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      The Bro Code. Noun. The set of unwritten and often unspoken rules that serves as a guideline amongst men. Essentially, if you have a dick dangling between your legs, you’re bound by the regulations of said Bro Code. It’s the book that includes all the essentials, such as the Bro Codemmandments, where to tuck your cock in your boxer-briefs (are you an Upper, Downer, Lefty, or Righty?) I’m a Lefty, in case you were wondering—and the very important rules on urinal etiquette.

      Yes, you heard me right. There is such a thing as urinal etiquette. In fact, there’s a long list of do’s and don’ts that every father must teach his son as soon as he learns to—for lack of a better phrase—aim his stream. For example, do keep your eyes focused on the wall in front of you. Don’t try to sneak a peek at another man’s junk. Do try to skip a space between occupied urinals. Don’t strike up a conversation while holding your cock—or ever in a men’s restroom. Cock-in-hand or not—don’t do it! Do make sure not to pull your pants down too far and expose your bare ass. Don’t whack off. Congratulations! You are all now honorary Valedicktorians of Urinal Etiquette.

      But now, back to my original point. I don’t have a problem following the majority of the Bro Codemmandments. Exes are off-limits. Check. Never intentionally rag on a fellow Bro when in the presence of a woman you know he is trying to impress. Check. Where things start to get hazy for me is the highest of all the rules. Bro Code Numero Uno: Sisters are off-limits. This is where shit gets complicated, and lines grow blurry.

      You see, eight months ago, I was completely and utterly enthralled by a woman—like most men are. But this particular woman captivated me to no end. She was everything I couldn’t find the willpower within me to resist. She was funny, charming, witty, intelligent, and could kiss me speechless. Which, ask anyone that knows me, I am not a speechless kind of guy. I have a knack for entering a room and striking up a forty-minute long conversation with a complete stranger. It’s a gift, really—a gift she somehow rendered useless with just her mere presence. Well, that and those noise-canceling breasts of hers.

      One thing led to another, and I had one of the greatest nights of my entire life. I’m talking magnitude ten on the Richter Scale of mind-blowing sex. It all seemed like a good idea at the time.

      Scratch that. It seemed like the greatest idea at the time—the best idea out of all the ideas in the universe.

      After my wife left our two kids and me without as much as a goodbye two years ago, I didn’t think I would ever connect with a woman on that level again. But boy, did she prove me wrong. She was everything I didn’t know I wanted and everything I did all wrapped in a petite, little frame.

      Everything that happened, I don’t regret. I probably should, but I just don’t. Not in the slightest. It’s hard to regret the events that led to the best weekend of my life.

      All seemed right with the world. No harm, no foul. That is until I found out all these months later that the woman I can’t stop thinking about, the woman who I connected with deeply, is my best friend’s little sister. The Biggest Fucking FOUL!

      Unintentionally, I have broken the most sacred of all the Bro Codemmandments. So now, Brommunity, I beseech you: is there some kind of amendment clause for my special circumstance of ignorance? ‘Cuz if so, I’d very much like to invoke the Ignorance Clause.
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      Jesus Christ! She’s so fucking beautiful. She’s got all the right curves in all the right places. And man is she stacked. Oh, and that foundation on her…fuck me. She is utter perfection, a masterpiece in the making. I’m continually finding myself fighting the urge just to pick her up and kiss every inch of her.

      “Still drooling over your new computer, I see.”

      Spinning around in my chair, I meet Michael’s smoky-eyed gaze. I notice that his ashen blond hair is spiked up in the back from where he fisted it. Not an unusual look for him during this time of the month. Working in the Accounting and Finance Department of CyberCure, Michael sure pulls his hair out, trying to make the numbers work during the month’s close. I don’t know how he does it, but he does. On the other hand, I prefer something less concrete. Math is never going to change, which I find boring beyond all Hell. I prefer to be kept on my toes, which is precisely why my desk resides in the Sales and Marketing Department.

      “Damn straight! She’s a real beauty,” I coo, accentuating my hands over her fine edges like she’s a prize on The Price Is Right.

      Mike shakes his head and laughs. “You’re really something, Montgomery. Ya know that?”

      “Uh-oh. If you’re calling me Montgomery, then somebody’s having a rough night.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he releases a short sigh. “I just need more coffee. Wanna take a quick break?”

      I grab the Styrofoam cup off my desk and bring the rim to my lips. Tipping it, I swig down every last drop of the caffeinated liquid. It’s cold and bitter, probably from being neglected for hours while I worked on my presentation for tomorrow’s big meeting. I wave the empty cup in the air. “Yeah, I could use a fresh refill.”

      Pushing off the armrests of my chair, I rise to my full height and follow my best friend down the hallway. It’s eerily quiet in the office, being that we are the only two numskulls working past nine o’clock on a weeknight anyhow.

      Forking to the left, we arrive in the mini breakroom across from the restrooms and adjacent to the Programming Department. I’m already pouring coffee grinds into the paper filter when Mike taps me on my shoulder. I finish what I’m doing and press the start button before I lean against the counter and raise my brow.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why are you working so late tonight anyway? Don’t you have your nightly fatherly duties to perform?”

      I smirk and decide to tease him a bit by playing the fool. “Fatherly duties, such as?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and stuffs his hands in his tan slacks. “Man, I don’t know. Boo-boos to kiss, bedtime stories to read, baths to give, scary monsters to hunt, bedsheets to tuck, goodnight kisses to…you know, the whole nine yards?”

      “I have the big presentation to give for our CEO tomorrow, so Hannah’s watching the kids tonight. She claimed it would be a fun cousin sleepover. Ben and Elle seemed pretty excited when I told them about it last night.” I fold my arms over my chest as the guilt of not being able to see my kids in person tonight before they go to bed starts to weigh on me. Speaking of which, I told my sister to FaceTime me before they went to bed.

      “Oh, shit, that’s right. They allowed me to give my presentation next week since I’ll be dealing with closing the majority of this week.” Mike furrows his brow and begins to gnaw on his bottom lip, both telltale signs that he is falling deep into his own thoughts. When he releases his lip, I know he’s snapped out of it. “Hey, did you hear the rumors about Hannigan?”

      “Yeah, he’s cooking up a top-secret new project. I wonder what it can be,” I supply, confused when I notice Mike’s jaw drop to the floor. If this were one of the cartoons my kids like to watch, his tongue would have rolled out into a red carpet for Bugs Bunny to walk down.

      “No. About who is in the running to head that project.”

      “Um—no, I guess. Who?”

      “You, you dumbass. It’s between you and somebody else from the New York City building.”

      I brush my thumb over my bottom lip. “Why am I only now hearing about this?”

      “Beats the hell outta me. But this is fucking huge! My best friend, Sales & Marketing Project Lead at CyberCure.” Mike raises his hands to his temples and mimes his brain exploding, complete with the BOOM sound effect. “Has a nice ring to it, don’t cha think?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t think too much of the title, but the raise would be nice.”

      The coffee pot beeps, signaling that it’s finished. Taking the now full pot, I begin to pour the lifesaving liquid into both of our Styrofoam cups.

      I hand a full cup to Mike, who doesn’t waste any time bringing it to his lips and sucking down a few gulps. Jesus! How did he not just burn his entire esophagus from being that reckless? This shit is still piping hot!

      “Thank you, man. I needed this.” He takes another sip before he continues. “So, I just found out that…” His voice trails off. Either that or I stopped paying attention. And considering that my watch is alerting me that Hannah would like to FaceTime, I’m going to go with the latter as the more probable explanation here.

      “Oh, just answer it. I should probably get back to my sexy date with the twin sisters, Balance Sheet and Journal Entries anyway.”

      I slap him on his back playfully as he begins to walk away and let out a slow whistle. “Sounds hot.”

      “Oh, you know it will be.” He flashes a wink.

      Using my head, I gesture toward my watch. “Can I take this?”

      “Yes, jackass. Take it.” He flips me the bird before he vanishes back down the hall.

      Without wasting any more time, I slip my phone out of my front pocket and swipe to accept the video call. I can already hear both my kiddos greeting me before the visual comes into view.

      “Hi, Daddy,” they cheer in unison.

      “Hi, guys. I miss you both so, so, so much.” When they finally come into view, I can’t fight the ten-watt smile that curls on my lips. God, I love them both so freaking much, it physically hurts.

      From the looks of their surroundings, it would appear that they’re lounging on Hannah’s sofa. Ben is wearing his favorite set of Spiderman pajamas, complete with the black webbed wings under each armpit, while Elle is in her Moana nightgown, the one that she flipped over so hard at the store that I knew there was no chance in Hell that I was going to walk out of there without purchasing it.

      “I miss you so berry much too, Daddy,” Elle confesses, using her hand to brush her wild brown curls out of her face. It’s no use, though; they always just bounce right back into place.

      “I hope you both are being good for Auntie.”

      “They are,” Hannah calls out from somewhere else in the room. It takes a few more seconds before her blonde head comes into view of the camera. “Elle, let Auntie fix your hair. Let’s have Daddy watch too. Perhaps he will learn a thing or two.”

      “Oh, so, it’s gonna be like that, huh?” I rub my hands together eagerly. “I’m ready. Bring on the hair technique.” This exaggeration earns me a sweet giggle from my daughter. Man, I love that sound. It’s so pure and genuine. It just melts my fucking heart.

      “It’s okay, Daddy. Boys aren’t supposed to know about girl hair,” she insists as Hannah separates her locks into three equal-sized strands. I try to pay attention. Honestly, I do. But then my sister works that feminine magic hair mojo that all women seem to possess, and I’m completely lost. I remain that way until my daughter’s wild curls are tamed in some fancy-schmancy braid that I wouldn’t be able to replicate in a million years. Oh, well, this is just going to be a lost cause because I’m not going to be the one responsible for knotting my little girl’s hair. I’m not speaking from personal experience here, but the word around town is that shit hurts like a mother. And since her mother hurt me pretty badly, I’m not going to take any chances.

      I visibly shudder at the memory of Cheryl. There is no part of me left that loves my wife, and that’s sad because she used to be my everything. Now, she’s just the woman who gave me my everything—both of them. And for a short little while, I had everything I’ve always wanted. An adoring wife, two adorable children, and a well-paying job. Well…two out of three isn’t so bad, right?

      To this day, I cannot look at my daughter and not feel the pangs of guilt gnawing at the few remnants of my tattered heart. She is the spitting image of her mother and a cruel reminder of the life I once lived. I’m constantly hoping that the day will come when I look at my daughter’s hickory eyes and unruly brown curls and not be reminded of what used to be. But until that day comes, I can’t help but think of all the things I should’ve done differently.

      Perhaps I should have worked less to help alleviate the stress she must’ve been feeling. Or maybe I should have found a less demanding job, like the one I have now. Or what if we moved down here like we always said we would? Would that have made her want to stay? No matter how many what-if scenarios I run through my head, this single fact remains the same: I don’t know why she left. All I have to go on is three fucking words that if I had it my way, I would remove from the dictionary permanently. It’s. Too. Much.

      “Hey, Benjy, you’re being awfully quiet tonight,” I say, trying to change the subject, hoping that it’ll push any thought of Cheryl far out of my mind.

      Bringing his palms to his eyes, Ben rubs the sleep from them and shrugs his shoulders. “Just tired, I guess.”

      I flick my wrist and glance at my watch. Nine-thirty-six. “Well, it is past both your bedtimes. I should probably get back to work anyway. Have a good night. I love you!”

      I blow them both a kiss through the phone. My heart squeezes in my chest when my daughter catches it and places it over her heart. Yeah, she’s definitely getting that robotic talking unicorn she wants for her birthday this year.

      “Love you too, Daddy,” they respond, blowing me back a kiss.

      “Alright, you two can head to Jack’s room; I’ll be right in to say goodnight. But be extra quiet when you pass Emma and Olivia’s room. They’re still sleeping,” Hannah instructs, her motherly tone sounding both stern and soothing. I don’t know how she does that. I can be strict or soothing, but never both at the same time. Must be a motherly superpower or some shit like that. I hear the pattering of their bare footsteps colliding against her wood floors as they leave the room in a hurry as kids tend to do. Hannah turns her attention back to me.

      “Thank you for watching them tonight, Han. With three little ones of your own, the last thing you needed was two more stragglers for the night.” I hope my guilt isn’t evident in my voice. Besides having a rambunctious two-year-old son, Jack, Hannah just gave birth to twin girls, Emma and Olivia, four months ago. I honestly don’t know how she’s still functioning. My kids are a little older, so it makes things a bit easier for me. But I can’t imagine all the work and stress of having three kids under three. That’s insane! But I guess the odds of having multiples increase when you marry a man who has younger twin siblings.

      Hannah waves a flippant hand in the air. “Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t have to thank me. I love them both to death. And let’s be real, they are the most well-behaved kids I have ever met. They do whatever I say when I say it. You’ve trained them well. And they are certainly not a burden to anyone, especially Logan and me. So, stop feeling guilty about letting them stay the night at my house. We absolutely love having them here.”

      A high-pitched squeal cuts through the air, causing my ears to ring.

      “Oh, that’s Olivia. I’ve got to go, Liam. Don’t work yourself too hard, and good luck on your presentation tomorrow. I’m sure you’re going to knock ‘em dead.”

      I laugh, shaking my head in amazement. “How could you possibly know which one is crying?”

      Hannah shrugs her shoulders. “I just do. Call it a mother’s intuition, I guess.”

      “‘Night, Han.”

      “Goodnight, Liam.”

      Hanging up, I make sure to take another sip of coffee before I head back down the hall to my desk. And now that I know there’s a chance I might be up for that Project Lead position, it’s going to be one helluva long night.
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      The forty-minute drive home is a bitch. Sure, there is nobody on the road right now, but traffic isn’t what I’m referring to. I’m talking about Ida the Irritable. As soon as I put the key in the ignition and tried to crank it to life, Ida gave me sass, not wanting to turn over. I slam my fist against the steering wheel. “C’mon, Ida. Not tonight, please? Sure, I was car shopping online during my lunch break, but that doesn’t mean that I love you any less.”

      Like the fool that I am, I start to massage the spot on the steering wheel, where I slammed my fist just a moment earlier as if that is going to convince her to give me one last chance. I try again—still the grinding sound of death. She leaves me no choice, time for option B: reasoning with her.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I take a beat before I continue. “It’s cold as fuck outside, and I’m freezing my balls off. If you give me one more chance, I promise I’ll give you a nice spa day. You can get a bubble bath, your hair done, manis and pedis, the whole works. What do you say, girl?” Either my balls shriveled up from this random cold front or from the fact that I just said manis and pedis out loud. I bet it’s the latter.

      As if performing a magic trick, I rub my hands together, blow on them, reach for the key, and turn it over one last time. Ida purrs to life, allowing me to turn on and crank up the heat. The entire drive home, I feel like a dropped popsicle thawing out on the sidewalk in mid-July. If I don’t get into my nice, warm bed soon, I might just actually become a puddle of sticky goo.

      Ida hums for about four miles before she decides to be a little bitch and crap out on me. The engine screeches as the car slows to a stop. I step on the gas, but it’s no fucking use. Ida is in one of her moods today. And I don’t have the time or the patience for this.

      “Fuck,” I growl, slamming my fist against the steering wheel. “You know what, Ida? I should just leave a sign on your ass that says Take me; I’m free in big, bold letters! You worthless piece of crap.”

      Satisfied with my little temper tantrum, I heave a hefty sigh and exit the vehicle, making sure to give the nearest rim a good kick.

      “No more mani and pedi for you,” I mutter under my breath, kicking myself at the use of those words again. Perhaps I should just turn in my man card at the next Manliness Monday Meeting. It doesn’t appear that I’ll be needing it anymore. My cock chooses that precise moment to remind me that he feels neglected, shifting downward in my cotton-polyester blend navy slacks just to annoy me. Well, it fucking works. He knows that I tuck left. Not even giving it a second thought as to who might be watching, I reach under the hem of my pants, slide right underneath the elastic band of my Calvins, and readjust myself—tucking him to his proper position…TO THE FUCKING LEFT! Sadly, though, he does have a very valid point. I haven’t had sex in…let’s just say it’s been several long and lonely months.

      Sighing, I can see my breath linger in the air as the cool breeze wafts it away. I guess it’s finally time to let her go. I probably should have escorted her to the junkyard last year when she started to give me a ton more headaches. But in a way, I think I was holding onto Ida because she is the last thing I have of my old life. Cheryl and I picked her out together when she was pregnant with Ben. Perhaps this is life’s way of helping me finally move on. I place my hand over the silver hood speckled with paint chips from years of use.

      “I think it’s time for us to finally part ways, Old Girl.”

      Leaning against the nearby lamppost, I whip out my phone and dial the number for a tow truck. And like the dork I am, I fire up Spotify and commemorate this momentous occasion by playing Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman’s Time to Say Goodbye.

      I walk the rest of the way to my apartment complex, which luckily wasn’t too far away. As soon as I enter through the lobby doors, I dash my way up the steps—the elevator has been broken for the past two months now, and there’s no telling when it’ll be fixed. Once I round the corner, I’m forced to stop myself dead in my tracks not to slam into the woman in sage in front of me. Hold it; I know her. No, it can’t be. How is this even possible?

      “Marigold?”
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      I recognized that deep, gravelly baritone almost immediately. But just to make sure that this is real, and not a side effect from my eight and a half hours’ worth of jet lag, I rub my eyes. When my vision clears again, he’s still standing there.

      He is still as handsome as I remember—something I thought wasn’t possible. For the longest time, I was trying to convince myself that that night in Vancouver was a figment of my overactive imagination—that he was just a blissful image my exhausted mind concocted after weeks of nonstop studying for midterms. But he’s not. He’s here. Right now. I could reach out and touch him—amongst other things. Which could only mean one thing…I’m in a vat of trouble topped with sprinkles of recklessness.

      Liam’s the male equivalent to a mango daiquiri—something that looks fantastic from a distance, tastes oh-so fucking delicious, and I can never seem to refuse.

      “Would you like some help?” he repeats, nodding his head toward my new pastel yellow sofa that I was desperately trying to push up four flights of stairs like an idiot. Just hearing his voice again sends tingles down my spine.

      I meet his blue-eyed gaze and indulge myself, not caring even a little bit about letting my eyes shamelessly scan over his entire body. They settle on his jawline—rough cut covered in dark, shadowy stubble. The same stubble that scraped along my inner thighs as he—don’t go there, Rachel. Be good.

      I dip my gaze even further. He’s still as muscularly toned as I remember. With the same broad shoulders that I know flex under his weight as he hovers over me and a tapered waist that my legs fit around oh-so-perfectly. And I can’t quite see it from here, but if memory serves, he’s the kind of man that has a magnificent ass. I’m talking the kind you can bounce a quarter off of. But his most attractive feature by far is still that goddamn sexy as sin smile of his. Seriously, I’m not kidding. I clench my thighs as I watch his lips curl at both ends of his mouth. Damn, the only thing that smile is missing is my lips on top of it.

      I chastise myself. That’s not being very good. Keep things in the PG zone, will ya?

      “You’re going to have to stop that,” he warns, his gaze heated as he drags it down my body and wets his bottom lip with that talented tongue of his.

      “Stop what?” I ask, my voice breathy.

      “Eye-fucking the hell outta me.” He takes a step forward, lowers his mouth to the shell of my ear, and whispers. “That is unless you intend to finish what you’re starting, Marigold.”

      And there it is. The infamous blush—the sole reason for my nickname. I can feel it as it slithers its way up my neck and settles in my cheeks. If he doesn’t shut the hell up this instant, this man is going to turn me the color of a ripe tomato.

      My heartbeat quickens at his nearness. So damn close. Too close for my own good. Eight months. It’s been eight freaking months since that glorious night, and this man still has this kind of effect on me. How is that even possible?

      I so badly want to sling my arms around his neck, wrap my legs around his waist, lower my mouth to his, and kiss him senseless. But I won’t. I shouldn’t. I don’t care if every part of my body remembers just what this man is capable of. Or how he lavished me to the point of limp noodle extremities. I was in a blissful post-coital coma that I never wanted to end. The truth is, no man has ever devastated my body like Hurricane Liam. I’m talking Category Five orgasms.

      I hop up onto the armrest and, based on the naughty glint that flickers in his eyes, I would bet anything that I know where his thoughts wandered just now. Using a lot of restraint on my part, rather than give in to his probable sexual fantasy, I slide my way over to the other end of the sofa.

      “I’ll take this end, and you get that one?”

      He studies me curiously behind his black frames as I leap over my assigned armrest and land securely on the higher step.

      “Sure, just give me a sec.”

      I nod, not sure why preparations are needed for furniture transportation.

      Reaching upward, he loosens his tie until it hangs low around his neck. Then, he unbuttons the first two buttons and begins rolling up the sleeves of his button-down to his elbows. He rubs his hands together. “Let’s do this.”

      We each grab one end of the couch and squat. On the count of three, we lift it with our legs. His corded forearms ripple when he lifts his end. It appears that they’re trying to rip through the sky-blue shirt that matches his eyes and accentuates his muscular chest.

      “Whoa there, Smallville. Don’t hurt yourself,” I jest. He rewards me with a smile. Fuck me. There’s that smile again.

      “Where to?” Admittedly, it takes me a bit too long to realize that he said something to me. I must’ve been too distracted by…well, him. And now, he’s probably thinking I’m a weirdo.

      “4B.”

      “Huh, what do ya know?” His smile makes his eyes crinkle in the corners and shows off his perfect white teeth, which only makes me like him even more.

      “What’s that?” I inquire, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Looks like we’re neighbors.”
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      The pain in my knee starts to throb from where I banged it against a wall while carrying her couch from Point A to Point B. Turns out, Rachel sucks at giving a blind man who can’t see over the slanted yellow couch directions. The pain intensifies as it begins to compete for my attention. Good. Freaking. Luck. Currently, all my attention span is being occupied by the vivacious blonde in sage.

      She’s wearing some two-piece sweater garment that clearly was designed by Lucifer himself because it exposes quite an intriguing sliver of her midriff. And now, all the thoughts running through my head are definitely of the sinful variety.

      Her blonde hair is fastened into a messy bun that’s just begging for me to yank it free from its prison. Loose tendrils further accentuate her prominent cheekbones as they stream down her face majestically like a waterfall. But none of her beautiful features—and she has plenty, Scout’s honor—holds a candle to her lips. My eyes can’t help but be drawn to them like a magnet to metal. They’re the perfect shade of pink, plump, and the worst part is…I know they’re so damn kissable.

      My cock swells in my slacks. For fuck’s sake, Liam! All she did was walk over to the fridge to fetch you a glass of water, and you’re hard? You’re over thirty; you shouldn’t be popping boners like they’re Tic Tacs!

      I stride forward, meeting her halfway, and lean myself against the island in her kitchenette.

      “I’m actually going to brew some coffee if you prefer something tastier coating your tongue,” she explains as she fires up her Keurig.

      I prefer your taste on my tongue, but I guess coffee will have to suffice.

      “A cup of coffee would be great. Thanks,” I grumble, watching her as she pulls two Disney mugs out of her cabinet. Peter Pan covers the green one, with the phrase all children, except one, grow up etched in the ceramic surface. The purple one has Megara on one side, the phrase I'm a damsel, I'm in distress, I can handle this written on the other. Both very suiting to our personalities, I must admit.

      The coffee aroma fills the space as she hands me the green mug. “Black as the night, right?”

      I nod as I bring the ceramic rim to my lips and take a swig. The hot liquid warms my insides as I swallow. It’s a good sign when a woman remembers how you like your coffee, right?

      She peers over the rim of her mug, and our eyes lock.

      “How’s your mom doing?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      She quirks a brow and starts nibbling on her bottom lip. It’s too fucking adorable for my sanity. “Huh?”

      I take another caffeinated sip before I explain myself. “Last time we spoke, your mom was about to have surgery. On her wrist, right?”

      I watch the recollection spark in her amber eyes.

      “Oh, right. Everything went well. Her wrist is as good as new.” She takes a beat. “You remembered that?”

      “That surprises you?” I drop my voice and lift a brow. “I remember everything about our time together, Marigold.”

      The blush that I really love to bring out returns, bringing a prideful smirk to my lips. Embarrassed, she looks down and speaks to the tiled floor beneath her feet. “Thanks for asking about my mom.”

      “Don’t mention it,” I respond immediately. Rounding the corner of the island, I reach her. Placing my finger under her chin, I raise her gaze to meet mine.

      “I love it when you blush for me,” I whisper, dragging my finger from her jaw to her collarbone.  Her breath hitches as she shivers under my touch. “I’d really like to kiss you right now.”

      I can see her shoulders tense at my words. She’s hesitant. Perhaps I misjudged this situation. Maybe she didn’t enjoy our time together as much as I thought she did. Dammit! What if she has a boyfriend, you dickhead?

      Relinquishing my touch from her, I take a step back. And like the gentleman I am, I apologize for stepping too far. “Rachel, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I misread this entire situation, and I’ll let myself out.”

      “No, don’t go,” she interjects, placing a hand on my shoulder to stop me. The jerky motion causes my coffee to pour over from the mug’s lip and splash across my shirt, but I don’t care. It’s hot, but not scalding by any means. I’m too focused on her wanting me to stay. I furrow my brow in confusion.

      “I want you to stay,” she confesses lightly. “Tell me, how are your kids? A boy and a girl, right?”

      Her mentioning Ben and Elle makes me much happier than it should as the involuntary smile twists my mouth. Here’s the thing about me…I freaking love my kids. So, if you want me to talk about them, I will until you stop me.

      “They’re fantastic! Ben’s in second grade now, and Elle will be starting school next year.” A frown pulls at my lips at the realization that my daughter will be starting school so soon, and our Daddy-Daughter Days will be over. Once a month, I take an entire day off work and spend it pampering my daughter. A typical day would include a tea party at the bakery, letting her paint my toenails, a trip to her favorite store, an ice cream parlor visit, and baking snickerdoodle cookies for us to share with Ben after I pick him up from school. I already desperately miss the days when Ben wasn’t in school, and he could join us. Granted, the activities planned were different back then. It was more of a balance between what each of my children wanted to do. But once Ben started school, the trip to a collectible store and playing laser tag in the park got axed from the agenda.

      “And that makes you sad? Her starting school, that is.”

      I nod. “I suppose it does. I guess a part of me doesn’t want them to grow up—to have things change from the way they are now.”

      “They won’t always be your little babies,” she supplies, not helping the situation.

      “And that’s what terrifies me.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dredge up…” her voice trails off as her eyes roam my shirt. “Shit! Your shirt. I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh,” I glance down to see the large coffee stain smeared across my shirt. I shrug my shoulders again and reply nonchalantly. “Don’t worry about it. It’s okay.”

      Her hands delve into her hair, and she groans. I know it’s out of frustration, but that doesn’t make it sound any less sexy than it is. I remember that sound all too well.

      “No, it’s not. I must’ve done that to your shirt when I grabbed your shoulder, and I intend to fix it.”

      She takes a step forward, closing the gap between us. My core tightens as her fingertips run over the fabric. It feels damn good to have her hands on me. Touching me. Feeling me. Rubbing me. Even if it is just to assess the stain on my shirt.

      “It’s already setting. We have to treat this now. Take off your shirt.” Right words. Wrong context. She’s already fumbling with the buttons at the bottom before I can swat her hands away and shake my head.

      “It’s okay. I’ll just deal with it later.”

      “Typical guy response,” she scoffs. “You’ll leave it alone, forget about it, and I will forever be the woman that ruined the shirt that complements your eyes so perfectly.”

      “You think it complements my eyes?” I remark suggestively.

      She ignores it, and her hands find their way back to my buttons. This time, however, I don’t waste the energy to stop her—the woman’s persistent. And apparently, she feels the need to spot-treat my eye-complementing shirt right now. I guess I might as well just deal with a sexy woman trying to get me half-naked. Poor me. How will I ever survive?

      Once all the buttons are free, Marigold tugs on the left sleeve a little too harshly. She loses her balance, and the next thing I know, it’s a domino effect. She smacks into me, causing me to trip over my own two feet, and we are both toppling over onto the yellow monstrosity she calls a couch. Seriously, this thing could give Big Bird a run for his money. I don’t understand why or how she likes it, but she does. And that’s enough for me to keep my big mouth shut about its horrendous appearance.

      She lands on my chest. And now, I’m painfully aware that she can hear how much faster my heartbeat has gotten. Thump, thump, thump. Thump, thump, thump. Thump, thump, thump. It’s like a never-ending drum solo synchronized with my spiking pulse.

      Her eyes find mine, and I hear the slightest catch in her breath. We stare at each other for mere seconds before her hands frame my square jaw, and she starts to lean in.

      As soon as her full lips brush up against mine, I let out a soft moan. Seizing the opportunity, she deepens the kiss, taking more with each swipe of her tongue. I respond to her kiss without holding back. Her lips part and I slide my tongue in her mouth. She tastes so fucking delicious, even better than I remember. The way her tongue slides against mine makes my heart race. I don’t quite know how she does it, but her kiss knocks the air right out of my lungs, leaving me feeling dizzy and lightheaded—in a good way.

      She rips her mouth from mine and begins kissing a trail down the column of my throat. With each feverous peck, I can feel my cock growing harder and harder until I’m not sure if I have any blood left coursing through the rest of my body. With the way my dick’s throbbing for some much-needed attention, I would venture that the answer is a resounding no.

      Closing my eyes, I throw my head back and growl toward the ceiling. “Oh, fuck.”

      When she reaches my chest, she stops all movement—which drives me absolutely insane! Okay, this has to be listed as some form of illegal torture because it’s too damn cruel. Get me all fired up and then just stop without some kind of warning?

      Don’t get me wrong, if you don’t want to go all the way—that’s perfectly a-okay with me. But I implore you, move your knee from grinding against my cock. Thanks!

      Her arm falls limp, dangling off the side of the couch, her fingertips barely grazing the wooden floor. I can feel her breaths grow deeper as her body rises and falls against mine. Well, I’ll be damned. She fell asleep.
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      A cinnamon and vanilla aroma fills my nostrils as the sound of something sizzling in a frying pan bounces off the walls. With a groan of protest, I open my eyes. The sunlight from the now exposed window smacks me across the face, giving me the wakeup call I needed.

      Sliding my hands under my lenses, I rub the sleep from my eyes, and then correctly position my glasses on my face. I sit up, propping my back against the armrest of the couch. Turning my head slightly to the right, I smile when I see Rachel. She’s wearing some graphic shirt that’s about two sizes too big as she dances around the kitchen. Her hair is tangled up in a sloppy bun, bouncing atop her head as she sways from side to side. Oh, I could get used to waking up to this view every morning.

      “Good morning,” I grumble. My voice sounds deeper from sleep, hardly recognizable to my own ears. That could explain why she jumps, nearly knocking over the bowl of batter on the counter as she struggles to regain her balance.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” she croons before returning her attention to whatever is on the stove.

      Glancing down, I realize that she got her way. Not only am I not wearing my stained dress shirt, but I’m clad in only my pair of black boxer-briefs. Standing up, I stride over toward her and take a seat on one of the empty barstools by the kitchenette.

      “Did you strip me naked and have your dirty, filthy way with me last night?” I ask, my words laced with suggestion as they slip from my lips.

      “No, although I could have,” she teases, pouring more batter into the frying pan. The sizzle rips through the air. “There’s no waking you when you’re asleep. What if your kids have a nightmare?”

      I shrug unapologetically. “Their voices are about the only thing that could wake me up in the middle of the night. Must be some special parent-child bond shit, or something like that.”

      “I treated and ironed your shirt. Your pants too while I was at it.”

      I arch a brow. “My pants too?” I nudge her side with my elbow. “You just wanted to see my cock again. Admit it.”

      She shakes her head like the feisty firecracker I remember her to be. “I would do no such thing. I felt bad for falling asleep on you last night and wrinkling your clothes. I wanted to amend that. End of story.”

      “Fine, I’ll believe that story. For now.”

      I try not to watch her wiggle her ass as she hums to whatever pop tune is playing in her head. A chuckle rumbles from deep within my chest, bubbling out to the surface. This catches her attention.

      “What?” she asks, amusement in her tone.

      “Do you know that you shake your ass when you cook?”

      “Do I?” she asks with a slight tilt of her head.

      I nod.

      “Would you like me to stop?” she teases, poking out her tongue to wet her upper lip.

      “God, no. It’s too fucking adorable,” I admit, my words one-hundred percent genuine.

      “My…such harsh language this early in the morning,” she chaffs in a well-executed debutante southern accent, miming a nineteen-fifties clutch-your-pearls motion.

      I scrape my teeth against my bottom lip, trying to stifle a laugh. I must admit, I didn’t expect that. She’s a woman of many talents, it seems. And I can’t wait to discover each one of them. One at a time.

      I tip my imaginary hat to her and perform a half-assed bow. “My apologies, Miss. I’m a bit cranky before my first cup of coffee.”

      She nods in acknowledgment before she slides a full mug of black coffee toward me. I catch it and mumble into the mug. “You’re a Godsend.”

      “Hardly. Not after the dream I had about you last ni—” she cuts herself off a little too late. She’s already very much piqued my interest.

      I lean forward, invading her space as I lower my voice. “And what exactly did you do to me in this dream of yours?”

      She reaches up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear and shrugs her shoulders. “I mean, I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      Wanting to push her to her limits, I decide to poke the back of her shoulder. “C’mon. It can’t be much different from what I’ve already let you do to me. Right, Marigold?”

      When the infamous blush returns, I’m both flabbergasted and turned on. My morning wood grows heavy between my legs as all the delightfully naughty scenarios play out in my mind. What delectable things did we get up to in this dream of hers? I’m dying to know!

      Her eyes widen, only adding to the appeal to crack her. She shakes her head vehemently. “You’re not getting any more information out of me.”

      Rachel places a plate full of cinnamon French toast, bacon, and sausage patties in front of me. It all looks amazing and smells mouthwateringly delicious. It’s almost enough of a distraction to change the subject. Almost.

      I grin maliciously.

      “Nice try. Trying to distract me with food. For most guys, this might’ve worked,” I slam my closed fist against my chest. “But I’ve got an iron resolve, baby. It’s going to take a lot more than food to deter me.”

      “This isn’t to distract you. It’s my ‘I’m sorry for being so jet-lagged from my Vancouver flight that I fell asleep on you last night’ breakfast.” She takes a bite of her French toast, and I do the same. I moan as the cinnamon and maple syrupy goodness dances on my tongue.

      “Holy fuck! That’s delicious.”

      “Thank you.” She smiles shyly before she adds. “You could’ve woken me up, ya know?”

      I shake my head as I ingest another forkful. “And miss the chance to cuddle with you asleep on my chest? Not a chance.”

      “You charmer,” she compliments as she punches my arm playfully. Her eyebrows rise as she gasps. “Oh, shit. Did I keep you from going home to your kids last night? ‘Cuz I would never put you in that position.”

      “What position would you like to put me in?” This flirty remark earns me a full-on smack to the chest. The movement causes the giant shirt to fall off her shoulder. I bite back another playful remark.

      “You’re relentless, aren’t you?”

      “I prefer the term persistent.”

      “I’m being serious here, Liam.” Her voice is chastising, unwavering as her amber eyes lock down onto mine. They’re steely, flashing a clear message: don’t crack another flirty joke and be serious for a few minutes. The steely gaze softens as concern swirls in her amber irises. “Did I keep you from your children last night?”

      I place my hand on her shoulder and brush my thumb against her exposed flesh, rubbing it back and forth as I try to soothe her worried mind. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but my kids will always be my first priority.”

      I swallow past the gravel in my throat. This is way too serious of a conversation to have this early in the morning—especially since we haven’t talked since our first night together—but there’s never a good time for this kind of reality check. So, I guess now’s as good a time as any.

      “I’m painfully reminded every single day of my life that I’m all they have. It’s not fair to them that they don’t have a mother anymore, but it’s the cruel reality that we live with.” I pause and clear my throat. “I really like you and would love to see you again—to take you out and show you the greatest spots in this town. But before any of that can happen, you have to be okay with the fact that my children will always come first. No exceptions.”

      She remains eerily silent. Perhaps I’m laying this on a bit thick, but if whatever we are calling this thing between us is going to become anything at all, she has to know that I won’t let my kids suffer because their dad wants to explore an exciting new relationship with her. I would rather die sexually abstinent and alone than be a lackluster father. That’s a title I could never stand to wear.

      “If you want to walk away from…whatever this thing is between us, I would completely understand.”

      Slanting forward, she presses a chaste kiss to my forehead. The mere contact sends tingles down my spine. “I would never ask you to choose between your kids and me. And the fact that we’re even having this conversation right now tells me everything I need to know about the kind of man you are.”

      Her lips trail down the side of my face. Between each peck, she fires off a trait. “Admirable.” Kiss. “Honest.” Kiss. “Caring.” Kiss. “And a damn good father.”

      The last kiss lands on my lips. Rachel hops onto my lap and loops her arms around my neck. Her hands rise and delve into my hair, her fingers twisting around each dark strand so she can angle me right where she wants me. Yanking my head back, she moans against my lips, and I open for her. Before I can truly comprehend just what is happening, our tongues are dancing a tango I didn’t know they knew the choreography for. With a swirl, my mind goes completely blank, and I can’t even remember my own name.

      Breaking the kiss, she looks down at me with admiration gleaming in her eyes as she utters a simple word. “Yes.”

      I quirk a brow. “Yes?”

      “Yes, your kids should always come first. Yes, I’m perfectly fine with that. Yes, I really like you too. Yes, I want to go on this date around town with you. And yes, I want to pursue this connection further with you. Yes to it all.”

      And just like that, yes has become my new favorite word.
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      With coffee in hand and motivation in my step, I enter the doors of the clinic, ready to start my workday. Lincoln is the first to greet me.

      “Good morning, Dr. Thornton.” His smile is radiant, and his voice is chipper, which I assume might have something to do with the reason his short wavy blond hair is spiked up at the sides.

      “Seems like someone had a good night last night,” I tease, my tone light.

      He reaches atop his head and pats the spiky patch. A crude smile twitches his lips, causing the corners of his light green eyes to crinkle. Yep. The man definitely got laid last night. I would know the just-had-sex smile anywhere, even if it has been a while for me personally.

      “A good morning actually,” Lincoln corrects in his southern drawl, a proud glint reflective in his green irises. “Girlfriend surprised me and flew down here last night.”

      “That’s great. Chloe, right?” I inquire, unsure if I’m remembering her name correctly. In my defense, I’ve only been working in this position for a month—remotely until I flew in last night. For the most part, it felt like my knowledge was being tested as Dr. Hoffman had me diagnosing pets via Skype while I packed up my belongings in Vancouver, preparing for this life-changing move. This is the second time we are in the same room—the first being the interview a couple of months ago, of course.

      In that month, I’ve gotten to know Lincoln quite well. He’s a full-time receptionist by day and veterinary scholar by night. From what I’ve gathered, he plans to head back to his parents’ farm in Chattanooga and care for their animals after he graduates sometime next Fall. An admirable young man, which might be why we hit it off so quickly.

      Lincoln nods. “Yes, ma’am. And it’s so great to see you in person again.”

      “I was just going to say that very same thing!” I take a sip of my coffee before I continue. “Oh, and Lincoln…”

      He arches a brow. “Yeah?”

      “Please, don’t call me ma’am.” I visibly shudder. “I appreciate the politeness, but that makes me feel ancient.”

      “You got it, Doc.”

      “And now I feel like I’m talking to Bugs Bunny. We’ll work on it.”

      As I step toward the back door, the one that leads to the patient rooms, Lincoln calls out to me. I spin on my heel, swiveling my body around to face him. “Huh?”

      “Somebody left that little guy on the doorstep. Found him with a note when I opened up the clinic this morning,” Lincoln drawls in a whisper as he places a manila folder into the filing cabinet behind his desk and nods his head toward the kennel door.

      “Let’s go take a look then,” I acknowledge with a slight nod of my head before I turn the doorknob and step inside.

      When the door swings open, I’m instantly assaulted with the most gorgeous pair of brown eyes I have ever seen. His brown mane is plastered down from the heavy rainfall outside. His expression is full of bewilderment as he tilts his head and lifts the ridge of his brow. I let my eyes roam over his entire body, and that’s when I see it.

      Even lying down, I notice how he’s shifting his weight off his front left paw. The way he’s positioned it, it would seem that it’s still moveable. I suspect a hairline fracture in the carpus. But I would still need to examine him to be certain.

      “Aw, you poor thing,” I coo. Bending down, I scoop him into my arms and call out for Lincoln. He stands in the doorway.

      “Yeah, Doc?”

      “What did the note say?”

      He twists his mouth. “Just that somebody found him sleeping under a car in the street and brought him here.”

      “I think he might have a fractured wrist. When’s my first appointment?”

      “Dorris and her cat, Ming, at eight-thirty,” he rattles off from memory, receiving brownie points in my book.

      I check my watch. “Great. That’ll give me just enough time to examine him properly.”

      Lincoln follows me into the first exam room and begins prepping for an x-ray.

      “Just out of curiosity, what is the clinic’s policy for strays? I noticed that we have quite a handful of occupants in the kennel,” I ask, placing the Shiba Inu pup on the table. He seems well-tempered, so sedation won’t be necessary.

      Reaching behind him, Lincoln scratches his head anxiously. “Well, we’ve kinda just been keeping them here since the shelter burned down two weeks ago.”

      I gasp. “How awful? What caused the fire?”

      “A lighting storm with temperament issues.”

      Gently, I take the injured paw in my hands and begin massaging it. As suspected, it feels swollen under my touch. The pup is a little trooper, though, his resolve not wavering as I continue to examine him.

      After all the x-rays have been taken, the adorable pup lulls himself back to sleep, resting his head on the cool metal table. As suspected, his carpus is fractured. I’m in the middle of wrapping the problem area when Lincoln turns to me, concern etched in his features.

      “We can’t leave him in the kennel with a fractured wrist. Regina is nice and all, but she just babysits the dogs at night. She wouldn’t know the first thing about tending to an injured puppy if need be.”

      I nod in total agreement. “I’ll take him home with me until he gets back on his feet.” I pause for a brief moment to collect my thoughts before I continue. “How long until the shelter is rebuilt?”

      Lincoln shrugs and releases a long sigh. “No clue. A few months, maybe?”

      “That’s too long to keep these dogs kenneled here. They’d be better off if we could find them real homes.” That’s when the idea hits me like a freight train. “I got it! Why don’t we just host some kind of adoption event? Where residents of the town can come, play with them, and hopefully adopt them.”

      “I love that idea,” a deep voice booms from behind me. I crane my neck to find Dr. Hoffman smiling brightly behind me. “You’re in charge of it, Rachel.”

      “Great! I’ll brainstorm a few ideas and get back to you.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he nods and turns his gaze to Lincoln. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have to steal Mr. Bates for a minute.”

      “By all means, we’re finished here.”

      “Perfect.” Dr. Hoffman takes a few steps before he points back at me. “Welcome to Sandy Heights. We’ll talk soon.”
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      At this particular moment, I’m not just a father; I’m also a majestic unicorn steed that is solely responsible for transporting Princess Elle throughout her kingdom of Aravia. My hooves travel on the backs of rainbows—the royal sidewalks of the sky—or so I’m told. My daughter has an overactive imagination, to say the least, but don’t all little girls live in their own rendition of a Disney movie?

      Sure, this isn’t my proudest moment. But sadly enough, it’s not my lowest either. Nice try, you won’t be getting any more details out of me. I won’t discuss last year’s Fairy Phase Fiasco—ever! Frankly, I’m still finding glitter in all the wrong places.

      “Daddy, I’m ready!” Ben shouts, hoisting both straps of his Spider-Man backpack over his shoulders. My son has come to my rescue.

      “Okay, Princess. It’s time for Daddy to take Ben to school,” I explain, rolling over slowly to toss Elle onto the soft, fluffy carpet. She giggles as I hover over her and press a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll be back soon. Be a good girl for Grandma when she picks you up, alright?”

      Still hovering over her, I take in the precious puddle of cuteness beneath me. Glee beams across her face, showcasing the beautiful smile that enraptures me. Her unruly curls are fastened into two lopsided pigtails. I’d like to say she did her hair all by herself and deny that it’s my own handiwork, but I can’t. What can I say? I’m still getting used to the whole long-hair maintenance thing. It’s by no means my specialty.

      I can’t fight the smile that overtakes my face when I notice the lightsaber clutched in her left hand. It clashes with her frilly pink tutu, but neither her nor I care. In all honesty, it makes me proud to see any inkling that she is going to be a badass who doesn’t take shit from anyone—especially those of the penile variety. I may be stretching a bit—or a lot—but I often fear that my babying of her is going to do her a huge disservice. But is there a father out there that doesn’t baby their baby girl? Yeah, I didn’t think so either.

      Her gorgeous hickory eyes are saucers as they stare up at me with vigor. “I’ll be a berry good girl while you’re gone, Daddy. I pinky promise with an itty-bitty cherry on top of whip cream and bunches of sprinkles.”

      I arch a questioning brow. “Is that your way of saying you want to get ice cream tonight?”

      I laugh as she pinches her thumb and forefinger closer together, leaving a slight gap in-between them, so they don’t touch.

      “Maybe. Will you at least thinks about it, Daddy? Oh, pretty please?” Her hands clasp together as her words and eyes plead her case.

      I reach down and rub my thumb lightly across her cheek. “I’ll think about it the entire time I’m at work.”

      Her demeanor shifts from begging to hopeful as she raises both her brows optimistically. “Really?”

      I smile. “Really, really.”

      “Oh, thanks you so much, Daddy. You’re the bestest Daddy in the whole wides world.” She loops both her arms around my neck and squeezes me as tightly as she can, which isn’t very tight at all.

      Honestly, I don’t even need to think about it. As soon as she said I was, quote, the bestest Daddy in the entire world, she secured her spot in line at the ice cream shop later tonight. She has me wrapped tightly around her little finger, but I don’t let her know that. At least, I don’t think I do.

      I brush off my khakis as I stand up, smoothing out the wrinkles around my knees from being her unicorn steed. When I make my way to the front door, I place my hand on Ben’s shoulder and give it a small squeeze. “Alright, Benjy. Ready to go?”

      “Thanks for everything, Han!” I call out, unsure of where she is in this massive house of hers. Must be nice to marry a rich actor.

      “Wait, these little ones want to say goodbye to their favorite Uncle,” Hannah explains as she walks down the steps carrying one of my nieces on each arm.

      I jut up my brow curiously. “Their favorite uncle, huh?”

      She nods, a malicious smile stretching across her lips. “Only when my husband’s not around. Otherwise, I have to say one of their favorite uncles, or he’ll get all pissy that I’m excluding his brother.”

      “I take it I already missed Logan this morning then?”

      She makes it onto the first floor and begins to walk over to me. I decide to forgo the effort on her part and meet her halfway. “Yeah. He left for set about fifteen minutes ago. He’s traveling to the Wild West today.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      Hannah shakes her head vehemently. “I think the word you’re looking for is unhygienic. The producers required him to grow out a beard for this episode, and let’s just say I cannot wait until it wraps.”

      “Not a fan of the beard, I take it.”

      “Not the slightest bit. He looks like a Neanderthal.”

      I glance down at the two beautiful brunettes starring up at me with their big, curious green eyes. Since my nephew also has brown hair, it’s clear to me that Logan’s hair color is definitely the dominant trait in their family gene pool. At least Jack got my sister’s crystal blue eyes, though.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite Vowel Gals.” I lean down and kiss Emma’s forehead first. “E.” Followed by Olivia. “And O.”

      “Actually, it’s the other way around,” Hannah corrects, trying her best to stifle a laugh.

      “Dammit,” I mutter under my breath. “Am I ever going to get this right? I’m going to have to monogram their booties or something.”

      When I rise back to my full height, Hannah’s eyes lock on mine. “Good luck with the big presentation for the boss today. I’m sure you’ll knock his socks off.”

      “Her socks,” I correct.

      She lifts a brow. “Really, at a cybersecurity company? That’s fantastic!”

      I nod.

      “In fact, it’s better. I’ve yet to meet a woman who doesn’t like you. You’ve practically got this presentation nailed already.”

      I check the time on my watch. “I hate to cut this short, but I’ve got to get on the road, or traffic will be Hell.”

      “But I thought Ida crapped out on you last night?”

      “I’ve got a rental.” I turn toward the hallway. “Jack Attack, where you at?”

      Like a flash of lightning, Jack whips around the corner and heads straight for me. Kneeling, I stretch out my arms and brace for impact. I count down in my head.

      Five.

      Four.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Jack jumps up, and I snatch him from midair, grabbing him by the armpits as I hoist him into the air. He’s laughing hysterically as I spin him around a few times before I place him back on solid ground. “Wow, Buddy, you’re getting faster and faster every day.”

      His blue eyes widen, sparking with his electric excitement. “Like Superman?”

      I nod, reassuring him. “Yeah, Buddy. Just like Superman.”

      This earns me a wide lopsided baby-toothed grin, and dare I say it, Best Uncle brownie points? Take that, Uncle Ethan! Uncle Liam’s determined to win this gold medal. I rustle his hair before he goes on with his two-year-old morning routine, which consists of watching some kid show and eating Honey Nut Cheerios.

      With my son by my side, we exit through Hannah’s majestic front door and get on with our days.
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      By the time I drop Ben off at school and arrive at work, I’ve got a good amount of time to spare before my presentation for the CEO. Well, at least that gives me enough time to enjoy a good second cup of coffee.

      I can’t help it as my mind wanders to the first cup of Joe I had this morning…and just who supplied it for me. God, she felt so perfect asleep in my arms last night. And even more so in my lap with her lips sealed against mine earlier this morning.

      Wandering down the hall back into the mini-breakroom, I find my partner in crime. His dusty blond locks are tousled in a million different directions, his ever-present bags resting under his eyes. His red tie is crooked as it hangs loose on his neck. His collar is poking up on the right side, like a spear ready to shank anybody that dares to talk to him this morning. Frankly, he looks like complete shit. Shit that’s been lying out on the sidewalk all day in the Florida heat…and run over by a dump truck. Yeah, it’s that horrifying.

      Michael’s hunched over the counter, reading some article in the newspaper as he casually nurses his coffee. If it were only the two of us in this building, I would sneak up behind him and either slap his ass or whisper something crudely sexual in his ear—you know, typical ball-busting guy type of shit. It would’ve been a split-second decision I made when I got much closer to him. But alas, it’s a moot point since this office is crowded with the daily nine-to-fivers.

      Instead, I settle for a quick pop on his shoulder to get his attention. Dropping the paper, he turns to face me.

      “Oh, hey, man.” His voice sounds groggy and defeated, in a deep winded way, much like he just woke up from a nap by literally rolling out of bed and accidentally smashing his balls against the hardwood floor during the impact. Trust me, been there, done that. Therefore, I can attest that it is not the most pleasant way to wake up. It easily ranks a solid three in my Top Five Nut Smashes of All-Time. I shudder at the memory.

      “Dude, did you get any sleep last night? You look like complete crap,” I say roughly as I fold down his bent collar with my fingertips. Using my thumb and forefinger, I smooth out the wrinkles, making it look brand—as good as it’s gonna get.

      “Not a damn wink. My brain was still buzzing with debits and credits. I couldn’t get it to shut up! So, I ended up just lying there, staring at the ceiling.”

      Leaning in closer to him, I drop my voice to a low whisper. “You could’ve rubbed one out to waste a few minutes.”

      “Yeah, minutes,” he scoffs. “Besides, there’s no controlling my brain when it’s in Math Mode like that. It probably would have done something stupid like calculate the circumference of my cock as soon as I gripped it. Then I would have felt tired and pitiful.”

      I shake my head, trying to fight back the chuckle I feel forming in the back of my throat. Using my hands as an iron, I continue to smooth out the lines of his white button-down. It helps, I think. I mean, I can’t be making it any worse. Right?

      He continues shaking his head slowly for a few more seconds before I frame his face with both my hands to steady it. “Look up. Let me fix this goddamn tie.”

      I tighten my grip around the red polyester fabric and hike it up tighter. For some reason unknown to me, this gets a rise out of him. No, not that kind of rise. I mean, I don’t know. It’s not like I felt him up or anything to check. Besides, he could do a lot worse than me.

      He’s laughing…hard—dammit, I didn’t mean hard as in…you know what? Fuck it. He’s just laughing his ass off, alright? Christ, why am I so in my head today? The nerves of doing the annual marketing presentation in front of our CEO must be finally hitting me.

      “What’s so fucking hilarious?” I inquire, lifting my brow as I straighten his tie. When I’m satisfied with my own handiwork, I give the tie a quick pat before moving on to pour myself a cup of well-deserved Joe.

      “If an outsider saw the two of us just now, I’d bet more than anything that they’d think I was the one with two kids at home, and you were the single guy with a bachelor pad in Miami.”

      I bring the Styrofoam rim to my lips and take that glorious fist sip.

      “Either that or that you’re my husband trying to make me look more presentable after a morning quickie in the Copy Room.”

      I nearly choke on my coffee as I sputter it across the room. I’m talking about a classic comedy spit-take. Luckily, Michael wasn’t standing directly in the splash zone, and I only manage to paint the beige wall with splotches of dark roast. My shoulders shake with mirth as my whole body laughs at the hilarity of his words. The best part is, he’s got a fucking point. To anyone who doesn’t know us, I bet we appeared way more friendly than we actually are.

      Michael has joined in with his bursts of chortles, which only makes me laugh even harder. My abs start to hurt, begging for some reprieve to this childlike laughing fit. But I can’t help myself. This whole ordeal is just too damn funny to stop. It’s like when I tell my son not to laugh at something. Anybody that has kids can vouch for me here. When you tell a child not to laugh, that is the first thing they are going to do. It’s not disobedience on their part; it’s just what inevitably ends up happening. I’m sure there’s some scientific explanation behind it, but I’m no scientist, so you’ll have to settle for this: it all happens because of the doohickey in our whatchamacallit that triggers the thingamabob and whatnot.

      My laughter continues as I grab a handful of paper towels and start blotting it against the wall. It isn’t until I hear Michael’s laughter cut short that my own begins to die down. I turn to face him, and his expression has grown professionally stoic. Following his gaze, that’s when I see her enter the conference room across the way. It’s go-time. The boss is in the building.

      Michael taps my shoulder. “What’s wrong, man? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      I suck in a deep breath, hold it for a few seconds, and release it slowly on a very long exhale.

      Probably sensing my nerves, Michael taps me on the back. “Go get ‘em, man. You’ve got this.”

      I turn to face him for a brief moment to nod my gratitude before I return my attention to the conference room door our CEO just walked through. With a flick of my wrist, I check my watch. Nine-twenty-three. You can do this, Liam. Knock ‘em dead.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, the text message ignites the screen of my watch.

      MrBossMan: Change of plans. Presentation canceled. Conference room 411B NOW! No time to explain.

      I swallow hard, my mind quickly wandering to all the shit I’ve done that could possibly get me in trouble and warrant this text message. Hannigan isn’t typically this straightforward—not in his old age. He’s more of a never gets to the fucking point kinda guy. I continue racking my brain on the way to four-eleven-b, but I’ve got nothing. I’ve been a model employee as of late. So then, why does it feel like I’m a child being called into the principal’s office?

      Gripping the cool metal in my hand, I twist the doorknob and release a shaky breath.
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      I’m completely distracted by my own thoughts. I can see my boss’s lips moving, but I can’t get myself to focus on what he is actually saying. He could very well be calling me a fucking worthless piece of shit on a cracker with a tiny dick, and I would be none the wiser. Also, it’s not tiny—just in case you were wondering.

      The truth is, I can’t stop thinking about everything that has happened to me over the past thirteen hours or so. Has it even been thirteen hours yet? I don’t know. Fine! You caught me. I’m one-hundred percent guilty. It’s about her! I can’t stop thinking about her.

      The way she fit so perfectly in my arms. Her soft body pressed against my hard one. Or the way her hair came loose and flowed down her neck like a blonde curtain desperately waiting to be parted to expose the soft, tender flesh I wanted to kiss, nip, and suck more than anything in the entire world. Liam, be good. You’re at work.

      I shake my head quickly and tune back into the conversation at hand.

      “And that is precisely why it is important that we appeal to…” Hannigan’s voice fades into the background as my mind wanders back to this morning.

      Rachel felt so damn good in my lap. Her center grinding against my hard-on as she dug her fingers into my hair, angled my head back, and kissed me senseless. She’s the only woman who’s ever kissed me like that. With such vigor. Such purpose. Desperately taking what she wants without a care in the world. I fucking loved every second of it. Earth to Liam! If you want to walk out of here without a visible rocket in your pocket, you need to chill it with the visual reminders.

      BOOM! Hannigan’s fist collides with the surface in front of me. Caught off-guard, I jump in my seat. “Montgomery, did you hear a damn word I just said?”

      I could lie, but I don’t. I teach my kids that honesty is the best policy. And I would be a real hypocritical asshole if I didn’t practice what I teach.

      I shake my head. “No, Sir. My mind was somewhere else, but I’m back now. What did I miss?”

      “I’m promoting you, Jackass,” he scoffs, his facial expression more amused than annoyed. See, kids? Honesty is the best policy. Cue some cheesy wink to the camera and roll credits.

      “What?” My voice falters as the inflection raises it an octave, failing to mask my surprise.

      “I’m assigning you as Project Lead on this despite the fact that you don’t pay attention in meetings.”

      “I’m sor—“

      Hannigan smiles. “I’m only kidding.”

      He must notice my confusion because he quickly clarifies. “About the meeting part, not the promotion. That’s as real as it gets. Congratulations.”

      He shifts in his seat to address the other people in the room as he slides the project file across the table to me. “Meeting adjourned.”

      Once everyone leaves—including Hannigan—I dive into the file, scanning its contents entirely. Okay, so I need to create a commercial that makes cybersecurity appeal to women. How hard can that be?

      As soon as I stand up, I notice that the entire conference room has emptied. I tuck the file under my arm and release a sigh. Time to focus on work now, Mr. Project Lead. Yeah, that sounds weird, even in my own mind. I have been dying for this moment to come into fruition, and the second it finally did, I wasn’t paying attention. Oh, well, the best course of action for me now is to dive into this project head-first.

      There’s a nudge on my shoulder. I lose my train of thought and jerk my head to the right. Michael’s brows raise as a know-it-all kind of smirk curls the corner of his mouth. “So…who’s the mystery woman that distracted you from your professional dream becoming a reality?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “What makes you so sure it was a woman? I do have two kids who are constantly at the forefront of my thoughts. They both just bought matching houses in my cerebrum. Now, they’re permanent neighbors.”

      “You’re such a dork,” he exclaims on a laugh before he continues. “That may be true. But that back there wasn’t the face of a father thinking about his kids.”

      “I made a face?”

      He nods. “Yes, but that’s beside the point.”

      I arch a brow and tease him. “And that point would be?”

      “Who’s the woman who bought the vacation bungalow in your cer—cer—cer—whatever word you just used?”

      “Cerebrum,” I repeat, patronizing him.

      “Yeah, that word.” He smacks my shoulder. “Now, stop holding out on me, man.”

      I shrug my shoulders and release a long exhale. “It’s new. She’s new. It’s all just…new.”

      His face falls in disappointment. “Worst. Explanation. Ever.”

      I scoff. “It’s something I’m exploring. And that’s all there is to it at the moment.”

      He points a finger at me.

      “Fine. But I want actual details later. Deal?”

      I nod in agreement. “Deal.”
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      TWO WEEKS LATER.

      I’m a lying piece of shit. That’s all I can think after I told my mother that I have a date tonight just to get her to babysit my kids for me later when I go to the dinner Mike wouldn’t stop reminding me about. I know; I’m a horrible son, yada, yada, yada. Although, technically, my fib is true in a way. Admittedly, it’s a stretch. Okay, fine, it’s a massive stretch considering that my date is with my daughter, and she’s currently painting my toenails every color under the sun. I know, a father letting his little girl paint his toenails—gasp, how scandalous! Well, clutch all your damn pearls. Quite frankly, I don’t give a shit what people think about me. One, who the hell is ever going to care about my feet? And two, I would let Elle give me an entire makeover just to see that ten-watt smile of hers stretch across her face and illuminate the room, and in turn, make my heart swell in my chest. Let’s just hope that she doesn’t catch on to that, though, shall we?

      “The big one gets pink,” Elle whispers to herself, that sweet voice of hers only adding to the ensemble as she tap-dances on every one of my heartstrings.

      Peering down at my daughter from my lawn chair in the grass, I watch intently as she scrunches her face with determination. She’s painting my toes with as much precision as I assume Michelangelo used on the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling in the early fifteen-hundreds. Granted, I’m pretty sure he didn’t stick the tip of his tongue out while he concentrated. But then again, he could’ve—what do I know?

      “I was hoping that one would be pink,” I boast as I gently bop her on the nose with the tip of my finger. This earns me my favorite reward in the entire world, her chuckle.

      “Oh, Daddy, you’re so silly.”

      Feeling like my smile is permanently plastered on my face, I glance up just in time to watch Ben accidentally knock the soccer ball into his own net with his heel—thus, accidentally scoring on himself.

      To my right, Darren, aka the Brit who’s trying to convert my son over to his cause by calling it football instead of soccer like a true American, winces in horror at the spectacle. His two-month-old son, Brayden, is still sound asleep on his chest, despite his father’s recent jerky movement.

      These bromance get-togethers have become fewer and fewer over the past few months. It’s not anyone’s fault per se, but our lives just got busier. Darren has been busy dealing with the havoc that having a two-month-old baby brings. While my brother-in-law, Logan, has been adjusting to his new life of having three kids under three. God bless his soul. As for myself, being a single father keeps me busy most days. And on the days that it doesn’t, that’s what work is for. Regardless, I’ve missed hanging out with these two knuckleheads.

      “Little Man, you have to be careful with that leg swing of yours,” Logan explains as he bends down to Ben’s level and places the ball directly in front of him. I watch as he grabs my son’s leg at the knee and demonstrates how to angle your foot to kick the ball with your inner arch, rather than the toes. Ben nods in understanding before Logan rises back to his full height, and the practice game commences. I’d be out there kicking the ball around with them too, but…wet nails, ya know?

      Darren taps my shoulder slowly in an attempt not to stir his son, which almost makes me not feel the act entirely. Luckily for his sake, I have great peripheral vision and saw the movement from the corner of my eyes. I turn my head to face him.

      “In London, a kick like that on the pitch is considered treason.”

      I roll my eyes a little more dramatically than I meant to. “Yeah, yeah. And you can be beheaded by Queen Lizzie herself.”

      He furrows his brow. “One, she’s not the bloody Queen of Hearts. Is that what you think the Queen does? And two, I don’t think anyone in their right mind has ever called her royal majesty,” he pauses, straining to let the last word fall from his lips, “Lizzie.”

      Abruptly, Brayden wiggles violently on his chest. Darren, very carefully, starts stroking the back of his son’s head, which seems to soothe him back to sleep. Damn, that’s impressive. I didn’t learn that move in the Father Playbook until Ben was already eight-months-old.

      I nod my head in Brayden’s direction. “Wanna make a bet?”

      This intrigues him. I know it does, but he doesn’t let it show on his face. “On?”

      “On whether your son is going to have a British or American accent when he grows up.”

      Reaching upward, he scratches the stubble on his chin. “Shite! I haven’t even thought about that yet. So help me, I don’t think I would be able to stand it if he asks me for a glass of wadder instead of water.”

      A low chuckle rumbles in the back of my throat at his impression of an American accent. It’s not that it’s bad or anything, because it’s actually quite good. It just shocks me every time I hear it because he imitates a valley girl when he does it like he learned his American accent after watching Clueless on repeat.

      “I better start conditioning him now before his mother’s accent permanently sets in.” He leans forward, brings his mouth closer to the shell of his son’s ear, and starts to whisper a chant with a lullaby tune, laying his accent on a bit thick, in my opinion. “Water, water, water.”

      “Don’t worry, Darren. I’ll make damn sure he calls this sport by its true name.”

      He points a finger at me, his blue-gray eyes full of warning. “Don’t you dare.”

      “All done,” Elle chirps gleefully before she crawls into my lap and rests her head on my chest. “Hehe, I can hears your heart, Daddy.”

      I coil one of her curls around my finger. “Oh, yeah, what’s it saying?”

      “It agrees with me. We both love you this many!” She stretches her arms as far apart as they can go. Even despite reaching her max arm-span, I can see her struggling to extend them past their breaking point. She looks up at me, and as soon as her browns lock onto my blues, I swear my heart bursts.

      Elle roars out a yawn as she brushes a few more curls out of her face. Content with her visibility, she nuzzles herself under the crook of my arm and closes her eyes. My eyes linger on her for probably a few seconds too long before she drifts off to sleep. There must be something in the air tonight because I feel that if I were to close my eyes right now, I too would fall asleep. Granted, that could be from all the additional stress at work that goes with my being a Project Lead. Who knew how hard it was to market cybersecurity to women? I’ve been racking my brain for an idea for the last two weeks and have still come up empty-handed.

      Sneaking a glance to my right, I see that Darren has already succumbed to his own exhaustion and nodded off—yeah, definitely something in the air. His head is tossed back in his chair, his mouth slightly open as he clutches a slumbering Brayden close to his chest. Damn, I miss when mine were that little. Oddly enough, things were simpler then.

      Looking out into the field, I barely miss Ben kick the ball into a goal—his own goal again, but clearly, he isn’t aware of that. Oh, fuck it! Knowing that Elle is a light sleeper, I quickly cover her ears as I shout, “Way to go, Benjy!”

      His eyes widen as a proud smirk etches itself on his lips. I know that smirk. I’ve trademarked it. And all I have to say is Lord help whoever he uses that on. No girl—or guy, it’s still too soon to tell—is going to stand a chance when he flashes that secret weapon, dimples and all.

      “Daddy, did you see that?”

      “I sure did, Buddy,” I reaffirm before I raise my gaze higher to meet Logan’s. He just shrugs his shoulders as if to say what can you do before he lifts Ben onto his shoulders and starts running around the field with him.

      My phone buzzes in the front pocket of my gym shorts, but rather than reach for it, I just tilt my watch closer toward me, illuminating the screen. A picture of the Hump Day Camel populates inside the square frame.

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: Meet me for dinner tonight, 7 pm sharp!

      Liam: Mike, are you finally asking me out on a date?

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: Yes, I have the solution to all your problems…right here in my pants. Now, wear something nice.

      Liam: Oh, I’m sure you do. Does it have to be tonight, though? My daughter is asleep in my arms. Using my wrench.

      Liam: Wrench.

      Liam: WRENCH!!!

      Liam: Fucking autocorrect.

      Liam: I meant W-A-T-C-H!

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: HAS TO BE TONIGHT. Seriously, I figured out your work problem. Oh, and show up this time, asshole.

      Liam: THAT WAS ONE FUCKING TIME! My kid had chickenpox.

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: Excuses, excuses.

      Liam: Fuck you very much!

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: You’d like that, wouldn’t you?

      Liam: You know it, babe ;)

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: 7pm. Don’t forget.

      Liam: Don’t get your balls caught in your zipper. I’ll be there.

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: Thank you for that painful visual.

      Liam: As long as they’re your balls and not mine.

      MikeMikeMikeMikeMike: Oh, how gentlemanly of you. See you soon?

      Liam: YES! For the thousandth time…I’ll be there.

      When he doesn’t reply, I glance down at the little sleeping beauty in my arms. Not gonna lie, the idea of ditching the dinner tonight and staying here just like this did cross my mind once or twice. And as much as I would love to spend some more quality time with my bros and my kids, that would go against another lesson I’m trying to teach them: If you make a commitment, you better commit—no ifs, buts, or coconuts.
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      My mind is racing about a thousand miles a minute as I rummage through the boxes of clothes I have yet to unpack, desperately searching for the right outfit to wear for dinner with my eldest brother tonight. I haven’t seen him since I left for veterinarian school seven years ago. Thus, marking this one of the special occasions I save my blue lace long sleeve dress for. Now, if I could just find what pesky box I shoved it in, all would be right with the world.

      After searching for what felt like hours, I slump onto my new couch and heave a hefty sigh. Ready to give up and just go shopping for the perfect outfit tonight, that’s when I decide to dual video chat both my bestie, Emily, and my younger brother, Callum.

      “Hello?” they both answer in unison.

      “Okay, minor crisis. Michael just called and asked me to meet him for dinner tonight, and I haven’t the slightest clue what to wear. I was originally thinking my blue lace dress—”

      “Oh, I love that one,” Emily supplies, her voice as eager as I would feel if I miraculously found that dress before dinner tonight. Although, at this point, the prospects of that seem very unlikely.

      “Me too, but I don’t know which of my seventeen boxes of clothes I stuffed it in. So, there’s that.”

      “Okay…I’m guessing you need our opinions while you model a few outfits?” Callum asks as he slings a gray alma mater sweatshirt over his head.

      “Shit. Callum, did I interrupt something? I’m sorry; I wasn’t even thinking that today’s yours and Harvey’s anniversary,” I keep rambling, unable to stop word vomiting excuses for my faux pas.

      “Rach—Rach—Rachel!” I finally shut up and let him speak. “Relax, you didn’t interrupt anything…yet. I just got out of the shower. Just please don’t call me from seven onward. Deal?”

      I nod. “Deal.”

      “Let’s get down to business, shall we? Where’s your brother taking you and how fancy of a place is it?” Emily inquires as she fastens her black hair up tight into a high ponytail.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “That’s the thing. I don’t know. My idiot brother neglected to divulge that crucial information. He also said he was inviting a friend of his but didn’t feel the need to spill the beans on that fascinating tidbit either.”

      “Yeah, Michael’s an asshole,” Callum chimes in on a chuckle.

      Emily’s infectious laugh brings a smile to my face. “I bet you two used to gang up on him like this all the time when you were kids.”

      “Not until Callum came out,” I admit.

      Callum’s face falls. “Yeah, I was kind of a jackass to her back then. I did anything that I thought would make me appear less gay and better align with what I thought a stereotypical teenage boy should do—which unfortunately for Rachel meant torturing her.”

      Emily arches her brow on the phone screen. “Like what? You both know I’m a detail whore.”

      Callum counts his fingers as he rattles off some very unfunny practical jokes my brothers played on me in our youth. “Jelly in her bra. Prank calling her phone and pretending to be the best friend of whatever guy she was crushing on at the time.”

      “Grasshoppers in my bed,” I add.

      Callum starts laughing. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about that one. Your face. Priceless. Oh, and lizards in her hair. Albeit, that one backfired.”

      “How so?”

      Callum shrugs. “Turns out she liked lizards. We didn’t know she was going down the veterinarian track back then.”

      “Wow, Callum, you were such an asshole. I’m glad I didn’t know you back then,” Emily confesses as I nod in agreement.

      “You sure dodged a bullet there, Em,” I admit, shuddering at the memory of the infamous grasshopper incident as I dig through one of the boxes. “Mike and Callum sure loved a good prank—usually at my expense.”

      I hold up a red lace-up blouse and a white layered top, showing both of them to my phone’s front camera. “What are we thinking?”

      I watch anxiously as Emily scrunches up her face at both options. “First of all, they are both equally beautiful tops.”

      “But…” I encourage her to continue her thought with an air-scooping hand gesture.

      “But, I honestly think a dress is a safer bet here. Dresses can be both casual and formal, just depends on how you accessorize them. I recommend having a change of necklace in your purse. That way, you can just swap to the fancier necklace after you assess the restaurant yourself.”

      “That’s brilliant!” Callum praises.

      Emily’s lips curl into a confident smile that says bitch, I know.

      “Okay, let’s see what dresses I can find then.” Tossing fabric aside, I practically squeal when I find it.

      “What is it?” Callum asks, a concerned brotherly undertone to his voice—a tone I am very familiar with.

      “I found the blue dress!” All the excitement from finding the dress leaves my body when a picture of my boss’s face pops up on my phone’s screen. He rarely ever calls me when I’m off the clock. Now that I think of it, he’s never called me when I’m not at the clinic already. What could this possibly be about? “Guys, my boss is calling me. I have to take this.”

      “Well, I hope your brother’s friend is hot. You could use some companionship,” Em blurts out before I could hang up on her and switch to my other call.

      “I may have already found a companion,” I admit, a blush forming on my cheeks.

      “What?” Both Callum and Emily reply in unison.

      “She’s there less than twenty-four hours, and she finds herself a man,” Emily blurts out before she turns to Callum. “Where is it you found Harvey again?”

      “Here,” Callum replies with a goofy smile on his face and a small twinkle in his eye.

      “That’s it, I’m moving!” she exclaims before narrowing her gaze on me. “So…about this man—”

      “I’ll explain it all later. I’ve got to take this. Talk to you both soon.” Hanging up, I answer my call waiting.

      “Hello, Dr. Hoffman.” I try to make my voice sound chipper to portray that I’m not nervous whatsoever that he called me—which is a bald-faced lie. I have no idea if I succeeded in my task because all I can hear is my heart pounding at a rate of what feels like a million beats per second.

      “Hello, Rachel. Sorry to disturb you at this hour, but I felt that you should hear this news directly from me.” This can’t be good. Anxiously, I start to play with the ends of my hair. I wrap the strands around my fingers in the hopes that it will help my mind stop wandering down What If Lane.

      “The adoption event proposal of yours that you dropped on my desk this morning is well thought out, but I’m afraid that without an effective strategy to get the word out, it’s going to be canceled.” My heart sinks when I think about all those animals in the kennel attached to the clinic. I can see all their sorrowful faces. They’re embedded in the forefront of my mind. This is unacceptable. I will find them all happy homes, even if it kills me.

      I gesture toward the Sleeping Shiba Inu in the corner—the same one I treated my first in-person day at work. I haven’t named him yet and don’t plan to since he’s one of the animals up for adoption at this event happening next week. Or maybe it’s not happening now?

      “What? Why?” I inquire, practically choking on each vowel as I fight back tears.

      “There doesn’t seem to be enough activity on our interest post we made last week. Without interest, the word isn’t going to get out there in time for the event next week. Without that, there would be no point in relocating the animals to the park for a few hours.” At least Dr. Hoffman’s voice portrays that he is saddened by this heart-wrenching circumstance as well.

      Before I know what came over me, the plea falls out of my mouth. “Can you just give me three days? If there’s not more interest after that, then I will completely understand. But I have to try, Sir.”

      “I admire your tenacity; that’s one of the reasons I hired you.” I can’t see him, but I imagine that he is smiling as he says those words. “We shall reevaluate this topic in a few days. Until then, have a good evening.”

      “You too, Sir.”

      We hang up, and the weight of the situation feels heavy as it lands on my shoulders. How does one spread the word in a town like this? Clearly, social media wasn’t the right way to go. Now, I just have three days to figure out what is and make it work. No biggie, right?
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      My Uber drops me off at Meldonna’s with some time to spare. Mike texted me the address a few minutes before I left my apartment. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t linger in the hallway a couple of minutes longer than I should have in the hopes of catching a glimpse of Liam. We haven’t seen too much of each other since that night we slept together—well, since that night I fell asleep on him. We’ve both just been busy, I guess. But I plan to remedy that and march on across the hall first thing Saturday morning.

      After a few more lingering seconds, it proved to be a waste of time because it doesn’t appear that Liam is home. There’s just something about that man that makes him so damn irresistible. I can never seem to keep him off my mind for very long.

      As soon as I cross the threshold, Mike calls out to me and gestures me toward the bar. He doesn’t waste any time before he wraps his arms around me and squeezes me tightly. When he releases, he takes a step back, his eyes roaming up and down my body.

      “Damn, who told you that you’re allowed to grow up?”

      “The seven years that went by since we last saw each other,” I volley back as I take him in. Everything looks pretty much the same, except a few creases on his forehead and a slight grayish hue forming on the sides of his otherwise ashen blond hair. Overall, I’d argue that he’s aged quite well—like a fine wine.

      I find myself shouting over the happy birthday chorus in the back of the room. “So, tell me, who else have you secretly invited to this shindig?”

      Michael matches my volume. “I invited Callum and Harvey, completely forgetting it was their anniversary. So, they obviously couldn’t make it. And then my best friend, Liam.”

      As soon as the name flies off his tongue, my throat tightens. Liam. That has to be a common name around here, right? That’s the kind of name that all the small-town boys are given. What are the odds that it is the same man who I slept on top of that night? Pretty slim. The odds have to be pretty slim.

      Michael takes a swig of his whiskey and quirks his brow. After he swallows, his eyes narrow in on me intently. “Something wrong?”

      I shake my head.

      “No. I was just thinking about this poor puppy at work,” I lie. My words bring a comforting smile to his face.

      “My sister, the veterinarian. Who would’ve thunk it?” He yanks me in for another hug. “I’m proud of you, Sis.”

      I nod a curt thank you as he releases me. “So, is there anything I need to know about this best friend before he gets here?”

      “He’s charming, intelligent, sexy—the man has it all, really,” a deep, gravelly voice explains from behind me. A cold chill runs down my spine, causing me to shiver. No, no, no, no, no! This can’t be happening! I mean, his fucking best friend? Really universe…you had to do me dirty like this?

      “And humble as fuck,” Mike teases as he slaps Liam—my Liam—on the back. He turns to me. “Liam, may I introduce you to my sister, Rachel.”

      Liam extends his hand to me. As I take it in mine, a jolt of electricity sparks through me. To my surprise, Liam brings my hand to his lips and places a chaste kiss on the back of it. “Nice to meet you, Rachel.”

      Okay, so that is how we are going to play this. Duly noted.
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      I catch Rachel staring at me constantly throughout the night. A little glimpse here, a sneak there, all while her brother is sitting next to us with an unknowing cockblocking grin on his smug face. Don’t get me wrong; I love Mike like a brother. But right now, more than anything, I wish he would just fuck off. Oh, the things I would do to Rachel if only her brother weren’t on the premises. Fuuuuck.

      Can’t say that I don’t enjoy catching her watching me, but she could do with a lesson in discretion. How to Nonchalantly Ogle Someone 101. The way her amber eyes linger on my lips should be a goddamn sin. She darts her tongue out to wet hers and smiles a dirty, decadent smile—one so full of meaning that it pains me just to let those little moments of mischief slide. It’s like she’s remembering the taste of me. In my mind, she hums with satisfaction, but I can’t tell for sure if that delightful sound of hers was real or just a memory my subconscious brought back. Either way, I want to hear it again.

      My dick springs to attention, saluting his queen secretly from under the table. I spare a brief moment to look down at my lap under the pretense of repositioning my napkin over it. So not the time, dude. Not with her brother—your best friend—sitting right fucking there. What are the odds that the woman who’s been on my mind since our tryst in Vancouver turns out to be my best friend’s little sister? The same woman who moved in across the hall from me. As if the universe hasn’t fucked me over enough already. I release a heavy sigh under my breath.

      “So, how’s work going, Rachel?” Mike asks his sister as he rips off a chunk of bread and dips it into the oil dish on the table.

      Rachel takes a sip of her Dr. Pepper. I watch her lips wrap tightly around the straw and suck, wishing more than anything that it was my cock. Christ! Get a fucking grip, Liam.

      When Mike dives back into the bread, she sticks her tongue out ever so slightly to lick the tip of her straw and winks. Okay, that was purposeful! She’s trying to drive me into lascivious internal combustion. And it’s fucking working. My cock kicks against the fly of my pants as he throbs for attention. Now, more than ever, I’m grateful for the etiquette of placing a napkin over your lap at dinner. The marketer in me instantly comes up with a new tagline for this immensely useful item. Napkins, concealing raging boners since the Great Depression—don’t quote me on that, I’m not a historian.

      “It’s going very well. I’m enjoying the work, and the patients aren’t too bad either.” Her smile dips ever so slightly as something crosses her mind. It would be almost unnoticeable to the average man, but I’m no average man where she’s concerned.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask without thinking. Shouldn’t that have been a question I let her brother ask? Did he even notice the slight twitch in her lips like I did? Should I have noticed? Should I not have said anything? Does the fact that I noticed her change in demeanor instantly signify that I’m being too attentive to her? Is that a bad thing? Did I just royally fuck up? Ugh! All of this overthinking is making my brain hurt.

      “Oh, it’s—it’s nothing. Truly.”

      “It doesn’t sound like nothing to me,” Mike pitches in. “What is it?”

      Rachel sighs, causing her shoulders to sag. She bows her head, not looking at either of us as she sketches something on the tablecloth with her fingertip. “I pitched an idea to my boss.”

      “He didn’t like it?” Mike interrupts.

      I smack his arm. “Let her finish first.”

      “No, he loved it. The idea was to host an adoption event in the park, but I’m afraid it’s going to get canceled. We haven’t received much interest in it at all, and that’s the problem. If I can’t improve the numbers and visibility in three days, the whole event isn’t going to happen. And all those poor animals will remain in our shelter. They deserve to live in happy homes with families that love them.”

      Mike leans back in his chair and folds his arms over his chest as a cocky smile curls his lips.

      “Let me guess, Mr. BigShot over here has an idea that will solve all my problems,” she teases, sarcasm dripping from her words as she playfully punches her brother’s arm.

      “Mr. BigShot? I haven’t been called that in eons.”

      “That’s ‘cuz I haven’t been here to reel in your machismo. That all changes now that I’m here to stay.”

      Mike raises his glass. “Cheers to that!”

      We all clink our glasses together in a toast and take a sip of whatever liquids are inside them before we place them back down on the table.

      “So, what’s this brilliant idea of yours?”

      “Well, it just so happens that my boy over here,” he pauses to reach over and slap me on the back before he continues, “is a Marketing Guru.”

      Rachel’s amber eyes widen with glee as she flashes me a look reminiscent of when my daughter asks me to take her for ice cream. Full of hope. And just like Elle, I can’t seem to say no to Rachel either.

      “Really? Would you help me, please?”

      I nod. “Marketing is kinda my thing. I’d be glad to help. Tell me more about the event and what you’ve done thus far.”

      Without taking a breath, Rachel rattles off all the necessary information and catches me up to speed. Yeah, she is going about this the wrong way and is desperately in need of my help. The table falls eerily silent as both pairs of Thornton eyes fall on me. They don’t say a word; they just stare at me while I think.

      “I don’t want to bore you both with the details, but I have a few ideas we can discuss later. Besides, I have a problem of my own that you can help me with.” I flash her a cautious wink. In all seriousness, though, I really could use her help. She could really help me get into the female frame of mind for my project at work. But that wink was just a way for me to tease her back—even if it was just a smidge.

      Mike’s smile beams at me. “And now you know why I dragged your ass out here. Now, you can help each other.”

      Rachel arches a curious brow as she tilts her head slightly to one side. “What can I help you with?”

      “In short, I have to think more like a woman.” My calculated phrasing catches her attention like a hawk sinking its talons into its prey.

      “Oh?”

      “It’s a long, boring work-related thing,” I lead on, careful not to share any of the nitty-gritty details in the hopes to torture her just a little—like she’s been doing to me all night.

      Mike’s phone vibrates violently on the table. His gaze dips to it before he grasps it in his hand and stands up. He gestures for me to continue. “By all means, bore my sister with the dull details. I’ve got to take this.”

      I turn my head, making sure my best friend is nowhere in sight. Satisfied, I take Rachel’s hand and interweave my fingers between hers. “Well, this is awkward.”

      She quirks a fake questioning brow and teases. “Whatever do you mean?”

      I lean in closer and lower my voice to a gravelly whisper. “Because ever since you kissed the fuck outta me a couple of weeks ago, I can’t stop thinking about you. If only your damn brother weren’t here with us right now, I’d kiss you even harder—so hard it would suck all the breath from your lungs and leave you speechless. If Mike weren’t here, then I’d be able to act out all the sinful things I want to do to you, and you’d see how this night would really play out.”

      “Oh, and how’s that?” she says breathily as I stroke my thumb against the soft skin on her hand. The amusement lingering in her stare is intoxicating as she urges me to continue.

      “Besides the hot as fuck kissing, you’d grab your purse and say, ‘Let’s get the fuck outta here. Right. Now!’ And I wouldn’t hesitate as I guide you back to the car, my hand on your lower back. You’d tease me the entire car ride back to your place, stroking my cock over the fabric of my jeans, only for me to return the favor once we get there. I’d start by slowly stripping every inch of fabric off your gorgeous body, and then I’d lose the battle against the urge to taste you everywhere.”

      “And when you’ve had your fix, I’d tell you to flip me over, recline me, and fuck me just the way you like it,” she flirts back, catching me completely off guard. Ever since I met Rachel, she’s given off shy girl vibes, but perhaps there is more to her I have yet to unravel.

      “Holy shit, Marigold! You’re making it impossible for me to walk out of here without looking like a penguin waddling as he smuggles the South Pole between his legs.”

      “Liam, I want all of that,” she confesses.

      “Me too.” I bow my head in defeat. “But we can’t have any of it because of Mike.”

      She bows her head. “I know.”

      There’s a moment of silence as the weight of our shitty predicament settles in. Our gazes find each other, each flashing our own concoction of longing and sorrow.

      “Uh, why are you two holding hands?”
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      I freeze with my jaw hanging loose and my mouth agape. No words come out. Hell, I’m not even sure my brain can form a coherent sentence at the moment. Of course, when I need her the most, she finally shuts up. Sweat slicks my brow as I strain my throat, trying to speak. It’s no use.

      I try to pull away, but Liam only squeezes my hand tighter, not letting me escape from the scene of the crime. What is he getting at? Does he want us to get caught? Getting caught for what exactly, I’m not sure. Certainly, there is a logical reason for two people who supposedly met tonight to hold hands, right?

      Liam cranes his neck, turning his gaze from me to my brother.

      “I’m demonstrating to your sister a marketing technique of mine that never fails. I’d show it to you as well, but then I’m afraid I’d have to kill you.”

      Mike looks at Liam quizzically for a moment before he nods and takes his seat. Liam returns his gaze to me, his blue eyes staring deep into mine. I swear, I could get lost in them for hours at a time. They’re that beautiful. And the sleek black frames situated on his face don’t distract you from them at all like you’d think they would. But instead, they frame them so exquisitely that it’s almost like it illuminates a spotlight on both of them.

      “The most important part of this technique is the physical contact in combination with direct eye contact. Remember that, and you will be able to connect with anyone on a more personal level,” Liam explains, pretending to reiterate a point he’s never told me. He releases my hand, allowing me to bring it back to my side of the table. But apparently, he doesn’t want to relinquish all physical contact between us because he stretches his leg out and his foot knocks against mine under the table. He doesn’t move it, and I’m not sure I want him to.

      Out fear of cluing Mike into what’s going on, I don’t glance Liam’s direction the rest of the night unless he’s the only one speaking. I can’t have my brother start connecting the dots that Liam and I know each other all too well.

      We have both seen each other naked for starters, but it’s so much more than that—or at least…it was before we parted ways. It was so much more than just knowing what we both like and dislike in bed, but the little intricate things that only the observant would notice. And it just so happens, Liam is the most observant guy I’ve ever met. For example, during our—for lack of a better term—tryst, Liam made me coffee in the morning. I never told him how I like it, but I ordered coffee at the wedding that night. I take my coffee with just a splash of cream, no sugar. And without me ever having to tell him as much, he brought that exact coffee to me in bed. The memory warms my chest and brings a smile to my face.

      I manage to get through the rest of the dinner without drawing too much unnecessary attention to myself. Overall, it was a fun night. I loved getting to see Michael again, and I told him as much as we hugged goodbye. Both men unabashedly decided that it would be unsafe for me to take an Uber home. I didn’t feel like arguing, so I just caved, securing myself as a passenger alongside Liam.

      I’m not gonna lie, I know he’s a single father of two. But seeing two car seats in the back really put things in perspective for me. I’m dating a father—no, scratch that! I was dating a father. If you can ever consider what we were doing as dating, that is. He and I can’t be a couple because of Michael. So, I guess that makes us exes now? Can you be exes if you never actually dated?

      The veins on his forearm ripple as he grips the steering wheel a little too tightly with his left hand, his knuckles turning pale. He’s probably fighting some internal battle us women can never understand—which head of his to listen to. Does he go with the smart one or the fun one? Only time will tell.

      God, he really is gorgeous. His dark hair is styled into a modern-day take on the classic 1950’s pompadour, which, in itself, is sexy as hell. In fact, that was one of the things I first noticed about him when we met at the wedding eight months ago—well, that and that beautiful smile of his—the one that seems to brighten the entire room and crease the corners of his bright blue eyes. The beard, however, that’s new and exciting. I wonder how it would feel scraping against my skin. No! Bad Rachel. Don’t go down that road.

      If only he weren’t my brother’s best friend. Believe it or not, Michael and I have been down this road before. It didn’t end well. A decade ago, Mike openly asked me if he could pursue my best friend at the time, Sierra. I didn’t think much of it then and granted him my permission. They dated for about three months before they ended things. According to Mike, Sierra became way too clingy. Unfortunately, when things fizzled between the two of them, so did my friendship with her. Apparently, it was “too painful even to look at me.” This put a strain on my relationship with Mike for a long time. And I couldn’t—no, I wouldn’t put us in that rocky place again.

      The entire car ride home, I’m tempted to play out Liam’s fantasy. You’d tease me the entire car ride back to your place, stroking my cock over the fabric of my jeans, only for me to return the favor once we get there. My gaze dips to his lap. It would be so easy just to reach on over and—

      “Don’t even think about it,” he warns sternly, never taking his eyes off the road.

      My mouth falls into a frown, and he notices. That’s the thing about Liam; he is so very attentive. He notices every damn little thing. Don’t get me wrong, sometimes it’s annoying, but when it’s not, it’s oh-so-sweet.

      He furrows his brow as his gaze fixates on the stretch of road before him. He appears lost in his own thoughts for the next few miles, the weight of our situation lingering in the silence surrounding us until he exits I-95 and ultimately pulls over.

      When he finally looks at me again, I can see the pain in his eyes. That’s when I know that whatever he is about to say conflicts directly with what he wants. “I—I can’t do this. Not to him.”

      I nod in agreement, even though it kills me inside. “Me neither. Mike and I have tried this sort of thing before; it didn’t end well.”

      Liam lifts a brow, so I recount the entire Sierra experience. Everything from Mike’s initial proposal all the way to the too painful to look at me confession.

      “It was only four years back when we finally started feeling like us again,” I confess, tears stinging my eyes. “I can’t risk jeopardizing that again. I won’t do it.”

      “I guess that settles it then. Just good neighbors it is.” Even the way he says good sounds inadvertently sexual. But that could just be because I want it to be.

      Liam presses his forehead against the steering wheel and sighs heavily. “This fucking sucks.”

      It takes him a brief moment to regain his composure, but once he does, he eases back into traffic. I continue to stare at him as he drives, desperately trying to etch every detail of his face into my memory as if he might vanish into thin air at any given moment because I can already feel him slipping through my fingers. The worst part of it all is that I can’t do anything about it.

      “You really have to stop looking at me like that if we’re going to make this whole just neighbors thing happen.”

      I avert my gaze to stare out the window. “Sorry, you’re right.”

      “Liam,” I say as I try to navigate the conversation to more neutral ground. “I really appreciate you helping me with marketing my adoption event.”

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he admits, my heart sinking into my chest. Oh, no, is he going to take back his offer in an attempt to keep distance between us? Would I let him do that? No, not without a fight.

      He clears his throat.

      “But first, you really need to come up with a name for it because adoption event sounds dreary and dull. It’s not enticing at all. There’s adoption train, animal rescue, park pals, cuddle party, etc.”

      “Cuddle party?” I laugh out loud.

      Liam lifts his hands off the wheel for a second. “Fine, I’ll leave the names to you. Anyway, about what I said before…about the work thing you can help me with.”

      “Right, I remember. How can I help?”

      Liam shakes his head. “We can discuss this at a different time. Maybe over dinner?”

      “Do you really think that’s the best idea? Us two, alone at a restaurant.”

      “No, probably not,” he murmurs under his breath. “Breakfast then?” Then he does the one sure thing that will make me say yes to whatever he asks me. He smiles.

      “Breakfast should be fine,” I draw out, twirling a strand of hair around my finger. Breakfast should be safe enough. Nobody ever has sex at an iHop; it’s too sticky.

      “Great! I’ll help you first, and once your cuddle party is a smash hit, then we’ll focus on my problem. Sound good?”

      I nod. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      When we arrive at our apartment building, Liam holds the door open for me. He places his hand on the small of my back as he ushers me inside. Just the smallest touch from him and my skin feels like it’s on fire. This good neighbor thing is going to be much harder than I thought.

      Once we’re on the fourth floor, I point toward my apartment door.

      “Well, this is me,” I say, instantly regretting it as I internally cringe. He already knows that, you dumbass.

      I lean my back against the door as I turn to face Liam. His lips are slightly parted as his jaw ticks—I can’t stop looking at them. His gaze stays glued to mine as well as we both contemplate a goodnight kiss. We shouldn’t—we both know that. But we want to, and that is the conflicted burden we bear.

      Liam takes a step closer and braces his hand against the door behind me. His face inches closer to mine with each passing second. This is really happening. I can’t believe it. But right before our lips touch, Liam thinks better of it and dodges.

      “I don’t like you,” I say breathily as he pulls away from our almost goodnight kiss.

      “Yeah, you do,” he reassures me, his voice a slow, sultry growl. His grin is knowing. “You’ll like me even more when I strip that dress off you and make you come.”

      Every husky thing he says makes me burst into flames. My skin gets more heated with each raspy syllable. Liam raises both his hands in the air as if to both surrender and apologize.

      “Sorry, force of habit,” he says, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “I have no control around you.”

      I smile. “Clearly, you have some control, or we’d both be naked and on top of each other right now.”

      “Touché.”

      “Besides, what makes you so confident that I like you?” I jest.

      Taking his thumb, he feathers it against the fold of my skin where my neck meets my jaw. My breath hitches as tingles flutter through my body like little jolts of electricity.

      “This blush is a dead giveaway, Marigold.”

      “Really?” The word is almost inaudible, masked under my sharp gasp.

      He smirks, and I swear I’m going to melt into a puddle right on this goddamn carpet.

      “Well, that and the fact that you crumble under my touch. Every. Single. Time,” he takes a beat to growl out his next word, “Neighbor.”
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      “Daddy,” her sweet voice stirs me from a deep sleep. It truly is remarkable, isn’t it? I am probably one of the soundest sleepers in the world—if not the most—and yet, all it takes is for one of my kids to whisper my name, and I awaken.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I try my best to fight back the smile tugging at the corners of my mouth as I continue to pretend to be asleep. The room is silent enough for me to hear the pattering of her bare feet shuffling against the mahogany wood floors with each determined little footstep—one right after the other until she reaches the foot of my bed. I clear my throat to stifle a chuckle, causing her to stop dead in her tracks. The room falls eerily silent, nobody moving a muscle.

      “Daddy?”

      I don’t respond. I don’t move. I don’t do anything but listen to her bountiful mixture of harrumphs and sighs as she struggles to climb onto my king-sized mattress. After her triumphant thud of victory onto the memory foam mattress echoes throughout the room, I begin to count down in my head.

      Five.

      Four.

      Three.

      Two.

      Before I reach one, Elle takes me completely by surprise when she places her head on my chest and snuggles up to my side. That one adorable and unsuspected action takes away my strong fatherly urge to scare her and scoop her up in my arms in a surprise attack. But instead, it tugs at the heartstrings deep inside of my chest. This girl. My precious little girl can tug on my heart like a harp…and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Her head rises and sinks with each breath I take. I narrowly open one eye to sneak a peek at her. She’s got Gribbins, her favorite stuffed iguana, resting on her shoulder. When I see her head start to turn upward in my direction, I let my utter curiosity close my eyelid. I can’t help it. I’m dying to see how this is going to play out. Oh, to get insight into the mind of a child.

      “Shhh, Gribbins. Daddy is sleeping,” Elle whispers in that loud way that children often do.

      “Elle, Sweetie. I told you to let Daddy sleep in today. It’s his day off.” My mom speaks softly from what sounds like the open doorway. She was babysitting for me last night, but when I came in, she was already fast asleep on the couch. Rather than wake her, I just let her sleep and spend the night.

      “I am!”

      “Shhh,” my mother reprimands.

      “Sorry…I am,” Elle repeats, softer this time.

      “Well, c’mon then. Let’s leave Daddy alone.” Over my dead body.

      Wrapping my arms around her, I squeeze her tight against my chest. “Not gonna happen.”

      The sound of her little gasp accompanied by her overly contagious giggle spurts causes a warm sensation to stir in my chest.

      “Daddy—crushing—me. Gribbins—help.”

      I nudge the iguana away with my elbow and fake a maniacal laugh—one for the record books if I do say so myself. “Gribbins can’t help you now, Princess. There’s only one way to slay the beast.”

      Stretching upward, my daughter pecks a kiss onto my beard-covered chin. I let out an obnoxious roar as my arms fall limp to my sides, releasing her in the process. My heart pinches in my chest when my daughter looks at me with her beautiful hickory stained eyes. Her unruly brown curls coil downward and frame her face and emphasize what I think is her greatest physical feature—her million-dollar smile. Elle has the most mesmerizing smile I have ever seen. Just one glance at it, and I fall speechless.

      “Daddy, can I has Fairy pancakes?” Looks like Chef Dad is making his famous Fairy pancakes this morning. They’re nothing special…and they’re certainly not in the shape of a fairy! I’m not that talented in the kitchen. Instead, they are just loaded with rainbow sprinkles on top that I claim is a mixture of edible pixie dust and love.

      Sitting up, I place a peck on my daughter’s forehead. “Of course, Princess. Shall I make that a royal decree?”

      Her curls bounce all over the place as she nods enthusiastically.

      I clear my throat, ignoring just how stupid this is going to make me both sound and look. With my hands, I mime playing the trumpet as my horrible rendition of the instrument blasts through my bedroom. “Hear ye, hear ye. Princess Elle has declared that this morning shall be a delicious Fairy pancake morning!”

      When her giggles subside, Elle loops her arms around my neck and kisses me on the cheek. “I love you the mostest, Daddy.”

      “I assure you, Princess. I love you so much more.” I pinch the curl covering her eyes and tuck it behind her ear. “I’ll race you to the kitchen.”

      She places a hand over my mouth and shakes her head. “No, you’re always so slow.”

      That’s because I let you win, Baby Girl.

      I lick the exposed palm of her hand. That causes her to snatch it back dramatically as if I just shocked her with a lightning bolt, Zeus style.

      “Ew!” Using my bedsheets, she wipes the hand I attacked across the fabric.

      “Go to the kitchen, Sweetheart. I’ll be right there.”

      She nods in understanding before she leaps off my bed, executes a nine out of ten landing onto the hard floor, and starts skipping through the doorframe and down the hallway. I can hear my mother start chuckling to herself as she leans against the doorframe.

      I arch a curious brow. “What’s so funny?”

      She shakes her head. “Life.”

      “Life is funny?”

      She nods. “Sometimes, it is. I find it amusing just how much of your father I see in you. I’m proud to see that his fatherly goofball trait was hereditary.” She pauses to suck in a deep breath. “I never tell you this, Honey. I’m proud of the man you’ve become, but I’m even prouder of the father I see before me. Day in and day out, from dusk till dawn, you never let your kids, my grandkids, feel or see the rough edges beneath your surface—the pieces of your heart that were scattered across the ground. And I commend you for that. But I’m your mother, Honey. I can see the choppy waves inside your blue eyes.”

      I rake my hand through my hair and heave a hefty sigh. “Mom, what are you getting at?”

      She releases a sigh of her own, probably full of deeply-rooted frustration. “Liam, it’s time to move on. Cheryl’s not coming back.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” I snap back, my voice unwavering as I fight back the flood of tears welling at the surface. They hit me fast and hard like a freight train. I close my eyes and count down from ten. When I reach zero, I suck in a deep breath, hold it for a few seconds, and release it. Opening my eyes, I find my mother now sitting in the armchair diagonal from me in the corner. “I know, Mom. It’s not a matter of getting over her. I was finished with her the day I read that crappy note she left for me.”

      My confession seems to take her by surprise. She leans forward, her eyebrows pinching closer together on her forehead. “Really? Then why don’t you give dating another go? Put yourself out there?”

      I nod, providing her visual clarification as I swallow down the newly formed lump in my throat, wincing as it scratches on the way down. “As a matter of fact, I sort of had a date last night.”

      “Sort of?” she asks, her eyes gleaming with both intrigue and excitement. “She’s cute. Why didn’t you kiss her last night?”

      “We haven’t really—wait a minute. How do you know I didn’t kiss her last night?”

      “Motherly intuition?” she interjects with a wide-eyed smile.

      “Mom, were you spying on me?”

      She pinches her thumb and forefinger together. “Just a smidgen.”

      I flash her a glare that says she is reminding me of my teenage years, back when I first started dating. This whole situation is giving me the oddest sense of deja vu.

      “What? A mother can’t take an interest in her son’s life?” She shrugs.

      “You take a little too much interest sometimes, Mom,” I admit with a laugh.

      Walking over to me, she brushes a few strands of hair off my forehead. My shoulders feel heavy as the weight of my situation starts to fully sink in. “Honey, why do you look so distraught? That girl seemed to make you happy. You came inside with the biggest smile on your face.”

      “Wait, so you weren’t asleep either?”

      She scoffs. “Liam, you know me better than that. Thanks for covering me with the blanket, though. That was very nice of you.”

      “Unbelievable,” I titter.

      Rubbing her hand in my hair repeatedly, she urges me to confess what’s going on inside my head.

      “But I’m afraid,” I admit aloud for the very first time. And it feels like a ten-ton anvil is lifted off my shoulders.

      “Of what, Dear?”

      “Things are much different now. Any woman I date is going to be in my children’s lives too. And I don’t know if I’m ready for that. I can’t subject them to somebody else who might not stick around at the end. I won’t do it!”

      Pulling me into her embrace, my mother strokes the back of my head like she did when I was a child. Instantaneously, it feels as if I’ve teleported back in time. Back to when Marcy Freeman said she’d rather kiss a feral raccoon than go with me to the Sandy Heights Middle School Dance. Now that I think about it, Marcy was the classic definition of a bitch before I even knew what a bitch was. Regardless, I feel just as at ease in my mother’s arms as I did way back then.

      “Promise me something?” she whispers into my ear.

      “Anything.”

      “Promise me that you’ll give this one a real chance. You never know; you might just be surprised at how well the unexpected turns out in the end.”

      “I promise,” I lie. I wish I could give her a real chance, Mom. But I haven’t even mentioned the whole best friend’s little sister obstacle yet.

      After my mom heads for the kitchen, I exit my bedroom to find three kid chairs taken from Elle’s room placed strategically in a circle. My son is sitting in the red one, and Elle is in the green one. I guess that leaves the blue one for their Dear Old Dad. They are definitely up to something; I just haven’t the faintest clue as to what.

      Glancing up at me, Elle pats the empty spot next to her. I take it that’s my cue. Following suit, I sit down in the miniature chair, my knees up to my chest. Ben claps his hands together and places them in his lap. He’s wearing a navy gray suit I didn’t even know he owned paired with a pastel yellow button-down and a navy tie. Evidently, my son has a great sense of style. Not to toot my own horn, but he takes after his old man in that regard—if I do say so myself.

      “Father,” he pauses for emphasis. Father? Has he ever called me father before? I don’t think so. This is definitely a first for him. “We have called you here today to discuss a very important matter.”

      I spare a side glance over to my daughter, who just nods her head vehemently. Apparently, she didn’t get the dress to impress memo because her hair is untruly, and she’s still wearing her Moana nightgown.

      It’s only after I refocus my attention on my son that I notice my own blue eyes staring back at me as he waits patiently. Damn, he really is all me, isn’t he? I clear my throat. “I’m listening.”

      “My sister and I have been deliberating, and we have come to the conclusion that it would be in both our best interests to inform you of our decision.” Deliberating? Where is he learning these SAT words? Shit, it’s as if he’s seven going on seventeen!

      “Decision on what?” I ask, my voice wavering and unsure of where exactly this conversation is going. Conversation—no, more like intervention. At least, that’s how this entire situation feels. My kids, my two sweet darling kids, have staged an intervention for me, their father. And I haven’t the slightest idea as to what it is about.

      Ben raises his hand in the air, demanding silence and attention. “Please save all questions until the end, thank you.”

      Note to self: don’t let Ben watch any more law shows with his uncle.

      Side note: my son would make a fantastic lawyer.

      He clears his throat, causing me to lose my train of thought and give him my full attention. “Elle and I have concluded that we want another sibling.”

      Blindsided. That is the word that best describes how I feel right now. There was no way in hell I thought this is where this intervention was going to lead. They’re asking me for another sibling? Don’t they know it takes two to tango? No, of course, they don’t because you haven’t had that birds and bees conversation with them yet. Is Ben old enough for the talk yet? No, he still believes girls have cooties. Doesn’t he? I can’t remember. My thoughts start to spiral out of control. My son seems to sense this as he raises both of his hands in the air.

      “Before you dismiss the idea entirely and say no, hear us out.” My chest starts to burn. I release a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. “First, Elle and I get along swimmingly. Thus, there will be no sibling hostility when we add a third party to the mix. Secondly—”

      “Who’s going to be your sibling’s mommy? Because it takes a mommy and a daddy to have a baby,” I emphasize in a matter of fact kind of way, my voice sounding stern and assertive. My son seems quite perplexed as he scrunches his face, signaling that he is deep in thought—something his mother used to do that I used to think was irrevocably adorable. It still is, although admittedly less so now that she has left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      I watch anxiously as the idea swirls in his blue irises until the idea sparks. Then his eyes resemble the shade of an electric current. As soon as he opens his mouth to speak, he’s interrupted by his sister.

      “How about the pretty lady over there?” Elle points toward our closed apartment door.

      I shake my head dismissively.

      Ben turns to his sister, wraps her in a one-arm side hug, and kisses her forehead. “You’re a genius, Lil’ Sis. Miss Rachel would be a perfect mommy!”

      “Oh, really…how so?” I ask, unable to hide the curiosity in my voice. I’m dying to know what their little minds think about Rachel. It would appear that I’m not the only one that likes her.

      “‘Cuz she makes Daddy happy,” Elle interjects sweetly. Tears start to well up in my eyes, and I swear my heart swells four times larger, just hearing my daughter say that.

      Opening my arms wide, I wave them both over for a group hug. “Come here.”

      When they’re in my arms, I enclose them with a squeeze and place a chaste kiss on the crowns of both their heads. “I love you both so very much. But I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. I can’t just find a new mommy across the hall and ask her to have a baby with me.”

      “You can’t?” Ben mumbles against my chest.

      “No, Benjy, I can’t. When the time is right, we can revisit this topic. But until then, you have three awesome little cousins to play with at Auntie’s house. Okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy,” they both say in unison.

      Phew! One crisis averted. Now, I need coffee stat.

      Making my way to the kitchen, I find my mom putting the kettle on the stove for her morning tea. She’s chuckling to herself.

      “Find that amusing?” I ask as I pop a K-cup into the Keurig and press brew.

      “Absolutely! I’m on their side, you know.” She takes a step forward and ruffles my hair. “You do make some beautiful babies.”

      I arch a brow. “Mom, did you put them up to this?”

      She shakes her head vehemently. “Nope. But they may or may not have asked me last night.”

      Bringing the mug to my lips, I take my first hit of morning caffeine.

      “And what did you say exactly?” I ask, my words muffled as they bounce around the mug.

      “What any grandmother would in my position.”

      “Which was?”

      “Ask your father.”

      After a nice chat over breakfast with my mom and many Fairy pancakes later, I take a speedy shower and walk my mother out to her car. When I arrive back at my apartment and turn around to close the door, that’s when I see her. And I’m instantly hard. Fuuuuuuuck, she has to be doing this to me on purpose.
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      The muscles in my legs are starting to cramp as I climb the numerous flights of steps to my apartment on the fourth floor. When I reach the last platform, I brace my hand against the wall and begin to stretch. I start with my left leg, then move on to the right, finishing it off with a nice downward dog pose to stretch out both my back and legs simultaneously.

      “Okay, now you’re just teasing me.”

      Startled, I jump up and turn around. I find Liam propped up against the lip of the doorjamb as he nonchalantly leans against his shut apartment door. God help me, he’s freaking SHIRTLESS!!!

      His neatly cut into eight-pack abs accent that deep-set V of his that disappears into the sweatpants around his waist, which are doing a terrible job of concealing him since they’re hanging precariously low on his hips. He must’ve just come out of the shower because his dark hair is still damp, causing beads of water to trickle down his face.

      My eyes shamelessly travel over his lower abdomen once more. There’s a dark smattering of hair just below his navel, traveling under the sweatpants to the place I’m curious to see again most of all.

      “I love it when you ogle me.” His deep, gruff voice startles me and brings my train of thought to a screeching halt. His blue spheres nearly disappear completely as he narrows them in an attempt to focus his vision. Based on the drowsy appearance of his face, I would argue he's losing his daily battle with the morning.

      His eyes drag up and down my body before they find a focal point that piques their interest. Liam is staring unabashedly at my breasts. The way my heart flutters in response to this man’s gaze is surprising. Is there anything he does that doesn’t turn me on?

      “How am I teasing you?” I ask choppily, still trying to catch my breath from being scared to death only moments earlier.

      “You’re purposely aiming that all-powerful ass of yours in my direction so that I’d see it as soon as I walk out my front door.”

      I laugh off his accusation. See, this is what we can do—what we have been doing nonstop since we met up again—harmless flirty banter and witty quips back and forth. But despite that, neither one of us ever advances to the next step. This is the Neutral Zone. And that’s where we have to stay—where we both agreed to stay. Right now, it’s time to serve the ball back to him.

      Taking a few steps forward, I crowd him, closing the space between us as I step in between his legs. Our bodies are mere inches apart. Liam’s back is pressed up against his apartment door. I feel oh-so powerful as we lock leers, and I bring my voice to a low, sultry whisper. “Is it working?”

      He swallows hard. I can hear his breath catch deep in his throat. When I place a hand on his chest, I can feel his heartbeat thrum swiftly under my fingertips.

      “Why don’t you frisk me and find out?” he suggests with a dopey grin.

      His words trip around in my head, my pulse quickening as his suggestive tone washes over me. Intense heat is radiating within my body at such an insane temperature that I feel that I’m about to internally combust into ashes. It isn’t so much that he asked me to feel him up that is making me so turned on, but rather the fact that I really fucking want to. Right here. Right now. And I don’t give a flying rat’s ass as to who might see or who might be watching.

      I contemplate the idea for a brief moment before I refrain myself and take a step back. If I gave into my urges just now, that would be taking the ultimate risk. And I know we can’t cross that line between flirty neighbors to no longer sexually frustrated neighbors. Besides, I have other things more pressing to do than Liam Montgomery. Granted, if he wanted to kiss me right now, I’d toss that to-do list out of the window so fucking fast that it would cause a sinkhole to form when it impacted the ground.

      “Liam, you’re just the man I was hoping to run into,” I supply, my words sounding rushed and edgy as I try to calm down from the sexually charged adrenaline rush I was feeling about thirty seconds ago.

      His brows knit, drawing my attention from his magnificently sculpted chest to his face. “Is that so? Tell me, Marigold…what can I do for you?”

      Many. Many. Things. Dirty. Magnificent. Wonderful. Things. Rein it in, Rachel. And get ahold of yourself for fuck’s sake!

      “I went to the store late last night and—”

      “You did what?” he snaps, catching me off guard.

      “Went to the store,” I repeat, dragging out the inflection in my voice. “Honestly, I’m not quite sure what part’s confusing you.”

      His lips are slightly parted as his jaw ticks—I can’t stop looking at them. Instantly, the memory of the day I moved here clutters my brainwaves. That kiss. I can still taste him on my tongue. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to take another delicious bite out of him.

      Liam looks uneasy, although I’m not sure why. Seeming to calm himself, he releases a heavy sigh. “Look, Rachel, I don’t want you going anywhere alone at night. It’s not safe. Promise me you won’t do it again.”

      Is he really insinuating what I think he is? Because, if so, I have zero tolerance for that shit. Angrily, I fold my arms over my chest, concealing one of his favorite assets from his viewing pleasure, and harumph.

      “I will do no such thing! I can handle myself; fuck you very much.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I’m not saying th—look, I’m sorry if I offended you. All I meant was I care about you. Okay?”

      I care about you. With those four words, he extinguishes all my rage and frustration. Gotta give it to him…the man’s good. I hope this has no correlation with him being a father and handling tantrum-prone children.

      After raking a hand through his hair, he shoves his hands into his pockets. “So, why exactly where you hoping to run into me? Other than the obvious undeniable sexual chemistry between us, of course.”

      “Of course,” I repeat, a teasing lilt to my voice. Not gonna lie, I have to rack my brain for an inkling as to what I was going to ask him before the whole grocery store fiasco. Ah, that’s right! “I lost a bet, and now I need to bake two-dozen cupcakes for my brother’s second-grade class. I bought all the ingredients I need, but I seem to have forgotten the sugar. Do you have any I can steal away?”

      He nods his head and smiles maliciously. “I’ll give it to you on two conditions.”

      “Wow, I didn’t take you for a conditions guy. Name it.”

      “Double down on the recipe, and I get to help you bake them.”

      I furrow my brow and gnaw at my bottom lip. “May I ask why we would need to double the recipe?”

      “Because if my kids find out that I’m making cupcakes and they can’t have any, all Hell will break loose,” Liam explains, extending his hand out to me.

      Without hesitation, I shake it. Watching his hot buns slaving over an oven—um, yes, please! “You drive a hard bargain, but you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Opening the door behind him, Liam invites me inside. Since this is the very first time I’ve been invited into his apartment, I take in everything. The high ceilings make the already large space feel that much larger. My sight is assaulted by hues of heather grays, slick blacks, and sleek whites.

      “Your place could use some more color,” I admit aloud as I continue to let my eyes roam the large open space.

      “Like a yellow couch perhaps,” he remarks, taking up a mocking resonance. I tap my chin, pretending to consider his question. I feign my epiphany.

      “Precisely! A yellow couch would do wonders in here. A splash of green here, a bit of fuchsia there—oh, and this has to be periwinkle.” I’m met with a bewildered deer-in-headlights look staring at me. “What? Afraid of a little periwinkle?”

      “I don’t even want to know what the hell a periwinkle is.”

      “You don’t know periwinkle?” I shout with a gasp, not feigning my surprise this time. “How is that even possible?”

      He holds up a finger. “Wait. Let me check.”

      Taking that finger along with the hand it’s attached to, he slinks it down his abdomen, gliding it right underneath the white Calvin Klein embroidered waistband that barely peeks over the waistband of his sweatpants. I watch nervously as he cups himself beneath the loose fabric and nods with fake realization. “Yup, definitely still there.”

      I don’t believe this. I’m jealous of a fucking hand. A hand that’s touched him like I want to so badly. I’m jealous of the way it gets to explore every sculpted muscle of his body without consequence. I’m jealous that it can touch him without having to overthink everything. I’m even jealous of the way it has full jurisdiction of the masterpiece that is Liam Montgomery. While I’m confessing all my jealousies, let’s talk about that damn tongue of his. Why is it that bastard can sweep across his lip whenever the hell it pleases?

      Oh. Dear. God. I have it bad for my neighbor—my sexy, single-father neighbor.

      “Don’t you think that was a bit much?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and smirks. “Maybe. But don’t act like you didn’t enjoy it.”

      “That’s beside the point,” I snap subconsciously.

      He raises a questioning brow. “So, you admit it?”

      “Admit what?” I inquire on a shaky breath, my nerves affecting my vocal cords.

      “That you enjoyed it.”

      My eyes widen with the realization of what I just admitted—enjoying watching him touch himself. Albeit, it was unknowingly that I disclosed such a thing. Such an awkward, embarrassing thing.

      Just then, my saving grace comes in the form of a pint-sized Liam. The little boy takes my hand and shakes it. “Hi, I’m Ben.”

      Falling to one knee, I lower myself to his level. This way, I can address him directly. I think that’s how one is supposed to talk to kids, right?

      “Hi, Ben. I’m Rachel from across the hall.”

      He nods. “I know; we were just talking about you.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know when it started, but I’m fidgeting with my hair as I twirl it around my finger.

      “We were just discussing how you would make the perfect mo—”

      “BENJAMIN,” Liam bites out sternly through gritted teeth. Each letter oozes with an I-dare-you-to-disobey-me-and-see-what-happens undertone. Without having to speak another word, Liam successfully silences his son.

      “My sister is quite the chatterbox. And she hasn’t stopped talking about you since you moved in across the hall.” He pauses to look back at his dad. Liam slightly lifts his chin in approval of the topic change, so Ben continues. “Don’t worry, all nice things.”

      “Benjy, don’t you have some homework you should be doing?”

      Ben slaps his forehead as if to say duh. “Of course.” He turns to me and bows. “I shall take my leave now. Nice to finally meet you, Miss Rachel.”

      When he’s vanished from my sight, I turn to his father.

      “He’s got such a charming personality.” I take a beat, tapping my chin in the process as I hold out for dramatic effect. “Wonder where he gets that from.”

      “His aunt,” Liam jokes, causing us both to laugh.

      Liam takes a step toward me, offering me a freshly brewed cup of coffee. That’s when I notice it—or should I say them? My vantage point gives me a perfect view of his bare feet. More specifically, each individually painted toenail on said bare feet.

      “No way! You paint your toenails!”

      Liam looks genuinely confused by my exclamation as if he forgot that his toenails are indeed painted every color under the rainbow. Using my eyes, I point toward them. Taking the hint, he dips his eyes to the floor.

      “Oh, right. That’s the handiwork of one very convincing four-year-old,” he explains, a coy smile quirking his lips.

      “You let your daughter paint your toenails? That is the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “What can I say? I’ll do just about anything to put a smile on my children’s faces.” The joyful gleam illuminating his eyes as he talks about his children pinches my chest. And I swear my heart just melted into a freaking puddle.

      This man. I don’t know how much longer I can resist him. I’m in serious trouble.
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      I drum my fingers impatiently on the countertop as the phone continues to ring in my ear. On the third excruciatingly long ring, Emily picks up.

      “Hello?”

      “Are cupcakes an aphrodisiac?” I ramble off, not even bothering with pleasantries—they are such a time-waster when you’re low on time.

      “Well, hello to you too,” Emily snarks.

      “Sorry, Em, I’m on borrowed time here. I have about fifteenish minutes before he gets here.”

      “Oh, color me juicy pink with intrigue. Is this that man you were talking about yesterday?” I can hear each of her words dripping with curiosity as I imagine she scoots her ass to the edge of her seat, her knuckles turning white from tightening the grip on her cellphone.

      “Details later, I promise. For now, I need a straight answer.”

      She harrumphs through the phone. “Fine. Chocolate or vanilla?”

      I raise a curious brow. “Does it matter?”

      “Oh, young grasshopper, of course, it matters! It could very well be the difference between a good night kiss and a good morning snuggle if you catch my drift.”

      “Drift caught and surfed on. So, what’s the lesser sexual flavor?” I urge, trying to speed things along. I know it’s a moot point with Emily because she likes to tease and taunt you with every single word, but a girl still has to try.

      “You’re no fun sometimes, Rach. Take a damn risk now and then, will ya? For me?” She takes a beat. “Anyway, you want my advice…well, here it is: I say screw the cupcakes! Just put some icing on your hoo-ha and make him eat that for dessert. Talk about one hell of an aphrodisiac.” Just the idea of it causes me to feel flustered.

      “No—I can’t,” I insist. She ignores it and presses forward.

      “Sure, you can. Just stop overthinking it and do it.” She makes it sound so easy as if anything between Liam and me is easy nowadays. I’m constantly overanalyzing every move in my head before I make it, carefully calculating how each of our interactions would be perceived if Michael were in the room. Quite frankly…it’s fucking exhausting.

      “Seriously, I can’t,” I insist more sternly.

      “And why the hell not?” Understandably, she sounds annoyed.

      “‘Cuz he’s Mike’s best friend!”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah, that’s my fucked-up situation.” I sigh in defeat as the weight of my predicament weighs heavy on my shoulders.

      “Oh, my God! You really like him, don’t you?” Emily did always have a sixth sense about these kinda things. At times, it can be really annoying, but it’s a trait that has been very helpful on occasion.

      “Yes. There’s some spark between us that I’ve never felt before. I just wish I could take this chance.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t give up so easily. Let me give it a think and get back to you. In the meantime…don’t fuck him yet.”

      “Too late,” I mumble under my breath. She catches it.

      “You horndog! Details, please. I’m dying here,” she pleads.

      “Well…do you remember that hottie in Vancouver I told you about?”

      “No fucking way! He’s the TOV? The thrice orgasm Vancouvian from the wedding?”

      I laugh at her ridiculousness. “I don’t think they’re called Vancouvians.”

      Emily groans loudly. “That’s beside the point, Rach. Stay focused here.”

      “Yes, he’s the same guy. It turns out he lives here, and he’s not from Vancouver.”

      “That explains why you couldn’t track him down after the wedding. Also, have I mentioned that I really need to fucking move to Hottieville? Both you and Callum found your hotties there—”

      “He’s not mine,” I interject, reminding myself as much as her.

      “Tomato, Potato, and whatnot. I’ll find a loophole in that older brother clause, just you wait.”

      “As much as I admire your determination and enthusiasm, I don’t think there is a loophole in this story.”

      “Girl, are you doubting me? For shame!” she teases as she smacks her lips. “Just to clarify, you haven’t slept with him since you guys spent that first night together fucking and talking until the sunrise, right?”

      “Right,” I affirm with a nod, even though she can’t see me.

      “Great. Don’t until I can find this loophole. I mean, technically, when you slept with him, he was just some sexy stranger. That has to count for something.”

      “That might get me a free one-time pass. But I want the damn annual pass to his theme park.”

      “Alright,” she barks through her laughter. “That rollercoaster ride must have been something special.”

      “You have no idea,” I admit.

      A knock on the door startles me. The Shiba I brought home from work—whose paw is healing nicely, I might add—staggers toward the door to welcome our guests.

      “Shit, he’s here. Gotta go. Bye.”

      After hanging up the phone, I toss it onto the nearby couch cushion. The last thing I need is Emily texting me a thread of hilarious thirsty women gifs—which is totally something she would do. It’s best that I ignore her completely and focus all my attention and willpower on not falling for my insanely hot neighbor.

      That’s much easier said than done, I’m afraid. Especially when I open the door and find his little girl holding his hand. She’s looking up at me with those big, hickory eyes of hers. A gigantic smile stretches across her face when she spots the puppy beside me.

      “Puppy!” she squeals with excitement before she turns her attention to her father. “Daddy, can I plays with him? Pretty please?”

      Liam looks to me for approval. I nod before quickly adding. “Just be careful of his front paw.”

      The two of them scurry off to play somewhere, leaving Liam and me in the doorway. Liam holds up a bag of sugar. “I come bearing gifts.”

      “Oh, how sweet,” I joke, and I step aside to welcome him into my humble abode.

      Taking a step forward, I watch his eyes scan the room for his daughter. His lip twitches ever so slightly when he finds her. He juts up his brow. “When did you get a dog?”

      I shake my head. “He’s not mine. I borrowed him from work.”

      “Borrowed? Am I now the accomplice of something sinister?” He smirks, which in and of itself is sinister.

      I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. Leaning in closer to him, I lower my voice to a breathy whisper. “You’ve been an accomplice to something sinister since the day we met.”

      “Sinister? Not the word I would’ve gone with.”

      “Oh, and what word is suitable for that night?” I ask playfully, very curious to hear his answer.

      “How about…” he pauses for emphasis. My eyes are glued to his mouth, watching anxiously as it shapes into each delectable adjective. “Naughty. Orgasmic. Thrilling. Enrapturing. Shall I continue?”

      My body is saying yes, but my mind is shouting no. Thankfully, I listen to the latter. “It’s probably best that you don’t. For both our sakes.”

      He nods in agreement, straitening his posture. And just like that, every ounce of his flirtation dies, like he flipped a switch and turned it off. “Very well, then. Tell me more about how you became the Shiba caretaker then.”

      I recant the entire story, leaving out no details. From someone leaving him on the clinic’s doorstep, the kennel burning down, performing the examination, all the way to taking him home with me that night.

      “Is he one of the dogs up for adoption at this event of yours?” Liam asks, his question catching me completely off guard.

      I nod. “Why? Are you interested?”

      Liam’s response is light and airy. “I don’t think I have much of a choice.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      He laughs and bobs his head to the left. Following his gesture, I find the little pup on top of his daughter, licking her face repeatedly as she giggles with hysteria. It truly is a remarkable sight to behold—just pure happiness without a care in the world.

      “That doesn’t mean you have to adopt him,” I whisper to him, quirking my mouth off to the side. He holds up a solitary finger that says, wait for it.

      “Elle, sweetie. What are you doing?”

      “I’m playing with Scout, Daddy.”

      Hook. Line. And sinker. Well, I’ll be damned, she named him already.

      When I glance back at Liam, he’s wearing an all-knowing grin on his face.

      “Shut up,” I chide as I playfully punch him in the arm.

      He shrugs. “What can I say? I know my kids well.”

      There’s a moment of silence between us—not an awkward silence, but more of a comfortable one. Neither one of us speaks as we get lost in our own thoughts.

      Eventually, Liam breaks that silence and points to me. “I know I promised you breakfast while we talked about marketing strategies, but baking muffins counts, right?

      “Cupcakes,” I correct.

      “Right, cupcakes. Totally countable as a breakfast food. I mean, they’re practically a muffin.”

      I nod in agreement. “The first cousin of the muffin, surely.”

      “How about you prep the pan and tell me all about this event while I mix the batter?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I affirm with a nod.

      As I bend over to retrieve the cupcake pan out of the bottom cabinet, I can’t shake the feeling that he’s checking out my ass. Which is something neighbors shouldn’t do, I remind myself. They also shouldn’t take their time rising back up, but that doesn’t stop me from doing exactly that.

      Just to mess with him, I turn my head around. Our eyes lock as I slowly unfold myself back to an upright position. A satisfactory smile tugs at my lips when I catch him biting down on his. Success. I know teasing him is just as torturous for me as it is him since neither one of us can actually act upon our mutual feelings toward one another, but it’s too damn fun for me to stop it.

      As I catch Liam up to speed with everything I have done for the event marketing-wise, I can’t help but notice him staring. Not in one place in particular, but rather all over. My heartbeat quickens, and my breaths grow shallow as it hitches. I love the way he watches me—the way his eyes roam over my entire body, lingering on each section as if it’s its own masterpiece. It feels as if he’s committing every detail of me to his memory, and that’s hot as hell.

      “Are you even listening, or are you just ogling me?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me. Liam smirks mischievously as he continues to stir our cupcake mixture.

      “I can’t do both?”

      I scrunch my nose up in response. “In my experience…no, you can’t.”

      At six feet, Liam towers over me as he takes a step forward. His glasses slide slightly down the bridge of his nose as he dips his gaze down. “Then, you’ve never dated a single father before.”

      He brushes his thumb over my bottom lip, the simple touch sending shivers down my spine. Em’s advice echoes in my mind. Don’t sleep with him until I find a loophole. I sidestep to the left, breaking all contact. I cannot allow myself to get too comfortable around him for fear of doing something stupid. Things were very different before I knew who he was. But now that I do, I must draw a bold ass line between neighbor and lover.

      Nervously, I play with my hair. I twirl it around my finger as I urge my brain to come up with a smooth topic transition. “So, what’s the best way to spread the word in a town like this?”

      Yeah, real smooth.

      Liam knits his brows together as he focuses on pouring the mixture into the cupcake pan. Once the batter is evenly distributed in all the ridges, he answers me with a single word. “Abney.”

      I quirk my brow. “Abney?”

      He nods vehemently. “Abney.”

      “What the hell is an Abney?”

      His forearms ripple as he crosses them over his chest. “Not a what. A who.”

      “Okay…” I ask, “How does one find this Abney?”

      He shakes his head and chuckles to himself. “Trust me; she will find you. All you have to do is dangle some gossip from the ceiling. She can sniff that out from a mile away.”

      “I don’t even know what that means. How is any of this going to help me get puppies adopted?”

      Liam sighs, a hint of frustration detectable under the surface. “The best way to spread the word in this town is gossip. Abney is the biggest gossip around.”

      “How cliché!”

      He nods in agreement. “Cliché as it may be, it’s immensely effective. The only tricky part is getting her interested.”

      “Are puppies needing homes not interesting enough?”

      He shakes his head. “Not in the slightest. She craves juicy, personal kind of stories that she can plaster on the front page of the town’s newspaper.”

      Now, I’m the one sighing out of frustration. “Then, she’s not an effective strategy for this.”

      He raises his brow and says, “Oh, but she can be. And a powerful one at that.”

      Losing all patience with him, I raise my hands in the air for a brief moment before I let them quickly fall limply by my sides. “How?”

      “Are you willing to do something stupid with me?”

      Without a second thought, I stare him directly in the eyes and utter a word that could very well change everything. “Absolutely.”
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      Very stealthily, I lean over the cart and whisper to the two young children sitting in its basket. “Be very still and don’t move a muscle. If we don’t move, the very old dinosaur won’t see us, understand?”

      They both quickly nod their heads once and only once before they cease all movement. They know all too well the importance of their compliance with this mission. The stakes are too great, and failure is not an option.

      The scary dinosaur starts to sashay herself down the cereal aisle, jutting her hips and ass outward with each forward motion. A tiny deep-green-colored hat is pinned atop her bushy red-dyed hair. She’s clad in her own signature style—a brown blouse, gray skirt, orange heels, all accessorized with a pineapple broach that’s pinned on her right lapel and a black jacket that hangs off her shoulders like a cape. If I had to guess, I would argue that the dinosaur is pretending to be a duck today.

      Three steps. Just three more steps, and we are in the clear. I count in my head.

      One ass jiggle step.

      Two ass jiggle steps.

      Thr—

      Thinking fast on my feet, I whip out my cellphone and decide to take the fast track and surefire way to get Rachel’s adoption event out there. If I can just make Abney think it’s some juicy bit of gossip instead, the whole town will know. You see, Ms. Abney won’t spread a single word around town for anything that isn’t about your personal life. So, if I can just make her think it is about my personal life, she will spread that shit like wildfire.

      I shoot off a single-word text to Rachel. Now.

      Coming from the opposite direction, Rachel beats Ms. Abney to me, leans in and presses her lips against mine. I part her lips with my tongue and moan the second I taste her. Her tongue is in my mouth, her scent in my lungs. It’s so fucking perfect that I almost forget that this is all just for show.

      Against every fiber of my being, I pull away, breaking the kiss. My thickening cock reprimands me with its painful throbbing. Sorry, dude, gotta focus on the plan for now.

      “Babe, not here. Meet me in the park Friday at seven,” I say, making sure to smack her ass as she walks away. That’ll get Abney’s full attention for sure.

      “Oh, Liam, hi. I almost didn’t see you guys there.” We’ve been spotted, perfect.

      “Hi, Ms. Abney. Ben, Elle, say hello,” I command softly. Being that they are as thrilled to see her as I am and don’t have the proper training on how to fake enthusiasm yet at their young ages, they both sound like drones as they repeat the monotone phrase.

      “Hi, Ms. Abney.”

      “Hello, children,” she replies with a flippant finger-dancing wave before she switches her attention back to me. “Liam Montgomery, just the man I was hoping to see.”

      I’d like to say that, as a thirty-six-year-old man, the sight of this woman doesn’t scare the living shit outta me, but it does. Even after all these years, Ms. Abney is still a hard pill to swallow. Whenever she’s hoping to run into you, she wants something. It could be a favor, or—nope, it’s always just for a favor. I can’t recall a single time that it wasn’t.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Abney?” I make sure to sound pleasant and stern at the same time. As much as this woman drives me insane—hell, she drives the entire damn town insane—she’s still the mayor and my senior. My father always told me to respect all my elders, and there was never an addendum to that rule for Ms. Abney. Although, in all fairness, there really should’ve been.

      “Well, you didn’t hear this from me. But you know how Officer Tanner flew up to Arizona for his sister’s wedding?” She pauses, pursing her lips as she awaits my response.

      “No, I wasn’t aware—”

      She dramatically waves a flippant hand in the air before she continues. “Oh, that’s not important. Anyway, he met this girl there; she’s a real cute thing. Wavy blonde hair, gorgeous blue eyes, and long legs that I’m told go on for days, whatever that means. Well, now the wedding is going to be in town. Your mother mentioned that you’d help set up the event.”

      “She did?” I inquire with an arch of my brow, knowing very well that my mother would never sign me up for anything that involved Ms. Abney. It’s in typical Abney fashion to pretend that she didn’t just witness my very obvious PDA moment earlier and try to throw you off her scent.

      Ms. Abney is nothing if not predictable. She is a self-appointed and self-acclaimed matchmaker, even though none of her matches, and I use that term very loosely, have ever worked out. Instead of actually matching people she thinks would make a good couple, she just takes credit for the couples that already matched themselves. For example, when my sister Hannah married Logan, Abney was the first one to say they met because of her incredible matchmaking skills. While in reality, they met in a middle school gym class. The woman has no boundaries and no shame—a dangerous combination if I ever saw one.

      “Of course, she did! Who knows? You may even meet someone special there.” She pauses a moment to nudge my arm with her elbow and wink. “Cheryl’s been gone a long time now, Honey. It’s time to move on.”

      My entire body tenses at the mention of her name. Abney must have noticed that she overstepped because she bows her head and points her nose toward the tile floor. But the guilt she feels passes just as suddenly as it came because her gaze returns to mine.

      “Fine, don’t take a chance on love. Do whatever you want and die alone.”

      Don’t snap, don’t snap, don’t snap. You can hold it all together, Liam. Keep in mind; your kids are watching every move you make.

      I suck in a deep breath to subdue the anger and frustration I feel boiling higher to the surface. Abney has just crossed several lines, but the biggest one is this: don’t ever mention my bitch of a wife in front of my kids—ever!

      “If you don’t mind, Ms. Abney, I really have to finish up here and get Elle down for her N-A-P.” I spell out the last word in an attempt not to pre-alert my daughter with the word she hates more than any other on this planet. Don’t get me wrong, she goes to sleep without giving me any trouble, but she lets me know how much she doesn’t like it before she does. She’s like her mother in that regard. Even after all this time, any thought of her still feels like a blow to the dick—and not the good kind.

      I know this makes me sound like a complete dickwad, but looking at my daughter kills me. It’s not because of her beauty, although she’s gorgeous, and it’s not because of her abundance of cuteness, although she’s got that going for her too. Instead, it’s because she is all her mother. From her uncontrollable brown curls atop her head to her small flat feet, every part of her reminds me of Cheryl. Of all the great times we had together. All the laughs we shared, tears we cried, and everything in-between. I just hope that there will come a day when I look upon my daughter’s beautiful smiling face and don’t think about the love I lost or the wife I had once upon a time.

      “Sure thing. I’ll see you for the setup, right?”

      My brows knit together as I narrow my eyes at her like a missile locking on to its target. She’s not budging, so I guess there’s no chance of talking myself out of this one. “Sure.”

      “Excellent.” And with a finger-fluttering wave, she vanishes down the aisle.

      Whipping out my phone, I send another text to Rachel.

      Liam: The plan is in motion.
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      Oh, you have got to be shitting me. As soon as I walk out of the lobby doors this morning, I find Liam hunched over the hood of a car, shirtless. His skin is glistening with sweat from the early morning sun. He’s holding some sort of tool in his hand that I can’t identify—not that it’s hard to make out what it is, but instead, I just lack the knowledge of anything and everything that has to do with fixing things. The only tools I know my way around are the ones I have at work. But if you ask me to hand you a specific-headed screwdriver, you’re shit outta luck. Would you like the duck’s bill or the star?

      He is working on some white Cadillac I don’t recognize. I doubt it’s his own. I take a few steps closer, admiring the view. From my new vantage point, I watch Liam use his forearm to wipe the sweat off his brow as he tinkers with some thingamabob. Whatever he’s working on, he’s laser-focused on it. Not sure that even I can distract him from it.

      A satisfied smirk appears on his face. I know that smirk all too well. And it makes me smile to think of all the ways I’ve caused it. As I stare at his lips, I can’t help but remember yesterday’s kiss in aisle twelve.

      He kissed me with such conviction that I could taste the longing like it was a flavor on his tongue. My lips tingle at the memory. I reach up and touch them, wishing more than anything that I could feel the firm press of his mouth against mine again.

      “There you go, Mrs. Downey. Good as new,” he chirps to the elderly woman sitting in the driver’s seat. As she flicks her wrist to turn the key, the car starts, causing her to clap with overwhelming joy.

      “Thank you, Liam. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Please let me pay you this time.”

      Liam shakes his head. “Not a chance.”

      Mrs. Downey snaps her fingers as the lightbulb goes off in her head. “I know. Come by tomorrow afternoon, and there will be a basket of brownies with your kids’ names on them.”

      Liam smiles and nods his thanks as he walks over to the rolled-down window. “You know I can never turn down the taste of something sweet.”

      Yes, I know you can’t.

      Mrs. Downey smiles before rolling up her window and moving on with her day. As soon as Liam’s standing there alone, I make my remark.

      “Now look who’s teasing who here.”

      Liam shrugs unapologetically.

      “Enjoy the show?” he asks with a dopey grin. My heartbeat quickens as he walks closer to me. When he’s within an arm’s distance, I hook my fingers around the belt loops of his pants and pull him into me. Slowly, he slides his fingers up my arm to frame my face.

      Ever since I arrived, I’ve been trying to convince myself that there isn’t that spark between us—that the chemistry we have is just a manifesto of pent up sexual frustration and lust. But then he touches me like that, and I go limp. And there’s no denying what we have.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” I order. He flicks up a brow. The surprise on his face matches what I feel inside. Where the hell did that come from? I certainly didn’t think before I spoke, or I would’ve tried to stop myself from being so reckless.

      With our bodies pressed together, I seize the opportunity to rub myself against his rock-hard dick.

      “For fuck’s sake.” It’s more of a guttural groan than words, but still every bit as sexy as sin. “You’re making it really fucking hard to resist you.”

      “Then, don’t,” I reply in a breathy undertone.

      “You don’t know what you do to me,” he admits. Then the corners of his mouth hook into a sexy, suggestive grin. And my vaginal muscles clamp down in a needy clench. He sweeps my hair over my shoulder and presses a soft kiss to the nape of my neck.

      “Mmmm,” I hum as his lips scorch my skin. My heart is pounding harder than summer rain.

      But as quickly as it started, it ends. Liam pulls back and sighs. A sorrowful and apologetic expression crosses his face. The usually crystal-clear blue pools in his eyes grow cloudy. “We can’t.”

      Then, without a moment’s notice, he turns and walks away.
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      While the cupcakes were baking yesterday, Liam convinced me to send out an email to all our clients about the event and encourage them to share the news with their friends and family. Honestly, I’m surprised I didn’t think of doing that. It’s so simple and there’s no cost at all. The only issue with the whole shebang is that I’m shit at graphic design, and we both agreed that a cute graphic of a puppy and kitten with one paw on top of the other would make a perfect addition to the email.

      So, we did a tradeoff. I agreed to let his daughter paint my toes while he designed the image for me. A pretty even trade, if I do say so myself. Especially considering that the extent of my graphic design knowledge ends once I’ve changed the background of a PowerPoint.

      I feel chipper as I head into work this morning, anxious to see the fruits of my labor. Despite getting rejected by Liam this morning, I’m still in a good mood. I know he did the right thing. He did what I didn’t have the strength to do because I got swept up in the heat of the moment. Nevertheless, just because it was logical to do so, it doesn’t mean that being rejected still didn’t sting. It did.

      I arrive at the clinic, coffee in hand. Lincoln’s smile stretches across his entire face as he beams with joy.

      “You did it! I don’t know how, but you did,” he exclaims, his tone and demeanor full of praise.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “People have been calling all day for more details on the adoption event. The line is ringing off the hook.” His words swell my heart, filling it with hope and joy.

      “That’s fantastic!” I squeal. “Do you think they’re all going to attend?”

      Lincoln nods vehemently. “Absolutely! Oh, that reminds me. How’s our favorite Shiba doing?” Lincoln asks as he slips a folder into the filing cabinet.

      “Great! His paw is healing nicely. And I may have already found a family wanting to adopt him.”

      Lincoln scratches the scruff on his chin. “Really?”

      I nod. “Mhmm. My neighbor’s little girl fell in love with him. She’s already named him.”

      “You know once they name them—”

      “There’s no going back,” I finish his sentence.

      “So, where did you want to have lunch today?” Lincoln inquires as he takes a seat at his desk.

      “Rachel, can I see you a moment?” Dr. Hoffman calls from his office. I turn to Lincoln.

      “Hold that thought?”

      He nods slowly as if to say, of course.

      I walk into Hoffman’s office with my head held high, proud that my efforts to engage the community by informing them about the adoption are working out—thanks to Liam’s help, of course. Hopefully, I can return the favor and be just as helpful in aiding him with the marketing cybersecurity to women task.

      Hoffman takes a seat at his desk, types rapidly on his keyboard, and swivels one of his monitors so that I can see it. It’s an impressive line graph that shows exponential increases between last week through today.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      Hoffman smiles. “It sure is. You did great work! Not sure how you accomplished this drastic change so quickly, but I’m grateful. Which reminds me—”

      He pauses, brings a water bottle to his lips, and swigs. Once he swallows, he places it down, leans forward in his chair, and brings his hands together. “I’m leaving.”

      He has my full attention. “What?”

      “My daughter just had a baby, so my wife and I are flying to Albuquerque. We’re planning on staying there a month to help in any way we can—wife’s idea.” He raises both his hands in the air, gesturing his surrender. “I’ve learned a long time ago not to question her motherly intuition. Do you think you can handle both the clinic and the adoption event on your lonesome?”

      I nod, unsure of how to bottle my enthusiasm at this exciting revelation. This will be the perfect opportunity to show Hoffman that I would be a viable replacement for him when he does finally decide to retire. “Congratulations.”

      He smiles briefly. “Thanks. And if you need anything, feel free to give me a ring.”

      “Will do, enjoy your trip,” I mutter on my way out the door.

      I suck in a deep breath but am interrupted on the exhale by Lincoln. He nearly knocks me to the floor when he crashes into me. As I regain my composure, we lock gazes, and I can see the horror in his eyes.

      “Cat—car—Room 3.”

      Without an ounce of hesitation, I run down the hallway to do my job.
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      I’m typing out a rigorous email to my boss, explaining the initial premise of the commercial. I make sure to detail out each scene—particularly the wedding one that Rachel suggested. It’s a brilliant idea, actually. She thought that the best approach to relate cybersecurity to women is by using identity theft and showcasing how it can ruin her life’s most significant moments. I could almost kiss her when she suggested it last night.

      Kiss. Fuck, I’m not supposed to be thinking about doing that with her. I mean, what the hell was she thinking this morning? Grinding against me and telling me to kiss her is not going to keep up both on our best behavior—our friendly neighbor behavior. She looked so damn cute watching me from a distance, her hair flowing down her shoulders as she nibbled on her bottom lip.

      “Penny for your thoughts.” Mike sits down in the empty chair beside me, greeting me with a slap on the back. “Whoa, what’s with that face?”

      I scrub a hand over my face, completely unaware of whatever expression I just made that triggered his response. Did I just give something away? Is there technically anything to give away? So what if your sister and I kissed this morning? Big whoop—it won’t happen again. I’ll make sure of it.

      I furrow my brow, cautiously and meticulously planning out my next move.

      “What face?” Yeah, Liam, real masterful.

      “Your guilty face,” he answers.

      “Oh, c’mon. I don’t have a guilty face.”

      He scoffs. “Oh, yeah, you do. That’s it right there.”

      “What? No, it’s not. This is my regular face.”

      Mike folds his arms over his chest and shakes his head. “If that’s your regular face, then you’re guilty as hell all the damn time.”

      He nudges my arm with his elbow. “What guilty pleasure are you thinkin’ about?”

      I swivel my chair around to get a better look at him. His eyes are calculating, analyzing every expression I make—or lack thereof. I watch as they shift from narrowing slits to big bulbs beaming with insight.

      “I got it! You were thinking about your Mystery Girl, weren’t you?”

      I do the only thing any man would do in my position, knowing very well that you were thinking about your best friend’s sister. Deny, deny, deny.

      “No, I wasn’t. I was thinking about work things. We’re at work.”

      “Yeah, work things,” Mike says with air quotes, each syllable oozing with sarcasm. “Fine, don’t tell me about her. Just know that I’m single as fuck and live vicariously through you.”

      “Don’t say things like that, man.”

      “Why not?”

      “‘Cuz it makes you seem creepy. Like, check his basement kind of creepy. An as seen on 60 Minutes kind of creepy. A call the cops ‘cuz this guy on the playground might just flash someone kind of creepy. That kind of creepy.”

      “Damn, don’t hold back,” Mike laughs.

      I shrug. “Besides, it doesn’t look like she and I are going to work out.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, man. Look, you were given the short end of the stick last time. Things will all work out for the better in the end. You’ll see.”

      “Thanks, Mike. Means a lot,” I say sincerely as I bow my head toward the floor. He pats my shoulder as he stands up.

      “Don’t mention it. What are friends for?”

      As he walks away, the guilt of whatever the hell is going on between Rachel and me weighs heavy on my mind.
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      After what almost happened this morning with Rachel, the last thing I want to do is march across the hall and give us both more temptation. Unfortunately, I don’t seem to have much choice.

      After dinner, I was in the bathroom, prepping the bathtub for my daughter like I do every single night. However, this time when I turned on the faucet, some godawful noise rattled in the walls. Long story short, a pipe burst, and the water to my apartment had to be shut off. Thus, my new need to ask Rachel for yet another favor.

      With a kid on each hand, I take the twenty-seven paces from my front door to hers—yes, I actually counted. I was hoping that it would get my mind off all the delightfully naughty things I want to do with the woman behind this door. Kissing every inch of her is just the first thing on my We Cannot Let This Happen List.

      I know her skin is soft to the touch. I know it constantly begs to be kissed by a lot more than the sun. And I know that I’m just the kind of man who’s willing to take on that challenge. I’d start at the bottom of her neck, slowly pecking kisses along the column of her throat until I reach her jawline. Then, I would work my way over to her lips, taking everything I desire as our tongues dance to the rhythm of their own tango. Next, I would lick the valley of her breasts just to hear that beautiful, sharp exhale she would exude. That’s when I would trail my tongue straight down to her navel, earning me that blush of hers that I so desperately crave to cause.

      “Daddy?” my son’s voice brings me back to reality. Slightly ashamed, I avert my gaze to the carpeted floor beneath me. Shit, how long was I fantasizing about her? Clearly, counting didn’t work. I need to find a new method and fast.

      In an attempt to redeem myself, I shift my gaze from the floor back to Ben. “Hey, Benjy, can you knock on the door for me? My hands are full.”

      It’s a lame excuse considering that the only things my hands are holding are their hands. I know it. He knows it. But, thankfully, he doesn’t call me out on it while he bangs twice on the door. It takes Rachel exactly forty-nine seconds to open the door—counting still doesn’t help me. Even less so now that I can see the way her pupils dilate ever so slightly when she gazes at me.

      A quaint smile forms on her lips as she props herself against the doorframe. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Can I see Scout?” Elle asks, directing her question to Rachel, not me.

      “Elle, sweetie. That’s not why we’re here,” I remind her, my voice stern and unwavering. I have to show some sort of resolve to prove to Rachel that I am capable of such a thing, just not whenever she’s acting all cute. Which, unfortunately for me, is all the damn time.

      “Oh c’mon, let her play with him. Don’t be Mr. MeanOldDaddyPants,” Rachel teases, batting her eyelashes dramatically. I can’t help but smile when Elle high-fives her. I think I’ve officially been teamed up on…and I’m perfectly okay with that.

      “Fine,” I say, defeated. Ben and Elle go running through the doorway and toward the excited pup. Scout barks, wagging his tail with glee as he chases them around the sofa.

      “Can I interest you a nightcap?”

      “Umm…” my voice trails off. I don’t drink much, but when I do, it’s never in front of my kids.

      She must sense my discomfort because she quickly clarifies her statement. “Of coffee, that is.”

      “Sure, I can’t turn that down.”

      “But you can turn me down,” she mutters under her breath. My shoulders tense in response, but I don’t say anything.

      “Rachel, I’m—” I cut myself off, chickening out at the last second. I can’t apologize for turning her down. I still feel like I did the right thing, even though my dick wanted to strangle me shortly after.

      As Rachel grabs a mug from her cabinet, I dip my gaze, getting a spectacular view of her phenomenal asset. My cock stirs in my pants like a bear emerging from hibernation.

      “Yeah?” She turns around after she presses brew on the Keurig to face me, her amber eyes watching me skeptically.

      “I’m afraid I need to ask you for another favor.” Nice save.

      “Shoot.” She hands me the fresh cup of coffee, and I quickly sip it, hoping that somehow the caffeine will continue to give me the strength to resist her.

      “A pipe burst in my bathroom, and now we’re out of water. Can we—”

      “Absolutely.”

      I quirk a brow as I bring the mug to my lips and take another sip. “You’re not gonna wait for me to finish my sentence before you agree to it?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope.”

      “Thank you,” I utter before turning to my kids. “Benjy, head in first, and I’ll bring you your pajamas.”

      My son nods before he heads into the bathroom.

      “Wait, you don’t have to kid-proof it first?”

      I bark out a laugh. “No. They’re past that age.”

      As Ben showers, I watch in awe as Rachel lets Elle paint her fingernails. They’re chatting about something I can’t quite hear, but they assure me it’s just girl talk—whatever that means. I have to admit; I like seeing them together—Elle and Rachel, a dynamic duo that could be as world-changing as Batman and Robin. Watching Rachel bringing my daughter so much joy causes tears to well up in my eyes, but I quickly blink them away. God, I’m in a lot of trouble here. If I tried hard enough, I could probably continue to resist her, but I no longer want to.

      After Ben showers and I finish bathing Elle, I bring them both home. Once they’re tucked into bed, I return to Rachel’s apartment.

      Once I enter through the threshold, I’m unable to control myself. I charge toward her, lift her up into my arms, and place her onto the yellow monstrosity she calls a couch.

      We’re both panting; our bodies pressed together as I stare down into her beckoning gaze. Leaning down, I nip at her neck. She moans softly, almost inaudibly, as her body writhes upward into me. It all feels so fucking amazing that I almost can’t see straight.

      “I want you,” I growl into her neck. My heartbeat quickens with my confession as I claim a few more greedy kisses on her neck.

      When I pull away, I return my gaze, meeting her contemplative stare. Placing a hand under her chin, I steady her. Reassure her. “I’ll make you a deal. I'm going to hop in the shower. If you want, you can join me, and we can finish what you started this morning. If you don’t, no harm done. The ball's completely in your court, Marigold. It’s up to you if you want to play the game. Deal?”

      On a staggering breath, she utters her response. “But earlier you said—”

      I crash my mouth down on hers. As soon as she slides her tongue into my mouth, I take a few greedy pulls of it. Her hands delve into my hair. I can feel her twisting the dark strands around her fingers. She yanks my head back, breaking our connection.

      “But this morning—”

      “I know. I made my decision. But whenever you’re close, I wanna change my mind. So…”

      “So,” she whispers softly, her breath tickling my neck.

      “So, change it for me.”
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      So, change it for me. His words echo in my mind, pulsating in my temples. The temptation behind each syllable is intoxicating. To make matters much worse, I know he’s naked just behind that door.

      I shut my eyes in a desperate attempt to focus my thoughts on anything and everything that isn’t Liam Montgomery. I suck in a deep breath, hold it for four seconds, and release. I repeat this three more times before I determine that it’s pointless. Even with my eyes closed, all I can hear is the symphony of my heartbeat harmonizing with the sound of the shower water.

      I want to take him up on his offer. To strip down to nothing, open the door and slip into the shower with him. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to put my hands on him—all of him—to trace each muscle with my fingernails as they flex under my touch. I want him. I need him. But above all, I need him to want me too.

      This morning, I wasn’t so sure that Liam felt the same way I did anymore. But with that kiss, I know he does. One cannot fake that kind of chemistry. That kind of passion. That kind of spark.

      Blindly, I reach forward, feeling around the door until my hand grazes against the cool metal handle. Instinctively, I grip it tight. A little too tight. But I hesitate, afraid that once I turn it, there will be no going back. I will be all in as I take a wrecking ball to my relationship with Michael.

      I don’t want to hurt him—truly, I don’t. But I also don’t want to live each day in agony knowing that Liam wants me, I want him, and all it would take is just a walk across the hall. My hand shakes violently, causing the door handle to jiggle. I release it as if it burned me.

      That’s it! I cannot do this any longer! Determined and rightfully frustrated, I march over toward my purse on the living room coffee table, unzip it, and retrieve my phone. Not even wasting time unlocking it, I spit out a command. “Siri, call Michael.”

      My heart pounds harder in my chest as the phone rings in my ear. My nerves are on high alert as the unknowns team up with the what-ifs to talk me out of it. What are you going to do if he answers anyway? Tell him that you are going to fuck his best friend? Yeah, I’m sure that’ll go over real well.

      On the fourth ring, I hang up. Calling him was a stupid idea anyway. I know just who might be able to convince me to do the right thing. He answers almost immediately.

      “Hello?”

      “Callum, I need you to talk me out of doing something really stupid.”

      “Alright. I’m all ears. Lay it on me.”

      Unable to control myself, I rattle off the gist of my current dilemma. “Hot neighbor’s shower broke. I told him he could use mine. He asked me to join him. I really, really, really want to.”

      “I’m not seeing a problem here, Rach,” Callum emphasizes.

      “Hot neighbor is Mike’s best friend.”

      “Shit, is that all?” He chuckles.

      “Well, actually we kinda slept together in Vancouver several months ago. I didn’t know who he was then. I do now. But honestly, that doesn’t change how I feel about him at all. If anything, now that I know him better, I like him even more than I did that night.” I pause, realizing what I’ve just admitted to Callum. I’m not so sure I even admitted that to myself yet. I like him even more. I swallow the lump in my throat before I continue. “Anyway, I need you to talk me out of walking into that shower. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize my relationship with Mike, and I feel like showering with his best friend would do just that.”

      The line falls silent. Too silent. So silent that it’s almost deafening. I open my mouth to speak, but thankfully, Callum beats me to the punch.

      “What do you like about him?” Callum’s question takes me completely by surprise. Of the millions of things he could’ve said, I wasn’t expecting that.

      “That’s a loaded question,” I admit aloud.

      “Then it should be easy to answer,” Callum remarks in a satirizing manor, his words exaggerated as they fly off his tongue. Ignoring his execution, I decide to focus on what he said, not how he said it. I compile the ever-growing list in my mind and begin counting my fingers as I mention each one of them.

      “I like the way his smile lights up the room. And his carefree, almost childlike spirit that I can always count on to make me laugh. I like the way he makes me feel like I’m the most important person in the room. I like when his smile meets his eyes, causing that captivating twinkle to glisten whenever he looks at me. I like the way I feel whenever he’s around. I like his attentiveness—to his children and me. Speaking of which, I love the kind of father he is to them. I love how just watching him around them is enough to melt my heart.”

      “You realize that you switched from like to love, right?” Callum interjects, interrupting my monologue.

      “What? No, I didn’t,” I insist snippily, causing my voice to crack. I clear my throat in a desperate attempt to cover up my faux pas.

      “Yes, you did.” I can’t see him, but it sounds like he is grinning from ear to ear. “Seems to me that you’ve already decided what you want to do here. Why even call me?”

      I contemplate that for a minute. Have I already decided what I want to do? He’s right; I know what I want to do. That was never the issue. The problem is that Liam is Michael’s best friend. Us being together would cross that unspoken boundary line that siblings should never cross.

      “But Michael—”

      “But nothing! This isn’t some kind of one-night-stand hookup, Rachel. It may have started that way. But based on what you just told me, your connection with Liam goes much deeper than that. Michael will respect that. I’m sure of it.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because he, like me, is your brother. And we both only want you to be happy. I know that sounds very cliché, but it’s true nonetheless.” Callum pauses to say something to his husband that I can’t quite make out before he continues. “Besides, you remember my superpower, right?”

      I laugh at his reference to the joke we came up with as kids. Back when we were all younger, we fought—as most siblings do. But no matter how bad the fight was, Callum would always find a way to smooth it all over, even if he was the one that started the fight. It was almost like magic, how well it worked. We called it his superpower…and the rest is history.

      I quirk my brow, even though I know he can’t see it. “You’ve still got it?”

      “Oh, honey, it never left. Now, stop overthinking and have some fun. Just promise me one thing,” he deadpans.

      “Yeah?”

      “Spare me the details later. I am still your brother, ya know.”

      “I promise,” I rush out before I hang up the phone and toss it on the couch. Spinning on my heel, I do a complete one-eighty and stride toward the bathroom door, determination driving each powerful footstep.

      I pause for only a moment before I reach for the door handle again. To my surprise, it swings open from the other end. Liam looks down at me, disappointment lurking in his blue irises. He smiles, but it doesn’t make it to his eyes.

      “Goodnight, Rachel.”

      I stand there in complete silence. I want to stop him, but I can’t find the nerve. I’m paralyzed. Unable to move. Unable to speak. All I can do is watch him walk away from me.
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      The scent of the fresh-cut grass fills my lungs as I take a deep breath. The sunlight is barely peeking over the horizon, but it’s enough for its rays to illuminate the house. Eager, I open the door and step inside.

      For the first time since forming our friendship circle, I’ve been forced to schedule an emergency meeting with Darren and Logan. This irrevocable act has only been done once before when Darren’s wife left him home alone with their son for the first time. He didn’t really need our help, but Logan and I had to calm him down when he freaked out and overthought everything. This situation is much more dire.

      Rachel is a devastatingly beautiful temptress. Everything she does seems to turn me on to no avail. But yesterday, seeing her around my children, interacting with them and making them laugh, takes my temptation and multiplies it by a factor of a million. Hence, the emergency meeting. It’s about time I get two more opinions on my fucked-up situation.

      As I enter through the front door of Darren’s house, Wyatt, Darren’s Husky, is the first to charge forward and greet me. He presses his cold nose against my leg, giving me the sniff test before he barks with approval and welcomes me with a good lick to my leg. Bending down, I reward him with a nice scratch behind his ear. I must’ve found the right spot because his hind leg starts twitching rapidly as his tongue lolls out of his mouth.

      “Who’s a good boy?” I chant before I stand back up and stride into the living room.

      Darren is bottle-feeding his son on the sofa, while Logan is sitting beside him watching some show on TV. When they notice me, Logan grabs the remote and shuts off the TV. The room falls eerily silent as they both turn their quizzical expressions on me. Well, I guess now is as good a time as any to get started.

      I plop my ass into the nearest chair, drag a hand through my hair, and sigh.

      “So, you’re probably wondering why I called you both and asked you to meet me here.” I take a beat to push up my glasses before I continue. “Long story short, it’s about Bro Code Rule Number One.”

      Logan and Darren exchange glances at one another before reverting their attention back to me.

      “Fuck,” Logan grumbles.

      Quickly, Darren covers his son’s ears. “Language, Mate.”

      Logan rolls his eyes and gestures toward Darren with his thumb. “First kid syndrome.”

      I laugh and nod in agreement. “Yeah, I give it a few more months before he gives up this no cursing heap of crap. My no cursing phase lasted for about three months after Ben was born.”

      “What caused you to crack?” Darren inquires, popping the bottle’s nipple back into his son’s mouth.

      “Stubbed my pinky toe on the coffee table. Felt like I nearly tore the damn thing clean off.”

      “That’ll do it,” Logan snaps as he chortles. “Now back to Rule Numero Uno. I know you certainly didn’t fuck my sister. So I guess that leaves our fancy Brit boy Darren here.”

      Logan slaps him on the back—lightly because he is holding his two-month-old son in his arms.

      “He better not have slept with your sister, ‘cuz I am.”

      “Dude!” Logan chastises as he covers his ears.

      Darren raises a brow. “What? Did you think the stork dropped this little bundle of joy in my lap one day and went on his merry way?”

      Logan dips his head toward the floor and whispers, “No. I suppose not.”

      “You suppose?” Darren teases, a sly smirk curling one side of his mouth, showcasing his dimple.

      Logan realizes his mistake and flips Darren the bird. “Fuck you, Gracen. Just for that, I’m going to make sure my nephew turns into a true red, white, and blue-blooded Yankee.”

      “Don’t you dare. He has enough factors going against him already. I need him to inherit at least some of my Briticisms before y’all corrupt him.” Darren says, slipping into his rendition of an American Southern accent toward the end.

      “Relax, Babe; he’ll probably be having afternoon tea and biscuits with you every day when he’s older,” Aly says as she sneaks up behind Darren and slinks her arms around his neck and down his chest. As they both stare down with adoration at their son, I feel a sting of jealousy cripple my heart. I had that once—seems like an entire lifetime ago now.

      “Well, if you’ll excuse me, Gentlemen, I have to steal away your youngest initiate,” Aly explains as she scoops up her son from Darren’s lap and positions him on her shoulder. She begins to pat his back as Darren steals a quick kiss from her before she walks away.

      Seizing the opportunity, I tell them the entire story—from meeting at the wedding in Vancouver to the end of our celebratory dinner with Michael. I even mention the whole mess that was yesterday, just to make sure that I don’t leave anything out. I am relying on the jury’s sentence here, so I had to make sure that I presented them with all the charges against me, that way, they can accurately deliberate and draw up their conclusion.

      “Shit, you’re fucked,” Logan states plainly and simply as if it’s been etched in stone.

      Darren raises a promising finger. “Not necessarily.”

      Logan raises a brow. “What do you mean? Little sisters are always off-limits. There’s no way around that.”

      He shakes his head. “No, there isn’t.”

      “Then what are you talking about?” I ask, feeling defeated as they both confirm my fears.

      “I’m talking about taking a large dose of FuckItAll. Side effects may include a potentially damaging relationship with Rachel, a pissed off older brother, a busted lip or two, and the loss of your best friend. But despite all of that, I’m a very strong advocate of taking chances. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be the luckiest chap in the world that I am today.”

      Logan smacks his arm. “Shut up. He can’t take a chance like that.”

      “Didn’t you?” Darren volleys back.

      “What?” A crease forms between both Logan’s askew and level eyebrows.

      “You took a chance on dating your best mate. That seemed to work out quite well for you, Mister Father of Three.”

      “That’s not the same thing,” he insists.

      Darren shrugs his shoulders. “Close enough. My point is we both took a chance on love, so why would we instruct him to do anything but that?”

      Logan sighs.

      “Because his situation is much more complicated.” Logan takes a beat to point to me. “Besides, you dated my little sister and got punched in the face for it.”

      “Don’t need to remind me, I was there.” Darren touches his lips with two fingers.

      Nervously, Logan scratches the back of his head. “Again, I’m sorry about that.”

      My eyes widen like that of an excited puppy. “Why am I just now hearing about this? This should’ve been a bar conversation we had over a few beers eons ago.”

      “We’re getting off-topic here,” Logan reminds us, clearly wanting to avoid answering questions about their brawl. He continues. “Have you tried just keeping your distance from her?”

      “Of course! I’m trying to keep my distance from her. It’s just not fucking working!” I drag a hand through my hair and heave a sigh. “She makes it so damn hard.”

      “I’m sure she does,” Logan quips, a smirk curling at the corner of his mouth. I’m tempted to smack it off, but I don’t. “Difficult, you jackass.”

      “Well, I still say go for it. Speaking from my own personal experience, I now have a lovely wife and a handsome young lad for going against my university’s no fraternizing policy.”

      Darren makes a good point. Both chances worked out for Logan and him, so why not give it a shot myself and see what happens.

      Logan raises his hands in surrender. “Fine, I’m clearly outvoted here. Just go talk to Michael before you do something you can’t take back.”

      “I will. I’ll go see him now.”

      I’m halfway out the door when my phone beeps. I slide it out of my pocket, and a small smile tugs at my lips when I see who just texted me.

      Marigold: Do you still want to help me set up for the event tonight? If things are too weird after last night and you no longer want to, I understand.

      Liam: Shit, I almost forgot! I’m on my way.

      Things are definitely not weird after last night. She has the right to turn me down anytime she wants. But that is something that would be better to remind her in person.
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      She looks so perfect standing there on that makeshift catwalk as she introduces this evening’s guests of honor. The precious ivory skin peeking out of that emerald green dress of hers is begging to be touched. Her hair is illuminated by the lights in the park trees around her, giving her an almost halo-like effect. Granted, that could just be a smudge on my glasses from when Brayden tried to grab them earlier. Regardless, she looks as angelic as always as she introduces each pet up for adoption. It’s clear to see that she is in her element tonight, and I’m amazed watching her work. By the goofy, prideful grin I feel on my face, you’d assume I’m watching Da Vinci paint the Mona Lisa.

      “And this little rascal here is Charlie. He’s a two-year-old pug who likes long walks, strawberries, and belly rubs,” Rachel announces into the microphone, her voice vibrating through the air, the range amplified by the two large speakers positioned on each side of the stage. Charlie walks down the catwalk, guided by Rachel’s coworker, Lincoln.

      As Rachel introduces the next furry pet up for adoption tonight, I glance around the area. The turnout is incredible. There are at least seventy-seven people, give or take, here to give these animals permanent homes. It makes me happy to know that I had a hand in that. But it makes me ecstatic to see Rachel this happy. She’s been smiling since I started setting up earlier this evening.

      Ms. Abney did show up, as suspected. She even brought her bird-watching group, each equipped with their own set of binoculars. The entire town knows that they’re not bird watchers, but nobody ever says anything about it. The real reason she was here is that she thought something gossip-worthy was going on here tonight between Rachel and me. On the bright side, her fellow birders have already adopted three cats and two dogs collectively amongst their friend group.

      “And that concludes the show. I want to thank you all for coming out tonight and opening your hearts and homes to all these lovable friends.” Rachel takes a beat and points to me. “And a special thanks to Liam Montgomery. Without him, none of you would’ve known about this little soirée. Feel free to find either Lincoln or me if you have any questions.”

      Rachel is instantly surrounded by people as soon as she steps off the stage. I have half a mind to whisk her away deep into the hedge garden, away from all these prying eyes. But I don’t. She’s the most important person here, after all.

      After what feels like an eternity, all the chairs are packed up, the stage has been deconstructed, and the majority of the people are going home for the night. Some of them stayed to play with their new pets in the park. I’m still striking the makeshift catwalk when Rachel makes her way over to me.

      From behind, Rachel slinks her arms over my shoulders and slides them down my chest. Resting her head on my shoulder, she turns to me and pecks a kiss to my cheek. “Hey, can I steal you away?”

      “I should probably finish this.”

      She places her hand on mine and slowly guides the drill away from the screw. “Lincoln will finish up. Come with me,” she pauses for a second to bat her eyelashes at me and pout. “Pretty please?”

      I involuntarily smirk. “Oh, that’s evil. Using my own daughter’s tactics against me.”

      She shrugs nonchalantly as she slips her hand in mine and interlocks our fingers together. “What can I say? They’re effective.”

      It would appear that great minds think alike because Rachel guides me into the hedge garden, stopping just in front of the fountain in the middle. We’re surrounded by all different types of flowers: roses, lilies, tulips, and of course…marigolds. Bending down, I pick one up and place it in her hair.

      “I can’t thank you enough for helping me tonight,” Rachel says, taking a step closer to me. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay you.”

      “You can crash a wedding with me tomorrow,” I admit.

      Her brows lift. “What?”

      “There’s a wedding here in the park tomorrow. The whole town is invited, thanks to Abney. I wanted to scope out the event and see if it inspires any ideas for my commercial.”

      “Okay, count me in.”

      “It’s a date!” I say enthusiastically, knowing that my word choice was probably not the best given our current circumstance.

      Rachel takes another step forward, closing the small gap between us. Her fingers brush over my chest unexpectedly, making my pulse jump. She tilts her head to the side, and those familiar hazel eyes study me, watching my every movement as she tries to calculate what I’m thinking. Those eyes of her captivate me. They’re a rich amber liquid that I know if I drink too much of will dull my senses. She’s so beautiful. Goddamn beautiful, and I’m so hard it hurts. Wanting her like this hurts so good.

      Her lips part as if she’s going to be the one to break the silence, but she doesn’t. Using my free-hand, I brush the pad of my thumb over her bottom lip. In conjunction with the hungry flame burning in my eyes, it makes my intentions blatantly obvious. As soon as I lean forward to kiss her, I lose my footing, and we both go stumbling forward.
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      SPLASH! I’m completely soaked, but in all honesty, I was wet even before we toppled over into this fountain. I mean, how could I not be when Liam flashed me a look that practically screamed I wanna see you naked and under me?

      Balling my hand into a fist, I punch him right in the shoulder. “You got me all wet!”

      His mouth curls at the corner, a decadent, dirty kind of smile. Shamelessly, he drags his gaze downward toward my pebbling nipples and licks his bottom lip. I watch intently as his piercing blues, which currently seem to burn with the blaze of a thousand infernos, flash something that sucks the breath right out of my lungs. Arousal.

      Remember, the hottest of fires burns blue.

      “Yeah, I did.” Those three damn words. The way they flow out of his mouth, oozing with his dirty intentions, causes a blush to creep up my neck and settle in my cheeks. Despite the freezing cold water, my body temperature is spiking. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” I reply hesitantly, trailing out my response because I just don’t fucking get him. What the hell could he possibly want to know right this second?

      Reaching outward, he lightly pokes my right cheek with his fingertip. “Remind me…does your ass blush in the same way your face does?”

      “Why don’t you stop by my apartment and find out?” The phrase came spewing out of my mouth before I even had the chance to think about the implications. This is what you’ve wanted since the night you arrived. This is why you offered to clean his shirt for him.

      He raises a rakish brow and arches his head as if to say, did she really just say that? He’s probably just as surprised by my sudden frankness as I am. First, that one morning after he fixed that elderly woman’s car, and now this? Apparently, it comes in bursts when I least expect it.

      Standing up, Liam reaches out a hand. Grabbing it, he aids me back onto my feet and tugs me closer, eradicating the distance between us. Leaning downward, he brings his lips to my ear and whispers, “You’re crazy, and that’s fucking exciting.”

      “You make me crazy,” I say breathlessly, my body betraying me in the best of ways. There is no denying what this man does to me. What he makes me feel. I don’t know if I’m acting this way because of this moment or because this man is sexy as sin and I had to watch him watch me all night. But I do know this. I want him—more than I’ve ever wanted anyone else.

      That playboy smile drags across his lips, and his voice goes low. “You make me hard.”

      Like a magnet to metal, my eyes make a beeline for his crotch. Oh, my, he isn’t kidding. The long outline of him strains against the wet polyester prison that is his charcoal gray dress slacks. My pulse quickens as the tone of his words washes over me. He groans as I palm his bulge.

      “Oh, fuck me,” he rasps. And it’s official. Every husky thing he says makes me burst into flames. My skin heats with each raspy syllable.

      I smile mischievously. “Oh, I plan on it.”

      Those were apparently the magic words because now I’m scooped up into his arms and being carried down the street back to our apartment complex, not too far from the park. The fabric of my dress was either too heavy with the excess water weight, or I wasn’t walking fast enough for him. Either way, I like the feeling of being in his arms. I can feel our doorman’s judging eyes on us as we enter the lobby and ascend the stairs. We must look like a pair of rowdy hooligans, dripping water everywhere in our wake.

      I glance up to see that his smoldering blue eyes haven’t stopped staring down at me. Soon, he mouths as we reach my front door. I jostle the key before it clicks, giving way for Liam to kick the door open the rest of the way.

      As soon as we are beyond the threshold of the door, he lets me down and closes it behind us. I push him hard on the shoulders, my unsuspecting move causing him to falter backward and rest against the metal door.

      “Kiss me and take off your clothes,” I command harshly.

      “As you wish,” he replies with a dopey grin.

      I suck in a deep breath, both nervous and excited about how fast things are escalating between us. I shouldn’t do this. I know I shouldn’t do this. But yet, this is the only thing I can think about. Without my permission, Liam has consumed all my thoughts. Every brain cell I have is focused on just how great we are together. On the bed. On the floor. Up against the wall. Oh, please let it happen up against the wall. That’s always been a sexual fantasy of mine.

      I’ve never done anything like this before. Then again, I’ve never felt this way before. Never had this primal urge to rip a man’s clothes off. To just throw caution to the wind and go with the flow. To be spontaneous.

      There’s just something about wanting this sexy neighbor of mine to do dirty things to me that makes my heart thrum with excitement. To make my bloodstream buzz with enthusiasm. Both feelings I haven’t felt in a very long time—not since losing my virginity if I’m honest.

      Just the simple memory of what he can do with that gorgeous, dirty mouth of his sends tingles down my spine and causes my skin to overheat.

      A musky, sandalwood scent envelops me from behind as he snakes his arm around my waist and tugs me closer to him possessively. The hot press of his body against mine gives me an odd sense of security.

      The strap of my dress slips off my shoulder. Seizing the glorious opportunity the universe has presented him, Liam rests his chin on it, his beard tickling the newly exposed skin.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asks, inching closer—'cuz apparently, there was a centimeter left of space between us—causing me to shake with lustful desire.

      I nod, but it’s not good enough for him.

      “Words, darling. I need to hear you say it,” he rasps, the deep, rich baritone of his voice an orgasm in its own right. Lord, what this man could do if he’s given the chance. He can turn me on in an instant like a light switch. “I’m gonna ask you again. Are you sure you want this?”

      “Absolutely positive,” I clarify, my voice sounding breathy and needy.

      Without missing a beat, he swivels me around, his hands wrapped tightly around my waist. He places both hands on the wall above my head, caging me in as he presses against me—grinding himself against my sex. I swear I see stars. Enough stars to make up an entire constellation—based on the feel of things, the Big Dipper, pun very much intended.

      I make a sound that turns into a moan as he rubs into me, and little grunts of pleasure escape from his lips. Our gazes lock. His blue eyes are intense as he stares into mine. He’s looking at me like my clothes are already off, and that’s fucking exhilarating. Washboard abs flex under my fingers as my antsy hands fumble over the belt wrapped around his waist.

      “Whoa, slow down there, Marigold. You always come first.” In one fluid motion, he reaches under my arm and yanks down my zipper. My emerald green dress pools at my feet, exposing all of me to his hungry gaze. This dress doesn’t work well with any of my bras and panties, something I’m sure he appreciates the fuck out of right now.

      “So fucking beautiful,” he mutters under his breath, dipping his lips to my neck.

      His breath tickles my skin, and I’m savoring every second of our closeness. He dusts a trail with his lips upward until he claims my mouth with his own, his beard scraping against my cheek as he angles his head to deepen the kiss.

      The push of his lips makes me shiver and open for him. When his tongue sweeps against mine, my head starts to spin with pure anticipation, making me feel slightly dizzy. Our tongues tangle in a hungry kiss, his hands roaming my breasts as I suck on his tongue. I’m on fire within seconds—a crackling inferno that makes me feel like I might combust from all this heat.

      He breaks the kiss, and I watch as his lips curl into a salacious smirk, one that’s drenched with his dirty intentions. Using the pads of his fingers, he rolls my nipples between them—teasing, pinching, and squeezing a long, sensual moan off my lips. He continues to trail downward, marking his path with light, airy kisses.

      Falling to his knees, he feathers tender kisses up my inner thighs. His broad shoulders reside between my thighs while his mouth hovers over my hotspot. Before I could beg for it, his tongue presses into my center, giving my slit a long, thorough lick.

      “Oh, yes.”

      Liam starts slow, and I’m not having it. No more torturous strokes, I want the real deal. My hands thread into his thick, black hair as I pull him closer, holding him right where I want him. He chuckles, and the vibration adds to the heightening sensation. I squirm underneath him as he continues to go down on me. My breath hitches and I arch up as he licks, tongues, and devours me.

      My breath grows shallower, and I can feel the prideful grin that quirks at the sides of his mouth. He knows that I’m close. He can probably sense it. I tighten my grasp on his hair, causing my knuckles to turn white. His teeth graze my clit as he continues sucking it. His beard tickling my thighs only adds to the overwhelming sensation.

      “Fuck, don’t stop,” I rasp out, my legs starting to wobble from my impending release. As if my words egged him on, he sucks harder. Tossing my head back, I groan as the white-hot charge of pleasure surges down my body.

      He continues to lap in my wetness as his tongue navigates through each wave of my aftershocks. My legs start to tremble, and I can feel my center of gravity start to shift. But before I can fall, Liam rises to his full height and loops his arm around my waist to anchor me.

      “Don’t give up on me now. I’m nowhere near being done with you,” he clarifies hoarsely.

      Using the distraction to my advantage, I fumble with the buttons on his dress shirt. This earns me a hearty and amused chuckle from him as he throws his hands upward and clasps them behind his head. He continues to stand there, letting me undress him completely. Once the shirt is off his shoulders, I stammer a second before I cease all actions and just decide to let my eyes ogle him.

      The first thing I notice is the beautifully carved lines of his chest, accented by his broad shoulders that I’m sure took a lot of work at the gym to achieve. Working my way upward, my eyes linger on his neatly trimmed beard concealing that chiseled square jawline of his that I bet could cut glass. Next, I eye fuck the hell out of those neatly cut into eight pack abs that accent that deep-set V of his that I desperately want to trace with my tongue. My eyes shamelessly travel over his lower abdomen once more. There’s a dark smattering of hair just below his navel, traveling under the waistline of his pants to the place I’m curious to see most of all.

      “Fuck me,” he mutters slowly before he continues. “If you continue looking at me like that and don’t touch me, I think my balls might just explode from the worst case of blue balls recorded in history.”

      Obliging, I finish undressing him. I unbuckle his belt, followed by the button of his slacks, then that pesky little zipper, all before I grasp the waistline and tug the fabric over his hips. His black boxer briefs follow suit. When both of the obstacles pool at his feet, he steps out of them, finally joining the naked club.

      My eyes roam the full length of him before they hone in on the main event of the evening. Holy shit! That is so much bigger than I remember.

      An impressive erection bobs against his stomach, beckoning me. I attempt to kneel to return the favor, but he tightens his grasp on my hips, stopping me. “Maybe later, I’m not finished pleasuring you yet.”

      He hoists me up, allowing me to curl my legs around his waist, and lays us both gently on the bed. With his weight pinning me down, and his hard body pressed against mine, I can feel his arousal twitch against my blazing skin.

      Our hearts beat in tandem as I fuse my lips to his in a scorching, needy kiss. The way his tongue slides against mine makes my heart race even faster. Bracing his body weight on his forearms, he lifts himself off me just enough to lock into my gaze. His icy blue eyes flicker with his heated determination. They’re unyielding and possessive as he growls, “You’re killing me.”

      “Ditto,” I whisper breathlessly. Looping my arms around his neck, I lower his lips to mine. His lips are warm, his tongue soft as it seeks my own. Thrusting upward, I shamelessly grind myself against his swollen cock. He moans into my mouth, and I swallow it, not letting up as I increase my pace, longing for the friction.

      He breaks the kiss on a grunt. “Fuck, baby. That feels so damn good.”

      Shifting his pelvis, I lose the glorious friction that I so desperately need. My lips turn down into a pout. But whatever sadness I was feeling is quickly forgotten as he distracts me with open-mouthed kisses along the column of my throat as he descends to my breast. Wasting no time for introductions, he closes his lips around the taut nipple and sucks hard. Wanting to find a place for my hands, I fist his hair as his tongue repeatedly swipes over my pebbled nipple. My breath betrays me with its needy pants.

      I swat at his chest, and he lets go of my breast with a pop. He sets the sincerity of those eyes back on me. “Is something wrong? Did you change your mind?”

      I shake my head and clutch his length in my hand. Throwing his head back, a guttural groan escapes from his lips as I begin to stroke him. “Two can play the teasing game.”

      He lifts that strong brow, biting his lip to fight back a mischievous grin. “If you let me go, I can grab the packets of condoms from my pants.”

      “Congratulations, those were the magic words.”

      Leaning forward, he places a chaste kiss to my lips. “Be right back, Marigold.”

      He bounces off the bed. I’m not gonna lie; I enjoy every magnificent second of ogling his ass as he strides to his pants and retrieves them. That ass deserves to be sculpted from stone, and I’ve never been much of an ass kind of woman. But holy shit, that’s one damn fine ass.

      Returning to me, he plops the box on the nearby nightstand, opens it, and snatches a foil packet. Bringing it to his mouth, I hum as he rips the packet open with his teeth. I watch with delighted eyes as he rolls the condom down his shaft, and flash him a salacious grin once he’s fully sheathed.

      “Now, where were we?” he taunts, gliding his palms down the insides of my thighs, spreading me wide. He positions himself at my entrance, both of us moaning in pleasure as he nudges his tip against my center. Sucking in a deep breath, he consumes me with a single, dominating thrust.

      He lowers his face near mine and steals a kiss. I moan, and he seizes the opportunity, slipping his tongue into my mouth—our tongues twine and tangle. I keep going until I make him breathless.

      He breaks the kiss on a grunt, beginning to ease out and push into me, providing the much needed and welcomed friction. I grab hold of his magnificent ass and pull him in deeper.

      “Jesus, you’re perfection,” he sighs.  He winds a lock of my hair around his finger. “I mean it; you’re so goddamn beautiful it hurts.”

      I can feel my heart swell. Liam knows just what to say to break down my insecurities and make me swoon. There’s just something special about this man. I don’t know exactly what it is, but I just know it’s there. I found it, and I never want to let it go again.

      His muscles ripple as his hips roll, rocking back and forth. He bucks into me, hard, desperate—just thrust after obliterating thrust. His fingers tighten on my hips as he thrusts even harder. I can tell he is just as in control of this situation as I am—by in control, I mean, not at all.

      A low rumble comes from deep within his chest as I latch onto his hair, prompting him to increase his speed and vigor. My clit swells, begging for release. With the way my clit rubs against his pelvis with each roll of our hips, I know I’m teetering close to the edge.

      He roars as he sinks himself so deep that I gasp. Filling and retreating, over and over, faster and faster, harder and harder. An intense sensation builds at my core, and if his rapid breathing is any indication, he’s close too.

      “Oh, I’m gonna—” He smothers my moan with his mouth as I come. My hands fist the sheets, anchoring myself to the bed as he lets go. He bites out a dirty expletive as he pumps into me erratically, chasing his own release.

      “Fuuuuuuccck!” he bellows, his cock pulsing inside me as my aftershocks slowly subside.

      We’re a panting heap of humans as we struggle to catch our breath. Spent, he collapses on top of me. And I just lay there, loving the feeling of his weight pressing on me. His face is flushed as he lifts his head to look at me with intense, glassy eyes. Reaching upward, he runs a hand through his sex-messed hair before caressing my cheek.

      “You take my fucking breath away, Marigold. Every. Single. Time.”
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      Liam is all smiles as he goes about making us coffee. There’s pep in his step as he comes back to bed. He gives me a quick kiss before he hands me a mug. We both groan in unison as the caffeine hits our tongues.

      Liam laughs. That laugh, low and deep—it just does something to me. Hell, I would love to have a Round Three at any point tonight. But this is good too. Just sitting here together, talking and drinking coffee is perfection by itself.

      Liam’s grin widens as he pulls me on top of him. I can feel him hardening against me as he threads his fingers through mine, curling his in the back of my hand before he brings it to his lips and places a chaste kiss against my skin.

      “Do you ever wonder,” he waits until I meet his eyes before he continues. “if everything happens for a reason?”

      I ponder his question for a minute or two. I guess I’ve never given the whole fate or destiny topic any real thought before. I shake my head in response, which seems to surprise him.

      “Not really. I’ve learned just to live in the moment. Right here, right now. That’s all I want to think about. After all, living in the moment is how we met in the first place, remember?”

      Liam sits up and smiles at me. That smile makes me stupid. His voice drops. “Oh, I remember.”

      “Not to kill the moment or anything, but shouldn’t you be getting back to your kids?”

      Liam shakes his head. “They asked if they could spend the night at my sister’s house. She picked them up this afternoon.”

      I smile at the realization. “So, what you’re saying is—”

      “I’m all yours tonight, Marigold. Use me. Tease me.” He lowers his mouth to my ear and growls, “Fuck me.”

      “Mmm,” I hum. “I might just have to take you up on that offer.”

      Liam kisses my temple. “Please do.”

      As beautiful as this moment is, if there is ever going to be an us, we need to discuss the giant elephant in the room—my brother. I would love just to ignore that dilemma as long as I possibly can, but a part of me can’t help but feel guilty about what took place here tonight, even if nothing felt more right in this world than being with Liam like this. Perhaps I can ease Liam into the conversation, nice and slow.

      “Thank you for all your help with the event. It would’ve never happened if it wasn’t for you.”

      “That’s not true. You would’ve found a way eventually. You’re persistent and determined to fight for any cause you care about. That’s one of the things I love about you.” His eyes widen as if his confession took him as much by surprise as it did me. I should mention it, right? Maybe it’s best that I just pretend that I didn’t hear that last part. Or make it out to be not as big of a deal as it is. Besides, he didn’t actually say he loves me directly, so does that even count?

      “Speaking of pets, the paperwork is all filled out. I just need you to sign the form, and Scout will officially be yours.”

      As I watch the tension leave his shoulders, I know I made the right decision.

      “Great! You are making two little kids very happy.”

      I quirk a brow. “I think their father had something to do with that.”

      We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes before I decide to break it and sigh. “Look, Liam. I want this to work out—”

      “Me too,” he interjects.

      “Please, let me finish,” I urge, not continuing until he nods. “But the truth is that it can’t until Michael is on board with our relationship.” I can feel him tense underneath me at the mention of my brother’s name. I crane my neck to get a better look at his face. I can’t quite judge his mood, unsure if he’s open to discussing this topic or not. My heart beats a staccato rhythm at his silence.

      I roll off him to meet his perplexed gaze.

      “We shouldn’t have—” he cuts off his words mid-sentence. But it’s too late. I steered this ship in the wrong direction, and now we are going to crash and sink. “This can’t happen again. I should go.”

      My chest tightens a little. My smile falters the tiniest bit at his words. I bite my lip, so I don’t tell him how stupid of an idea that really is as he jumps out of bed. My mind races at a rate of a thousand miles a minute. I’m unable even to think straight as he scurries across the floor for his clothes. Tears sting my eyes as I watch his incredible ass disappear into his boxer briefs.

      Once he’s fully dressed, he leaves with loose, easy strides as if ending us was the easiest thing in the world for him to do.
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      Do you see that bitch over there by the bar? The one guzzling down a mojito at the wedding she’s crashing like it’s nobody’s fucking business?

      First and foremost, look at her signature blonde locks. They’re all tousled in fifty-thousand directions and frizzed to shit from the outdoor humidity. I’ve had post-sex hair that looked cuter than that heaping bush atop her head. Second, tune your focus to the blotchy red pigmentation of her typically creamy pale complexion. That is the result of a little too much alcohol, also known as her signature dosage of FuckItAll.

      Yeah, I’m so glad that pathetic bitch is not me. Well, I mean, technically it is me. But hear me out before you call me a raging alcoholic on a bender. I am only at this wedding because the man I loved asked me to be. I didn’t think he was going to be a no-show. I don’t belong here. Hell, I don’t even know the bride and groom.

      So, here I am, faking happiness for two people that I barely even care about. Besides, it’s not like weddings are fun for single women like me. Especially when the bride throws that damn bouquet of hers. I’m half-tempted to lunge into the air and smack down that arrangement. That’ll teach them all that you can’t believe in superstitions—that true love does not exist. You have to get off your lazy asses and find a decent man who can sometimes give you orgasms and latch onto that pipe dream. Don’t wait for some magical bouquet of flowers to hitch your wagon. Go hitch it your damn selves.

      Okay, admittedly, I’m a little bitter on the whole love thing after last night’s disaster! Liam literally walked out of my life last night. I’ve texted; I’ve called. I even marched across the hall and banged on his door. Nothing. The man is ignoring me.

      The only reason I haven’t left this wedding yet is that there’s free booze! And I plan to drink all my frustrations away tonight. Oh, in case anyone asks, I’m the groom’s third cousin, Melanie, the one allergic to tulips. I don’t get to attend the annual family reunions every Christmas because my job as a surgeon in Montreal is too demanding. If I selfishly take one day off, people could die!

      Admittedly, I may have gotten a little too carried away with creating a backstory, but I’ve never crashed a wedding before, and I wanted to be prepared. It’s believable enough, right? It has all the elements of a perfect backstory. It explains my absence the majority of the time, check. It makes me from a different country, check. It gives me a fake allergy that nobody in their right mind is going to make up, check, check, check. See? It’s practically foolproof. Speaking of proof, I could really use one-hundred proof right about now. This wedding is a fucking drag! The worst one I’ve been to.

      “Can I have this dance?” My heart lurches in my chest. My nipples instantly perk up at the deep, rich baritone of his voice. Turning my head, I place my hand in Liam’s and let him escort me onto the dance floor.

      My breath catches when he places his hand on the small of my back, and I’m hoping he didn’t notice because I’m still fucking pissed at him. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t grateful to see his sexy ass self here. If he did, he doesn’t let on as he pulls me in closer. He's so close that I can smell the scent of his shampoo and cologne. It’s a woodsy smell that reminds me of the scent that filled my apartment after he showered in my bathroom that one night.

      We begin to sway around the dance floor, and he leans in, bringing his lips closer to the shell of my ear. His breath is hot as it tickles my skin and sends a green light signal to my lady bits. I can feel the temperature rising in my core as my blood pressure spikes.

      “I’m an asshole,” he whispers.

      “Go on,” I say with a dopey grin, urging him to continue.

      He spins me away from him in tune to the music, only to twirl me back into his arms a few ticks later. I reach outward as I collide into his chest, allowing me to feel his heartbeat thrum under my fingertips. My own heartbeat quickens to synchronize with his until they are beating in tandem.

      “I shouldn’t have left the way I did last night. I just panicked.” I meet his sorrowful gaze just in time to see that charming as fuck smile reach the eyes behind those signature black frames of his.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I snap back, accompanying my words with an eye-roll.

      His lips pull into a frown. “I’m sorry, Rachel. I just don’t see a way around this that keeps our relationships with Mike intact.”

      “Fuck me,” I mutter loudly, forgetting that there are other people around us. I attribute that to the excess amount of alcohol flowing in my system.

      “Not here, babe, there are people around,” he teases a little too loudly, which causes a blush to creep up my neck. Although I know he’s joking just for his own amusement, nobody told my vagina that as she throbs with need and want.

      “Being here reminds me of when we first met. I knew as soon as I saw you that night that you were trouble for me.”

      My jaw drops at his confession. “No, you didn’t.”

      His smile widens, causing the corners of his eyes to crinkle at the edges. “Yes, I did.”

      “Don’t try to butter me up, Montgomery. I’m still mad at you.”

      He frowns. “I know.”

      I smack his arm. “Do you know what you put me through last night?”

      “Yes, and that’s why this needs to stop. We need to end this before we both do or say something we can’t take back,” he says with a sigh. Interest sparks in his eyes as he dips me toward the floor. His eyes dart toward my lips, and he starts leaning forward. His mouth comes down on mine, hard and hot. His hand sinks into my hair, angling my head, and a needy, frantic spike of pleasure jumps up my spine with every stroke of his warm, wet tongue. Then the unexpected happens. He drops me.

      I hear the crowd’s gasping chorus as I struggle to get up in these fuck-me heels. I barely have time to gather my balance when I see that magnificent ass of his scurry through the nearest door.

      Oh, no, he doesn’t! I won’t let him get away that easily.

      With what feels like the charge of an entire army behind me, I plow through the door and lock onto my target. It isn’t until I notice him tuck himself back into his jeans that I see the row of urinals lined up against the wall.

      I stand there in complete shock as Liam washes his hands. Surprise registers in the hues of his blue eyes when he turns around and sees me standing there, but only for a brief moment before it gets shrouded by the deep blue sea.

      He takes a step forward, crowding me as he places his palms against the door on either side of me, flanking me in. “You’re not making it easy for me to walk away.”

      I can feel my rage get overpowered by my overwhelming need to taste him again. With a grip on his tie, I yank his mouth to mine. Unapologetically, I wrap my legs around his waist as he presses his body closer, pinning my back to the door as he uses it to hold me in place.

      Liam kisses me like he loathes me, his lips firm and warm as they slide across mine. His bites are naughty and full of mischievous intent as I open for him, his tongue angry as it entangles with mine.

      The taste of whiskey assaults my taste buds when his tongue sweeps across mine. I latch onto his hair, fisting it as the silky strands thread between my fingers. With my back still pressed up against the door, our lower bodies grind together, and we both let out a soft moan. Holy moly! Oh, yes, right fucking there. The mere friction brings stars to my eyes.

      I swear I can taste his frustration toward me, and it’s fucking delicious. Like vodka and orange juice, a perfect pairing that will outlast the test of time.

      Before I know what’s happening, I can feel the soft bristles of his neatly trimmed beard under my fingertips as I push his chin, breaking the kiss. He pulls back to get a better view of my face, which I bet is all red and mottled from arousal. Concern dances in his eyes as his brows narrow to a pointed downward slope. I can see his eyes searching mine for answers, but I’m afraid that I don’t have any. I don’t know how I’m feeling about any of this at the moment.

      “We really need to stop this,” Liam says on a shaky breath. “If Mike ever finds out…he can’t find out.”
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      As soon as she leaves, I make a necessary adjustment in my pants. An amused smirk tugs at my kiss-swollen candy-apple-red stained lips. It’s been a very long time since I’ve had to conceal a boner in public.

      Seriously, what the hell just happened? And what should I do going forward? I came in here to take a piss, and next thing I knew, I was making out and dry humping Rachel against the door of a men’s room. Okay, that’s not necessarily true. I came in here because I panicked. Things were getting too heated for me to just walk away from here. I had to bolt. I had no other choice. Just reliving the moment in my head makes my already throbbing cock pulse as it bangs against the zipper fly of my black dress pants chanting let me out, let me out, let me out.

      The more I think about it, the more I feel that this is so far out of my area of expertise. I need to suck up my pride and call an expert on the female psyche. Sliding my phone out of my pocket, I unlock it and dial her number from memory.

      “What’s wrong?” she answers, her voice full of concern.

      “Why does something have to be wrong? Can’t a guy call his New York Times Bestselling Romance Author sister for no reason?” Yes, I’m aware that I’m laying it on kinda thick here. But I’m desperate.

      “Oh, you’re buttering me up. This has got to be good.” There’s almost a grin to her voice—I don’t know how else to explain it. She sounds like she’s smiling from wherever she is on the other end of the phone.

      “Fine,” I sigh in defeat. “Han, I need a female’s perspective on what the fuck just happened to me and what to do about it.”

      Hannah’s squeal of excitement rings in my ear. “Finally! The Great Liam Montgomery needs my womanly expertise. I knew this day would come. But there’s not a chance in hell that I’m doing this over the phone. Meet me at Joe’s in thirty? Logan is playing with all the kids in the pool today.”

      I glance at the time on my watch. That leaves me just enough time to change out of this suit and make it there on time.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I reply, suddenly feeling more nervous than I have been in—actually, I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this nervous.

      “Oh, crap!”

      “What?”

      “I completely forgot that I’m shopping with Aly and Brayden. She just went to the bathroom to change his diaper. Do you mind if she tags along too?”

      “Sure. The more female minds, the better.”

      “Great, see you then!”
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      With my hands shoved in my jean pockets, I stride down Sea Turtle Boulevard until I arrive in front of the classic town staple, Jones’ Joe. The burgundy sign is showing signs of wear and tear as it rusts around the corners from the salt air. It’s slightly askew, and the white-painted words are now yellowed from the constant exposure to the sun’s harsh rays, but hey, it’s still there. And just that thought alone brings a hint of a smile to my face.

      I ascend the three steps leading up to the platform, skipping step two with my long strides because why the hell not, and suck in a deep breath as I grip the door handle. You know the coffee inside is the shit if you can smell its intoxicating aroma seeping through the walls. As soon as I swing the door open, I suck in a deep breath, allowing the coffee bean aroma to flood my nostrils as the bell affixed to the doorframe welcomes me with its hospitable ding. God, I freaking love Joe’s.

      Sure, its official name is Jones’ Joe, but all the locals call it by its nickname, Joe’s. Although nobody really understands why or how that originated. We should probably be calling it Jones’ if anything. But hey, who am I to question tradition?

      Hannah, Aly, and Brayden are already sitting at the table in the back corner with a reserved for Hannah Lance sign strategically placed right next to the bay window. Since when does Hannah have her own table at Joe’s? Maybe my mom’s right; I do need to get out more.

      In another five steps, I find myself standing in front of the counter. Mr. Jones must be hiring more recruits for the upcoming busy season because a new employee I haven’t seen before is working this afternoon. Her green hair is pinned up into a messy, lopsided bun that flops from side to side as she bobs her head to the low background music. I could have a great view of her ass when she bends over to count the remaining bagel inventory in the crates along the back—if I was looking, which I’m not. Although, she’s bound to be giving at least two of the guys in the group sitting at the bar table in the front erections for sure.

      She startles a bit when she turns around and sees me. Not wanting to lose her place, she jots down something on the palm of her hand and places the pen strategically inside her messy bun.

      “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in. What can I get started for ya?” Her tone is cheery, her voice light and airy as the words bounce out of her mouth melodically. I get the feeling that this girl is a music major of some kind at the university. Hell, she probably even had either Aly or Darren as her professor—perhaps both.

      “Hi,” I pause, letting my gaze dip to her name tag. “Jenna. I’ll take a Straight Black, please.”

      “I bet you will,” she smirks.

      I arch my brow curiously and fold my arms over my chest. “Excuse me?”

      I watch as the mortification etches itself into her features, and she gasps, “Did I say that out loud?”

      I smile nervously and shake my head.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. I’ll just go get your coffee now.” She jabs a thumb behind her, gesturing toward the elaborate coffee machine with a million different buttons, levers, and gizmos that only a rocket scientist or an engineer could’ve designed. I’m sure the manual for the damn thing is about as thick as all the books on Hannah’s nobody but I can touch my favorite books bookshelf combined.

      Jenna comes back and places the cup of heaven in front of me on the counter.

      “This one’s on the house,” she says with a wink. I take the single dollar bill out of my wallet and place it on the counter.

      “Thanks, but I’ve got this one.”

      “Ugh, I suck at this,” she mutters under her breath. I can see the blush creeping up her neck and pooling itself in her cheeks, giving her complexion a rosier hue.

      “Suck at what?”

      “Flirting. I was trying to flirt with you. And the fact that you had to ask only confirms how badly I suck at it.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t suck at it. The free coffee offer and the wink were enough. You had the right technique, just used it on the wrong guy.”

      “Oh?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered. But with two kids, an ex-wife, and an on and off thing with my neighbor, you don’t want my baggage. Trust me,” I admit as I swipe my coffee off the counter and walk away. Take notes, Gentlemen, that is how you let a woman down easily.

      Hannah and Aly wave me over. As soon as I reach the table, I bend down and place a kiss on the top of Brayden’s head.

      “Hey there, Buddy.” Subtly, I whisper the chant wadder, wadder, wadder, in the hopes that my American accent will rub off on him. It might take a year or so before we know for sure, but I’m going to win this bet. The odds are in my favor since there’s only one Brit in town. Unfortunately, said Brit is his father, but regardless…I still like my odds.

      Making my way around the table, I hug-greet Aly and kiss my sister on the cheek. Then, I spin my chair around so that the back is pressed up against the table and straddle it like a horse when I sit down. I place my arms against the top of the back as I lean forward, rest my chin on top of them, and recite the entire series of events. From our initial meeting at the Vancouver wedding to her moving across the hall, our dinner with her brother and my best friend, and ending with the befuddling bathroom kiss that happened less than an hour ago.

      Aly’s green eyes stare back at me with pure intrigue, her mouth slack-jawed. Hannah reaches into her purse to retrieve a notebook and pen set, which she places on the table. She flips open to the next blank page and gives me Lois Lane reporter vibes as she clicks her pen and taps the non-pointy end against her chin.

      “Oh, this is good. Can you say that last bit again, just raspier and with an Australian accent?” Hannah leans forward, narrowing her eyes as she studies me. I know that look. It’s her I’m studying everything about you right now from your mannerisms to your vocabulary, and I will use it in my next bestseller glare.

      “What the hell are you doing, Han? You can’t use this,” I scoff, knowing damn well that this is a moot point. She is definitely going to use this confusing event in my life and probably center her entire next romance novel plot based on this one scene alone. She’ll title it something frisky like Lover’s Quarrel or Mistaken Rendezvous. Either way, it will sell thousands of copies. All her books do. To be quite honest, I’m thrilled that she’s finally found the success she deserves. She’s wanted to be a romance novelist for as long as I can remember. And now she’s killing it.

      Hannah turns her head to the right and shouts to Mr. Jones, who I did not notice was here. Seriously, when did he get here, and when did Jenna leave? “Hey, Mr. Jones, can I use it?”

      “She can use it!” he replies in his signature southern drawl.

      Hannah smiles back at me, a smug look on her face. “See, I can use it.”

      Aly laughs at our sibling banter, and the sound of his mother’s laughter causes Brayden to smile and blow spit bubbles.

      “Why does he have any say?” she inquires as she wipes Brayden’s mouth with a nearby napkin.

      Hannah shifts in her seat to face Aly.

      “Oh, we worked out a deal. I’m a writer. I can and will use anything that happens within these four walls.” Using both her pointer fingers, she wiggles them toward her, beckoning Aly and me to lean in closer to hear whatever juicy secret she is about to spill. Hannah glances over my shoulder for a second and drops her voice to a low whisper. “Mr. Jones is actually the beloved character Daddy Mac in my Heartbroken Bachelors series. All my readers love him and are constantly begging me to write his story. I want to, but I just haven’t thought of a good plot to do him justice.”

      I roll my eyes and heave out a frustrated sigh.

      “Hannah,” I warn, using the same tone I use on my children when they misbehave. Since she has been present before when I’ve had to reprimand them, she catches my tone rather quickly.

      “Sorry, I got carried away. You need sister brain, not writer brain—got it.”

      Aly gasps, causing Hannah and me to quit our sibling glaring match and focus our attention on her.

      “Hello, Cherub,” Darren greets, his hands covering Aly’s eyes from behind. Brayden bounces up and down uncontrollably when he catches a glimpse of his father. Not gonna lie, it’s fucking adorable and makes me want to have another baby. Mine are getting too big now. I miss when they were that little. But doesn’t every parent feel that way at some point or another?

      Brayden lifts his hands into the air and starts clenching his fists repeatedly—the universal gesture for pick me up. Darren obliges; lifting his son out of his highchair, he plants a kiss on his cheek. “Hello, lad. I missed you today.”

      Brayden coos at the sound of his father’s voice. I think this brings a smile to all our faces, it certainly does mine, but I can’t take my eyes off the father-son bonding moment happening before me to look around and prove my hypothesis.

      Aly turns around and kisses her husband. “What are you doing here?”

      “I canceled my last class for the day. I thought we could go home, put Brayden down for his nap, and…” he whispers the rest in Aly’s ear, making her blush.

      “Hey, LoverBrit! Say it out loud so I can use it in my next book, will ya?” Hannah commands shamelessly. Sometimes, she’s a bit brash and relentless when it comes to her writing inspiration, but you’ve got to admire her passion for her craft.

      “Babe, I’d love to. But my brother’s at our house,” Aly confesses, making us all erupt into a chorus of gasps.

      “Bugger! What the bloody hell is he doing here?”

      Brayden’s eyelids start to grow heavy, his head drooping forward until it lands on Darren’s shoulder. He repositions his son so that he’s cradling the baby’s head and supporting his diapered butt.

      I quirk a brow in interest.

      “Ethan’s in town? I’ve been trying to get ahold of him about doing some renovations at Mom’s house but haven’t had any luck.”

      “Oh, perfect! That will keep him busy and get his mind off—” she catches herself and bites down on her lip. What she was going to say, I’m not sure. But I sure as hell am curious about it now. “I’ll tell him to call you.”

      “But I took the afternoon off,” Darren argues, trying to persuade his wife to—well, you know.

      Aly closes her eyes and sighs before she opens them again.

      “I know, but my twin needs me right now.” Her gaze dips to the floor before she springs them back up again, a hint of excitement dancing in the light greenish hue of her irises. “I know! Why don’t you go home and take Wyatt running? C’mon, I know you enjoy it. And I really need to talk to my brother alone for a little bit. It’s a twin thing.”

      “I enjoy the other bits more, I assure you,” Darren grumbles before he ultimately sighs in defeat. “Fine. But you owe me, Cherub.”

      “A debt I will gladly pay a thousand times over later. I promise.” She kisses him briefly, stopping it before the PDA reaches incinerating levels. Then Aly turns her focus back on me. “We’ve got to go. Good luck with your girl trouble, Liam.”

      Darren’s brows raise in interest as a cocky smirk twitches up the corner of his mouth. “Girl trouble?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Aly whispers to him as they walk away—a little too loudly, considering I was able to catch every word of it. But what can you do? Couples gossip, it’s inevitable—especially in a small town like Sandy Heights. Everybody’s business is everybody’s business and will become the pillow talk of the night if it’s a juicy enough story.

      “Han, what’s going on with Ethan?”

      Her perplexed stare tells me that she’s just as out of the loop as I am. Great.

      “How the hell should I know?”

      I shrug my shoulders and take a sip of my neglected coffee. It’s cold and bitter, just like you’ve been to Rachel, I remind myself. I know I’ve been treating her like shit lately, and she doesn’t deserve that. But I just don’t know what to do to make our relationship work. No matter what scenario I play in my head, telling Mike never goes over well. No wonder Rachel left you hard as a fucking rock in the men’s room, jackass. You thoroughly deserved it.

      “I don’t know…maybe because he’s your brother-in-law?” Sarcasm drips heavily from each word I speak.

      A wicked grin stretches across her face as she plots something in her mind. “I’ll just try to seduce the information out of Logan. He won’t be able to resist what I have in store for him tonight after we bathe and put the kids to bed.”

      “Yeah, like seducing your husband is hard to do,” I tease, knowing damn well that my sister’s got the Emmy nominated and Tony Award-winning actor wrapped around her finger.

      “Oh, something will be hard, alright,” she smirks devilishly.

      “Hannah!”

      She winces as she realizes what she just admitted—to her own brother no less. “Sorry, writer brain strikes again, anyway, back to your problem. If I were writing her story, I’d say Rachel has it bad for you, Bro. And based on how you’re acting, the feeling is mutual. So why are you going to let her brother stand in your way?”

      “But that’s just it, Han. She’s not a character in one of your books. She’s real.”

      She clutches her hand over her heart as she overreacts to the betraying sting of my words. Clearly, she should stick to writing and leave the acting to my brother-in-law. “Oh, how your words wound me, brother. Is that too much?”

      I nod vehemently. “Way. Too. Much.”

      “Yeah, I thought so. Anyway, I think you underestimate my ability to read people.”

      I furrow my brow and take another sip of my coffee, speaking my words into the cup. “How so?”

      “I have spent countless hours creepily staring at people and eavesdropping on their conversations, because of which, I am now an excellent lip-reader who is a good judge of people’s feelings. Also, I’m pretty great at reading people. So, believe me when I tell you that no matter how Mike takes your relationship news initially, he’ll come around.”

      “What makes you so sure she still likes me after all the crap I’ve been pulling on her lately?”

      Hannah smiles almost maliciously. “I mean, why else would she follow you into a disgusting men’s room and kiss you fucking breathless?”

      “I never said she kissed me breathless.”

      “No, but Noah, the hot Australian defense attorney will when he thinks about that heated kiss with Kinsley, the cute and shy prosecutor. Oh, that’s good. I better write that one down before I forget.” She reaches for her notebook still on the table and scribbles the characters down on the no longer blank page.

      I slam my hand against the table, and the abrupt sound causes Hannah to jump. “Hannah, focus here.”

      “Oh, just go talk to her brother. In the meantime, don’t dry hump his sister’s brains out again because that’s not professional.”

      And there we have it—the sisterly advice I needed. Just talk to her brother and don’t dry hump her brains out again. I feel like I could’ve gotten the same advice from a fortune cookie that said just go for it!

      I think about her advice on the entire walk home. She’s probably right. The only way around this issue is to talk to Mike. So, I guess I’ll just have to put my big boy pants on and rip off that band-aid. Until that happens, Rachel and I will never be able to have a normal relationship.

      As I turn the corner near my apartment, I find Mike leaning against the door, a crumpled up piece of paper clutched in his fist. I don’t know what’s on the paper, but after spotting the Sandy Gazette title, I know it can’t be good.
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      “Mind explaining to me why the fuck you’re kissing my little sister in this picture?” Mike shouts, a scowl on his face as he shoves the paper into my chest.

      “Oof!” I recoil inward briefly before I regain my composure and snatch the article out of his grasp. Sure as shit, a picture of me kissing Rachel during our dance at the wedding is spread across the front page. The article reads:

      

      
        
        LOVE BLOWS IN WITH THE SUMMER BREEZE

        By: Tabitha Abney

      

      

      

      Admittedly, I never thought this day would come! It would appear that the new girl in town, Rachel Thornton, has finally taken Sandy Heights’ Most Eligible Bachelor, Liam Montgomery, off the market. Yes, you heard me right, ladies. Liam is finally spoken for two years after his wife left him and their two young children without as much as a goodbye.

      There have been murmurings around town, but nobody quite knows when this new romance blossomed. But after watching them at the adoption event and the wedding, it’s clear to see that it is in full swing with no signs of fizzling anytime soon.

      Unfortunately, that is all the information I have for now. But you know I will be following this story very closely and solemnly swear to bring you all the latest scoop here first.

      

      “Damn, she works fast. Fucking Abney and her love of gossip,” I grumble to myself. “How did you get this already?”

      “That’s not an explanation,” Mike points out, his annoyance underlining his words.

      I raise my brow. “How did you even get this? That happened hours ago.”

      “Still wrong, try again,” Mike punches me in the gut, causing me to stagger back.

      It takes me several seconds to regain my balance. “Dude!”

      “Don’t dude me! You’re the one taking advantage of my little sister, asshole. So you better start talking fast, ‘cuz there’s plenty more where that came from.” He takes another swing, but I throw my weight backward, successfully dodging it.

      “Mike, can’t we just talk about this?”

      He shakes his head. “I gave you your chance to talk. It’s far too late now.”

      “Fine,” I say, going limp. “If you need to hit it out of your system, go ahead.”

      This seems to intrigue him. Mike scratches his chin in confusion. “So, you’re just going to let me hit you? Just like that?”

      I nod. “Just like that.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because there’s no way in hell I can stop seeing Rachel. Unintentionally, she has become an integral part of my life and my kids’ lives. I can’t live without her. And even if I could, I don’t want to.” My wordy confession catches me just as much by surprise as it does him. It’s as if somebody finally opened the lid on the jar of my emotions. There’s no telling what I might say next. Although, I might have some clue as to where this conversation is headed.

      “So, what are you saying here, Liam?”

      “I’m saying I love her. And if that means I’m going to lose you, then so be it.” I take a beat before adding. “Although I would like to keep being your best friend too.”

      Mike puts both hands on the sides of his head. “I don’t even know how to process all this right now.”

      “That’s fair. This is a lot to take in, and not even I fully understand it just yet.”

      Mike walks over toward me and pulls me into a hug. “Just promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t hurt her.”

      My stomach clenches at the fact that I probably already have. But that doesn’t stop the next couple words from flying out of my mouth anyway. “I promise.”
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      The crowd erupts into cheers—myself included—as my son’s soccer team scores their first goal of the season. I’m seated between Logan with his son Jack on his lap, and Darren with his son Brayden on his, as we all cheer on Ben. It’s a huge father-son bonding experience all around.

      I’m not entirely here, though, if I’m being honest. I’ve spent just as much time scanning the stands for Rachel as I have actually watching my son. Does that make me a shitty father? Perhaps, but I really screwed things up with Rachel, and I’m not sure how much longer I can go without fixing it.

      “Where is she?” I mutter under my breath to no one in particular. I know she’s angry with me, but she did promise Ben that she would attend his next match. And would she really break his little heart just because I’m an asshole?

      “Dude, dude, dude, dude,” Logan chants as he continually smacks my arm to get my attention.

      Turning my attention back to the game, I’m glad he did. We all watch in amazement as my son steals the ball during a pass between his opponents and travels down the field like a lightning bolt. My eyes can barely keep up with him.

      Darren points at the timer. “He’s running out of time.”

      “He’ll make it,” I reassure him. “C’mon, Benjy, you can do it!”

      “Way to go, Little Man!” Logan calls out.

      Everything seems to be moving in slow-motion as Ben swings his leg and takes his shot. I hold my breath as I watch the ball fly across the field. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon. Land in the net already! The stands fall silent, or I tune everything out—I’m not entirely sure which.

      SWOOSH! The ball lands in the net with three seconds to spare. The entire crowd erupts into cheers—myself probably being the loudest one. I smile with immense fatherly pride as I run down to the field to hug my son.

      Ben leaps into my arms. I pick him up and spin him around.

      “Did you see that?” he asks in his little, high-pitched voice. I kiss his forehead.

      “I sure did!”

      “Ben, you did it! I’m so proud of you.” My eyes widen as soon as I hear her voice. She came to my son’s game. And that means more to me than she will ever know.

      My son leaves my arms and goes jumping straight into hers. Tears start to well in my eyes at the sight of such a beautiful moment playing out in front of me. It’s been so long since he’s had this. And I could kiss Rachel just for giving it to him. Speaking of which, hot damn! She looks so goddamn sexy with that baseball cap pulled low on her forehead, and her hair pulled in a ponytail through the back. Nothing is sexier than a woman in a baseball cap—nothing!

      Rachel’s smile falls as soon as she spots me, and that fucking hurts like hell.

      “Uncle Logan, did you see me?” I watch as Ben meets up with his uncle a little further down the field. Once I know he’s safe, I turn back to Rachel.

      “Can we talk?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know if there’s anything left to say. You seem to have made up your mind already.”

      Turning on her heel, she begins to walk away from me.

      “I told Mike!” I call out. She stops dead in her tracks. Rather than wait for her to turn around, I stalk toward her.

      “Let me guess, now he hates us both?” Eager to touch her, I pretend to tuck a nonexistent loose strand of her hair behind her ear as I shake my head.

      “I mean, he’s not too keen on me at the moment. But we worked it out. He promises he won’t stand in our way.”

      She chuckles. “Do I even want to know what working it out entailed?”

      “Probably not,” I admit.

      I place my hands on her shoulders. “Rachel, I’m an asshole.”

      “Go on,” she urges, a smirk twitching her bottom lip.

      “I shouldn’t have left the way I did that night. I also shouldn’t have dropped you when we danced at the wedding. I’m a fucking idiot who’s really, really sorry.” Leaning forward, I press my forehead to hers and close my eyes. “Can you forgive me? I don’t ever want to lose you again.”

      “I forgive you, even if you are a fucking idiot. But so am I for loving you.” She pauses. “And I do. I love you, Liam.”

      “I love you too, Rachel. So goddamn much it hurts.” Tears well in my eyes again, except this time, I don’t bother fighting them, giving them free rein to stream down my face.

      Ben latches onto my leg. “Daddy, Uncle Logan said we could go to Ring My Bell to celebrate, but I had to ask you first. So, can we go, please?”

      Wiping the tears from my eyes, I glance down at him and nod.

      “Absolutely! We have to celebrate you scoring your game-winning goal.” My eyes meet Rachel’s. “Care to join us?”

      I chuckle to myself, knowing that my son is probably giving her the same puppy dog eyes that I am right now.

      “I would love nothing more.”
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      Saturday morning, Rachel ever-so-kindly reminded me via text that I promised to help her paint her living room purple. I told her that I would head over as soon as I had my first cup of coffee. Luckily for me, my mom came over this morning and took the kids out for her monthly Saturday Brunch—once a month, she takes all her grandkids to her favorite breakfast spot to spend more quality time with them. So, I’m now kid-free, which means that painting has the possibility to turn into something a little filthier.

      Packing up all the necessities, I head across the hall, surprised to find that she left her door slightly ajar. I enter, shutting it behind me. Rachel’s nowhere in sight.

      “Rachel, I’m here,” I call out.

      “Just one more minute,” she replies, shouting from what sounds like her bedroom.

      “I got my hardware. Let’s put in some work,” I say, rubbing my hands together.

      “Oh, boys and their toys,” she mocks playfully, walking into the room.

      Holy shit! Her signature blonde locks are fastened up into a messy bun with loose tendrils flowing down her face. She’s leaving nothing to the imagination, wearing just her loose-fitting overalls and nothing else. There’s clearly no bra, so I wonder if she’s even wearing panties. There’s just something about her that makes my heart punch my ribcage and my cock twitch.

      “Are you wearing that just for my—um—amusement?” I ask, aware of the salacious grin tugging at the corner of my mouth.

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I just didn’t want to get paint on my bra.” She lowers her voice to a sultrier tone, probably just to tease me. “If a tit pops out, I guess you’ll just have to play with it.”

      Then she smiles a smile that is so bright and beautiful, I feel it right in my dick.

      “Is that a challenge?”

      She shakes her head. “More like a reward.”

      “I just wanted to paint your apartment,” I lie, feigning completely innocent intentions.

      “Shut up,” she laughs. “I’m sure your intentions for helping me were anything but pure. I mean, you came over here wearing a pair of jeans and no T-shirt. Oh, and let’s not forget that sexy as sin baseball cap. You know men in baseball caps are the epitome of prime sexiness.”

      I shrug as if to say, can you blame me, knowing that I was caught red-handed.

      “Actually, I did not know that. Duly noted. But in all seriousness…the best technique—” she places her finger on my lips to silence me. I nip at the skin with my teeth, but she doesn’t flinch like I thought she would. Instead, she leaves it there, unwavering in her determination to shut me up.

      “Trust me, baby; I know how to work a paintbrush,” she says with a flirtatious wink as she mimes stroking the roller against the wall. “Slow motions. Up and down.”

      “You’re really gonna have to stop that if you want this wall painted,” I warn.

      She places her hand on her chest and knits her brows together. “Stop what?”

      “Being so goddamn irresistible.”

      Ignoring me, Rachel focuses on the task at hand, painting her living room walls.

      “Liam, do me a favor?”

      “Whatcha need?”

      She points to the paint buckets in the corner of the room. “Can you pour the paint into the tray for me?”

      “Pour the purple paint into the tray. I think I can handle that.”

      “Lilac,” she corrects.

      A raspy scoff scrapes up my throat like she just said the most ridiculous thing in the world because she did. “Same thing.”

      “Definitely not the same thing,” she reiterates. “That’s like calling fuchsia pink or coral orange.”

      “I don’t even want to know what the fuck color coral is,” I admit, pouring the purple paint into the tray as instructed.

      “Right, ‘cuz men only live in the eight-count Crayola crayon color world.”

      “Damn straight,” I agree, even though I know her statement was one-hundred percent facetious.

      My cock makes himself very well known in my jeans as she strokes the roller up and down in slow, fluid motions. I’m forced to look away and focus on my own brush strokes just to bring him into submission. I don’t look at her for the rest of the first coat in fear of getting all boned up again.

      We take a quick break, chugging down water as we wait for the first coat to dry. Noticing that I’m avoiding her, Rachel walks over toward me. I can both feel and hear the denim fabric of our clothes rubbing together.

      “Why are you ignoring me?” She runs her hand tenderly through my hair, which just so happens to be the biggest fucking turn-on ever. I suck in a sharp breath.

      “Do you even know what you’re doing to me right now?”

      I watch anxiously as her gaze moves from my mouth to my abs and drags over the outline of my stiff cock through my jeans. “I have an idea.”

      “Don’t you want to finish painting first?”

      She shakes her head vehemently. “The second coat can wait.”

      Rachel positions herself so that she’s right in front of me and leans forward, causing me to lean back. My back is pressed into the cold island countertop. “Besides, I got a surprise for you underneath my overalls,” she whispers, flashing me a saucy grin, her words an open invitation to strip her naked. Right here. Right now.

      I’m sure she’s trying to test my resolve; I’m going to flunk that test horrendously. I have no resolve when I’m around her, especially when she’s rubbing herself against my erection.

      “Get your lips on mine. I need to taste you.”

      “As you wi…” She already has her tongue in my mouth and is clawing at my clothes before I even finish my sentence. Our mouths crash together, each flick of our tongues so full of want and need. I’m kissing her, long and languid, our breaths mingling with one another’s. Her lips part, allowing me to sweep back in and savor her.

      She tugs at the waistband of my jeans and teases the button open. Next thing I know, my jeans are unbuttoned, resting just below my hips. She rolls her hips as my mouth moves against hers, causing me to groan with pure anticipation.

      My fingers fumble with the buttons on her overalls, but eventually, they give way, the popping sound giving me a small sense of satisfaction. My hands roam her breasts as she sucks on my tongue. I tweak each sensitive nipple with my thumb, causing her to moan into my mouth.

      “Yes, oh, yes,” she keens.

      The sound of denim falling into a pool on the ground fills the air, and I can’t tell whether it’s my jeans or her overalls that have finally given way. When she wraps her fingers around me, and an involuntary groan slips out of my throat, I know the answer. I can feel myself thickening in her hand—'cuz apparently, that’s possible. She can make me even harder than I thought possible.

      “Slow motions. Up and down,” she teases, stroking me exactly like she mimed earlier.

      “Oh, fuck,” I moan into her hair. “Two can play this game, Marigold.”

      Placing my hands on her hips, I tug the rest of the denim garment down until it falls in a heap at her feet. Using my fingers, I encircle her tight bundle of nerves before I slip them inside her.

      Her sharp gasp turns into a sensual moan. With my mouth still on hers, I feel my way to her clit and roll it between my thumb and forefinger. I can feel her squirming beneath me from the pleasure, but I don’t let up. Instead, I pick up the pace, rolling faster and faster until she rips her lips off mine and squeals toward the ceiling.

      “Oh, my God; oh, my God; oh, my God. Yes.” I can feel her muscles clamp around the rest of my fingers as her climax surges around them.

      She flies forward, falling limply into my arms. I tighten my hold around her. “I’ve got you.”

      My erection is heavy between my legs as it nuzzles itself between both our bodies.

      “I need you inside me,” Rachel admits before she places a chaste kiss on my cheek.

      “Let me go get a condom.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I’m on the pill, and there hasn’t been anyone since you in Vancouver.”

      “Same, not since Vancouver. But are you sure?”

      She nods. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life. I love you, Liam.”

      “I love you too, Rachel. Always will.”

      I give my cock a quick stroke, then tease her slick seam up and down with the weeping, broad head. She’s so wet she coats me. Gently, I thrust inside her, giving her body time to adjust to the full size of me.

      “Oh, yeah,” I groan against her lips.

      She grips my ass as I begin to ease in and out of her, slowly at first, until she reassures me with a silent nod that she can handle the increased speed and pressure. She matches me thrust for thrust, her body gyrating on top of me. We both groan in unison as she rises up on my dick and sinks back down repeatedly.

      Reaching outward, she latches onto my hair, increasing her own speed and vigor. Intense pleasure runs down my spine like a bullet out of a gun, burning a track all the way down and gripping my balls at the bottom.

      “You feel so damn good,” I rasp out, surprised that I can even find the power to speak. My mind is in a foggy haze. I’m unable to focus on anything but the way she makes me feel—the way our bodies are so in tune with one another, each breath synchronized and each motion precise. We know exactly how to drive each other wild with pleasure—the most intense kind of pleasure that only the person you give all of yourself to would be able to bring you to the brink of. That’s what Rachel is to me. The one person I wholeheartedly give my entire being to.

      Her pussy squeezes me like a vise. Her muscles continue to clench and pulse with every thrust until she lets out a breathy sigh. I throw my head back and groan toward the ceiling as her pussy contracts tighter around my cock. To show my gratitude, I rub her clit until she mutters a dirty expletive under her breath.

      “Liam, Liam, Liam, Liam, Liam,” she chants. She's about to come. The increase in volume and the way her nails dig deep into my back tell me that. Well, that and the adorable way she scrunches up her nose in warning. Then I feel it. A clench, a moan, and a shudder as she comes undone.

      Sparks fly across my skin as I look up at her. Her full lips form the loveliest o-shape as she closes her eyes and loses herself completely. I feel my heart squeeze deep within my chest. God, she's beautiful. I’m so in love with her that it hurts—this goddess of a woman. So kind. So passionate. So caring. So goddamn gorgeous. I love everything about her. The way she makes me feel. The way she treats my kids as if they’re her own. The way her lips twitch in her sleep. The way her nose scrunches when she orgasms. How she fights wholeheartedly for what she believes in, and she’s not afraid to speak her mind. And I smile, knowing that I am the luckiest man alive to get to call this magnificent woman mine.

      With one final thrust, I grunt as I empty myself into her beautiful body. My climax obliterates me when I come inside the woman I love.

      She falls forward, spent as she collapses on top of me. Our chests are pinned together, our hearts frantically beating against one another’s, playing a love song that only the two of them know.

      We’re all pants and shallow breaths as our bodies rise and fall together. I kiss the crown of her head.

      “I love you so much, my Marigold.”

      “I love you so much, too,” she replies. Glancing quickly to her right, she reaches her right hand over toward the opened paint can and swirls her pointer finger around in it. Satisfied, she brings her paint-dripping finger to my abdomen and starts scribbling on it.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, still a little out of breath from the best sex I’ve ever had.

      “Signing my name,” she replies freely as if it makes all the sense in the world to dip your finger and paint sign your boyfriend’s abs.

      I flick up a brow and fight back a laugh. “Why?”

      “‘Cuz together, we’re a masterpiece.”
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      The movement feels natural as I slink my hand down his chest, across his abs, and under the elastic waistband of his boxer briefs until I’m gripping his proud erection. I look up, catching the warmth in his blue eyes as he stirs awake. His thick hair is tousled from last night’s sleep.

      He shoots me the most smoldering look as I slide down under the covers. His bedsheets smell like him, and that’s enrapturing, urging me to continue on my mission. I trail kisses down his stomach until I reach the elastic band. I tug on it, causing Liam to lift his hips to aid me in pulling them down.

      I lick my lips as his erection bobs against his stomach. Leaning forward, I part my lips and engulf the head into my mouth. I make sure my lips are nice and tight as I swirl my tongue around the tip.

      “Ah, fuck, that’s good,” he grunts, his voice more gravelly than usual, and I love that. I love knowing what his voice sounds like as soon as he wakes up. I bob my head up and down in sync to whatever song Liam’s drumming on my back with his fingertips.

      A moan rips from his lips as I lick the underside of his cock and tease his balls with my fingertips. Feeling satisfied, I increase the pace, sucking faster and harder than before.

      “Rachel, Rachel, Rachel, stop,” he chants.

      I pop him out of my mouth. Looking up, we lock gazes, and I pout. “Why did you stop me?”

      “I don’t want the first orgasm of the day to be mine. You should always have that honor.”

      KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!

      “Who is that?” I ask, not sure if Liam is expecting company.

      He shrugs his shoulders. “It could be Han dropping off the kids. We planned to meet up later this afternoon, but maybe something came up. Do you mind getting it?”

      “Me?”

      “Well, I certainly can’t. Not with this.” Liam gestures to his erection. I stroke it slowly, causing him to suck in a sharp breath and say through clenched teeth. “That’s not helping.”

      “It could,” I tease, rubbing my thumb over the head.

      KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!

      “Please, Rachel?”

      “Fine, I’ll get it.”

      Bouncing off the bed, I slip into Liam’s robe hanging on the back of the door and venture into the main room. I make sure to dodge all the toys littering the carpet. Once I reach the front door, I open it, surprised to find a woman I don’t know on the other side.

      She’s beautiful with her curly brown hair and eyes to match. Unfortunately, she narrows those eyes at me and scowls. “Who are you, and why are you wearing my husband’s robe?”

      “Excuse me? I think you have the wrong apartment.”

      “Babe, who’s at the do—” he loses the ability to speak as soon as he sees her. I watch his complexion turn from normal to pale white. It’s as if Liam has seen a ghost. He looks uneasy, but I’m not quite sure why.

      “Liam, who is this bimbo?”

      I turn my glare from her to him. “Liam, who is she?”

      “I told you. I’m his wife,” she emphasizes the last word in her sentence, and I want to strangle her for it.

      “Liam, are you married?” The accusatory question scratches my throat on the way out, but I had to ask it. He’s left me no choice. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      The silence is deafening, and my heart quakes with the fear that he is going to say yes. Liam mutters something I can’t quite make out. All I know is, it didn’t sound like he answered my question—more like he’s deflecting it.

      I repeat my question, watching in horror as all the air seems to escape from his body. “Answer the question. Are you still married?”

      My stomach lurches as he nods. I can’t believe this. He’s a liar—a cheater. And I’m the dumb shit who fell for all of it. I fall to the ground, unable to support my own body weight anymore.

      “Say it!” I scream, needing to hear the backstabbing words come from his mouth.

      “Yes,” his voice is a choked whisper. Tears start falling down his face, but I don’t care. There’s no coming back from this. It’s over. We’re over.

      “I don’t believe this.”

      Liam kneels and places a hand on my shoulder. I rip it off by his fingertips and shove it into the nearby wall.

      “Don’t touch me!” My voice is hoarse from my own streamline of tears. “Ever again.” My voice cracks at the end. My throat constricts as I desperately try to fight back the tears stinging my eyes and staining my cheeks.

      Mustering all the strength I can manage, I stand up, plow past his wife, and dash toward my apartment door.

      “Please, hear me out,” Liam presses, following quickly behind me.

      I bang on the door, wishing like hell that I didn’t leave my key in my overalls, which are currently strewn across Liam’s bedroom floor. I feel a cold nose brush against my leg. Through blurred vision, I can see Scout coming to console me. Bending down, I scratch behind his ears, welcoming the slight distraction he brings.

      “Rachel, I—”

      “Please, don’t,” I snap. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Just leave me alone.”

      I raise my hands to cover my ears. Pressing my back against the door, I slink down to the ground, hug my knees to my chest, and let the tears fall freely. I close my eyes, but I can feel Scout nuzzle up next to my side.

      I’m not even sure if Liam’s still in the hallway or in earshot of me, but I decide to scream it out anyway. “I trusted you! I took a chance on you! And now I will regret it for the rest of my life! Liam Montgomery, you’re my biggest regret!”
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      TWO YEARS AGO.

      The light filters in from the curtains, shining directly onto my closed eyelids. I groan in protest as I roll over onto my side. I expect to nuzzle into my wife’s side, wrap my arm around her, and get sucked into her warmth. But that’s not the case. Instead, my arm just falls to the sheets—the cold sheets.

      I flutter my eyelids open, trying to blink away the sleep. I roar out an obnoxious yawn as I stretch my muscles in an attempt to awaken them. Once I’m no longer half-dead, I toss the sheets off my waist and swing my feet onto the carpeted floor.

      “Okay, let’s find my wife,” I mutter to myself on a sigh.

      It is entirely possible that our son had a nightmare last night, and she had to spend the night consoling him in his bed. After all, children are the ultimate cockblockers, and my son is their king.

      I tiptoe down the hall quietly, trying not to wake my light sleeper of a daughter. I swear she would wake up if you drop a toothpick on a rug. Elle takes after her mother in that regard. While my son, Ben, is a heavy sleeper, just like his old man. It’s kind of funny how Ben is the spitting image of me, while Elle is all her mother. There’s no mixture at all. He’s all me, while she’s all her. Not to toot my own horn or anything, but my kids are damn gorgeous. You can take that with a grain of salt, considering the source you’re hearing it from is their father. But I’m just saying, Elle has her mother’s beauty, and Ben has my rugged charm, God help the dating world of the future.

      Slowly turning the doorknob, I carefully ease the door ajar, just enough to peek through the crack and into my son’s room. Ben is still fast asleep, decked out in his Spider-Man pajamas, tucked tightly into his Spider-Man sheets, all while clutching his favorite Spider-Man plush. Sensing a theme yet? My son is going through a Spider-Man phase at the moment. But if he’s anything like his grandfather, he won’t be growing out of it anytime soon…or ever.

      I can’t help but smile as I take in the heartwarming sight. My son is fast asleep on his stomach, his jet-black hair spiked in the back. Ben’s cheek is pressed into his pillow, and his mouth is open slightly.

      It may just be a weird fatherly love thing, but I can’t help but feel a sense of pride as I watch my children sleep. I promise it sounds a lot creepier than it is. Five years later, and I still can’t believe that I helped bring life into this world. Twice! The mere thought still amazes me.

      Growing up, I always wanted to be a father. And now that I am one, I have never been happier. Being the father of Ben and Elle is the greatest accomplishment of my life.

      For a moment, I get lost in thought and admiration, forgetting why I even dragged myself out of bed in the first place. Cheryl is not here; time to check Elle’s room.

      After closing the door, I trek down the hallway and turn the corner, heading toward Elle’s room. As soon as I swing the door open, my little girl’s beautiful brown eyes stare up at me. She raises her hands above her head and gives me the universal sign for pick me up.

      “Daddy!” she shouts enthusiastically in her sweet, high-pitched voice.

      I hoist her up into my arms and press a kiss onto her forehead. “Good morning, Princess.”

      Elle runs her frantic hands through her hair, desperately trying to push her wild brown curls out of her face. It’s no use. Every thick strand she manages to sway bounces right back into its place. She harrumphs in defeat.

      “C’mon, sweetie. Let’s go make you some breakfast while Daddy drinks his coffee. Okay?”

      With Elle’s nod of approval, I rest her on my hip as I navigate my way downstairs and into the kitchen. I plop her onto the kitchen island and open the cereal cabinet.

      I point to the first option. “Do you want this one?”

      “No.”

      I motion to the next box in our cereal lineup. “What about this one?”

      She shakes her head, causing her untamable curls to bounce all over the place. “No.”

      I move on. “This one?”

      “No.”

      I turn around on a sigh, raise my brow, and lean forward to tickle her. “Can you say anything but no?”

      “Yes,” she manages to break out through her laughter.

      When I stop tickling her, I beckon her to come closer with my finger as if I have a secret I want to tell her. With bugged-out eyes and high interest, she slides her cute little ass across the granite countertop, scooting herself closer to me as she brings her ear to my lips.

      I look around, playing into the whole secrecy act before I whisper into her ear. “What about I pick you up, and you grab the box you want? Does that sound good?”

      She nods as she giggles. Then, I do exactly as I said I would. I lift her toward the cabinet, using my biceps to steady her as she grabs the blue box. Frosted Cheerios, I should’ve known. It is her mother’s favorite after all, and Elle is in her copycat Mommy phase.

      After I place my daughter onto the bench seat at our kitchen table, I open the box and pile some Cheerios in front of her. Oddly enough, she likes to eat her cereal dry. But that might be because the only form of milk she drinks is chocolate milk. Okay, admittedly, that last part she gets from me. Chocolate milk is the best!

      Elle tilts her head as she looks up at me, flashing me that uh-aren’t-you-forgetting-something facial expression. Right, how could I forget that? I strut toward the fridge, open it, and pour some Yoo-hoo into a sippy cup for her.

      I place the full cup of chocolate deliciousness in front of her. “Here you go, honey.”

      “Dank you, Daddy,” she chirps with gratitude. I can’t help but smile at how her th’s sound like the letter d. It pulls at my heartstrings and, quite frankly, is cute as fuck.

      I slant downward, placing a kiss on the crown of her head. “You’re very welcome.”

      “Surprise attack!”

      I turn around and find Ben placing his fingers in the Spider-Man attack position as he pretends to stick me with webbing. How do I react, you may be wondering? Well, let’s just say that my actions would make my dad proud. Immediately, I fall to the floor, trying to move my limbs only to find them stuck in place with spiderweb. “Oh, no! I’m stuck!”

      Both Ben and Elle hysterically laugh as I squirm against the hardwood floor. This right here is precisely why I always play along. Just to hear laughter erupting from their mouths. They are my everything. And any stupid thing I can do to make them laugh, I will do it without any hesitation. You can call me a big kid. It’s okay; I won’t be offended. If you knew my father, you would see that I get it from him. I just hope I can be even half the kind of man and father he is.

      Once Ben sits next to his sister on the bench, I rise off the floor and pour him a bowl of Trix. When they are both distracted by food and the shenanigans of Tom and Jerry, I explore the rest of the house in search of my wife. That’s when I see it, sitting there on the small table by the front door—the one we designate for mail.

      My heart pounds faster with each footstep. There is a folded-up piece of paper with my name scribbled on it resting on the wood. It isn’t uncommon for Cheryl to leave me a note, but it’s usually pinned to the fridge with one of those alphabet magnets, never by the front door. When I get closer to it, my heart squeezes in my chest. I swear all the oxygen rushes from my body, making it nearly impossible for me to breathe. On top of the note is a ring—the one that matches mine—her wedding ring.

      With shaky hands, I grab the paper note and unfold it, reading the three words that will change our lives forever. It’s too much.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I can’t help myself. The words fly out on a guttural groan. I turn toward our children and see both sets of questioning eyes staring up at me. Their lives just changed forever, and they don’t even know it yet. What the hell am I supposed to tell them? At this moment, I don’t even care why she did this to me. Sure, I would like some kind of explanation for the shit storm she just blindsided me with. But more importantly, I want to know…how could she do this to them?

      “Shit?” Elle repeats in a curious tone. Dammit! Sometimes I forget that I live with a little parrot—a cute little parrot, but a parrot, nonetheless. Being two, Elle likes to repeat everything she hears. It has something to do with her developing brain or some shit. I don’t quite remember exactly what the pediatrician said.

      I point my finger at her and speak in a stern tone. Well, as sternly as I can manage, considering my voice is still shaking from shock and fear. “Don’t you ever say that word, Elle. Daddy shouldn’t have used it. I just, uh, got a boo-boo on my toe and got carried away.”

      Satisfied with my explanation, both of them go back to watching the cartoon on TV. Using their distracted state to my advantage, I dash upstairs into my room and lock the door behind me. I swipe my phone off the nightstand and call her. Straight to voicemail. Fuck!

      In a flurry, I check the closet, then the bathroom. All her shit is gone. Double-fuck! Why did I have to be such a heavy sleeper? If I weren’t, I would’ve made her look me in the eyes as she left. I would’ve made her tell our children goodbye. That horrible explanation should have been put on her. Not me!

      I sink to the floor of the bathroom as my eyes start to water. What the hell am I going to do? What am I going to tell Ben and Elle? I can’t be a single father. Sure, I might be able to manage Ben. But boys are easy. Little girls, on the other hand, not so much. What do I know about raising a daughter? I don’t even have the same equipment, for fuck’s sake! How the hell am I going to be able to explain bodily changes to her? Or her monthly visit from Aunt Flo? Christ, I don’t even know how to buy a bra, only how to take them off speedily without tearing the delicate fabric.

      As all the questions swirl in my head, I feel nauseated—drowning in unanswered questions and what-if scenarios. Worry wrenches in my stomach as my eyes lose the battle, letting the tears stain my cheeks as they stream endlessly down my face. From this point forward, I am a single father of two young children. That is my new identity. That is my life now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      PRESENT DAY.

      Her words echo through my mind, hurting more and more with each wave. Liam Montgomery, you’re my biggest regret! My chest twists from the pain. I know I deserve it. I should’ve told her about Cheryl when Rachel first arrived in Sandy Heights. But I didn’t. And that is my biggest regret. I certainly don’t regret anything else where Rachel is concerned.

      Cheryl clears her throat to get my attention. I open my eyes and see nothing but red. I clench my fists as I try to subdue the intense, unhealthy amounts of rage that I feel pumping through my veins.

      “HOW. DARE. YOU.” I bite out through clenched teeth.

      Cheryl scoffs. “Excuse me?”

      “Did I fucking stutter? How dare you!”

      She makes an excruciatingly annoying popping noise with her mouth and decides to play the victim here. And I am not fucking having it. “How dare I what?”

      “How dare you walk out on me and my kids two years ago without any explanation. How dare you come marching back in here two years later like you mean anything to me at all and ruin the one positive thing your leaving has given me.” I can feel my heartbeat intensify with each word I spit out of my mouth.

      “They’re my kids too, Liam.”

      I shake my head. “That’s where you’re mistaken. You gave up all rights to claim them as your own when you walked out on them. Do you even remember their names?”

      “Of course, I do,” she bites back and rolls her eyes. I glare at her, waiting for her to elaborate. “Oh, my God. You’re really gonna make me say it, aren’t you?”

      I cross my hands over my chest. “Yes, I am.”

      “Benjamin and Elle. There, are you happy now?”

      “Not even fucking close. I’ll never be happy as long as you’re in my life.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “C’mon, Cheryl. You may be a horrible human being, but you’re not stupid. You know exactly what that means.”

      I rake my hand through my hair and heave a frustrated sigh. I bow my head to the floor, not wanting to see her reaction as I admit this.

      “I tried to find you, ya know? When you first left, I spent the first five months looking for you—any sign of where you went or where you have been. Do you know what that’s like? To be blindsided by the person you thought you loved? The person who was everything to you? The person you would jump in front of a bullet for? All without any sort of sign. No warning. Nothing but three goddamn words scribbled on a piece of fucking paper. It’s. Too. Much.”

      When I glance up, I see no remorse in her cold, dead eyes—nothing that shows any sign of sincerity, sorrow, or regret.

      For the second time today, my tears are on the brink of overflowing down my cheeks. “Did you even love me? Did you even love them?”

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Well, you sure had a funny way of showing it.”

      “That’s why I’m back. Liam, I miss you. I miss them. I miss our family.” Even as she says the words I’ve wanted to hear for too damn long, I have a hard time believing them. That’s all they are to me…just words. Words I no longer want to hear from a woman I no longer love. She’s dead to me.

      “That’s never going to happen. You made your choice two years ago. There’s no turning back. The only thing you can do for us now is sign these.” I open a cabinet in the kitchen and pull out the divorce papers. “I tried to track you down to sign them, but you were never anywhere to be found. Hell, I even flew to your cousin’s wedding in Vancouver with the hopes you would be there, and I could finally get you to sign them and move on with my life.”

      “It looks like you didn’t need my signature to move on with your life,” she quips with her snarky attitude. How did I ever love this woman? The concept of loving her seems so foreign to me now.

      “That’s not fair. You moved on without as much as a goodbye years ago. You couldn’t expect me to wait around forever. Please, sign the damn papers.”

      I push the stack of legal documents toward her and hand her a pen.

      “Can I see them—our—I mean, your kids?” For the first time since she arrived, I sense some authenticity and sincerity in her words. Those hickory brown eyes that I used to love to the moon and back start to water. Perhaps she finally realizes that there’s no undoing what she did. The damage has already been done. Now, she must lay in the bed that she made. And that’s never an easy thing to come to terms with. “Do they ever ask about me?”

      I shake my head. A part of me wants to save her some extra grief and lie, but that wouldn’t be the right thing to do. She deserves to know that her kids have moved on without her.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Ben never mentions you anymore. And Elle was too young when you left. She doesn’t even remember what living in a world with both her parents under one roof was like.”

      I feel bad as I watch her place her hand over her heart and start crying. That must hurt, I know it must. But it still had to be said. Everything I have said here today has been the whole truth. Nothing has been bent or twisted just to make her feel the pain that she caused me. I’m not that kind of person. And deep down, I think Cheryl knows that. After all, we were married for ten years before she left. She’s bound to remember some things about me. I just hope that my unabashed honesty is one of them.

      Rachel thinks you lied to her; I remind myself. The realization stings in my chest. Although I didn’t lie and tell Rachel that my wife was dead, I didn’t correct her when she assumed as much either. So, I might as well have just lied right to her face.

      With the click of a pen, Cheryl signs everywhere sectioned off with a sticky note. “Here. I’m done ruining your life. Just promise me one thing?”

      I flick a brow. “What?’

      “If they ever do ask, you’ll tell them about me? I know I don’t deserve it, but please, Liam. Let me have at least that much. I’m begging you. Please?”

      “I promise. But I won’t lie to protect your image.”

      She bows her head. “I know lying is not part of your character. That’s one of the things I loved about you. You’re the most honest man I’ve ever met.”

      We sit in silence for several minutes, probably both lost in thought—that, or trying to come to grips with everything that happened.

      “Me not loving Ben and Elle wasn’t the reason I left. I left because—”

      I raise my hand to stop her. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not going to change anything.”

      “I know; you’re right. But know this… I did truly love them.”

      “I know you did, Cheryl.”

      She gives me a choked giggle. “I really fucked up, didn’t I?”

      I don’t answer. Instead, I escort her out of my apartment.

      “I’ll find your girlfriend and explain everything if you want me to. She kinda got caught in our crossfire.”

      I shake my head. “No need. I’ll find a way to do it on my own.”

      “I know it’s not going to mean anything now, but I’m sorry. And this is also long overdue…goodbye, Liam.”
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      It’s been three days since Liam and I broke up. Three endless, excruciating days without seeing or hearing from him. No calls. No texts. Nothing. But why would there be? I asked him to leave me alone, and he did. Liam may be a liar and a cheater, but he’s never been anything but respectful toward me. So, why would I think this time would be any different?

      Maybe because I want it to be. I want him to march across the hall and give me an explanation that will fix everything. But such an explanation doesn’t exist. There’s no logical explanation to rectify cheating on your spouse—there just isn’t. And I think that’s the worst part of it. The man I fell in love with—or at least the one I thought I fell in love with—would never do something like this to anyone.

      “Dr. Thornton, there’s someone here to see you,” Lincoln notifies as he hands me my current patient’s file.

      “I don’t want to see him. Tell him to go away for me?”

      “Ouch, is that any way to treat your big brother?” Michael comes walking in, his arms stretched as wide as his smile. He yanks me into a giant bear hug, patting my head when I rest it on his shoulder.

      “If you’re here to say I told you so about dating your sibling’s best friend, I don’t want to hear it.”

      The Pomeranian pup barks, startling both of us. “Um, I am interrupting something important? I forget you’re saving animal lives every day.”

      I chuckle.

      “No, McArthur is just here for his checkup. Aren’t you, boy?” I rub the pup’s stomach, causing his leg to shake sporadically. “Who’s a good boy? Yeah, you are.”

      I turn back to Michael. “So, why are you here?”

      As soon as I see that don’t hate me smile of his, I know this can’t be good. “I heard about you and Liam. And I think you’re making a terrible mistake.”

      “What?” I snap. “How could you possibly be taking his side? I’m your sister!”

      “I’m not taking sides. I just know that you don’t have the full story. That’s all.”

      “I don’t care what this so-called full story is. That won’t change the fact that he lied to me and cheated on his wife.” I feel a headache coming on, so I start massaging my temples and sigh. “Honestly, I don’t even see how you can justify coming here to defend him to me. What he did was despicable!”

      He comes over and places his hand over mine. “Rach, just shut up and listen for a second. Please?”

      Annoyed, I fold my arms over my chest and nervously tap my foot against the tile floor. “Well…I’m listening.”

      “His wife left him two years ago.”

      “Wow. I feel so much better now. Thanks for stopping by.” I try to shove him out of the exam room, but there’s no point. He doesn’t budge.

      “Let me finish, Miss Sarcastic.”

      “Fine,” I say on a sigh, plopping my ass onto the rolling chair. I cross my legs to prevent myself from fidgeting some more. Talking to my older brother about Liam is not something I will probably ever be comfortable doing. That’s why I didn’t speak to him about dating Liam in the first place. Michael and I just never had that easy to talk to kind of sibling relationship. Callum was always our middleman in that department. We would both tell things to him, and he would pass them on to the other if he felt it was necessary. I guess that’s why Michael and I never developed that deep of a sibling bond.

      “Liam woke up one morning to find her gone and a note that said it’s too much scribbled in her handwriting. He hasn’t seen her since. That is until…”

      “Three days ago,” I finish his sentence. “Shit, I had no idea.”

      “He hired private investigators to find her, but they never did. After five months of searching, he finally gave up. He even attended his cousin-in-law’s wedding in Vancouver, hoping to find her and get her to sign the divorce papers.”

      I gasp audibly.

      Concern shrouds Michael’s smoky gray eyes. “What?”

      “That’s where we met.”

      “Huh? I thought you two met at dinner that one night?”

      I shake my head. “No, we met at that wedding in Vancouver. Neither one of us knew who each other was at the time. It’s not like you’re the king of story details.”

      Michael scratches the back of his head and blushes. “Yeah, I’m working on that.”

      “Anyway, that’s not important. I had no clue that he hadn’t seen his wife in over two years.” Fear strikes my heart when this thought pops into my mind. “Please tell me she didn’t go to see Ben and Elle. I can’t imagine finally coping with your mother leaving only to have her show up in your life again out of nowhere. Are they okay?”

      Michael smiles. “Liam would be ecstatic to know that they came to your mind like this. Yes, they’re fine. Cheryl signed the divorce papers and left on Sunday without ever seeing them.”

      “Wait a sec. If she left on Sunday, why hasn’t Liam tried to reach out to me?”

      Michael bows his head and speaks toward the floor. “He doesn’t think you want him to. That’s why I’m here.” He raises his gaze to meet mine. “To make you both realize that you’re being stupid and need to work this out—that is was all a huge misunderstanding.”

      All the mistakes I made that day come flooding to my mind. I should’ve let him explain. He deserved that much, and I didn’t give it to him. I didn’t question who that woman was. I believed her more than I believed the man I love. How did things get so twisted? That’s when the sorrowful thought dawns on me.

      “What if he doesn’t want me back? I dismissed him pretty quickly without even giving him a chance to defend himself.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, he will want you back! You were hurt, rightfully so. Liam will understand that.”

      “You think?”

      “I know he will. The truth is, you’re the best thing that has happened to him since his wife left. And I’ve never seen him happier than when he’s with you.” He takes a beat to pet McArthur. “So…what are you waiting for?”
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      I thought after turning in those divorce papers that I would be ecstatic. Logically, I should be. I finally extracted the toxin that is Cheryl out of my life. I should be bouncing off the walls with joy. But I’m not. I can’t. Not without Rachel by my side.

      These past few days have been the worst of my life. Sure, when Cheryl left, that hurt—a lot. But that pales in comparison to when Rachel left. Her parting words still haunt me constantly. In the morning when I wake up. During work. After dinner when I put my kids to sleep and read them a bedtime story. Even when I cry alone in the shower. I can’t seem to get that image of her crying against her apartment door out of my mind. I did that. I did that to her. And I will never forgive myself for it as long as I live.

      I royally fucked up, and there’s nothing I can do to fix it. Sure, I could march across the hall and try to defend myself. But what’s the point? There’s no justifying what I did. Sure, it’s not as bad as Rachel thought it was. If not divorced, Cheryl and I were surely separated for over two years. The only reason we weren’t divorced was that nobody I hired could track her down to sign the damn papers. But the truth of the matter is, I still didn’t correct her when she presumed my wife was deceased. And that, in conjunction with her asking me to leave her alone, there’s no way I can ever try to win her back. I don’t deserve her, and that is the scariest truth of all.

      “Daddy, are you okay?” Elle asks as she rubs the sleep from her eyes and staggers toward me.

      “I’m okay, just a bad dream. Go back to bed, Sweetie.”

      Elle quirks her brow and jumps onto my bed. She nuzzles herself into my side and places her head on my shoulder.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Whenever I have a bad dream, you sleep in my bed. It makes me feel better.”

      I lean forward and kiss the crown of her head. “Thank you. I love you so much, Princess.”

      “I love you…” her words fail her as she battles with sleep and loses. Her head falls limp to my side as she succumbs to the temptation of sleep, her beloved stuffed iguana tucked tightly under her arm. Although my daughter can’t fix the nightmare I’m living, her being here certainly does help in its own special way.

      My phone buzzes on my nightstand. It’s a text.

      Marigold: Can I see you?

      Snatching it, I send a speedy reply.

      Liam: I don’t think that’s a good idea.

      Marigold: Please? I’m at your front door. I’d knock, but I don’t want to wake Ben and Elle at this late hour.

      Liam: You’re better off without me.

      Marigold: Who told you that load of bullshit? Please, just come out and talk to me.

      Liam: I don’t want to make you regret anything else.

      Marigold: I didn’t mean that.

      Liam: Yes, you did.

      Marigold: Okay, I did. But I was hurt. Surely, you understand that?

      Liam: I do. And that’s why this won’t work. I hate that I hurt you. And I can’t live with myself if I ever hurt you like that again.

      Marigold: Please, open up or…

      Liam: Or…???

      “I’ll let myself in.” Her voice startles me, causing me to jump. I glance to my side, sighing my relief when I see Elle is still asleep by my side.

      I bring my finger to my lips and point to Elle. Rachel follows my line of sight and nods in understanding.

      “How did you—”

      “I still have your spare key,” Rachel clarifies with a whisper. “I contemplated using it for an hour before I walked across the hall. I had a feeling you wouldn’t let me in, so I came prepared.”

      “Rachel, I—”

      “Liam, I’m sorry. I should’ve given you the chance to explain yourself. If I had, I would’ve known that you’re still the man I fell in love with.”

      “A man that lied to you,” I interject firmly.

      Rachel sighs. “Ugh, you didn’t lie to me. I’m the one who assumed she was dead. That’s on me.”

      “I didn’t correct you,” I emphasize softly.

      “Yeah, that one’s on you.”

      Rachel takes a few steps forward and sits on the edge of the bed. She takes my hand in hers and brings it to her chest.

      “Liam, I love you. I forgive you. I want this to work. Why are you making this more complicated than it has to be? Don’t you still love me?”

      “Of course, I do!” I shout accidentally and immediately clasp a hand over my mouth. We both look at Elle, surprised that she hasn’t woken yet. She’s my light sleeper, after all. “I love you, Rachel. I always will. I mean that. But—”

      “But nothing. You need to forgive yourself, Liam.” She pauses for a second to swallow. “It’s not just you I miss, ya know? I miss watching Ben’s soccer games. I miss braiding Elle’s hair. I miss them. I love them. And I’m forever grateful that you brought them into my life. I don’t want a life without them…or their father.”

      My heart squeezes in my chest at her beautiful words. Next thing I know, I’m crying tears of happiness. “That means so much to me—more than you’ll ever know. I’m sorry, Rachel. I messed up. I should’ve corrected you that first morning, and this entire ordeal never would’ve happened.”

      “Hey, it’s alright. I forgive you. We both messed up. But that’s nothing we can’t fix, right?”

      “Oh, my gosh. Daddy, just kiss and make up already. I’m trying to sleep,” Elle remarks as she folds the pillow to cover her ears.

      Rachel and I look at each other, then to Elle, then back to each other. We both start laughing.

      “She’s got a point, ya know?” Rachel states, a smile curving those beautiful lips of hers. The lips that I should be kissing right about now.

      “Come here then,” I say with a smirk as I cup her face with my palms and seal the kiss, her lips sliding against mine. As soon as she places her hands on my chest and melts into me, I know all is right with the world again. This magnificent woman is mine, and I am hers. And I wouldn’t want it any other way.
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Rachel
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      For the past several months, Liam has been asking me all these wedding questions. Which types of flowers for the arrangements, live band or DJ, what color bridesmaids’ dresses would be best, etc., etc., etc. I should be thrilled, right? Wrong! He’s not asking me for our actual wedding; instead, all these details are for his damn commercial. He’s having me plan an entire wedding for his commercial set. Do you believe that? ‘Cuz I have a hard time believing this shit myself.

      At least today’s finally the day—filming day, aka the day all this wedding hell will end. I am completely sick of being asked all these endless questions for a wedding that isn’t even mine. I mean, who has the time? I’m a veterinarian, not a wedding planner. And why I had to close my office to be here on set while they filmed is beside me. Anyone’s guess is as good as mine.

      “Quiet on the set,” the director calls out. The whole place falls dead silent as instructed. “And…ACTION!”

      I stifle back a laugh as Liam’s brother-in-law, Logan, plays the dashing groom. He’s waiting anxiously for his bride to walk down the aisle. Cue the music, and here she comes. Her dress is gorgeous, although it’s not necessarily something I’d pick out myself. Wait a second, Liam asked me dress opinions just to ignore them? What the hell is that about? I spent two weeks flipping through bridal magazines to give him a plethora of options to take back to the costume designers.

      Once the bride makes it down the aisle, Logan goes to lift the veil and freezes.

      “CUT! Bring in the identity thief.”

      A butch man wearing the exact same wedding dress comes in and takes the bride’s place. Her place is marked by neon orange duct tape, which tells the thief exactly where to stand. Once he’s positioned perfectly, Logan grabs the veil and lifts it. That’s when his acting skills go into overdrive as he pretends to be completely shocked by unveiling his bride to be a thief.

      “CUT! That’s a wrap on the wedding scene!” The director instructs, and the film crew begins packing up all their equipment almost immediately.

      Scout barks enthusiastically, his paw completely healed as he comes running up to me. He kisses me with love, and I reward him with a scratch behind his ears. His tail wags with excitement. That’s when I see it—the note attached to his collar. With nimble fingers, I unfasten the ribbon and read the note. It’s in Liam’s hand.

      

      
        
        I have a big surprise for you…and no, it’s not that kind of a surprise. Although, he’s always big for you, Marigold ;)

        XOXO, Liam

      

      

      

      I have a rather big surprise for him myself. It required a lot of hard work to accomplish, and I cannot wait to see his face when I finally give them to him. I might cry, which in turn might make him cry. It will be one giant crying fest, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. To be quite frank, I find Liam so goddamn sexy when he cries—the happy tears, of course. I’m not a monster!

      I must’ve gotten carried away playing with Scout because I don’t know when Liam, Ben, and Elle all got here. Liam and Ben are wearing tuxedos, while Elle is wearing one of the gorgeous lilac-colored dresses that I picked out for the bridesmaids to wear on set.

      I quirk up my brow. “Liam, what’s going on here?”

      “I know a proposal traditionally is supposed to come first. But I can’t wait another day to spend the rest of my life with you. Rachel Thornton, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife today?”

      My mouth falls open. Of all the possible surprises he had in store, this was the last one on my mind. It all makes sense now—why he kept bothering me with all the trivial details about this fake wedding. That’s because it’s not fake at all. It’s real, and it’s ours. Our wedding. He tricked me into planning our own wedding! What a brilliant little ploy. Apparently, I am marrying a cunning genius.

      “This is the part where you say yes,” Ben whispers in my ear, snapping me out of my reverie.

      “Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.” I would kiss him, but since today is my wedding day, wouldn’t it be bad luck to kiss him before the official first kiss as husband and wife? We may not be doing things in the traditional sense, but I’d still rather not take any chances pissing away at superstitions.

      Liam cups his mouth with his hands and shouts. “She said yes, everyone!”

      I gasp as all my friends and family come out wearing elegant suits and gowns. There’s Callum, Harvey, Michael, my parents, Liam’s mom, Hannah, Logan, their three kids, Aly, Darren, their son, Emily, Lincoln, and the rest of the town. The smile on my face grows wider with each person I see.

      “How did you plan all this?”

      Liam laughs. “My part was easy. You did most of the hard work.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot my surprise for you,” I exclaim as I rummage through my purse for the documents.

      “Honey, that can wait for later tonight,” Liam jests, twisting the side of his mouth into a delectable grin that I can’t wait to kiss the hell out of later.

      “Here they are,” I pull out two documents and hand them to Liam. His eyes quickly scan the parchments.

      “Are these what I think they are?”

      I nod. “Yes. I wanted to make it official, and what better day than our wedding day to give them to you?”

      I can see the tears already welling in his eyes, causing them to water. “And Cheryl signed them?”

      “Yes. It wasn’t easy to track her down. But once I did, she didn’t put up a fight. All they need now is your signature, and I can file them with City Hall tomorrow.”

      “Rachel, it means the world to me that you want to adopt Ben and Elle as your own. There is no greater gift you could give me than this. I love you so much.” He gives way to the tears, which only causes me to follow suit.

      “I love you so much too.”

      “Daddy, what’s wrong?” Ben and Elle ask in unison.

      “Nothing. These are happy tears. Rachel is going to be your mommy.”

      “Really? That’s awesome!” Ben shouts as he rushes to hug me. I kiss his forehead.

      “That’s the bestest news ever!” Elle jumps, and I catch her in my arms. She kisses my cheek, and I kiss hers right back. “You’re going to be the bestest mommy ever.”

      “That’s because you’re the bestest daughter ever.” I place her back on the ground while Liam hands her a basket and tells her to get ready to throw flower petals down the aisle.

      He turns to me. “Let’s get married! Shall we, Mrs. Montgomery?”

      I nod eagerly, barely able to contain my overwhelming excitement and joy. “Let’s do this, Mr. Montgomery.”
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