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  CHAPTER ONE


  



  


  MAGGIE


  



  



  “WELL,” SHE said, “I think you’re being ridiculous. I mean, sure, he’s your brother. But step, Maggie, step.” She took a sip of her mojito. “And god is he hot,” she murmured, almost too soft for me to hear.


  Not that I needed reminding.


  One thing I like about my best friend Jamie: she’s never afraid to call it like she sees it. We were at a bar drinking mojitos and talking about Thanksgiving vacation. Tanner was coming home tomorrow. It had been months since I’d seen him, years since I’d spent any real time with him. And I missed him with the kind of pain that got worse once relief was finally in sight.


  “So did you meet anyone at school? All those freshman parties can be intimidating…but fun,” she said, with a twinkle in her eye.


  “I…I didn’t go to any of them,” I admitted.


  “What did you do, spend Friday nights studying or something?” Jamie was incredulous.


  “Well, yeah. You know how important it is for me to do well. I want to be climbing that corporate ladder like yesterday, and I’m going to need great grades to succeed the way I want to.”


  “Life’s not all about work,” said Jamie, taking a long swig of her drink. “But I think you know that.”


  I looked down at the floor, unsure of how much to tell. “I’m just…not in the market for a relationship right now,” I said. “And you know I’m not really a hook-up kind of girl.”


  “Mm hmm. I have a pretty good idea what’s stopping you,” she said. “But if I remember right, it was you who started the feud, right?”


  “I wouldn’t call it a feud, exactly.”


  “Okay then, what would you call it? Didn’t you call Tanner a useless hippie and throw a cupcake in his face?”


  Jamie made it sound funny, but I couldn’t laugh. Tanner and I gotten to be best friends as kids—our parents got hitched when we were ten. We built tree-houses in the woods, forts under the bed, and played games all day, every day. But now he was grown up, and still acting like a kid. Still spending all his time running around in the woods, not getting a real job or finishing college.


  “I just…I just think that when you get to a certain age, you have to act like an adult. You know, work for a living.”


  “But Mags, how is any of this your business? Why can’t Tanner figure out his life himself?”


  “Look, you didn’t grow up in our family so you don’t understand. Our parents were total screw-ups. They inherited a decent chunk of money and squandered most of it on stupid investments. Couldn’t hold down jobs because of drinking or acting like jerks. If there’s one thing they taught me, it’s that being responsible is important. It’s number fucking one. So seeing Tanner, of all people, meandering along with no focus…it drives me kinda insane.”


  “Mm hmm,” said Jamie. I could see my tirade had not convinced her. And I knew deep down I was being snotty about something that was just a distraction. The truth was that once we hit puberty, Tanner and I had not been able to get along. I would get bitchy, and he would disappear. Just being in the same room with him was so unsettling to me that I would blurt out stupid stuff, and god he could be so annoying with all his environmental Mr. Green talk. Recycling just wasn’t that interesting, not as something to talk about all day. I felt irked just thinking about how he used go on and on about global warming.


  And the thing was, we barely saw each other. He was always going off on long trips, hiking this or that mountain range, or at the boarding school he got shipped off to when he was thirteen. Those days of making our own little world of games and make-believe were long over. But we couldn’t seem to figure out how to have a relationship now that we were all grown up, in the rare times we were together.


  “Well, I’ll tell you, dear Mags, I think things would be going better for you if you’d just go ahead and get laid. He doesn’t have to be the love of your life, he really doesn’t. Just get that cherry popped and see if you don’t feel a little more relaxed about life.” She looked over my shoulder at a guy coming in the bar. “Take that hunk o’ beef right there,” she said, a little too loud. “He could probably rock your organized, neat little world and pump some joy into it, even if only for a night.”


  “I’m not looking for only a night,” I said in a low voice. Jamie periodically went on campaigns to convince me to lose my virginity—and actually, I didn’t tell her this, but I wanted to lose it. My body sure as hell wanted me to lose it. But I felt too loyal to Tanner to be with anyone else. Even though he had no idea how I felt about him.


  No. freaking. idea. At all.


  And I knew it would never work. It was wrong in ten different ways, so I was never going to tell him.


  



  



  



  


  



  


  



  Noon. That’s what popped into my head the instant I woke up, because that’s when Tanner was supposed to get home. I jumped out of bed and took a long hot shower, soaping myself in every nook and cranny, letting my hands slip and slide over myself, thinking only of my brother.


  My stepbrother.


  Oh god.


  But come on, we weren’t actually related, not by blood. I didn’t think a relationship with Tanner would be any different than one with a hypothetical boy who lived next door, who I’d grown up playing with. Whether our parents would agree, I didn’t know, or care.


  I love being naked in the shower, breathing in the steam, slippery as a seal. My fingers found my nipples and gave them a caress, then a pinch. I let my hands run down my ribs, swirl soap around my hips, and then between my legs. Yep, I’m a virgin, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t done any exploring on my own. In fact I’ve been quite the Vasco de Gama when it comes to knowing my body and what it likes. My fingers parted my lips and I used a knuckle to rub against my clit, the skin on my back nearly burning because I had the hot water turned all the way up.


  Then I had the inspiration of a lifetime. I got on my back, lying on the floor of the shower, so the water beat down on my pussy, and oh my god I wished I’d thought of it ages ago. The hot water was pulsating on my lips and clit and I rocked my hips into it, loving the feel of the hot water jetting on me. I could feel everything down there swelling, my breath getting shorter, and I stuck a finger in my vagina as deep as I can, hitting the back wall, and I could feel my pussy grip that finger as I slid it in and out, wishing it was more than a finger.


  I wondered what it would feel like, having a cock enter me, slam into me, and my breath got even shorter. I pretended the pulsating water was a tongue that couldn’t get enough of lapping me, and that thought brought me right to the blissful edge.


  I put my feet up on the tiled wall and let it happen, let the pleasure break over me, slowly moving my hips, imagining Tanner beside me, Tanner climbing on top of me, Tanner’s cock nosing up to my tender throbbing opening and then pushing inside, hard as a rock, and we’re both out of control, delirious and frenzied. The water is streaming off me, my body starts to tremble, and I’m trying to think of some other guy, a movie star, anybody at all…but it’s only Tanner I see, beloved Tanner whose touch I crave.


  The orgasm crashed over me and I was shaking and trying not to moan loud enough for anyone to hear.


  Oh, god, it was so good. I couldn’t wait to have real sex, it must be so amazing.


  But in the seconds after, my body still faintly spasming, it felt hollow. Lonely. I stepped out of the shower and toweled off. Once I’d momentarily satisfied myself, I was determined once more, for the millionth time, to enjoy seeing Tanner and getting to know him again as a friend and nothing more, and somehow find a way to keep my body from betraying me.


  Still, I got dressed paying more attention to what to wear than I usually do. Put on skinny jeans instead of a dowdy old pair of cords. A tight shirt instead of something baggy and comfortable. Some cool earrings I thought he’d like.


  It was still only 8:30 in the morning. What was I gonna do for all the long hours until he gets here? It’s not like we have the kind of parents you want to hang out with. My mom is a jerk, to be honest, and if Tanner wasn’t coming home, I’d have stayed at school and studied through the Thanksgiving holiday. She’s the kind of person who gets angry, I mean really angry, at any little thing. You never know what’s going to set her off. All you can do is try to avoid her as much as you can.


  And my stepfather, Tanner’s dad? He’s not much better. He drinks too much and is usually slumped in an armchair sucking down beers and watching sports on TV, not talking to anybody. But he’s like an unexploded bomb ticking away, because at some point—you can never guess when—he’ll explode, raging at someone on TV if we’re lucky, and someone in the house if we’re not.


  It’s a miracle those two ever got together—a real testament to the idea that there’s someone for everyone. It’s not like getting a stepfather improved my life, even a little bit…well, except that maybe there was another target for my mother to aim her poison at. The best thing about that marriage was Tanner coming into my life, for sure. On rainy days we played Monopoly for hours, and I even think that’s what got me interested in a business career, trying to win against the unbeatable Tanner. Even as a kid he wasn’t interested in money, but he crushed in Monopoly anyway.


  And when it was sunny, he took me outside, patiently teaching me how to shoot an arrow with a bow he made himself, or showing me how to track deer in the woods behind the house. Before Tanner and his Dad came into our lives, I was alone with my crazy mother, since my father disappeared before I can even remember. And while I’ll probably never get over his abandonment, a little part of me understands. If I’d been able to leave my mother, I might done it too, and to hell with the consequences.


  These parents of ours are a big reason Tanner and I got so close. We clung to each other during the storms; he was my safe place, my protector. We knew, even when we were arguing fiercely, that we had each other’s back. But then we were separated, and childhood was over, and everything changed. In his absence I wondered all the time who he was turning into, what kind of man was he going to be, but we had no chance to get to know each other again, thanks to school and his endless trips into the wild.


  What he doesn’t know, and I’m determined he never will, is that my love for him goes way past stepbrother and stepsister. Way past. I long to run my hands over his sculpted chest, to touch my lips to his tender mouth, even…even wrap my hand around what I imagine must be the most beautiful cock in the universe…these thoughts are practically all-consuming, but I know none of it can happen and I have to get control of myself.


  But still, I can’t stop myself from standing at the window, praying his battered old car covered with hideous bumper stickers comes rumbling down our street. Anticipating the moment when I see his friendly familiar face light up when he sees me.


  



  


  



  


  



  The last time I saw Tanner was in August. I was getting ready to go off to college and he was packing for one of his crazy wilderness trips. He stood in the doorway while I was making a pile of all the stuff that had to get squeezed into the car, stuff I’d saved up for and lovingly picked out, like matching towels and bathmat, and a little rug, plus a lamp with a pretty shade.


  “That’s quite a pile,” he said, glancing at my things. He was bare chested, wearing hiking shots and boots, his beard scruffy. His intense green eyes swerved over to meet mine, and I let my gaze sweep over him again, lovingly taking him all in.


  He was gorgeous as ever.


  “I like nice things,” I said, and it came out all prim but I didn’t mean for it to. This was an old argument for Tanner and me. He was all about not having too much stuff, about traveling light, and I wanted to surround myself with beautiful things. I wanted to make lots of money and he said he didn’t care about it at all. We’d gone around and around on it so many times, we knew exactly how to hurt each other, feel disappointed, keep pushing until somebody stalked off too mad to continue.


  I had sworn to myself not to do that, not that day, when we were saying goodbye for almost three months. When he was younger, he’d been packed off to boarding school, so we’d had a lot of goodbyes to deal with.


  I never managed them well.


  I stayed up my room for hours, partly to avoid the ’rents and partly to watch for Tanner. Okay, mostly to watch for Tanner.


  The first three months of college had been brutal in a lot of ways, but one good thing was that all the work distracted me from thinking about my brother. Stepbrother. I was pretty sure I had an A average so far. God knows I’d put in the hours, barely seeing the sun at all, just parked in the library with my laptop and a stack of textbooks, working my ass off. I was going to make sure I did everything I could so I could get a great job once I got out of school. Or if not great at first, at least something steady with the promise of advancement.


  The idea of a steadily swelling bank account made me grin. It would mean getting out of this crazy house for good, and give me the feeling of security that I’d never, ever had.


  I stood there by the window like an idiot, peering out between the tacky curtains my mother insisted on, expecting Tanner’s ugly-ass orange beater to come around the corner any minute.


  I watched the usual parade of cars go down our street: lots of Toyotas, a few Fords, a truck, a couple of Priuses. Then this bad-ass SUV came into view, a black Lexus. It had mud splashed up the sides, and it looked awesome, like one of those ads where the vehicle is driving in the wilderness where no vehicle, maybe even no person, has ever been.


  And that Lexus pulled right up to the curb outside our house, and Tanner hopped out.


  I swear my heart practically jumped out of my body and the car was immediately forgotten. I didn’t think about anything but seeing him. I tore downstairs to the front door, forgetting all about how I’d planned to act cool.


  “Tanner!” I yelled as he came through the front door.


  “Namaste, Margaret,” he said, the faintest hint of a smile on his beautiful lips. He was the only one allowed to call me by my real name—I liked it, actually, though I never let on.


  “What, so you’re a yogi now? And my name happens to be Maggie,” I said, sticking my nose in air, joking.


  “Is that right,” he said, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek. He had never done that before, and god, it practically knocked me back against the wall, the combination of feeling his body heat and his earthy, masculine smell. I closed my eyes, dizzy for a second, overwhelmed with how good it felt to be close.


  “Mom and Dad home?”


  “Oh they’re out, off to a round of parties,” I said.


  Tanner cracked up, knowing full well our parents never went anywhere and for sure didn’t get invited to any parties. “So it’s just you and me then,” he said, throwing an arm around my shoulders and pulling me close.


  I melted. I absolutely melted.


  In a flash I could see all those times as kids, huddled up in some fort we’d made in a closet, how he made me laugh by imitating his dad. How he made me feel safe from my mother’s fury.


  And at the same time, I’m right here, right now, his rough cheek brushing mine, his hair falling into my eyes, and I get hit with a surge of lust so powerful I almost jump his bones right there in the front hallway of the house, not caring who would see or hear, not caring that I had no idea how to do it, or if he would even want to.


  Suddenly he pulls away, and his expression goes from warm to cool, just like that.


  “What?” I said. It wasn’t like him. It was usually me who runs all hot and cold, while he stayed the same, always steady, always strong. I was worried he could read my thoughts, could see plain as day the ravenous need I was feeling for him…and wanted nothing to do with it.


  Distractedly he looked down and let his arm drop from my shoulders. My heart sank through the floor. All these feelings—I try so hard to push them down—but when they insist on bubbling up, it hurts for him to shove me away.


  “Nothing,” he mumbled. “I better go say hi to the parents. Make me lunch?”


  “Make your own lunch.” I glared at him, even in my hurt and irritation seeing how he’s gotten even more buff. His skin was glowing, his chest almost bursting out of his well-cut shirt. He looked incredible.


  Wait a freaking minute. I hadn’t noticed before. His clothes were nice, almost trendy. He was wearing a tight shirt that made his chest look massive, and I could see the muscle definition in his shoulder and his abs. What was Tanner doing dressed in something other than some raggedy T-shirt anyway?


  I followed him to the family room where Mom and Dad were hunkered down over Doritos and beer. They didn’t get up when they see him, rude as usual.


  Still stung by his withdrawal, I fled up to my room and closed the door. I actually wished I had studying to do. Because stuff in a textbook, it all makes sense. You know what you’re supposed to do and you can just do it. It’s not all messy and complicated, where what you want to do is wrong, and hurt and pain are around every corner.


  Oh, Tanner. Why can’t it be simple? Can’t we just live together once I finish school? Just as brother and sister, sharing a house but not a bed?


  I say that, but inside (and not even very deep down either) I know I’m kidding myself. I don’t want Tanner as a roommate. I want him as a lover, a mate for life.


  I’m starting to think the only thing for me to do is to move across the country, hidden in a library somewhere, out of sight and out of mind.


  As if.


  



  



  



  


  



  I flopped on my bed and stared up at the ceiling, my body still all charged up from when Tanner pressed me against him for just that one moment. It was like earthquake aftershocks or something and I couldn’t seem to chill, couldn’t seem to stop thinking about touching him again. Touching him more.


  See, we were absolute total best friends, but that was back when we were kids. When he took off for boarding school (his dad saying it would ‘straighten him out’—ha! as if anything would) he was just a long-legged boy, his voice not even changed.


  Tanner didn’t come home for a pretty long time. He stayed up at school through Thanksgiving and through Christmas break, I can’t remember why now. I missed him like crazy, but we never even got in the habit of emailing each other. Too young maybe, or maybe Tanner is just somebody you have to experience in person.


  Anyway, what I do remember is that I said goodbye to this gangly kid—and there were tears, floods of them, mostly hidden from everyone—and then when he came back at the end of the school year, he was a man.


  A man. A gorgeous, hot, amazing man. All that time hiking and climbing had paid off, I had to admit, because he had legs like tree trunks, he could run like a freaking panther, and he gave off this strong, healthy vibe that was so damn alluring.


  I was younger but I’d matured too. I was so embarrassed when he kept staring at my breasts! It was June, bikini season, and even though I had mixed feelings about the attention I was getting at the pool, it was Tanner’s attention that confused me the most, although he never did anything or said anything outright.


  He was my brother, my protector. And suddenly now that we were no longer kids, his gaze seemed to burn a hole in me, making me throb, making me wet. We had no idea how to handle all that.


  Still don’t, Jamie would be quick to point out.


  Tanner and I didn’t ever acknowledge how uncomfortable it had gotten between us. We just kept our distance, which was easy enough since he was away so much of the time. Of course the connection we had wasn’t forgotten, not at all…but it was like some wonderful prize pushed to the back of the closet, just out of reach. Something treasured whose moment is reluctantly past.


  You know, maybe Jamie’s right, maybe I do need to get laid. I guess it’s possible that all this furor over Tanner is nothing more than hormones, and if I go ahead and pop my cherry, I’ll be able to see him as just a friend, like the old days. Suddenly having sex for the first time seems like the solution to everything.


  I called Jamie up. “I’ve changed my mind about that thing.”


  “Oh right. That thing. Sure. Right. I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”


  I went as far into my closet as I could and whispered, “Getting laid.”


  “Oh, that thing. Well, congrats! Awesome! Wanna go out tonight? And by the way, is Tanner home?”


  “Yes. To both.” I stepped out of the closet and started panicking about what to wear. “You’ve got to come over,” I pleaded, desperation in my voice. “I have no idea what to wear when I’m hoping to lose my virginity.”


  “Not a sports bra,” laughed Jamie. “Hmm, and probably not a maxi skirt, a wetsuit, or a—hell, Mags, don’t you know that you could wear anything at all and you won’t have any problem finding a guy to hook up with?”


  “No, I don’t know that.”


  “Well, first of all, you’re cute and even sexy, when you put down your textbooks and all. Maybe take your glasses off. And second, most guys are horn dogs. Not hard to find one willing.”


  I grinned. Yes, it was true that this whole idea felt a little like I was completing an assignment for class, just crossing one more thing off a list, but on the other hand, now that I was letting these feelings out into the light of day? I admit, I was horny.


  I was horny as hell.


  



  



  



  


  



  Jamie told me to meet her at this bar called S. That was it, just S. It was almost hidden down near the river, among some old warehouses. I was careful once I parked to look around and make sure nobody was behind me—it looked like the kind of place you could get mugged or worse if you weren’t paying attention.


  I felt sorta slutty. Jamie had talked to me on the phone for about half an hour, helping me with my outfit for the night: short skirt and platforms, plus a top that was so sheer you could see the lace on my bra, something I would ordinarily wear a cami under. I usually dressed pretty modestly—I mean, I’m all about getting good grades, you know? Not about hooking up with random guys, or going to bars much either, for that matter.


  But to be honest, now that s-e-x was maybe finally gonna happen? I was freaking hot for it. The whole idea was really titillating even though I hadn’t even seen the guy, whoever he was.


  So you’re thinking: But what about Tanner?


  Well, yeah. I was thinking that too. But come on, it was time to face up to reality, that was never going to happen for a ton of reasons. We wanted different sorts of lives. We didn’t even really know each other as adults. He’s my brother.


  Stepbrother! Step step step!


  But the biggest reason, the one that no amount of rationalizing would get rid of, is that it was obvious he just doesn’t think of me that way. I’d always be the little sis, someone to tease. Love, sure, but not the kind of love I yearn for.


  Not passionate love.


  So I was walking toward the entrance to the bar, not in any hurry because hell, this was a big step I was taking and I was nervous. I was glad that more cars were pulling in to the parking lot so I felt safer. I got to the scratched-up door of the bar. There was just one little light on outside and “S” scrawled on it in red paint, like graffiti. No way you’d find this place if someone hadn’t told you exactly where to look.


  Jamie—she always knows the cool places to go, what was in, what was out. That night I was feeling so grateful for her, thinking what would I do without her. I’d be wasting my best years mooning over something that was never going to happen, that’s what.


  Gotta face facts. And thinking of that distracted look Tanner gave me, when he dropped his arm away from me—like he wasn’t even registering it was me—it’s super painful to remember, but it helps me steel my resolve to get popped and move on.


  The bar was dark inside, and smoky, and I saw some bad-ass dudes at the bar with tattoos going up their necks, ripped-up leather jackets, boots with chains. I was just a girl who wandered out of the library for a few minutes, you know? Where the fuck was Jamie? I needed her. And a drink, stat.


  I found an empty stool and sit down, hoping to be invisible even though I knew that’s the opposite of what I came for. Thank god Jamie came out from a back room. I was so happy to see her. The feelings of heat and excitement I had getting ready and then in the parking lot were starting to droop, because everything—chains! tattoos! big burly men!—was so intimidating.


  “This is not exactly my type of place,” I said in her ear.


  “Exactly!” answered Jamie, all enthusiastic. “You want this to be anonymous, not something that’s going to follow you into your life, get what I’m saying?”


  “That makes sense. But these guys….”


  “Hot, huh? So masculine. Didn’t you feel that blast of testosterone when you opened the door? I bet you’re going to have a rockin’ time, which is more than a lot of people can say for their first.”


  “So tell me about your first, Jamie. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that story.”


  “Nice try. We’re here to get you laid, not have Aunt Jamie’s Storytime. What about that guy over there, playing pinball?”


  There was a loud old-fashioned machine in a corner but I could barely make out who she was talking about so I sauntered over, pretending I knew what I was doing. The whole place was so dark you could practically have sex right there next to the bar and no one would be able to see you.


  The guy Jamie was pointing out was big. He was strong. He looked like he could lift me up with one hand, no problem. His biceps were about to rip through the arms of his black T-shirt. He was scowling and whamming his hips into the machine which was going nuts with bells and music.


  I scampered back and sat down on my stool. “Doesn’t he look…kinda mean?”


  Jamie laughed. “I’m not getting that, but okay, you don’t like his vibe. What about the guy sitting right beside you? He looks more like a bad-ass professor, if such a thing exists.”


  I spun slowly on my stool and took a sideways glance. I saw what she meant. He had on thick hipster glasses and was reading a book. And he was built like a damn truck and drinking shots of whiskey. A heavy lock of black hair flopped over one eye and I had the sudden urge to smooth it back. And then—this is so unlike me—I tried to get a look at his basket, but couldn’t really see in the dark.


  I turned back to Jamie and shrugged. “Okay, maybe?”


  “Talk to him,” she urged. And then she spun on her stool so she was facing the room, and I could see she was on her own hunt, and I was gonna be pretty much on my own from then on. For Jamie, a one-night stand was just fun, an evening’s entertainment, no different really from going to the movies. No big deal.


  For me? Oh yeah, big deal. Big big big deal. But if going through with this helped get me over Tanner, then it was worth it. I turned on my stool again and signaled the bartender. I glanced at the man beside me but he seemed lost in his book, although how he could read in that light I have no idea.


  “What can I get you?” asked the bartender. He was pretty hot himself. A long ponytail, chiseled features, and a nice smile. But I didn’t want to hang around until closing, if this place ever closed, even if I could manage to convince him to do me, which I doubted.


  Jamie was over in a booth, laughing it up with some guy. Didn’t she know I needed a lot more handholding through this? I’d never seduced a guy before. Where were my training wheels?!


  “Um,” I said, after a long pause. “I’m sorry, I never know what to order.” I looked over his shoulder at the bottles arrayed behind him, staggered by the choices.


  I half-turned to the bad-ass professor but he was still reading and didn’t seem to know anyone was sitting next to him.


  Things weren’t going well.


  



  



  



  


  



  The bartender just shrugged and poured me a shot. “Start with this. After one everything’ll get easier.”


  I threw back the shot and stood up. I pushed through the crowd by the bar and went to check out the back room. It looked like Jamie might be making out with the guy in the booth and I wanted to just get this whole thing over with.


  The back room had some old sofas and big armchairs along with a pool table in one corner. There were a few groups standing and talking. I was starting to despair of the whole stupid idea and wanted to go home. I had brought an econ textbook home with me and I could get a head start on next term’s work instead of hanging around this dingy place hoping for something to happen that wasn’t going to.


  I felt like such a loser.


  I turned to leave, on my way to find Jamie and let her know I was bailing.


  “Hey!” some guy called out. “Hey mini-skirt!” I turned back around. A guy was leaning against a doorsill holding a beer, looking at me with his head cocked.


  “You talking to me?”


  “Yeah, I’m talking to you,” he said, with a half-smile. “Come here,” he said.


  Well. I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure. Should I just get it over with, and hope this dude would erase the lusty feelings I had for Tanner? If I started down this road, I’d be able to put on the brakes if I wanted, right? I could still change my mind?


  I might as well talk to the guy. He wasn’t bad-looking. I took a deep breath and made myself walk over to him. “Yeah?” I said, trying to sound tough but somehow sexy. I smirked and looked down at my feet. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.


  “Nice legs,” he said, looking me up and down.


  “Nice chest,” I said back, and uh huh, that was no lie. His shirt was tight and I could see his six-pack. I wondered what it would be like to run my hands over it. I didn’t especially want to, but I tried to imagine doing it, what it would feel like, hoping to kindle some desire.


  And then things started to move fast. He bought me a drink, and talked more about my legs, and I guess we talked about something else for at least a little while, but then he was talking about how he wanted me to wrap my legs around him and I was a little drunk and I figured yeah okay, that’s what I came for, right? And so then I was following him outside.


  “I can’t leave, a friend’s meeting me here,” I told him. Yeah, I wanted to lose my virginity, but I wasn’t going to risk leaving in a car with a complete stranger. I was drunk but not that drunk.


  “You like gettin’ your meat outside,” he said, and laughed, and my blood sort of froze then, because his laugh…his laugh was not for me. It wasn’t mean, but it sort of repulsed me, and that was the moment I started to regret doing something I hadn’t even done yet. But I couldn’t stop it, either. I didn’t know how.


  “Oh baby,” he groaned into my ear, pushing me up against the side of a truck, and reaching down between my legs. He kissed me, forcing his tongue in deeper than I wanted it—hell, I didn’t want that tongue at all. I was feeling sort of like I was floating up in the air, above us both, looking down at what was happening but not actually participating in it myself.


  Why didn’t I just push him away and say no thanks? I don’t know. I don’t know how to get it across but in that first moment it really was like my body wasn’t attached to me anymore. But the me inside was starting to cry. Whatever this was, it wasn’t what I was looking for. I understood that now.


  “Wrap those legs around me, bitch,” he said, squeezing my breast too hard.


  Oh god, Jamie, where are you? Cars were coming and going and I hoped somebody would walk by and interrupt him.


  In my drunken haze I had a flash of clarity and realized if I wanted out of this situation, it was on me. I managed to turn my face away. I said, “Actually…” and tried to wriggle out of his grasp.


  “What’s your problem,” he growled in my ear, pressing me harder against the truck.


  “Look, I don’t want—” I started, and then I yelled, “STOP!” right in his ear and kneed him in the crotch.


  He buckled, and his grip weakened just enough for me to get away. I pushed off from that truck and flew towards my car, almost running into another guy, who—you guessed it—Tanner.


  God, was I glad to see him.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice harsh.


  “I just—look, this isn’t a place to—”


  The other guy came up behind me and clamped his arm around my waist. “We’re not done, baby,” he said, roughly pulling me back between two cars.


  Tanner didn’t say a word. He followed us and took one shot, clocking the guy on the jaw. I heard an ominous crunch and the guy dropped like a rock. I had never seen Tanner hurt anyone, not ever. But that creep was rolling around on the ground, not getting up. I thought I heard him whimper.


  Tanner whirled back to me and grabbed my arm.“Again, what the hell are you doing here?”


  I was so relieved to see him. My protector, just like old times. “I came with Jamie. And you can stop acting like you’re in charge of me. I can do what I want.” I was walking fast to my car even though what I wanted was to run into Tanner’s arms.


  He got in the driver’s seat. “Keys,” he said, holding out his hand. “No, wait, let’s take mine.” He clicked my key fob to lock up my car and then led me quickly to his: that awesome black Lexus.


  I jumped in because I wanted to get as far away from that guy as possible. He could be rising up like a zombie and come up behind me again. “Just get me the hell out of here,” I said, settling in to the luxurious seat. “And I can take care of myself, Tanner. You don’t need to come barging in like that.”


  “Um, Margaret? Did I misunderstand, or was that guy thinking he was going to get into your pants whether you wanted him to or not? And did you have the dumb idea that you can drive when you’re this drunk?”


  I didn’t answer at first. Of course he was right. And I was grateful, really grateful, that he had come along when he did. But that didn’t mean I was happy about being wrong, if you see what I mean.


  “How did you even know where we were?”


  “Jamie’s roommate told me where you guys went. I was trying to track you down because you left without saying where you were going. This is a short vacation,” he said, his voice softening, “and it’s been too long, Maggie—we hardly get to see each other at all anymore.”


  “I’ve missed you so much,” I said quietly.


  “Same,” he answered. “Same.”


  



  



  



  


  



  The Lexus was a stick shift and Tanner was shifting and then reaching for my hand. He would let go when he needed to shift and then his hand would come right back. All the love, all the missing, all the everything we felt went into that hand-holding. We caressed each other’s fingers. We gripped hard. We nestled in each other’s palms, stroked each other’s wrists.


  It was so arousing, so erotic—I thought I would explode right there in the car, like a burst of freaking fireworks. It was just our hands touching, but still. Oh my god. He had to be feeling it too, there was no way not to.


  Tanner parked in front of the house and we sat for a moment in the dark, still not talking, still holding hands.


  “Whose car is this?” I blurted out, sounding way more rude than I meant.


  Tanner didn’t answer. He kept hold of my hand. “Listen, I didn’t mean to barge in back there,” he said, touching my cheek with his other hand.


  “Barge in? The guy was an asshole,” I said, but I wasn’t thinking about that guy, I was thinking about Tanner, my Tanner, who was holding my hand, touching my cheek, making my blood boil up with desire.


  “Tanner….” I said, but couldn’t find any more words.


  He leaned over towards me. His face was inches from mine. We looked into each other’s eyes, down deep, and I could see his handsome face, his warm expression, in the light of the streetlamp.


  Please kiss me, I was thinking, so so hard.


  He came a little closer. His lips were like a millimeter from mine and I began to tremble.


  And then he did it. He only grazed my lips at first, but he came right back, his mouth slightly open, and I slipped my tongue in and his mouth opened more, and we groaned at the same time, our hands frantically grabbing each other over our winter coats. He pulled his mouth away and scraped his three-day beard on my cheek and that rough touch sent a bolt to my pussy like I’d never felt before. I was dripping wet, just from that one kiss, electric surges rocketing around my body. Then his lips were back, rougher this time, urgent, and for a short moment all our aching need was exposed in our kiss. I reached a hand down to his leg and stroked it, moving higher, my head swimming with idea of finally touching Tanner’s cock.


  He pulled away. Took back his beautiful soft lips, took back his hand. Took back his love.


  “No, Maggie,” he murmured.


  I pulled my hand back, stung. He wanted me, I knew it, I could feel it. I might have been a virgin but no one kisses that like if they’re not feeling it, right?


  “I’m supposed to protect you,” he said. “Not…not this.”


  “I was trying to tell you back there—I don’t need your protection. I mean, I want your support, maybe sometimes your help. But I don’t need some white knight on standby, looking to swoop in and save the day if I screw up.”


  “I’m not saying that,” he said. “It’s just…what if we do this, and it goes wrong? Then what, Maggie? And also…you’re my sister. I know—stepsister. Our parents—”


  I laughed, a little bitterly. “Like you give two craps about what they think. We’re not blood-related, Tanner, obviously. And we’re adults. It’s not even…” I got out of the car then. I was so disappointed, so hurt, that all I could do was run up to my room and hole up alone. I had no interest in sitting in the car listening to all the many reasons Tanner could concoct for why we couldn’t be together.


  Because you know exactly how it is: if he wanted me enough, he would be with me.


  It’s that simple.


  



  



  



  



  


  



  I cried myself to sleep last night. Sure, I was sorta drunk, but this was real hurt, not alcohol-fueled self-pity. I had gone out with Jamie hoping for a hook-up, thinking that would wipe Tanner out of my mind, and instead now all I could think of now was the taste of his lips and the feel of his arms around me, holding me tight.We had gotten close, so close. Every time I shut my eyes it was like my lips were expecting his to come back, to touch mine as tenderly and enticingly as they had in the car.


  I wanted to be mad at him. It’s easier being mad, isn’t it? Less painful. But I couldn’t get there, couldn’t stop thinking of how to argue against his objections and make him change his mind. Couldn’t stop wanting him.


  In the morning I woke up looking like a mess. My eyes were puffy and my skin almost green. I didn’t want to face my family so I stayed up in my room, even skipping coffee so you know that’s a serious commitment to avoidance.


  At 10, I gave Jamie a call, but her phone went straight to voicemail. She was probably in bed with some guy, having some morning fun, or sleeping after a long night of gymnastic sex. I sighed. If only getting laid was all I wanted. Why did I have to make everything so hard, co complicated? Why couldn’t I just fall for some guy in my dorm or my econ class?


  Hanging out by myself in my room for hours, I obviously had a lot of time to think. I took a shower and slowly began to pull myself together. I was wondering about something. On this visit, Tanner seemed, I don’t know, a little mysterious. He was generally so open, so willing to share whatever he was thinking—not one of those strong, silent types where you have to guess what the hell they’re feeling and maybe they’re not feeling much of anything at all. Tanner wasn’t like that. He was plenty strong, ready to kick ass and take care of business like he did last night—and he was sensitive, too.


  The perfect guy.


  But this time, something was different. And I kicked myself for realizing it now, after everything that had happened. Or almost happened. I had been so absorbed in my own lust that I hadn’t taken the time to pay attention to Tanner, to ask him how he was doing.


  I had been selfish. No other way to say it.


  I decided to go ask Mom what I could do to help with Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow, and then try to make peace with Tanner. It wasn’t true that I’d only love Tanner if he led the kind of life I’d choose for him. I loved him no matter what. And if he didn’t know that, maybe I needed to tell him.


  It was quiet downstairs. No one was in the family room. I wandered into the kitchen and found Tanner there, cooking a pan of bacon.


  “Morning,” I said, as meekly as I could muster. I noticed he was wearing some new pants, and they didn’t look like they were made for the trail. They fit perfectly, and I could see the outline of his package. I quickly looked away.


  “Good morning, Margaret,” he said, grinning at me and flipping some strips of bacon over. “How’s your head?”


  “No comment.”


  “Mom and Dad went to do the grocery shopping for tomorrow. What do you think they’ll bring back? A couple of cans of Spaghetti-Os and a bottle of gin?”


  We laughed. Then we laughed more. Every time we were done laughing, our eyes would meet and that would set us off again. Some of the family holidays in our past had been absolutely dreadful, I mean Jerry Springer bad, but at least now it gave us something to crack up about. I laughed so hard tears were rolling down my cheeks and I had to restrain myself from putting my hands on Tanner, because I felt so connected to him.


  Tanner flipped some more bacon and I inhaled deeply, loving the smell. Now that I thought about it, Tanner always smelled sort of bacony. Bacon and woodsmoke, on top of whatever manly smell was just him. Mmm.


  Then we both started talking at once, apologizing. “Me first!” I shouted. He turned away from the stove and leaned against the counter. Damn. Here I was, about to apologize for last night, and attempt to go forward as friends, but just the sight of him, the closeness of him, made my body so jangled up with yearning. “I…”


  He waited.


  I looked at his tousled hair and his big, brawny thighs. He crossed his arms over his chest and I admired his biceps. I couldn’t help myself! And I totally forgot what I was going to say. Because…Tanner. I swallowed and looked down at the floor, trying to get my feet back under me, trying to come up with the strength to resist him.


  He said, “I hated seeing you with that asshole last night. I mean—I hated seeing you being treated like that. It made me want to kill the guy.”


  I could hear the anger in his voice. Tanner was usually so chill, but he sounded like he was about to go track the guy down and clock him again.


  He said, “But I just want to make sure you know that I wasn’t following you last night because I thought you were going to get into trouble, or didn’t trust you to take care of yourself, or anything like that,” he said quietly.


  “Well, I wasn’t doing a great job of it last night. I never should have left the bar with that creep.”


  “What were you even…I mean, I came to that bar just because…I wanted to spend time with you.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but closed it again.


  My eyes widened. “Same,” I whispered. I reached out my hand and he grabbed it and squeezed it. “Last night—” I started, but he shook his head.


  “I was an idiot to stop kissing you,” he murmured, and looked deep into my eyes the way he does, like he sees everything about me, including who I’ve been and who I’ll become. He took my chin in his hand and lifted it up slightly so that my face was upturned to his, my mouth so close to his delicious lips.


  I ached for him. And I saw in his eyes that he wanted me too, I was sure of it.


  “Tanner,” I said, my voice breaking.


  Without a word he kept hold of my hand and turned off the stove. Then he led me out of the kitchen and up the stairs. “You did hear me say that the parents are out?” he said, a very mischievous smile on his beautiful face.


  “I did,” I said, my breath coming shorter. We were standing at the door to his bedroom. He put his hands on my shoulders and then let them run down my sides to my hips, and then he pulled me into him, into his tantalizing hard-on, and he moved his hands to my ass and pressed us together so I could feel all of him.


  I gasped as he pumped his hips slowly against me, making me feverish, making me burn.


  God, it was amazing to feel his stiff length pushing into me like that, right on my clit, like he belonged there. “Tanner,” I said again, because I loved him, and loved to say his name.


  “It’s time,” he said, caressing my ass and pulling me into him again. “Oh, Maggie,” he groaned, “it’s time.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  



  TANNER


  



  OH, MY girl, my Maggie, my Margaret….


  Her body felt so soft, so yielding. I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her hair, breathing in that smell of coffee and chocolate and Maggie that I knew so well. My cock felt massive, electrified, and I worried I might come right there in the hallway before we’d even gotten our clothes off. It felt so fucking good to press it against her mound. We were almost the same height and the fit was perfect, like two pieces of a puzzle finally coming together.


  Oh, Mags, oh god….


  I heard stamping feet on the front porch. A key in the lock. The door opening.


  Fuck.


  “TAAAAANNNEEERRRR!” yelled my stepmother. She has a voice that could break glass.


  My cock reacted just like you’d imagine.


  I felt Maggie freeze in my arms.


  “Great timing, Ma,” she whispered, with a quiet giggle.


  But I wasn’t laughing. Now that my my boner had shriveled, the misgivings started rolling in. I kissed Maggie on her forehead. “Maybe it’s for the best,” I whispered back.


  “The hell?” she said, pulling away from me. “Since when are you Mr. Hot and Fucking Cold? Dammit, Tanner!” and she shot me a furious glare and went into her room.


  Here we go again. We love each other, there’s no doubting that. If I could just resist temptation for once, maybe we’d be in a better place.


  But it’s so hard. Hell, she makes me so hard. Every time I see her, it gets worse. I can’t stop wanting her, and I have to keep anything from happening, because there’s no way I’m risking what we have just for some fucking. I’m trying to be responsible and take the long view here.


  Maggie and me? We’ll fucking argue about anything. Ever since we were teenagers we just…we just keep ending up like this, with one of us pissed off at the other one. We’ve barely spent any time together since we were kids, but it seems like most of it has been spent sulking or arguing.


  Now tell me—how is that a vote for starting a relationship? I mean like a girlfriend, romantic thing. Because with my Margaret, it’s not something you start and then quit on. It’s not something to try out and cross your fingers. If we go down that road, it’s forever. We haven’t ever talked about it but I bet that’s one thing we can agree on.


  Thing is, my pecker keeps wanting to stir up trouble. I get aroused the second she walks into the room, I want to peel her clothes off, see her naked, thrust myself into her until I lose consciousness.


  Is that any way to think about your little sister? Or to make a rational decision?


  You see my predicament? And that’s not even the half of it. I could go on for days about all the reasons we’re wrong for each other. If only I could get my cock to listen.


  I wanted to go talk to her but I’ve learned over the years that it’s best to let her alone for a little while. She tends to fly off the handle but calm down pretty quickly if you don’t push her. She’s not like her mom, that screeching harpy, who gets pissed and the anger keep ratcheting up until no one is safe.


  And speaking of her mom, I figured I better go see what she was yelling about. I trotted downstairs, my body feeling the discomfort that comes with a hard-on to nowhere.


  “Hey Mom,” I said, trying to sound friendly. You can spend all day trying to hit the right tone with her, one that won’t set her off, but good luck with that. I just give it one shot and and if it doesn’t work, I take off, to the woods usually.


  “I lost your father!” she said, her voice shrill.


  “Huh?”


  “We were at the supermarket, I told him to go get three cans of cranberry sauce, and he disappeared!”


  “Which supermarket?”


  “You know, the one we always go to. He never came back with the cranberry sauce. I need the cranberry sauce, Tanner! You can’t have Thanksgiving without cranberry sauce!”


  “Right,” I said. It’s usually safe to agree with her lunacy. It’s sort of like whipping the cape to the side as the bull charges by, and you’re hoping not to get nicked by a horn. My dad probably went off looking for the nearest liquor store, but I don’t say that to my stepmother. That would be like waving the red cape and then standing right behind it. My body would be gored to pieces.


  “Okay, well, I’m sure he’ll turn up. Would you like me to go out and get the cranberry sauce?”


  “Well, somebody’s got to! We can’t have Thanksgiving without cranberry sauce!” she shrieks.


  Yes. I believe she’s covered that already. “I’m happy to go. What time is dinner?”


  “5:00 sharp. That means butt in the chair at 5, Tanner! Not rolling in covered in mud at 5, you hear me?”


  Oh, I heard all right. The neighbors down the block heard. I grabbed my keys and took off. The neighborhood stores were all closed but I figured one of the big supermarkets on the highway would be open. I had my new Lexus and I admit it was still a thrill to drive, even just to the supermarket. I got the fucking cranberry sauce out of the way and then thought about going to the woods, just for a little while, to clear my head.


  I was feeling unsettled, even sad, and for me the woods is the most reliable place to be when I’m feeling that way. Sometimes when I thought about Maggie, the whole thing seemed so easy. The love is there, the laughs, the attraction. Isn’t that pretty much all you need? But then those thoughts lead quickly to images of her kissing the tip of my cock, and opening her pretty mouth for it, sucking the head, and I fucking lose control. I start tugging at my cock so fast I nearly burn the skin off, and I explode in a paroxysm of animal lust for my Maggie.


  And that, obviously, is part of the problem. It’s not like I think sex is bad or anything like that. I tell her it’s because she’s my stepsister but I know that’s not really the problem. It’s that I know, I fucking know, that we shouldn’t be messing around unless the commitment is total, and I…I…it’s not like I have anything against commitment in principle, it’s just that Mags and I want such different lives, how is that ever going to work? She hates that I want to be outside as much as possible. Hates that I skipped college and don’t work in an office. Would never work in a office.


  And doesn’t that mean she doesn’t love who I am, in some fundamental way? Doesn’t that mean that all the attraction I feel I shouldn’t act on? I don’t want the kind of marriage where one person is always trying to change the other one, or has given up but stays resentful and unhappy because their life together wasn’t what she really wanted.


  Maggie wants to live in a city, in an apartment, building up her bank account. That’s so not me I can’t even tell you. Give me a sleeping bag and a propane stove, and I’m good to go. Or least, I’m good for months at a time that way.


  At least, that’s how it used to be.


  Things in my life have changed, though I haven’t told anyone in my family yet. Not that anyone’s asked. No one has even said a word about the primo Lexus I’m driving. Yes, I skipped college, and yes, I avoid sitting in an office as much as possible. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be a financial success. I believed that all along and now I’ve proved it. My new travel company—mostly luxury trekking but with some side ventures as well—is doing more business than it can handle at the moment. I had to get the Lexus because that’s the kind of transportation my clients expect.


  I’m not sure when I’ll admit to Maggie that it’s a pretty sweet ride.


  The company has done so well I’m already richer than fuck. Rich enough to be able to give money to the environmental organizations I care about. For sure rich enough to keep Maggie feeling secure. But you know, sometimes what seems like a solution just creates another problem, because I know Maggie has worked really hard to do well in school, she’s got all kinds of career plans, and I don’t want to swoop in and say, “Hey, you can forget all that, I’ve already made the money, so just sit back and look pretty, you don’t have to lift a finger.”


  I don’t think that would be fair. I want her to fly on her own, you know?


  I’m trying to be responsible here. I’m trying, as hard as I can, not to let my love for her and my constant stiffy in her presence make all the decisions.


  But my god, when I see her, when she’s near, I lose my fucking head.


  



  



  



  


  



  I decided to put off the woods, not wanting to risk showing up late and muddy for Thanksgiving dinner and setting off a stepmother explosion. So I drove back to the house with my cans of cranberry sauce. I love Thanksgiving, actually, or at least I used to. It’s the one holiday I have some happy memories of—both from before my mother died when I was six, and even after. Good, comforting food and then outside to find a touch football game. Nothing complicated.


  My mother used to make the best mashed potatoes on earth. I was an only child and used to hang out in the kitchen while she cooked. I know it makes me sound like a sentimental fool but I can get teary eating mashed potatoes, even all these years later, just because they make me so happy to remember my mom.


  Anyway, I drove home and delivered the cranberry sauce to my stepmother and then got the hell out of the kitchen. I wondered if Maggie had calmed down, if she was still mad. Maybe we could go for walk around the neighborhood, shoot some baskets, I don’t know. I just wanted to hang out with her and have her tell me how things were going at school. Catch up.


  Yeah, right. So why was my pecker starting to swell as I climbed the stairs to her room?


  She wasn’t there.


  “Margaret?”


  No answer. I stepped into her room, which I’d barely ever been in because the parents only moved to this house last year. They do this thing where they blame all their problems on whatever house they’re living in, and pack up and move. Their problems only keep multiplying, so they keep moving. It sucked when we were kids, I’ll tell you. We’d get settled, get to know the neighborhood kids, and oh, sorry, goodbye, we’re moving across town where Maggie and I knew nobody.


  “Mags?” I called again, softly, even though it was clear she was gone.


  It was easy to tell this was her room. There was a stack of textbooks sitting on her desk, and also a bunch of candles on the windowsills—she loves candles, especially the really smelly kind. On the wall was a poster of a giant sequoia, which surprised me. I’d have expected a photo of New York at night, or something like that.


  Everything was neat and orderly. Her clothes were put away, there was only a lipstick and a small bottle of perfume on the dresser. I stared at them. It seemed so feminine, so womanly, and I got turned on thinking about Maggie swiveling that lipstick up and putting the red on her lips.


  I glanced out the window but I guess everyone was inside watching football and eating, or getting ready to eat. The street was dead quiet. I wondered where Maggie had gone. At least her duffel was still there so I didn’t think she had run back to school.


  Not that I’d blame her, really. That kiss last night…and then this morning, we’d almost…and I keep changing my mind. Or no, it’s not that, it’s more like I lose control, and then I get it back. Just barely.


  I opened up the closet. I knew I was snooping, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. It was like I wanted to be with her so much that just being in her room around her stuff was better than nothing.


  I’m so far gone. I need to get back to my own life, to running my company, to the mountains.


  But I didn’t leave. I flipped back the lid of her laundry hamper that was neatly tucked into her closet, and right there, right on top, was a pair of panties. Maggie’s panties, light pink cotton with a strip of lace around the top. I snatched them up and pressed them to my face. I inhaled, then quickly again, the crotch covering my nose, and I was swamped with the smell of Maggie’s pussy, the deep, sweet smell of her.


  I couldn’t help it, I reached a hand down my pants and touched my boner. Oh Maggie, oh Maggie….


  At least I didn’t beat off, not right then in her room anyway. I stuffed the pink panties into my pocket like the contraband they were and walked quickly out of Maggie’s room and into mine, and shut and locked the door. I’d have run after her if I only knew where she was. I was completely in the grip of wanting her again, of feeling like I had to fuck her that minute, and we’d figure the rest out later.


  I love that girl. That is never, ever in doubt.


  



  



  



  


  



  Okay, I admit, I wasn’t behind my locked door for five minutes before I had taken Maggie’s panties out of my pocket and buried my face in them again. I slid out of my jeans and sat on the edge of my bed, her scent on me, filling me, my erection throbbing against my boxer briefs.


  I spend so much time in the wilderness, with no women around at all, that I’m used to beating off as a regular thing, a way to relieve tension. For me it’s just part of the routine: brush my teeth, stretch my hamstrings, spank the monkey. But that afternoon, in the slow hours before Thanksgiving dinner, when I was alone except for the smell of Maggie—that afternoon it was a whole different thing. A romantic thing, actually.


  I let my fingertips touch the head of my cock and pretended it was her tongue giving me short licks. I laid back on the bed and wrapped one hand around my shaft, imagining it was her hand, then her tight pussy, and I swear it was almost like I could feel her lying on top of me, and hear her giggling in my ear.


  Everything fell apart then, because I got so excited that I rushed it and my mind sort of exploded and then I was lying on my back on my bed, covered in cum, but no Maggie.


  No Maggie.


  I had had enough.


  I got dressed. My stepmother was banging pots and pans in the kitchen like she was making a grand feast, but I knew that was never going to happen. I swung by to tell her I was taking off, and to see just how bad this Thanksgiving was shaping up to be.


  Something was burning in a saucepan. Dirty dishes from last night were piled in the sink. A bottle of gin was on the counter, open, halfway gone.


  “What are you looking at?” she snarled at me.


  “Not a thing,” I said, backing out of the kitchen and then racing to my car and driving off. It was almost noon, stores were starting to close up for the day, so I didn’t waste any more time.


  This year, I was going to make sure Maggie and I had a decent holiday. No, fuck that, a great holiday.


  I had some stuff to pick up first. And then I had to find her.


  



  



  



  


  It was unusually warm that Thanksgiving, the kind of beautiful weather where you can play touch football in a T-shirt easily, maybe even taking that off if you’ve run around for awhile. So when Maggie was still not home after I finished my errands, I drove around looking for her, thinking she might be out walking in the nice weather.


  I knew she was avoiding me, and I didn’t blame her. But I was going to do my damnedest to make it up to her, to make sure this Thanksgiving wasn’t a pile of crap—and for starters, that meant not sitting down with her drunk mother who was wallowing in self-pity because my dad was off somewhere and failed to come back with the cranberry sauce. Not spending another holiday trying to pretend everything was okay when it absolutely wasn’t.


  I checked out the neighborhood playgrounds, thinking she might be on the swings or something. I checked out a trail along the river I knew she liked. But no Maggie. No Maggie anywhere I could think of.


  I headed back home and parked in front of the house but I couldn’t make myself go back inside. It was poisonous in there, except for Maggie, and I’d already had enough of my stepmother for one day. For all days, actually.


  The back seat was filled with shopping bags and I reached into one and cracked open a drink, one of those healthy sodas made with carbonated water and fruit juice that I knew Maggie liked. I put on some tunes. And I settled in to wait.


  Look, I do love being out in the wild and having to manage with only the barest necessities. Spending time that way is part of who I am. But I’ll tell you right now, this fucking Lexus? If you’ve gotta sit in a parked car for a long stretch, you could do a lot worse. The seats were fantastic, the sound system awesome. Maybe Maggie was a little bit right, wanting some nice stuff. You know, as long as you’re not totally overdoing it just to impress people.


  I waited for two hours. It was 1:00 before I saw her ambling down the sidewalk, a stick in her hand, hitting and poking at things as she walked along just like she used to do when we were kids, although now she was clearly a grown woman, and a striking, sexy one too. The sight of her walking along like that, looking so lonely, absolutely broke my heart. All my worries and concerns about all the bad things that might happen if we got together evaporated and all I wanted to do was make things right with her.


  And give her a Thanksgiving full of love, instead of what was waiting for her inside that house.


  I jumped out of the Lexus and trotted down the sidewalk towards her. She saw me and grinned, and then the smile fell and she looked wary. That right there broke my heart even more.


  “Just this once,” I said to her, my voice as gentle as I could make it, “just this once do what I say.”


  She still looked wary, but not mad. I thought I had a chance, however slim.


  “Get in the car.”


  “To go where? Dinner is at 5 and we better not be late,” she said.


  “Just get in.”


  Thank god, for once she wasn’t stubborn. She climbed in and I drove fast, wanting to get where we were going while the sun was still warm. We didn’t say anything on the drive, but I reached for her hand and she let me hold it, even though she didn’t give mine a squeeze or anything. She was just barely going along with me, and I knew if I made a wrong move she’d run off like a skittish filly.


  But this time, I wasn’t going to make a wrong move.


  “Okay, now close your eyes,” I said when we got close. I turned off the main road onto a dirt road that was almost totally hidden by a lot of underbrush. The Lexus handled the rutted road like a champ, and before too much longer, we got to the end.


  “Can I open my eyes yet?” she asked, and I could tell she was curious about what I was up to. “And listen, I’ve been meaning to ask you, where the hell did you get this awesome SUV? Did you borrow it from a rich friend or something?”


  I smiled. “I’ll get to that in a minute. You can open your eyes now, I need some help if we’re going to make this happen before it gets too cold.”


  “Make what happen?”


  “Thanksgiving dinner. Our own. You and me. No crazy parents allowed.”


  And god, it was already worth it, seeing her brilliant smile. We carried the shopping bags down the trail and then off it, to a special little spot I had found on one of my rambles. It was a protected little bower, surrounded by cedar trees so it smelled fantastic. The sun was beaming down on it so our timing was perfect.


  I spread out a tarp, then a fleece blanket, and set a few more fleeces nearby. Then we sat down and opened up the boxes of food.


  “Holy shit,” said Maggie, biting into some still-warm smoked turkey.


  “Oh yeah,” I laughed, digging a spoon into a carton of mashed potatoes that were almost as good as my mom’s. “That place on Aspen Street—they whipped this feast together in a half hour,” I told her.


  “That place costs a freaking fortune,” she said.


  I nodded. Was this the moment to tell her that my financial picture had changed? I decided to wait. “It was worth it,” I said. “And Margaret, listen. We’re adults now. There’s no law that says we have to suffer through yet another disaster of a holiday with those two. They’re so wrapped up in their own bullshit they probably won’t even miss us.”


  “Tanner? I don’t give two craps if they do.”


  “That’s my girl.”


  The food was spectacular and I had gotten ten different dishes. We ate and ate and ate, and yet, for me anyway, I was still hungry. Hungry for my Maggie, my beautiful, funny, sexy woman.


  I closed up the containers and put them back in the bags. Maggie was lying back on the blanket, her face in the sun, smiling with her eyes closed. I lay down next to her and put my hand on her cheek.


  “You,” I murmured, stroking her rosy skin.


  Her eyes flew open. “Don’t ruin it,” she said. “This has been so lovely. Please don’t do that hot/cold thing with me anymore. Really. Don’t.” She sat up and gave me the I mean it stare.


  “I’ve been thinking,” I said.


  “Oh, brother,” she said, rolling her eyes, all sarcastic. Our eyes met and and we started laughing. We howled with laughter out there in the woods, our arms going around each other, our connection tighter than ever.


  “I want to be with you, Maggie,” I said, taking her face in my hands. “No more hot and cold.” It seemed like the tiny flecks of gold in her brown eyes glowed for a moment. I leaned my face close, then closer. Maggie opened her beautiful mouth, just a little, and I kissed her.


  This time no holding back.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  



  


  



  MAGGIE


  



  TANNER’S LIPS were salty and tasted like…Tanner. All bacon and woodsmoke. His tongue was touching mine and then backing off, irresistibly. His arms tightened around me and it was unbelievable to be held like that, our mouths hungering for each other, with the sun on our faces and the freedom of being alone in the woods.


  “Tanner,” I whispered, just to say his name.


  “Mmm,” he said, lifting my hair and kissing my neck. “You smell so good.”


  “I was just thinking that about you.” My hands ran down his chest, bumping over his abs, down to his lap. I wondered: if I touched his cock, was he going to pull away again? Really, I knew he wasn’t going to. I could tell by the way he held me, by the tone in his voice—that this time, it was for real. It was for keeps.


  My Tanner.


  He lay back on the blanket and pulled me on top of him. My hair draped in his face so I leaned on one elbow and pushed it to the side, leaning down to touch his lips again again, both of us smiling into the kiss, as our bodies start to move against each other, finding a rhythm. I felt something inside me get loose, and then let go all the way. My panties were wet and I felt a wave of so much pent-up lust—I mean, we’re talking years now, years of aching for this man—that it was all I could do not to rip those jeans off him and finally get a look at his cock. A taste of his gorgeous cock.


  It was finally happening. Oh god, my stepbrother, my beloved, beloved stepbrother, was finally going to pop my cherry.


  It felt so right that I wasn’t more than a tiny bit nervous. I didn’t want it to hurt, obviously, and I didn’t want to disappoint him, either. But those were just little grains of worry, minuscule in comparison to how blissed-out I was for Tanner to be kissing me, and to feel him hard and pushing himself into me. We loved each other so deeply, and nothing else mattered, not anymore.


  He rolled over so we were lying side by side, and he started, slowly, to unbutton the buttons of my shirt. I started to tremble with excitement.


  “I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he said, his voice a little raspy.


  Tenderly he reached around and undid my bra and slid it off me. Tenderly he cupped my breasts, leaned in to kiss them, first one and then the other.


  “You are so beautiful, Mags,” he whispered, and my eyes filled with tears. My nipples were hard and I arched my back, wanting him to lick them and suck them, and Tanner and me, we understood each other without words, and so that is exactly what he did.


  A thunderbolt of sensation went jaggedly through my body, right down to my pussy. He swirled his tongue around one nipple while caressing the other breast and catching the other nipple between his fingers.


  We both moaned, loud like animals, out in the woods with the November sun on us.


  He lifted his mouth from my nipple with a *pop*, and then moved down my body, spreading kisses as he went, and undoing my skinny jeans. He took my panties in his teeth and growled, making me laugh. I was so wet, so ready, my passion for him making me wild.


  “Fuck me Tanner,” I said, and then growled back. We smiled but the time for laughing was past. I pushed up my hips so he could slide my jeans off, and then he dipped a finger underneath my panties, slowly, so slowly, exploring my folds, and finding my clit.


  Oh god.


  I was on my back and Tanner was in control. He rubbed my clit until I swear it was about to start crying out his name. He was up on one elbow, kissing my face, then my breasts, then my belly, all while his fingers went inside me, rubbed that place past my vagina, and back to my clit. An intensity was building like I’d never felt before, but I didn’t want to come like this, not the first time.


  “Wait,” I said, getting up on one elbow and pushing him on his back. I reached down and rubbed my palm on his erection, feeling its thick outline through his jeans, and then quickly I undid his jeans and he slid out of them and tossed them on top of the shopping bags.


  I will tell you right now that Tanner’s hard-on poking out of the top of a pair of Calvin Klein boxer briefs was one of the wonders of the world. I bent down and gave the tip a quick lick—the first time I’d ever done that. He wrenched off the briefs and I got on my knees, wanting to give his swollen cock my full attention.


  Oh, it was so gorgeous. Almost purple on the head, with veins running down it, long and thick and hard because of me. It made me so happy, seeing the effect I had on him. I had no idea what I was doing but at the same time, my body was pushing me forward and I just went with it. I wrapped my hand around his cock and he groaned, closing his eyes. I leaned down and licked all round the head, around that ridge, tasting the salty droplet waiting on the top like a bit of icing.


  Then I just went for it. I folded my lips over my teeth and took Tanner’s shaft into my mouth, sucking hard and then less hard, moving my head up and down, trying to get him as deep into my throat as I could.


  “Oh god, Mags, that’s so good,” he moaned, and the sound of his excitement made a little spurt come out of me down below. He was pumping into my mouth and I loved being so close to his rising excitement, I could feel his cock thickening and the head swelling, and then he pulled me up and kissed me on the mouth.


  “Wait—“ he breathed, sort of short of breath. “You’re…you’re sure you want to do this?” He rolled on top of me and I could feel his hard-on pressing on my clit and I moaned Ohhh. And said, “I’ve wanted this for years.”


  And he said, “Same.”


  I brought my legs up around him, squeezing tight, and he guided his cock up to my opening. I wanted him to thrust into me, to pierce me, to fuck me so hard.


  “This might hurt a little,” he said gently. “Just tell me if you want me to back off.”


  “Fuck me, Tanner!” I said, a little too loud.


  First he probed just a little way in, and when I didn’t freeze up, he went further into my slippery wetness, and then all the way inside me.


  I had a twinge of pain, and then—totally glorious. Slowly he pumped in and out and I gripped him as hard as I could, amazed at how good he felt.


  Ahhh. Ohhh, that is good.


  He flipped us over so that I was on top, and I sat on him, moving up and down, grinding myself deliciously on his rod. We looked into each other’s eyes and saw the delicious naked greed we had for each other, and he played with my tits and fingered my clit until my passion built up beyond what was possible and I started to come, calling his name, bucking on him as he spurt into me, a rapture that I’d never known no matter what tricks I invented by myself in the shower.


  Oh, Tanner.


  We lay quiet after, our bodies still quaking.


  “Talk about years of foreplay,” he said finally. “And Margaret—do you have any idea how much I love you?”


  “Same,” I said, and he poked me in the ribs and grinned.


  



  



  



  



  


  



  EPILOGUE


  



  THAT WAS last Thanksgiving. I’d like to say that since then, Tanner and I have been inseparable, but it hasn’t worked out quite that way. I’m still in school, going for my business degree, and he’s got his trekking company to run. I told him I wasn’t the least bit surprised he was doing so well—after all, he beat me in Monopoly for years on end. And he even admitted he’s getting used to some luxury in his life.


  We see each other as much as we can, and we’ve gotten very good at phone sex. Which can be surprisingly good, if you’ve never tried it, which Jamie says everyone has, and she should know.


  Tanner and I are planning a trip for next Thanksgiving—not the wilderness exactly—he’s agreed to take me to Paris. Maybe we’ll get married then, maybe we’ll wait. But either way we’ll be skipping the burnt turkey at our parents’ house and having another amazing holiday, this time with champagne and truffles and every other French delicacy we can think of. And I’ve already tucked away a filthy French maid’s costume to surprise him with. We may not have any time left for sightseeing!


  Looking back, I can’t see why we took so long to get here, but mostly I don’t look back much. Just forward to all the time I’ll be spending with my love, my Tanner, my beloved stepbrother.


  



  THE END
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