melted into my arms stirred more than only my dick. It tugged at me in ways that left me longing for so much more.
Holding her, something in me eased and the stress I’ve been carrying for far longer than the week Tyler’s been gone left in a rush. I could have held her forever and it wouldn’t have been long enough.
Yet the moment ended, and I did have to let her go. We continued our meal and conversation. Then her heated gaze locked with mine and nothing mattered except having her in my arms again.
So, I kissed her.
And now that I know the silky press of her mouth under mine, I never want to be without it.
Deepening the kiss, her sweet tongue shyly licks and strokes along mine. My cock pulses hard in the tight denim of my pants and Heidi’s bum wiggling against it as she shifts in my embrace sends my need skyrocketing.
“Damn, I want you,” I pant before crushing my mouth to hers again.
My fingers thread through her soft, silky hair, clenching in the strands to hold her close and angling her where I want. Our lips move together, teasing, tasting, and experiencing each other for the first time. Molten heat gathers in my groin, my cock straining the limits of my zipper.
Want, greedy and urgent, fuels me on.
My hands leave her hair to grip her hips. Urging her over me, Heidi slides a leg over my hip until she's settled against me how I want her, her pussy directly over my crotch.
Clutching her hips, I rock up into her. Her fingers tighten on my shoulders, her short nails stabbing into the cotton fabric of my shirt. She rocks against me, perfuming the air with the sweet smell of her arousal.
Since the moment I saw her standing in my kitchen, I've wanted her. It was irrational, sudden, and not entirely welcomed. Now I need her as much as I need air.
My thumbs slide along and tease at the hem of her shirt, inching it up. Our lips part, and as if reading my mind, her upper body arches back and she tugs her shirt over her head, tossing it aside. Her ragged breaths send her small breasts rising and falling rapidly with every frantic inhale and exhale.
Only a thin and faded basic white bra separates me from what I want. Nestling my face into her neck, I nip at her before my tongue darts out to taste her clean and sweet skin. The scent and taste of her intoxicates me and I lick and kiss harder, my body on fire for her.
My fingers dig into the softness of her hips and hold her steady on me as I reach behind her back and fumble with the two small hooks of her bra.
Her arms fly across her chest as if in modesty and a feral growl rises in my throat at the thought of being denied.
Small white teeth clamp on her lower lip, her wide eyes holding mine as she slips her bra off, baring herself to me.
There's no holding back my groan now. She's exquisite. Small, beautifully shaped breasts, perfectly capped with tiny brown nipples, thrust upwards, begging for my lips.
Leaning forward, I reverently suck her into my mouth, my eyes closing in bliss.
Heidi's fingers furrow through my hair, gripping me and holding me in place as I lave at her tender flesh. Her head falls back even as her chest thrusts forward.
Abandoning her hip, my hand palms her free breast, my thumb circling her areola, the puffy flesh turning turgent under my touch. When it's tight and beautifully puckered, I transfer my attention to it and suck it deeply into my mouth while my other hand goes to pluck at the wet nipple I just left.
Soft sighs and tiny moans fill the air. Heidi’s hips continuously roll against me. I slip a hand downward past her trembling stomach, reaching the waistband of her jeans as my fingers pluck uselessly at the snap.
Frustration builds as I struggle to undo the darn thing. Her breast pops from my mouth and I stared down at the snap and zipper keeping me from what I want.
A soft, bubbly giggle has my gaze darting upwards. Heidi smiles at me, the deepening warmth in her eyes holding me spellbound. “Jackson.”
My name hangs between us, and I adore the way it sounds from her lips. Unable to resist, I claim those lips again, delving into the sweetness of her mouth.
Heidi breaks the kiss, this time giving an impish nip to my bottom lip before she scurries off my lap. I reach for her, but she dances away from my grasp. A teasing smile turns up the corners of her mouth and she makes quick work of unsnapping and unzipping her pants. Her face is beautifully flushed, the color growing as she holds my gaze and slowly lowers her pants and panties, revealing her shapely hips, long legs, and the enticing thatch of brown curls between her thighs protecting her mound.
I'm off the couch like a rocket, shucking my clothes at a furious pace until I stand as bare as she is. My erection is jutting up and out from my body, pointing at what I want, her.
Striding to her, I cup her cheeks, the softness of her skin on my callous palms stirring my protective instincts. With a shuddering sigh, I lean closer. Desire runs rampant through me and the urge to take is strong. I force it down. For as much as I want to claim, I also want to soothe, to leave nothing but pleasure in my wake and have her body cry out for mine as much as mine does for her.
My kiss is much gentler this time, soft sweeps of my tongue along the velvety lining of her mouth and sweet caresses of our tongues. The hard press of her nipples against my chest is positively divine.
Pulling back, I linger at the corner of her mouth before slowly working my way down, gazing in wonder at the woman in front of me. Suckling briefly at each nipple, I move on, planting a series of kisses down her softly rounded navel until I'm on my knees in front of her. Wrapping my arms around her, I press my face into that patch of curls and breathe deeply of her spicy scent.
“Oh my,” Heidi murmurs, her trembling hands landing lightly on my shoulders.
Nudging my mouth into her mound, I work my tongue between her plump outer lips to the soft inner ones, her cream hitting my taste buds and exploding. At the first taste, my hunger explodes and greedily I lap, curling my tongue as I feast upon her.
Heidi's legs tremble, her fingers digging into my shoulders as her breath shudders out of her in a low sigh. Slick arousal pours from her pussy onto my eager tongue. Eating pussy is a fine dining experience and I'm ravenous. I could lick her all day and never get tired of the taste and smell of her sweet pussy.
Fluttering my tongue, I alternate between firm and soft licks, lingering at her tender clit.
With a sob, Heidi shatters.
The hard nub of her little pink clit pulsates under my lips as she comes. With a harsh groan of my own, I lick her through her orgasm, enjoying the minute hitches of her breath and the way her thighs tighten.
Gazing up at her from my position between her legs, I can’t resist placing a final kiss on Heidi’s pussy before standing.
Her brown eyes blinking hazily up at me, the beautiful flush on her face speaking clearly of a woman that has been well-loved. Pride hums in my chest. Palming her cheeks, my thumbs stroke along her soft skin. Thick lashes flutter and still, her eyes closing when I claim her lips in another kiss.
She doesn’t shy away from lips that are coated with her essence; eagerly Heidi kisses me back, her tongue stroking along mine. Her hands slide around my middle, keeping me close while my cock throbs hard and needy against the soft skin of her stomach. Grinding into her, my leaking pre-cum smears across her skin, painting her with the evidence of my need.
Deftly turning us, I guide Heidi to the couch. Urging her down, I swiftly follow, grateful for the wide, comfortable furniture. Settling between her thighs, her knees bend and arch on either side of me.
With a nip to my lower lip, she hooks her right leg around my waist, leaving her hot, wet pussy deliciously open.
I want this and her so badly. My hand trembles as I notch the head of my cock at her entrance.
Yet I hesitate.
“Are you sure, Heidi?”




CHAPTER EIGHT

HEIDI
His deep voice, husky and low with desire, has me squirming. The feel of his dick, the bulbous head pressing into my center, drives me practically mad.
A whine works its way up my throat, and I want nothing more than to thrust my hips up and impale myself on that glorious length of rock-hard dick.
Am I sure?!
What sort of insane question is that? I’m dripping wet and spread wide under him. You don’t get much surer than that!
I rock my hips, feeling a bit of his hot tip burrowing into me. “Fuck me, Jackson.”
His harsh moan fills my ears as he slowly fills my pussy. Steadily he advances into me, my body eagerly accepting every inch he gives me. My head arches back on the couch cushion while I bite down on my lip. He’s so thick and hot that a whimper escapes me when he pulls back. My hands fly to his ass, and I dig my nails into those firm buns, urging him to fill me completely again.
The slide and drag of him is heavenly. His long and deep thrusts reaching a place inside that has pleasure tingling through me and my eyes rolling back.
My sensitive, hard nipples graze along his chest as he rocks over me, the feel of his chest hair a deeply erotic sensation I’ve never known before.
Helplessly, I moan into the side of his neck, drawing his enticing sweaty scent into my nose with every inhale and exhale. His pace picks up and I bite down on that tempting skin, the salty flavor of him bursting on my tongue.
And I come.
Hard.
With his skin clenched in my teeth and his dick pounding my pussy and driving me insane, I come harder than I ever have in my life.
And with a hissed oath, Jackson does too.
His hot release blasts my clenching inner walls as my body milks his spasming dick for every bit of pleasure it can wring from him.
At some point my teeth release his neck and he collapses upon me, his body an oven of warm, hard muscle coated with a light sheen of sweat.
He’s so different from my ex and despite the breakup, a tiny worm of guilt wiggles into me at how easily I’ve moved on and slept with a man I just met. But I’ve never felt so wild and free with Glen. It’s as if Jackson has unlocked a part of me that I kept so tight inside that I barely recognize it.
I like this.
My hands move over Jackson’s ass before trailing up his spine, feeling the hard muscles shifting under my touch.
Like it? I love it. I wanted him, so I had him.
The me of three weeks ago never would have been so bold to say what I wanted nor gone after it. So many missed opportunities, all because I was too worried over rejection or endless maybes.
I ran from the mess of my life, wanting only a place to stay and recoup. Now I see this can be so much more than that. This is all about new beginnings.
Jackson’s cool lips skim along my jaw, my skin tingling everywhere he touches.
Turning my head, I kiss him and enjoy what will hopefully be the first of many enjoyable moments with him.
***
At some point between heated kisses, we move to Jackson’s bedroom. The couch was fine for the fast, hard sex we both craved, but his bed is much better for the second round that gets a bit more adventurous, with his headboard slamming hard against the wall while he slams into me from behind.
Even better than the amazing sex is afterwards being wrapped in Jackson’s arms, snuggled into the dip between his head and shoulder that cradles my head perfectly, with his heavenly duvet covering us. It’s soft as a cloud and smells of him.
Resting my chin on his chest, his chest hairs tickle me as I peer up at his strong jawline shaded with dark stubble. A few glints of silver are interspersed with the dark, reminding me that Jackson is older than I am and there’s still so much I don’t know about this man.
“I don’t normally do this,” I blurt out.
His chin shifts down, warm blue eyes meeting mine while his puffy, well-kissed lips quirk upwards.
“Jumping in bed with men I’ve just met,” I clarify. “I don’t want to give you the wrong idea.”
My upper body vibrates as his chest shakes with his husky chuckle. “I’m happy you did.”
He’s quiet for a moment and my fingers move through the soft hairs on his hard pecs, teasing around the perimeter of a small, brown nipple. My smile spreads wide when the nipple beads up into a tight point.
His rough hand covers mine, halting my play. “There you were, a strange woman in my kitchen, and all I could think about was how much I wanted to kiss you. Crazy, right?”
“Crazy,” I echo, curling my fingers and snagging some of his chest hair between them. His muscle tenses under my hand and quickly I loosen my fist. “Sorry.”
“Caught me by surprise, it’s fine.” He punctuates his words with soft kisses on my mussed hair.
It’s sweet, and I let out a tiny hum of appreciation. My mind is still caught up on his words, though. That the same attraction that pulled me toward him weaved its spell on him as well. It’s gratifying that it’s not one-sided and fuels my hopes that this could be more than a onetime occurrence.
“We got sidetracked. Tell me about your business.”
His laugh sends tingles straight down to my toes and my smile grows. I could so get used to this easy-going happiness.
“I wouldn’t mind getting sidetracked again,” he says, his words warm whispers against my forehead.
The weight of his relaxed dick grows heavier as he lengthens and presses into my belly. Reaching down, my fingers cup the sac between his legs, giving it a squeeze before I explore more of his erection.
“How old are you?”
Jackson’s entire body goes still. “Why?”
My thumb brushes against the velvety head of him, running along the thick rim. “Because you’re hard for the third time in like an hour.”
His muscles relax and his pelvis arches, pushing more of his dick into my hand. “You turn me on.”
He rolls us so I’m beneath him once more, his fingers going to the warm, achy place between my thighs. Despite the slight soreness, I open for him, a moan catching in my throat when two of his fingers tunnel into me while his thumb dances around my clit.
Familiar heat builds in my core as I clench around his slowly plunging fingers, my body’s eager response to him loud and embarrassingly lurid. My hand is barely moving on his dick, my fingers merely squeezing the head as he thrusts into my fist.
A press of his thumb directly on the tiny bundle of nerve-packed tissue that is my clit along with the delicious curl and drag of his fingers in my pussy has me crying out and arching into his hand. The throb of a climax beating fiercely through me like a living thing.
My pussy is still pulsating when his fingers leave me and Jackson is between my spread thighs, his thick length pushing into me in one endlessly long thrust. His cockhead hits a sweet spot inside and I’ve barely come down from my orgasm and he’s sending me rushing over the cliff again into another one.
A short scream escapes me, part bliss and part surprise.
Jackson ruts hard between my lax legs, his fast exhales wild and loud as he slams his dick into me with savage, short thrusts that push my body with each twist of his hips. I cling to the sheet, wetness gathering under my butt as each pound of my sex sends more of our mingled juices trickling around his dick to slide down my ass and onto the bed.
With a roar worthy of any alpha hero in the smutty romances I enjoy, Jackson comes. His dick jerks within my pussy’s hot grasp, sending his release deep within me as he trembles above me.
When he collapses onto the mattress next to me, I stare sightlessly up at the ceiling. Weariness weights me down even as contentment thrums through my veins like the most potent of drugs.
A soft grunt leaves Jackson a moment before he curls himself up around me, his heavy arm slung across my stomach, while his fingers curve possessively around my breast.
My eyes close and the first peaceful sleep I’ve had in ages pulls me under.




CHAPTER NINE

JACKSON
The unrelenting beeping of my alarm wakes me and with a groan I slam my hand along my nightstand in search of my phone. My seeking fingers fail to locate it, and the ceaseless beeps continue like an annoying mosquito buzzing around my head.
Cracking open my eyes, I see why I couldn’t feel the phone. It’s not there. Squinting, I spy it over on the dresser. My befuddled mind tries and fails to puzzle out how it got there. I’m positive I left it in my pants pocket. My pants that I discarded on the living room floor before I fucked Heidi.
With a jerk that pulls a startled and pained hiss out of me, I look over at the empty side of the bed. No Heidi.
I kick off the duvet and scramble out of bed naked as the day I was born. I never sleep in the buff.
Guess after three bouts of the most satisfying sex I’ve had in way too long, it’s natural I passed out uncaring about pulling on boxers. And I’m gonna pay for it today. I lift up on my toes, stretching my fingers to the ceiling trying to ease the tightness in my entire body. Guess I worked muscles that hadn’t been used in a while. Even my ass feels tight.
Tossing on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt, I make a brief stop in the bathroom before searching for Heidi.
Tyler’s room is empty, though a beat-up oversized duffle bag with soft feminine clothes spilling out of it is on the floor, telling me that it belongs to Heidi, not her brother. Which means she’s still here.
Brows scrunching, I realize I didn’t see any vehicles outside the house yesterday, so how did she get here if she doesn’t have a car?
That question and many other thoughts fly out of my head as my steps falter when I reach the cream tiles of the kitchen. Heidi stands at the stove with her brown hair pulled away from her face up into a messy knot on her head, revealing the long line of her neck and the dainty shells of her small ears.
Ears that I panted and whispered words of need into last night as I took her.
My mouth goes dry remembering the hot, wet grip of her pussy around my cock. The hard squeeze of her inner muscles had me in danger of spilling far faster than I wanted.
When things heated up between us quickly in the living room last night, besides lust, a bit of relief flared inside me.
Once I had her, I believed I could put the infatuation for her that consumed me behind me. I didn’t have time in my life for a relationship right now.
Honestly, the older I get, the more I’ve started to accept that perhaps I’m not the relationship sort as none of my girlfriends have lasted longer than a few months. I love women and sex and even company. Yet before long, I crave my space and the freedom to do what I want. Relationships are stressful.
Yet, before drifting to sleep last night, with Heidi’s warm body pressed tightly against mine, I couldn’t help thinking that being with her didn’t feel stressful. It felt right.
“Good morning.”
Heidi’s sweet greeting breaks me out of the daze that has taken ahold of me, and my feet began moving again.
I’m not sure what I was planning until my arms were going around her waist and my face pressing into the side of her neck. The scent of woman and sex curls into my senses and, surprisingly, my cock stirs.
After three rounds a few hours ago, I would have thought I was sated. My cock has other ideas as it engorged and lengthens, jutting out the front of my sweatpants.
Giggling, Heidi pulls back, though her arms stay loosely looped around my waist. “No time for sex. Don’t you have to get to work?”
“I do.” I acknowledge, dipping my head down for a quick kiss.
A rumbling growl drifts up from her middle and her cheeks are pink when she ends the kiss and moves away. “Breakfast.”
I help plate up the scrambled eggs and buttered slices of wheat toast. Armed with plates, forks and glasses of milk, we sit at the table together.
Breakfast today is far different from it was yesterday as we tuck into our food with a familiarity between us that is both comfortable and relaxed.
My gaze latches onto a red suck mark on her neck and stays there. My lack of control doesn’t embarrass me. I want to thump my chest like a caveman. That mark proudly proclaims she’s mine to anyone who looks.
That’s when it hits me how completely invested I am.
“I can’t help noticing you don’t have a car,” I toss out to get the conversation started before taking a bite of toast.
Heidi nods, a pained look on her face. “I do have one. Only it’s totaled.”
“How did you get here?”
“Bus.”
I wait, but she takes another bite of somewhat dry eggs, though I would never tell her that. “And then,” I prompt.
Her dark brows lift, and she swallows. “And then I walked.”
Alarm rings through me. “From the bus stop?” I do some fast calculating in my head. That must be at least five miles from here.
Her shoulders dip up and down as she shrugs. “Yeah.”
My teeth grind together as a growl works its way up my throat. “Don’t do that again,” I spit out from between clenched teeth. “You need to go anywhere, I’ll drive you.”
The chair creaks as she squirms. “You don’t need to. You’re already letting me stay here.”
My fork clangs against the plate. “Yes, and now I’m your taxi service, too.”
She doesn’t fight me. Laughing and shaking her head, her messy knot of hair bobs with her motions and my fingers twitch with the urge to release it so I can slide through those silky strands again.
“What time do you need to be at work?”
Craning my head, I look at the microwave display. “Forty-five minutes.”
“Is it close?”
“Fifteen minutes on a good day, twenty otherwise.”
Brushing crumbs of toast from her lips, she leans forward. “You never actually told me anything about it. Your work.”
Wincing, I rub a hand along my mouth and stubble, hoping I don’t have any toast or flakes of eggs in it. “I still can’t believe Tyler never told you.”
Pink blooms on her rounded cheeks, her brown eyes dropping to her nearly empty plate. “We weren’t as close as we once were.” A deep sigh leaves her, and she lifts her gaze. “Or maybe I simply didn’t listen. I was pretty caught up in myself for a while.”
“It’s a small engine repair shop.”
Heidi’s grin is sudden and so beautiful my gut clenches.
“All his tinkering with our dad is paying off. That’s cool.”
I fumble for my glass of milk but find it empty. “Yeah, he has a gift,” I croak out. “Me? not so much. That’s why I’m getting so far behind.”
“Too many repairs lined up?”
I roll my shoulders, feeling the twinge of my sore side. Last night was probably a bit too much for an already bruised muscles. “Yeah, that and answering the phone, dealing with walk-in clients, finances and ordering inventory. It’s too much for one man.”
Her grin slips into a frown. “I don’t see my brother answering phones or fussing over supplies.”
A dry chuckle huffs out of me. “Definitely not. That’s why we had Bobbie.”
Her brown eyes flash. “That’s who my brother ran off with, right?”
Hearing it out loud still doesn’t make it seem any more plausible. “Yes. She’s still in college too,” I pause, trying to recall what she was in even in school for, then give up. It doesn’t matter. “I don’t know what those two are doing. Have you gotten hold of Tyler yet?”
Pink flushes her cheeks again. “I haven’t.”
I don’t know why she would feel guilty over that. It’s not like I’ve had any better luck and she’s his family.
“Wait, a minute.” Heidi’s voice rises. “She? Bobbie is a…” Her forehead wrinkles, and she sucks her lower lip between her teeth for a moment before releasing it. “Roberta?”
My laugh is sincere this time and unwittingly a grin curls up my mouth. “Yeah, no wonder she goes by Bobbie.” It takes my mind a moment to catch onto the reason for her hesitation. “Did you think Bobbie was a Robert?”
Heidi nibbles on that poor abused lower lip again and I want to lash my tongue over it and sooth away any hurt she’s inflicted. Before I bite it. “Yeah,” she says in a low voice.
“That’s funny. Bobbie’s even smaller than you. A tiny slip of a woman whose hair is almost as long as she is tall.” I grin, thinking about her and my big, hulking best friend. The grin fades as I tack former best friend to that.
My good mood disappears. “I better get ready,” I say, standing up and gathering my dirty dishes.
Heidi is quiet as she does the same. She follows close behind me, shocking me when she comes into the bathroom with me rather than continuing to her bedroom.
The door clicks closed and I catch a glimpse of her reflection as she lifts up her shirt, giving me a wonderful view of her breasts as they bounce back down with her movements. My grin returns. “I thought we didn’t have time for this?” My hand goes to my sweatpants and my rapidly engorging cock. Around her, I’ve been as randy as a teenager.
She pauses in the act of shoving down her tiny black shorts. “Eyes up here. And we don’t. But we also both need to shower, and this is the only bathroom.”
Mutely, I stare at her.
She eases her shorts all the way down and kicks them into a corner before walking naked over to the shower. The flex and roll of her ass a thing of beauty that mesmerizes me. Leaning in, she turns the water on, and I barely hear her over the spray as she steps in.
“I’m going to work with you.”




CHAPTER TEN

HEIDI
I was angry before at my brother, but now I’m on a whole new level of pissed off. Jerking the phone away from my ear, the irate customer’s voice is still loud and clear as he screams about his leaf blower. Suddenly I understand what Jackson’s been facing.
When he unlocked the shop door and stepped inside this morning, it was as if the weight of the world descended on him and caused his wide shoulders to bow. My heart ached for him.
And now he’s been out in the shop working nonstop on mowers and such, in between helping me with the computer and phone systems all morning. Good thing I’m a fast learner, because Tyler and Bobbie left him in a huge lurch.
“Yes, it will be ready,” I tell the gentleman on the phone for like the fifth time. It takes all my patience not to hang up on him.
Whoopies! Still learning the phone system.
I’m sure I could get away with that a time or two.
Sadly, I’m far too nice and can only daydream about such things. After two more assurances, I hang up the phone after he ends the call and slump against the front counter. It takes me a moment to recoup from that and I head out into the shop area to ask Jackson what’s the status of this guy’s leaf blower.
Right away my eyes go to his broad back, a zing of warmth and affection lifting my flagging spirits as I stride toward him.
A muttered curse reaches my ears a moment before he tosses down a gritty and ripped up piece of rubber that, if I’m not mistaken, is a drive belt.
Not wanting to bother him, I go over to the wall and start searching until I find the blower that matches the invoice number. I wince when I find it still on a shelf to be worked on.
The customer was already irate about it being late. My eyes dart over to Jackson and I take the blower down. Maybe I can look it over and see if it’s something that I can at least get the parts out for and make his work a little easier.
I scan over the invoice, seeing the initial complaint, loss of power.
Well, that’s pretty generic.
Hefting it, I go outside to the back of the building and plug it in. Switching it on, it's apparent that yeah, something is up. Back inside I go, my mind working over the possible issues. Clogged or plugged fuel line or filter, old spark plugs or gas, those are the obvious ones.
Anticipation fires through me. It’s process of elimination time.
When I get to the air filter, I snort. This is too simple. A quick scrub with some dish soap and I pop it back in place and take the blower outside again.
My steps are lighter, and a wide smile splits my face when I lug it back into the shop.
Jackson, standing near the workbench, is cleaning his hands off with a rag and looks up at my approach. “Sounds good,” he says with a nod.
“Yeah.”
“Clogged filter?”
Up on my tiptoes I try to shove the blower back into its spot, apprehension gripping me and making my hands clumsy. “I’m sor-”
The steady warmth of Jackson’s chest presses into my back, stopping my apology. His hands come around me, easing the clunky blower onto the shelf right above my head. “Great job,” he says, his breath stirring the tiny baby hairs that have escaped my bun.
Lowering my hands, I turn in the circle of his arms once the blower is safely in place. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”
“You didn’t.”
“I only wanted to help. That guy was on the phone for over five minutes complaining about-”
Jackson’s lips cover mine, halting my rambling apology. A flick of his tongue has my parted lips opening wider. My hands go to the front of his shirt and ball in the soft material.
We’re both breathless when the kiss ends. I can’t help wanting more and wishing we were back at his house. In the shower before work, we soaped each other up and spent far too long learning each other’s bodies, but it didn’t go as far as full-blown sex. Now I’m thinking I was far too hasty and should have enjoyed the impressive erection he sported.
Jackson's whole body is striking and downright yummy.
“How are you single?” I breathe, staring up into his clear eyes. I don’t think he’s going to answer me and I’m not sure I even expect a reply. In the short time I’ve known him, I’m learning that he picks what questions he’ll answer and what personal information to give out.
When his lips curve up in a smile and he says, “Tough to find someone to put up with me.” I’m floored.
Granted, I really don’t know him that well, but the guy offered me, an almost complete stranger, a safe place to stay and has been nothing but sweet. “You’re like the easiest man to be around!” I exclaim. “You’re clean, hard-working, sweet, and gorgeous.”
His teeth flash white against the dark backdrop of his stubble. “Gorgeous?” His brows rise teasingly. “That’s a first.”
I roll my eyes. “Do I have to add liar to the list?”
Jackson’s smile dies, his face turning serious. “Never.” His mouth presses to mine briefly. “You are the sweet, gorgeous, and strong one.”
Hot blood fills my face and I’m sure I’m as red as a tomato. I’ve never been one to accept compliments well. “I’m not. I have nothing because of my bad choices. Sounds pretty weak to me.” My lips twist downward as sadness drags my spirits low.
His fingers urge my chin up. “Yet you’re starting over. That takes amazing strength. You’re not giving up.”
My nose burns as moisture gathers in my eyes, clouding my vision. “The first day I stayed in bed all day crying and feeling sorry for myself.”
His thick brows slowly inch up his forehead. “Only that first day?” he asks softly.
At my chuckle, he grins. “And now here you are, putting one foot in front of another and helping someone else who’s not doing that well. Thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me.”
“Absolutely I do. You fixed the blower for me, made breakfast, and somehow in the middle of this clusterfuck that’s my current life, you made me smile. So, thank you, Heidi.”
The tears I’ve tried so hard to hold back tumble over my eyelashes and plink onto my cheeks.
Jackson cups my face, his thumbs swiping away my tears. His callouses are rough against my skin but the look on his face makes the slight discomfort worth it. “And if you ever need another day in bed, let me know. I’d be happy to spend it with you.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

JACKSON
The way Heidi is gazing up at me makes me feel ten feet tall and I would give anything to have her look at me like that always. But I’m not a hero. I’m simply a man that’s had my own share of struggles. I wish I’d had someone offer me a bit of grace when I needed it the most.
My hands fall away from the soft skin of her face and I dig into my jean’s pocket, pulling out my keys. “I forgot to pack a lunch, too distracted by a certain someone.” Dangling the keys off to the side of her face, I grin. “Why don’t you go out and pick something up for us? There’s fast food up the way and I think maybe a Chinese place up past the second light.”
Heidi snatches at the keys, a sparkle of humor chasing away the sadness that lingered in her eyes. “You’re going to trust me with your truck? You never asked me how my car got totaled.”
My smile fades, my lips parting as it hits me. She’s right. I reach to take back my keys when she dances away.
“Nope. Too late.” She waggles the keys teasingly and strides out of the shop into the front room, with me lagging behind. “Besides, my ex crashed my car. Not me,” she says, gathering up her purse from behind the counter.
I pull my wallet out of my back pocket and hand her a few bills.
Staring at the money, embarrassment tightens her face. My stomach does a slow clench that has nothing to do with hunger. I never want Heidi to feel awkward over her situation.
I urge the money into her hand. “Business lunch. A perk of the job.”
Her eyes lift from the money to my face, the uncertainty chased away by her bright smile. “Any preferences?”
You. Always you.
Swallowing hard, I force a smile. “Nah, surprise me.”
Later when we’re munching our way through a massive mountain of BBQ chicken wings, I look across at Heidi, who has red sauce smeared on her lips and is attacking the wing with a ferociously I never would have imagined, and my smile is no longer forced. Contentment hums through me.
My life is far from perfect, but at this moment I wouldn’t change a damn thing.
Fishing a bit of chicken from between my teeth, I say, “You were right about the blower, clogged filter. How did you know that?”
Heidi digs a fork into our shared container of coleslaw happily shoving it into her mouth and chewing before answering. “I used to sit out in the garage watching my dad and brother. Tyler’s older than me-”
“How much older?” I cut in. I’ve been curious about that. It’s obvious I’m older than Heidi and while I never thought I would actively seek a much younger woman; I can’t deny that I didn’t let our ages stop me from wanting her.
“A lot.” She grins and scoops up more coleslaw, missing my wince since I’m a year older than her brother. She continues, blissfully unaware of my inner turmoil. “Almost all my girlfriends had crushes on him. So gross.”
“Yes, so gross,” I echo, snatching up my drink and sucking up the sugary cola.
“Right? He’s my brother. I don’t want to think about what he’s doing with all those girls.” She giggles, her brown eyes mischievous as they regard me. “When I first met you, I thought you and Tyler were a couple.”
The icy cold cola lodges in my throat as I promptly choke.
Eyes wide, she hops around the table and whacks me between the shoulders a few times, while I desperately attempt to catch my breath.
Finally, I drag in a clear lungful of air and grab her arm before she can deliver another blow on my back. “Thanks,” I croak out. My eyes are still watery as she returns to her seat.
“Sorry. I thought that was funny now, seeing as you and me…” she trails off, her eyes jumping around.
“Seeing how you fucked the gross old man?” My throat hurts, but my pride is what truly stings.
“You’re not gross!”
That’s a comfort, but I wanted her to say I wasn’t old either.
I never thought I had a fragile male ego but I’m finding out all sorts of new things about myself. “But I am old.” I raise a brow and wait.
“Older, yes.”
“That.. that doesn’t bother you?” Now I’m the one unable to meet her gaze.
“You fucked my brains out last night. Did I seem bothered to you?”
Remaining quiet and mulling that over, I stare down at the pile of bones on my plate.
Heidi’s hand covers mine.
“Jackson, I like you. Your age didn’t factor into that.”
Raising my eyes, I take in her lovely face and the breath I struggled so hard to get back catches in my chest. Somehow I’ve gone and done a silly thing like falling for my ex-best friend’s little sister.
“I like you too,” I whisper, my fingers curling into a fist under her hand. It’s far too soon to blurt out the true extent of my feelings. I’ll need to take every moment I have with her to show her with actions instead.
***
We slip into a routine with Heidi coming to the shop with me daily. She’s a wiz when it comes to repairs. She confesses that she wasn’t content to merely watch her dad and brother work or even fetch them the necessary tools. Nope. In true Heidi-fashion, she started working on the cars and mowers herself. No appliance in their home was safe from her tinkering. Her natural ability and knowledge astounds me. I thought Tyler was talented. He has nothing on his sister, and she never took a course in her life. Her degree is in business, and she has worked in human resources since college.
After she fixed a snowblower that was stumping me, I asked her why she went into business, of all things. She shrugged. “It seemed a safe choice, with plenty of job opportunities and room for growth.”
“Were you happy?”
“No.” She changed the subject and I let it go at the time, though it ate at me.
With her help, I get caught up on repairs and don’t come home ready to collapse every night. My evenings are spent with Heidi. We spend our time out of work together making dinner, watching movies, chatting about our lives, and later having sex until we fall asleep in each other’s arms.
I wanted to kick myself for how long it took me to realize all her belongings were in that old duffle bag and that she lacked several basic needs, including a toothbrush. Thankfully I had a spare in the hallway closet that I could give her.
The desire to take her shopping and spoil her is strong, but I know she’d never accept it. Heidi’s a lot like me, too stubborn for her own good at times.
A solution comes to me and on Thursday afternoon I grin broadly when I hand Heidi an envelope with a sizeable check in it.
I thought she would be pleased. Instead, she shoves the crumpled envelope back at me, a hard look on her face I’ve never seen before. My hands come up to grab it before it can fall to the floor. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t accept that.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

HEIDI
Staring at the personal check in my hands, all my happiness evaporates. Being with Jackson, both at his shop and at home, the problems that seemed so significant two weeks ago no longer bother me. I know it’s not a sustainable thing, this bliss of being trouble free and I’ll have to sort through things- probably sooner rather than later. Especially since Glen has been blowing up my phone for the past two days over our expiring apartment lease and the insurance company finally got back to me about my car. But I love this cozy world I’m currently in.
The check is reality smacking me in the face.
Quickly, I crumble it up and shove it at him as if getting rid of it will somehow get back my worry-free life.
His smile fades as he scrambles to catch it, hurt narrowing his blue eyes. “What’s wrong?”
Everything! I want to scream.
I don’t do that.
Working at keeping my volume at a normal level, I cross my arms and say, “I can’t accept this.”
“I don’t understand. You’re here working in the shop with me. You earned it.”
The hurt in my heart eases a little. Jackson is such a sweet man. “I want to help you in the shop. You’re already doing so much for me. It’s the least I can do.”
“You’re more than helping around here. You’re doing the work of two people. If anything, this isn’t enough.” He glances down at the check before extending it again. “Please, Heidi.”
Shaking my head, I push it back. “Consider it my half to cover expenses. I’m living in your house, eating your food, using your truck, electric, water.” Saying it all out loud makes me want to cringe. I know how fast living expenses add up and starting a new business means a lot of his capital is tied up.
Jackson’s lips roll inward, a sure sign he’s frustrated. I’ve watched him do that countless times in the shop when he can’t figure something out. It’s one of the many little quirks that I’ve come to adore about him.
“Those things are different.” A dull scratching sounds as he runs a calloused palm over his facial scruff. “You’re my…” He hesitates and something catches in my chest. The way I’ve been feeling about him, it’s crazy. I’ve only ever been with one other guy and while I said the words, now I’m thinking they weren’t true. Those feelings I had for Glen are nowhere close to the emotions I experience with Jackson. It’s too fast, too soon, too everything.
“Guest,” he finishes with a wry twist of his lips.
“Guest,” I repeat, my lips inching into a grin. Maybe he’s fighting the same issues I am. I’m fine not labeling our relationship yet.
But I’m not okay taking his money.
“Please, let’s not argue about this,” I plead.
A gusty sigh seems to condense his form and despite my request, I can see he wants to keep pressing the issue.
He surprises me by stuffing the envelope into his front jeans pocket. “Fine.” Moving to the counter, he rummages around and pulls out a form, attaches it to a clipboard and offers it to me along with a pen.
“You’re an amazing technician. One of the best I’ve worked with. I’d like to hire you on permanently.”
Taking the clipboard and pen, I toss them onto the countertop before launching myself at him.
Strong arms crush me to a hard chest as his mouth crashes against mine. Our tongues clash, stroking and exploring. Jackson’s harsh groan of need slips between our lips and I answer it with a soft moan of my own, while working my hands up under his shirt. The feel of his hot skin has my pussy clenching. We’ve fooled around a few times back in the shop area but have never had full-on sex. I’m contemplating bending over one of the tool chests when the buzzer alerting the front door opening sounds, loud and jarring.
Like guilty teenagers, Jackson and I spring apart. Scrubbing a hand over my mouth and praying I don’t look like a woman aching to be fucked, I turn to greet the customer.
My brother’s dark brown eyes sweep over me, his expression thunderous when his gaze darts from me to Jackson. “Heidi! What the hell are you doing?”
In my shocked state, I ignore his question and hurry to hug him. In the week since I arrived, Jackson and I have both tried calling him numerous times and leaving texts. Nothing. Not a word from my brother. Jackson even dug up Bobbie’s number and we got the same results.
Tyler accepts my hug, his thick arms going around me before he tugs me to his side.
“You knew I was coming,” I say, looking up at him. I haven’t seen him in years and the changes in my brother are shocking. He’s aged drastically, and no longer looks like the carefree surfer boy he once was.
“Yeah, I expected you at the house,” he snaps at me, his eyes never leaving Jackson. “I went there and no Heidi.”
“I’ll be sure to change the locks,” Jackson says, resting his forearms on the counter. “You’re no longer welcomed there.” Those beautiful blue eyes that have always looked so warm and kind are now hard as steel as he glares at my brother.
“I got no problem with that. What I do have an issue with is you kissing my sister.” Tyler gently sets me to the side and strides over to the counter, his eyes locked on Jackson’s.
Bristling, I stomp over and shove at my brother’s chest. “Who I kiss is none of your business.”
“Heidi, get your things, we’re leaving,” Tyler grits out from between clenched teeth.
I roll my eyes. Guess some things don’t change. I must have forgotten how annoyingly pigheaded my brother can be.
“I’m not going anywhere. We still have work to do. Some people care about their jobs.”
Tyler’s pale complexion turns red. “You can’t work here.”
“Well, someone needs to since you took off! Jackson can’t do everything by himself,” I snap.
Some of the fight goes out of my brother and he lifts a huge hand to rub at his thick neck. “Yeah, about that-”
“And you can’t be bothered to answer your phone or messages? Or I don’t know, maybe tell people what is going on?!” I pause for a breath and then launch back into it. “Talk about an irresponsible dick move.”
A big fist slams down on the counter hard enough to make me jump. “You’re the one that called me, Heidi, because you had no job and no place to go. So don’t give me that irresponsible drivel. You’re an adult too, yet you ran to big brother exactly like when we were kids.”
His words strike me with the precision of an Olympic archer’s arrow. He’s right. I’m as much of a screwup as he is. Compressing my lips, I fight back the tears gathering in my eyes.
I’m unaware of Jackson moving until his firm arm wraps around me, pulling me into the comfort of his body. I sink into his side, breathing in his beloved scent. “Well, she doesn’t need your help now. She’s fully capable of taking care of herself. She has a job and a place to live.”
Tyler steps into Jackson’s space. The two men are similar in height, though my brother has at least fifty pounds on Jackson. “You keep your hands off my sister. Heidi, you’re coming with me. Bobbie has a spare room in her apartment you can have until you work things out with Glen.” Tyler reaches for me. Jackson’s hand strikes out and clamps down on his wrist.
“You’re not touching her,” Jackson hisses out, the veins in his arm bulging as he keeps Tyler’s hand from grabbing me.
Seeing the two men I love the most in the world fighting causes something in me to snap. For too long, I’ve docility rolled over and accepted things. No more.
“I’m not working anything out with Glen, he’s my ex. I’m also not going anywhere with you either. I’m staying right here with Jackson.”
Both Tyler and Jackson go still at my words and doubt sings in my veins that maybe I’m mistaken about what’s between us.
Jackson releases Tyler’s wrist and holds his hand out for mine. I entwine my fingers with his. My heart thuds painfully in my chest as I stare up at the man that means everything to me.
His blue eyes are filled with bright emotion as he gazes down. His words are for my brother but aimed at me. “Yes, yes she is. I never plan to let her go.”
I’m lost in Jackson’s eyes.
Faintly, I hear my brother curse, his heavy footsteps fading away as he stomps to the door. “We’ll deal with things later,” he snarls, and then the door slams behind him.
“You mean it?” I ask.
Lifting our joined hands, Jackson smiles. “Not want the woman who holds my heart to walk out that door and out of my life? You better believe I’ll do everything in my power to prevent that.”
His smile fades. “But is that truly what you want, Heidi? You know you’re welcomed in my house and have a job here for however long you want even if you don’t want to be with me.”
“You,” I say simply. “I want you.”
Tugging me closer, he presses a kiss to my hand. “I love you,” he declares a moment before his mouth captures mine in the sweetest of kisses.




EPILOGUE

THREE YEARS LATER
JACKSON
I spent a good week cursing my best friend Tyler for abruptly taking off, never realizing it was fate stepping in and giving me a chance at the woman of my dreams. If he would have been there when Heidi came, would we have connected the way we did? Hard to know and harder still to think it might not have happened.
So I try not to think too long about those things, and give him a bit of grace when it comes to his lateness. But when he doesn’t answer his phone for the third time in an hour, I curse my newly minted brother-in-law.
Heidi pops her head around the shop door and, rather than commiserating, she laughs. “You know Tyler, he’ll pick up when he’s good and ready. Maybe something came up with Bobbie?”
It’s hard not to roll my eyes. Something is always coming up with Bobbie. Then again, not every man can be blessed with a bright, self-sufficient woman like Heidi. She might have thought herself weak before, but my wife seldom gives herself the credit she deserves.
She’s bright, amazing, beautiful, caring… I could go on and on, and by some miracle, she chose me to be her partner.
With us already living together, I didn’t waste any time proposing, though we opted for a year-long engagement because of a little surprise.
Rapidly approaching forty, I had never given much thought to being a father, thinking that ship had sailed already. It was a very startling blessing when our daughter made her loud arrival on Valentine’s Day.
Seven pounds, eight ounces of pure perfection. Though I might have been a bit biased. I was definitely emotional when the doctor had me cut the cord. With tears streaming down my cheeks, I kissed and thanked Heidi for the gift of our child.
With Bianca now two, my tears come for a different reason- frustration. Our girl is loud! And unbelievably stubborn.
“Dada!” she screams like a banshee, darting around Heidi and barreling straight for me at a speed that should be impossible with her short, chubby legs.
Dashing forward, I grab her under her arms, swinging her up off the ground. My frown doesn’t last long, not with her tiny face beaming up at me. She’s Heidi’s mini in every way and I couldn’t adore my two girls any more than I do now. Still, she needs to learn.
“Baby, no coming into the shop without Mommy. And no running.”
She nods her head, her wispy brown hair escaping the little pigtails Heidi tries to contain them in. “No run,” she repeats after me with a little frown of her own.
Heidi comes up beside us, still laughing, and holds her arms out for our daughter.
Bianca’s hands curl around my neck and she clings to me like a monkey. She’s a daddy’s girl and I’m going to enjoy every moment of it, so when she hits her teenager years and is embarrassed to be seen with her parents, I can look back fondly on these moments.
“I was coming to see if you’re ready for lunch,” Heidi says, reaching out to fix one of Bianca’s ponytails.
Since having Bianca, Heidi and I split our parenting duties. We prefer to keep our girl at home vs in the repair shop where there are far too many dangerous things to baby-proof. Which means Heidi and my time together is much more limited than it once was.
That being said, when we do get a moment together, we make the best of it. So on our way to lunch, when Tyler and Bobbie pull into the parking lot, I walk over and grin.
“About time you two showed up. I’m taking a half-day and having lunch with my girls. I won’t be back.”
“Now wait a fucking minute-” Tyler says.
“Little ears,” I remind him, kissing my daughter’s head. “Besides, since you’re only now strolling in two hours late, I figured you’d be fine finishing up. Plus, you have your lovely wife to help you.”
Giving him a jaunty wave, I carry Bianca over to our SUV and buckle her into the car seat.
“You’re dreadful,” Heidi whispers from behind me, giving my butt a tap.
Closing the door, I lean against it and gather my wife in my arms. “It’s your brother. He’ll live. I, however, will not last without a kiss from my beautiful wife.”
Looping her arms around my neck, Heidi presses into me, her pink lips parted in a smile. “How did I ever get so lucky?” she asks.
“I ask myself the same thing every single day.”
Lowering my face, I rub my mouth teasingly against Heidi’s, knowing Bianca won’t let us have long before she fusses that we’re not in the vehicle with her. “I love you,” I whisper, kissing the woman I set out to charm, who, in turn, completely captured my very soul.
Pisces’ love hard and fast, and with a sweet Cancer by my side, forever has never been so beautiful.
THE END
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