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            Chapter 1

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not moving in there,” my twin sister, Gabi, says with horror in her voice. “It looks haunted.”

      I can already imagine the face she’s making just from the sound of her voice. I don’t glance over at her because I can see it in my mind, and I don’t want her negative assessment of my house to bring me down. I’m excited and I want her to be, too, but I also know there’s a lot of work to be done. Plus, she’s always a little more dramatic than me even though I’m sure she’d deny it.

      I stare at my house, which I closed on this morning. This is why I never showed it to her to begin with. I knew she would try to talk me out of buying it. I see something more in it than she does. This house is over a hundred years old and full of history. Of course, it needs some love and care, so why can’t I be the one to give it to it? I broke the bank buying it, but I’ve got all the time in the world. I’ll have to do things slowly, but I’m ready for the challenge.

      “This is what they call a ‘money pit,’” Gabi adds, reading my mind. We’ve been able to do that with one another since we were little.

      “I’ve saved,” I defend, but her eyes narrow on me.

      I fell in love with the house the moment I laid eyes on it. It’s a beautiful Georgian-style house with columns and a double front door. It’s like something out of a fairytale, if you can look past all the things wrong with it. I knew it would be a fight with my sister to buy it. Hence why I’m springing it on her like this. What’s done is done and there’s no going back.

      We both turn at the sound a truck pulling up. “Oh my god. Tell me that’s not a moving truck, Ginny,” my sister pleads.

      Her head drops back like she’s praying to the sky to find serenity.

      “Maybe.” I wrap my arm around her and make her look at the house again. “It’s fine, Gabi. It needs some work, but look at the history,” I tell her.

      “You and the freaking history,” she groans, making me smile.

      Gabi and I are so much alike and yet so different. We might look identical, but she’s polished and I’m a little less than organized. Most people can only tell us apart from the way we dress. I’m more casual with sneakers and jeans, and Gabi doesn’t go anywhere without heels and makeup.

      “You’re looking at it all wrong. Trust me.” I’m not sure which one of us I’m trying to convince. I mean, I know the house needs work and maybe I am in a little over my head. But I’m sure I can do this.

      “You can’t sleep in there,” she says, her face scrunching up like she can see the dirt from out here.

      “It passed the inspection.” Kind of.

      I have the paperwork that gave it the all-clear thanks to my friend Mark who did the inspection. We both work for the city and I asked him to do me a solid. All I had to do was agree to go on a date with him—something I still need to do. He’s already texted me three times today about when we are going out. I keep putting him off and telling him I’m packing. I just need to pull up my big-girl panties and go on the date already so I can get it over with.

      “You know everyone who works for the city.” Gabi stares at me, and I smile brightly, ignoring her.

      “Come on, let’s go check it out.” We both know she’s right and I’m not going to give her the satisfaction of hearing it out loud.

      I lead her up the sidewalk to the porch. One of my favorite things about the house is that the porch wraps all the way around it. I can already picture window boxes of flowers hanging over the sides, giving the white house some color. Well, it will be all white once I can hit it with a few coats of paint. Though I think it might need more than that with all the peeling happening. I push that thought aside and focus on the parts I love.

      The steps creak as we walk up. “Holy crap,” Gabi mumbles under her breath. “We are not telling Mom and Dad about this place.”

      “Yeah, I was going to wait until I get it more together,” I agree. They moved to Florida a few months ago and are living it up down there. I’m not telling them yet because my mom is a worrier just like Gabi. She’d have her and Dad on a plane in minutes to make sure my new home was livable.

      I slide my key into the double front doors then push the doors open.

      “Oh wow,” Gabi says, and she can’t hide the awe in her voice.

      I smile. “Finally, you see it.” I nudge her with my elbow. I take her hand and bring her into the entrance. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Yeah, it really is. It just needs some TLC.” She looks around and I can tell she’s getting it. The house isn't unlivable, it just needs some work. As long as the water and lights are on, I’ll be fine.

      “I’ll show you around real quick.” We go through each room, and I talk excitedly about what I’d like to do. What I love about this house is how much of the original details are still intact. It’s over a hundred years old, but it’s got good bones. Just a little updating here and there, but more than anything it needs to be restored.

      “This house really is you,” Gabi says as she leans up against the master bathroom sink.

      “I know there’s a lot to do, but when I saw it I had to have it.”

      “You were always the impulsive one.”

      “You’re the one who got married three weeks after you met Neal,” I laugh.

      “I had to. Some other woman could have snatched him up.” She looks completely shocked, like I’m crazy for thinking she shouldn't have married him so fast. I laugh even harder. He was in just as much of a rush as her.

      Neal and Gabi are complete opposites. Everyone thought she’d end up with some male model, but she married one of the smartest men I’ve ever met. Nothing gets my sister more excited than when Neal does what she calls his Smart Talk, where he rambles on about something she doesn't understand. They really are adorable together. He looks at her like she hung the moon for him. Maybe one day I’ll find something like that.

      “You two are perfect together.”

      “I know. Now if you could find someone we could do as we always planned.” Her hand goes to her stomach.

      I stand up from where I’m sitting on the edge of the clawfoot bathtub. “Gabi, you are not waiting for me to get pregnant.” She does a small shoulder shrug like she’s not listening. “If you wait for me than you’ll be waiting forever,” I tease, trying to make light of my romantic life, because it’s terrible. So terrible I’ve pretty much given up.

      “Look how big this house is! You have to fill it with squishy little babies.” Her eyes turn hopeful.

      “I’m going to marry this house from the looks of it.” That prospect might not be too bad.

      “That sounds lonely,” she whispers. I know she worries about me and there’s no fighting it. We’ll both always worry about each other.

      “Maybe, but right now I’m going to focus on this. I’ll worry about everything else later. I mean, look at you and Neal,” I remind her. “You weren’t even looking and you found your soulmate.”

      “Who knew I’d find the man of my dreams at a comic book convention.”

      “I told you we’d have fun!” I rub it in her face for the millionth time.

      I dragged her with me because I hadn’t wanted to go alone. I’m the shy one between the two of us, but no one is a stranger to Gabi longer than five minutes. I still laugh at how she zoned in on Neal. I’m not sure he knew what hit him. He still doesn’t, and they’ve been married for four months.

      “You were right.” She rolls her eyes but still smiles.

      “It always hurts to admit it, doesn’t it?” I laugh. “You’re going with me again, right?”

      “Neal already got us all tickets,” she says, reminding me that I’m now the third wheel.

      That has taken some getting used to. It had always been Gabi and me, but I knew a day would come when we’d have to detach from each other. I think she still has a hard time with it, because Gabi invites me along with them all the time. Even when it’s stuff that they should really be doing as a couple.

      “Maybe we’ll find you a guy.” She nudges me with her elbow.

      “No thanks.” I shake my head, walking out of the bathroom. I can hear the boots of the movers bringing boxes in. Gabi follows me, hot on my heels.

      “Come on! Give me another shot at this,” she pleads.

      “Hard pass.”

      Gabi and I have way different taste in men. Everyone she’s tried to set me up with was a disaster. To be honest, I think she tried to set me up with men who are somewhat like me. Which doesn't work because then you have two shy people at a table in a restaurant and they barely say two words in the course of the evening.

      When I get downstairs, I make sure boxes are being put where they belong. I probably should have waited until I did some work before I moved all my stuff, but I didn't want to pay rent on my apartment and have a mortgage on top of it. I need all the extra money I can get for this place.

      “Are you going to help?” I ask her as I rip open a box.

      “I would have worn my work heels if I’d known this was what were we doing.” She looks down at her pretty purple heels. “I’ll text Neal.”

      “Already here.” We both scream at the sound of Neal’s voice. He comes walking in from the other room holding a box of what look like cleaning supplies.

      “You knew?” Gabi asks him.

      “You didn't answer when I called you, so I checked your tracker.” He shrugs as if that’s a normal thing to do. But when I think about it, it is in this family. Gabi and I both leave our tracking on for each other on our phones. “When I saw what was happening I hopped over to the hardware store and grabbed some stuff.” He looks around the kitchen. “But I think you’re going to need a professional.”

      “Oh!” Gabi opens her purse and digs through it until she finds a card. She pulls it out and hands it over to me. “I know this guy. He owns a construction company and can do whatever you need while you’re working. I just gave him a spare key and he got everything done while I was gone during the day. He really did a great job.”

      I take it from her and glance down at the card. My fingers trace over the raised lettering: Barrett Cooper of Cooper Construction.

      “Maybe this phone number won’t turn out as badly as the others you’ve given me,” I joke.

      Gabi rolls her eyes. “He’s not your type,” she says, taking a bag from Neal. “No snacks?”

      I choke back a laugh as Neal kisses Gabi then leaves to go get us food. I slip the card into the back pocket of my jeans and go back to unpacking.
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I recheck the email from my office secretary and look over the address. When I pulled up to the big white house, I didn’t see a car in the driveway. I scan the yard as I get out of my truck, looking for the person I’m supposed to be meeting.

      Normally I’m not the one to come out and meet the owner. I’ve got a couple of crew bosses who handle all of that, and I just manage them. But the email my secretary sent said a woman called and asked for me specifically. She said her sister and her husband had used me recently and left her name and number. I tried to call it this morning but didn’t get an answer, so I thought I’d just drive on over at the arranged time.

      I grab my measuring tape and notebook so I can write down what the homeowner wants. But when I get closer to the house, I see that what they need done is going to take up more pages than I’ve got.

      “Damn,” I say, as I stand in front of it and take it all in. It’s a beautiful historic home that needs some love, but homes like these aren't being built anymore. The person who bought this has definitely found a diamond in the rough, and a project like this makes me excited about what I do.

      For the most part a lot of the homes I work on are regular cookie-cutter types. I rarely, if ever, get to work on something like this. The reason I got into construction was because as a kid it was a good summer job and I got to work on my tan. It didn’t hurt that I’ve always been a big guy, and being able to carry lumber is an advantage in my line of work. But becoming the boss means you don’t get a lot of hands-on work anymore. Seeing this place up close makes my mind race with possibilities, though. I know right away that this one is mine. I’m not handing this off to my guys. I want to do this one myself.

      Walking over to the side, I hear the steps groan from my weight and I pull out my notebook to write it down. I take out my tape measure and write down what size boards I’ll need to fix the porch. Then I check out the lights and see the electrical needs to be updated and I start writing a list.

      The sound of a car engine and a door closing has me looking up. The sun is directly in my face and I have to put my hand above my eyes to try and block it out. When I do, I see the outline of a redhead walking towards me. I can’t make out her face, all I see are curves, and I have to close my mouth to stop from drooling.

      “Hey, are you Barrett?” she says, holding out her hand. “I’m Genevieve, but people call me Ginny.”

      I step to the side so I can get the damn sun out of my face and look at her. She smiles brightly up at me and she pushes her sunglasses on top of her head.

      “Um, yes,” I say, clearing my throat and extending my hand.

      I’m a jumble of thoughts as I slip my rough hand into hers, and I’m impressed when she gives me a firm shake back. Her hand is soft and so much smaller than mine, but I have a suspicion this little thing has some moxie. I let it go and she puts her hands on her hips, drawing my attention there.

      “It’s okay, most people get us mixed up,” she says, and I’m confused. “My sister Gabi and me. We’re twins.”

      “Oh yeah,” I say, snapping my eyes back up to hers. It’s then I realize she does look similar to her, but definitely way hotter. “She’s Neal’s wife. Yeah, we went to college together. I did some work for them a few months ago. They had just gotten married.” I wasn’t thinking that she looked like someone else, I was thinking about how drop dead gorgeous she is.

      “Yeah, they didn’t waste any time.” She smiles, and I swear it’s brighter than the sun that just tried to blind me.

      “Beautiful,” I whisper, and she cocks her head to the house. “The house,” I stammer, covering my blatant fumble of words.

      “I know,” she says, and there’s praise in her voice, like the house is her child and it graduated first in its class.

      “Why don’t you show me around?” I offer, and God help me, I’m using it as an excuse for her to turn around and show me her ass.

      “Great,” she says, and spins around to unlock the front doors.

      “Fuck,” I mumble, but she doesn’t catch it. I put my fist to my mouth as she walks in the door and I watch her round ass move. It’s pulled tight in her jeans and I’m willing to bet everything I have that she thinks it’s too big. But that’s the kind of fat back end that I’d get down on my knees and worship.

      Who is this woman?

      “Do you think you can handle it?” she asks as she turns around to face me. Her bright green eyes are looking at me, and I see a blush tint her cheeks.

      “Hell yeah,” I say, not paying one ounce of attention to what she just said. I was too busy fantasizing about taking her from behind and having her sit on my face.

      “That’s great.” She beams at me, and I would agree to anything to get her to keep looking at me that way.

      “Before we get started, is there anyone else we need to consult with?” I ask, making a show of pulling out my notebook. “Husband, boyfriend? You know, just to get their ideas in before I get started.” I’m a terrible man, but if she’s married I can’t do this job. I can’t be here surrounded by her and not try to break up a marriage. A boyfriend? Yeah, fuck whoever that might be. But I like to think I’m a good guy.

      “Nope, it’s just me,” she says, and there is a shyness to her voice I hadn’t caught earlier.

      “That’s good.” My voice is a little too deep and I try to clear it again. I’m acting like I’ve never been around a woman before, but this little thing has me shook to my core. And the fact is, I’m relieved she’s single. “Why don’t you take me through each room and tell me what you want, Genevieve?”

      Why does her name sound so dirty in my mouth? Suddenly my mind is like a thirteen-year-old boy’s and I’m thinking about what I’d like to do to her in every room.

      “Look, Barrett,” she says, and I can’t take my eyes off her mouth as she moves her tongue. Fucking hell, I might not survive this meeting. “My sister told me that you did great work for her, but I’m on a super-tight budget right now. There’s a long list of things, but only one or two I can afford right now. So maybe you could take a look at what needs to be done first?”

      “Your wish is my command,” I say, and I mean that in every sense of the word.

      “Just like that?” she asks, and she looks so sweet and innocent. “You’re like a dream come true.” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, she puts her hand over it and begins to apologize. “That’s not what I meant—”

      I can’t help but chuckle, secretly loving the way it warms my stomach. “It’s fine,” I say, and I mean it. Being anything that belongs to her would be a gift. “Let’s see the bedrooms.”

      Watching her ass as she walks upstairs might be my new favorite pastime. I have to grip the railing to keep from falling forward and landing face first in it. My own jeans are too damn tight right now, and I’m going to have to unzip them on the ride home.

      She shows me all the rooms upstairs and the bathrooms, too. She talks nonstop about everything she wants to do, and her excitement is clear. This is her dream project, and seeing how happy she is makes me want to do all of it. Today. But everything needs work. Every inch of this house needs love, but something about it feels like home. Like this is a place for a family.

      “This place is perfect,” I say, leaning against the master bedroom doorframe. “And it’s just you all by yourself?”

      “Yep, just me. My sister and I used to live together in an apartment, but she and Neal got married pretty quick and then I started looking for a house. I always wanted to own my own home, and this place popped up and it was meant to be. I just love it so much. It feels like a home, doesn't it? Like a place to raise a family?”

      Her words echo my thoughts like she was reading my mind. I smile back at her as we go down to the kitchen.

      “Would you like a drink?” she asks, going to the fridge. “Sorry, but all I have is water.”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” I say, thinking of an excuse to stay.

      She grabs a glass from the cupboard and goes to the sink to fill it up. When she twists the tap, there’s a loud groan from the pipes and then dirty brown water comes out of the tap.

      “Shit,” she curses, trying to turn it off.

      She struggles with the handle, then it breaks off in her hand. Water suddenly sprays out of the snapped pipe, and she screams as she gets soaked. I run over to the sink and open up the space under it, then turn the valves to shut it off.

      It takes a second for the stream to stop. When I turn around I’m staring at her white T-shirt, completely drenched, and it leaves nothing to the imagination. Her pink nipples are hard and pointy against the see-through material, and I can make out the delicious curves of her breasts. All I can do is stare at the erotic scene in front of me with my mouth open.

      “Shit,” she hisses embarrassedly and crosses her arms over her shirt.

      “Sorry,” I say, and I lick my lips to keep from drooling. But I’m not sorry in the least. That was a sight a priest couldn’t look away from, and it’s burned into my mind for eternity. “Why don’t you get cleaned up and I’ll take care of this?” I offer, trying to protect her modesty in some way, even though all I want her to do is pull that shirt up and let me suck her nipples dry.

      “I’ll be right back,” she says angrily as she stomps from the room, and I hate myself for how I reacted.

      I should have been a gentleman about it, and maybe I should apologize when she gets back. But I didn’t have the strength not to look. She’s too damn beautiful and has the body of a porn star. Not to mention the sound of her voice has been driving me crazy. I can’t get enough of it.

      I grab some tools out of my truck and get to work on fixing the pipe in her kitchen. If I can’t bring myself to give her a real apology, the least I can do is fix her sink so it doesn’t happen again.
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      I run up the stairs as fast as I can until I get to my bathroom that’s attached to my bedroom. I look down at my shirt and groan. My nipples are clear as day. I should have seen this coming. From the moment I spotted Barrett, all I could think was, holy crap he’s hot. I should have known something would go awry. That’s the story of my life when it comes to dating. But this isn't a date. Maybe my problem is men in general.

      I pull the shirt off and toss it in the bathtub. Next, I take my thin bra off and hang it up to dry. Why couldn't I have picked a thicker bra today? Or at least something sexy? I swear I’m cursed. Also, freaking Gabi could have warned me that the man who worked on her home was the hottest thing alive. I swear to Christ, I had to do a double take to make sure he didn't have the hammer of the gods with him, because he looks like Thor. Gabi is going to get it. My sister can go on and on about random things, but never once did she mention anything about a hot contractor. She’s always trying to set me up and never once has she hooked me up with the beefcake downstairs.

      Digging through my dresser, I find another bra and put it on, then go over to my closet and grab another shirt to wear. I make sure this one is black just in case anything else explodes all over me. When I’m done I brush my hair the best I can, then dig for my makeup bag that has to be around here somewhere. I’ve unpacked most of my room and the bathroom, but I’ve forgotten where it all went.

      “Get it together, Ginny,” I tell myself when I see it on the counter right beside me. I put on some lip gloss and mascara and pencil my brows in a bit. I want to look my absolute best, but if I go down there with a full face I’m going to look like a lunatic. “That’s enough for now.”

      When I walk out of the bathroom I see my cell phone on the table next to my bed. I’m terrible with that thing and it drives my sister crazy. I bet she’s texted me five million times today.

      I groan when I see I have a bunch of missed text and calls. Before I can even check them, it’s vibrating in my hand, reminding me I haven’t had the ringer on.

      “I’m alive!” I tell her before she can yell at me.

      “Neal told me about these cameras I can install in your house that I can check right from my phone,” she says without saying hello. “They’re on sale right now, too.”

      “Maybe you should be wondering why Neal knows this.” I sit down on the side of my bed.

      “You think he put cameras in the house?” she whispers.

      “Would you really be upset if he did?” She doesn't say anything for a moment, so I’m thinking she’s okay with it. “You’re not putting cameras in my home,” I add before she can go back to pushing it.

      “Think on it. You don’t have to toss out the idea right this second. I have a month to return it.”

      Of course she already bought it. Now I’m rethinking the extra key I gave her. I wouldn't put it past her to sneak in here while I was gone. When I hear footsteps downstairs I remember why I’m ticked off at her.

      “Let’s talk about Thor being in my kitchen,” I say, keeping my voice low.

      “Who?”

      “Barrett. The hot contractor who just saw my nipples.” I close my eyes, trying not to let the embarrassment swallow me. I still can’t get the look he had on his face out of my head. I wish I was better at reading people, because part of me thought he liked what he saw, but I brushed it aside. No way he wants a nerd like me. He’s a guy, so of course he’s going to stare. And who wouldn’t look at boobs given the opportunity?

      “Thor? Like the guy from that movie that carried around a sword.”

      “A hammer,” I correct. “How can you not remember your contractor? He is literally the hottest man I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      I hear a board creak and I freeze. Turning around slowly, I see Barrett standing in my bedroom doorway. And of course he has a hammer in his hand.

      Gabi is rattling on in my ear, but I don’t hear anything. Barrett has a smile pulling at his lips, and he bites his bottom one to try to hide it. My whole body blushes, which is so much worse because of my red hair and fair skin.

      “You heard me, didn't you?” I ask, and this time he lets his smile go to reveal a row of straight white teeth.

      Could this get any more embarrassing?

      I watch as he slides the hammer into a utility belt around his waist. Jesus, even that’s hot. “I need to run to the hardware store,” he finally says, not answering my question. Maybe he’s being nice and trying not to embarrass me. Still, I feel a touch hurt that he didn't acknowledge it.

      “Okay,” I say lamely.

      “You’ll have clean water before the end of the day,” he adds.

      His eyes lock on mine before they trail down to my chest, then I wonder if he’s thinking about the scene from earlier. He’s probably just checking to make sure I don't have them out again.

      “How much is it going to cost?”

      “We’ll work it out,” he says before he turns and leaves.

      Should I go after him and ask for more details on the cost? I’d likely do something to embarrass myself if I did. He knows my budget, and clean water is kind of at the top of my list of things I have to have.

      “Wait, did you say he saw your nipples?” Gabi shrieks. Apparently, she just caught the comment I made. And so did Barrett. Great.

      “I was wearing a white shirt and water went everywhere.” I fall back onto the bed. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. This is the story of my life when it comes to men. I’m always making a fool of myself. Though this time I actually care. More than I should for someone I’ve only just met. He was so excited about the house, too, and that makes me like him more.

      Gabi giggles on the other end of the phone line. “I really can’t remember what he looks like. I remember him being big though.”

      “He’s pretty unmissable,” I sigh.

      “I can’t believe he heard you call him hot. I bet your face is so red.” Gabi keeps on laughing.

      I debate hanging up on her, but I know she would only call back. Or worse, show up over here. I normally love my sister coming over, but not when Barrett will be back soon. God knows she’ll rush into matchmaking mode and I’d really die of embarrassment then. As if Thor wants to date me.

      “Are you going to ask him out?” she asks when she finally stops laughing.

      I roll my eyes. “No.” I sit up. “He’s going to be working on my house. This is going to be awkward enough.”

      “Neal, stop.” My sister laughs into the phone and I hearing kissing noises.

      “Someone is beeping in. Call you later,” I lie and hang up despite her protests.

      Neal to the rescue. He’ll keep her entertained for a while. Hopefully all day so she doesn't end up over here. I glance at the clock and see it’s still pretty early. I have a million things to get done, but all I can think about doing is escaping the house for a bit. I don’t want to face Barrett again so soon. I need to get myself together.

      Maybe I don’t really have to see him at all. Gabi said she gave him a key and he’d come during the day while she worked. My phone vibrates in my hand. I look down to see I have a text from Mark. I open it and groan. He’s asking about the date we’re supposed to have.

      Before it, I see another thirty text messages. Holy crap.

      Me: Lunch?

      I send the text back. Maybe I can kill two birds with one stone. Get out of the house while Barrett works, and knock this date out with Mark so he’ll stop asking me when we’re going. His response is instant.

      Mark: Pick you up in twenty.

      I hop up from my bed and look down at what I’m wearing. I shrug because I don’t care. I’m not trying to impress Mark.

      When I get downstairs, I peek out the front door and see Barrett's truck is gone. I find my purse and pull out the envelope with the keys I had made. I take one out, then dig for a piece of paper and pen, leaving a note on the counter with the key. I know I’m being silly by doing this, but I really can’t face him. I can’t even pinpoint why I care so much, but I do. I head for the front door and I’m relieved when I see Mark pull up. I shut the door behind me and leave it unlocked for Barrett.

      My hope of leaving without seeing him again dies when he pulls up next to Mark and hops out of his truck. His eyes go from Mark to me.

      “I forgot I have plans, but I left a key for you,” I rush to say, opening the car door to slip in. I don’t want Mark to get out of the car. I really don’t want to introduce the two of them.

      “Mark,” Barrett all but growls, his voice deep and intimidating.

      “Hey,” Mark responds.

      Barrett stares him down, and Mark looks everywhere but back at him.

      “We’ll see you later,” I say as I shut the car door. Mark pulls out of the driveway, and Barrett stands there with his legs apart and his arms folded over his big chest. He looks pissed as hell, but still so freaking hot. Maybe I was rude to sneak out like that, but for some reason staring at him as Mark pulls away, I’m hit with a giant wave of guilt.
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      “So how do you know Barrett?” Mark asks me. He tries to make the question sound casual, but I can hear the touch of annoyance in his voice.

      “I just met him today.” I glance up from my menu to see Mark staring at me.

      He looks kind of pissed off. What the heck did I do? I never noticed how beady his eyes are before now. His round face is scrunched up, and after being in the presence of Barrett it makes me notice how small Mark is.

      The image of Barrett leaning against my kitchen counter as we talked earlier flashes in my mind. His body is so big, but somehow he moves like a cat. He was so at ease and confident. I wonder if he’s still there now?

      “And you let him come in your house?” Mark says, breaking my train of thought.

      I suddenly feel like I’m a child being scolded.

      “He’s my contractor and it’s my home. I can let whoever I want come and go as they please.” I sit up a little straighter and put the menu down on the table. I don’t want to make a fuss inside the small restaurant, but I also won’t let him talk to me like that.

      “You’re a pretty young girl, Ginny. Don’t be naïve.” He goes back to looking at his own menu as if dismissing the conversation.

      I try and think about what he’s saying, and I’m not sure if I should be defensive. I don’t know Barrett at all and I have no idea if he’s a good guy or not. Maybe I shouldn't give my key to a random stranger, but Gabi trusted him. Maybe Mark is only trying to look out for me.

      “My sister used him in the past and she did the same. Plus, I looked up his company and everything I found out about them was wonderful.”

      I pick my menu back up, trying to let it go. I might have said that a little sharply, but if I’m lucky Mark will think I’m a rude date and won’t push for a second.

      “Just be careful, Ginny. That man gets around, and I don’t mean just his contracting skills.”

      I keep my eyes pinned on the menu while not actually reading it. Even when the waitress comes and begins to ramble off the specials, I’m not listening. Mark’s words hit me harder than they should. I don’t care that my contractor is a ladies’ man. At least that’s what I’m trying to tell myself.

      “And for you, miss?” I glance up at the waitress. I didn't hear a word she said, nor have I even read the menu.

      “She’ll have the fish special.” Mark hands her his menu, then takes mine to give her, too.

      Did he just order for me? I fight an eye roll. I hate fish, but I keep that to myself. I only want this date to be over. At least no catastrophes have happened and I haven't embarrassed myself. That’s probably only because I’m at my embarrassment limit for the day.

      Still, the more I think on this whole thing the more I think maybe Mark and Barrett have some problem I don’t know about. Barrett looked pissed too when we pulled out of the driveway. If I had to guess from the comment Mark made, maybe they were in a fight over a woman.

      “You’re single, right?” I blurt out. Not that I want to be with him, but I’d never go out on a date with a man who was with someone else.

      “No reason to get jealous. I only have eyes for you.” He winks one of those beady eyes at me.

      How did I seriously never notice them before now? I want to tell him this isn’t going anywhere. I lived up to the one date that was required of me, but maybe I’ll wait until the end of the date. No need to make this more awkward.

      I pick up my iced sweet tea, take a drink and pray the food comes soon. It’s never been hard to talk to Mark before, but at this moment I can’t think of a freaking thing to say.

      I know a lot of people who work for the city. I do a lot of freelance work for the mayor in our big little city. I’m really good at research and can dig up anything if you give me enough time. I’ve been known to sit in the library archives for days if I have to. Then I write up the cliff notes on what I’d found. I’ve even written dozens of the mayor speeches over the years.

      “Soo…?” The word drags out.

      I can’t come up with anything to say. I set my tea back down onto the table and look around. Fish has to be fast to make, right?

      “Barrett is—” Mark begins. I really don’t want to hear Mark talk about what a ladies’ man Barrett is. It makes my stomach upset. Crap. I’m going to fall for this guy. I’m going to have to avoid him as much as I can so that doesn't happen.

      “Barrett is what?” My eyes shoot up to see Barrett standing beside our table. I stare up at his handsome face, shocked that he’s here. He glances over at me before his eyes go back to Mark. “Barrett is what?” he says again.

      Mark pales before he turns bright red. Until now, I didn't think it was possible for someone to turn redder than me. Though I think Mark’s redness is from anger and not embarrassment.

      “I’m on a date.”

      My eyes travel between the two of them, and I wonder what the heck is going on between them. Why is Barrett even here?

      “Not anymore,” Barrett throws back. Just then the waitress walks up with plates of food in her hand. “Come on, Ginny.”

      He holds his big rough palm out to me and I stare at it for a second. I’m not sure what to do.

      “There’s a problem at the house,” he adds.

      “You can’t handle it?” Mark huffs out.

      That does it. I take Barrett’s hand because I’ll take any reason to get out of here. His fingers lock around mine and I swear a spark fires though my whole body. Barrett gives me a small tug and I stand up from my chair.

      “Sorry, Mark,” I tell him as Barrett pulls out a wallet and tosses a few bills onto the table.

      When we’re walking out of the restaurant, I turn to look over my shoulder. Mark doesn't say anything, but if looks could kill the two of us would be dead.

      “You need to stay away from him,” Barrett grits out as he opens his truck door and helps me in. He mumbles something about needing side steps installed for me. My breath hitches as he grabs my waist and lifts me up.

      “You don’t have to get a side step,” I say, clearing my throat. Jesus, he’s strong.

      He turns to look at me, and his deep blue eyes rake over my body. His lips turn up at one corner, giving me a playful half-smile.

      “Yeah, I do,” he says, leaning close to me.

      He smells like mint and sunshine, and I lick my lips thinking about what it would be like to kiss him.

      He closes his eyes for a moment and mutters something under his breath. He shakes his head then pulls back and shuts the truck door. I take a second to try and get my emotions under control.

      I’m used to being shy around men at times, but with Barrett it’s not only about being shy. I actually care what he might be thinking about me. I don’t even know what just happened back there. All I know is that I really hope that counts as a full date because I’m not doing that again.

      Barrett gets in on the other side off the truck and pulls away from the curb. I glance down and realize he was double parked. I peek over at him, and his hands are clenched on the steering wheel, his knuckles white.

      “I take it you don’t like Mark?” I hedge. I only get a grunt as confirmation.

      “Why do I need to stay away from him?” He glances over at me when he comes to a stoplight. “Wait. Why were you even at the restaurant? Did you know I was there?”
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      Dammit, I should have just waited until their date was over. But something about her is driving me crazy, and letting her be alone with Mark was not going to happen.

      “How well do you know him?” I ask, not answering her question but asking one of my own.

      She shrugs. “We work together on occasion. He’s based out of the county offices and I’m downtown at City Hall. He comes in sometimes and does inspections for us. I needed my house done, so I asked him for a favor.” She’s silent for a second and I can feel her gaze on me. “Why won’t you answer my questions?”

      “Because I don’t want to scare you.”

      “Jesus, what did he do?” This time there’s real fear in her voice.

      “I’m the middle child with an older sister and a younger sister,” I say, trying to think of a way to ease into this. “My younger sister Steph and I went to high school with Mark. He’s two years younger than me,” I say, as I turn down her street. “He’s the same age as Steph.”

      “Did he go out with her?”

      “I think he knew while I was around he couldn’t get near her. But as soon as I graduated and went off to college, he took his chance.” I park on the street in front of her house because my truck is too big for the driveway. I don’t get out but unbuckle and turn to face her. “One night Steph called me crying saying that he hurt her. She begged me not to call the cops or tell our parents.”

      “Oh god,” Ginny says and puts her hands over her mouth.

      “I went and got her and took her to our older sister Lynn’s house. I waited until she fell asleep and then told Lynn to look after her. Then I went and found Mark.”

      “What did you do?”

      I shake my head and the anger still bubbles inside me. “Nothing. He knew what I’d do to him. His friends called the cops the second I pulled up. I fought them to get to Mark and I was the one taken to jail. Steph wouldn’t press charges because she was afraid he’d come after her. I couldn’t make her do it.”

      It was one of the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but Steph just wanted to forget it ever happened. She ended up graduating a year early to get away from him and then moved out of the state. It fucked with her for a long time, but she’s got a good husband now who would do anything to protect her. They’re raising their kids and she’s put it all behind her. But I’ll never forget.

      “I don’t know if he’s done it since then or if he preys on people who won’t turn his ass in. But he’s not a good guy, Genevieve.” I look into her pretty green eyes and see the fear mixed with relief. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to scare you, but I just needed you to know the truth about who he is. And why you should stay away.”

      “I’m sick to my stomach,” she says, and there’s a look of disgust on her face.

      Right then a car pulls up in her driveway and I’m on alert. When I see her sister, Gabi, get out with Neal, I feel relieved.

      “What are they doing here?” she asks as she unbuckles and goes to get out of the truck.

      “Hey,” I say, stopping her. “I’ve got to run to the store again, so I’ll just come back tomorrow to start working.”

      She cocks her head to the side and looks me up and down. “You’re going back to find him again, aren’t you?” she says, reading right through me.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” I say, giving her a wink. “Tell Neal and Gabi I said hey.”

      Ginny hops out of the truck and looks back before she closes the door. “Be careful.”

      It’s all she says before she shuts the door and walks through her front yard to meet her sister. I wave at them before I pull out and point my truck in the direction of the restaurant. I find it funny that she didn’t tell me not to go after Mark, or that I should leave him alone. Maybe I should, but some things can’t remain buried.

      By the time I get back to the restaurant his car is gone. I’d driven to a couple of places when I was looking for Genevieve knowing he wouldn’t go too far. He was too anxious to be with her. I could see it by the way he looked her up and down.

      I make a left out of the parking lot and spot his car at the gas station nearby. I pull in with the front of my truck facing his car, essentially blocking him in. He’s pumping gas and looking away from me, so he doesn’t see when I get out of my truck and walk around and then casually lean against his driver side door.

      When he puts the pump away he walks around, and the reaction he has when he looks up and notices me standing there is almost comical.

      “Hey, Mark,” I say crossing my arms over my chest and standing up straight. “How’s it going?”

      “What do you want, Cooper?” he says, narrowing his eyes.

      “Just a quick chat.”

      “She doesn’t belong to you,” he says defensively.

      “You see, that’s where you're wrong.” I take a step towards him and he presses his back to the car. “You keep your ass on the other side of the county where it belongs and we don’t have a problem.”

      “Why the fuck would I do what you say?”

      “Because if I see you anywhere near Ginny, or anyone else that is important to me, I’ll fucking kill you,” I say, leaning close to him. “The only reason I didn’t finish you off a long time ago was I didn’t know how not to get caught. But you better believe I won’t make that mistake again.” I stoop down so we’re eye to eye. “I’m not saying this as a threat, Mark, this is a solemn vow. You so much as step foot on a blade of her grass and I’ll fucking kill you with my bare hands.”

      He audibly swallows as I lean back. Just then a cop cruiser rolls up to the gas station. I give him a big smile and take a step back.

      “Have a nice day, Mark.” I turn around and walk towards my truck but stop when he shouts out my name.

      “Tell Steph I said hi,” he says just as the cop pulls up on the other side of the gas pump and begins to fill up. Mark slips in his car and gives me a wave as he drives away.

      So that’s how he wants to do things, I think as I get in my truck and set off in the opposite direction.
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      The next morning, I get to Ginny’s house before the sun comes up. There’s not only a lot that needs to be done, but I want to see her before she goes to work.

      Her car is in the driveway, and Neal sent me a text last night letting me know they installed a security system in her house. He knows about what happened with Steph, so I’m sure he had about the same reaction as I did if Ginny told him about Mark.

      I tossed and turned last night unable to fall asleep. My thoughts were crammed with Ginny and if she was safe. But also, I was bombarded with images of her soaking wet in the kitchen. If my inner thoughts are supposed to say what kind of man I am, I’m ashamed of what they revealed about me last night. I bounced between murderous rage and insatiable want until I just gave up and got out of bed.

      Now I’m here knocking on her door at the crack of dawn.

      I wait a few moments, but there’s no answer and no sound. I pull out the key she left for me yesterday and let myself inside. My guess is she’s probably still sleeping, so I go straight to the kitchen and get to work.

      I’ve got a crew of guys coming later on today to help me, but this much I can do.

      I’m lost in what I’m doing with the plumbing and time goes by. When I finally climb out from under the sink after it’s all fixed I’m greeted with an ear-piercing scream.

      “Shit,” I gasp, and nearly drop my wrench.

      “You scared me to death,” Ginny says as she lowers the bat in her arms. “You told me about Mark and I got all crazy last night. Then I hear noises down here this morning and I didn’t know what to do.” She puts her hand to her chest trying to calm her heartbeat and it’s then I notice what she’s wearing.

      She’s got on a baggy tank top that hangs to her ass, but I can’t tell if she’s got on short shorts or just underwear. One thing I know for sure is that she’s not wearing a bra. Her dark red hair is piled on top of her head, and she’s got the most adorable sleepy expression on her face.

      I move my hands to the front of my jeans to try and cover exactly how much I’m enjoying her presence. I clear my throat and try to look away, but it’s no good. I keep coming back to her body.

      “I made coffee,” I say, pointing at the counter behind me. “Your water is good to go.”

      “Thank god,” she says, with her eyes half closed. She walks right past me and to the pot as she grabs a mug out of the cabinet.

      I’m a little confused that she’s not more concerned about being nearly naked in front of me. After getting soaked yesterday and giving me spank bank material for a year, I thought she was a little shy when it comes to her body. But I guess I was wrong. Because right now I can see nothing but skin and sex as she moves around the kitchen.

      She pours the coffee into the mug and brings it to her lips. She closes her eyes and inhales the dark aroma before she takes a sip. First one then another. Once she’s had about half her mug she sets it down and looks over at me. Then, as if suddenly realizing that I’m here, her eyes widen in panic.

      “Oh my god,” she whispers, looking down at herself and then trying to use an arm to cover everything I’ve already seen.

      “Good morning,” I say, trying to hide my smile as I lean against the counter next to her and make a show of looking her up and down. “Sleep well?”

      “Why do I keep embarrassing myself in front of you?” She puts her coffee down and scoots by me as she nearly runs from the room.

      “Don’t stop on my account!” I shout to her from the kitchen as she scampers up the stairs.

      I wait until I hear the shower running before I go outside and grab my big tool bag. I’ve got a lot of work to do today and I brought everything I need.

      Just when I’ve finished getting everything set up, Ginny comes down the stairs. This time she’s wearing jeans and a collared shirt with the city’s logo on it. Her hair’s down, and I think she might be just as beautiful now as she was when she came downstairs earlier.

      “Good morning, Genevieve,” I tease, and I love it when she bites her lip.

      “Listen,” she says, like she’s had a long time to think about what she’s going to say before she came down here. “I need this work done on the house, and my sister trusts you. Let’s just try and keep this professional from here on out. I don’t even need to be here when you are.” She says all of it quickly as if to rip the Band-Aid off.

      I take a few steps toward her and she leans her head back to look up at me. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “N-no,” she says, then licks her lips.

      “Then I’d like to see you as much as possible,” I say, reaching out and brushing my knuckles along her jaw. “Maybe you can come back at lunch time and see what I’ve been working on.”

      She blinks a few times and then walks around me to grab a to-go mug for her coffee. She fills it up while she talks with her back to me. “Like I said, let’s just keep this professional.”

      “All right then. If that’s the way you want it,” I say, fighting a smile. I have no intentions of letting her off the hook so easily, but I can be a very patient man.

      She spins around, and her expression tells me she didn’t expect me to give up so easily. Then she straightens as if remembering this is what she asked for. “Yes. Okay then.” She’s all business now. “Just fix the things we went over and that’s it. Leave your bill tonight and I’ll mail you a check.”

      “Sounds good,” I say, and don’t try to hide my smile.

      Ginny grabs her purse and nearly stomps past me on her way out the door.

      “Have a great day,” I say, and she looks back at me one last time before she closes the door behind her.

      Now the fun begins.
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      I flip through one of the books, glancing over the pages but not really taking anything in. I still can’t believe how I walked around in front of Barrett this morning. It wasn't until I’d gotten the coffee into my system that I realized that I was standing in front of him almost naked. His eyes roamed over me and I felt my body heat.

      I’m blaming the incident on my restless sleep from last night. From nightmares about Mark to fantasies about Barrett, my mind couldn't focus on one thing, so I ended up tossing and turning. It wasn't until my mind decided Barrett was a knight in shining armor that I finally drifted off into dreamland. Then I proceeded to have some of the dirtiest dreams I’ve ever had in my life.

      My mind flashes back to one part in particular and I have to cross my legs. My favorite was him pinning me to the bed then kissing his way down between my thighs. Good lord, I’d woken up covered in sweat.

      I’m blushing like a crazy person while I sit here all alone.

      This is why I kept pushing for professional with him this morning. It was more for me because I know that at any moment I might launch myself into his arms. I can’t handle not having control of my body. Especially with someone I don’t even really know.

      I still can't explain this attraction that developed so quickly, but it’s there and I can’t stop thinking about it. My great idea is, out of sight out of mind, but as I sit here and daydream about him, I can already see the effort to push him away was futile. I’ve read this page ten times and still have no idea what it’s about.

      I shut the book, letting out a long sigh. Maybe I’ll grab some lunch and try to refocus. I jerk my head towards the door when I hear a knock. I freeze when I look up and see Mark standing there.

      “Hey.” He steps into my office and starts to shut the door.

      “Leave it open. It’s hot in here.” I surprise myself with how quickly the lie comes out.

      He pauses, his eyes narrowing for a moment before he does as I ask. Then he walks into my office and takes a seat in front of my desk.

      “Is there a reason you're not responding to my texts?”

      I want to tell him it's because I blocked his slimy ass but then remember I have to work with him occasionally. Which reminds me I need to talk to the mayor about that. I really don’t like the idea of him being alone with women in empty houses while he’s inspecting them. I’m not sure there’s much anyone can do without proof, but I have to do what I can for other women out there.

      “I’m terrible with my phone. Everyone knows that.” I shake my head and give him a fake smile.

      “I wanted to talk to you about Barrett Copper. I have a feeling he’s said some crap about me.” He leans forward.

      The desk still separates us, but I don’t like him moving in even a little. I shrug, unsure how to respond.

      “Yeah, well, he’s a prick and doesn't like me because I stole a few girls from him.” He puffs out his chest like a proud peacock.

      Yes, please tell me more about how you’re a ladies’ man. That will really have me wanting a second date. I have to fight from rolling my eyes.

      “The things he said…” I trail off, not even wanting to repeat it.

      “Let me guess, about his sister, right? She was just pissed I dumped her and went a little crazy. You know how some women can be.” He lets out an exasperated breath.

      “No, I’m not sure how some women can be.” I can’t stop the bite of anger permeating my words. Mark sits up a little straighter, likely surprised by my anger. No one really expects that from me. It takes a lot to get me fired up, but he picked two hot buttons for me. Women and sisters. The real Mark is starting to show, and I wonder how I’d missed it all this time.

      “No need to get so worked up, Ginny. You don’t really believe his shit, do you? I've known you for a few years. How long have you known him? Have I ever done anything to you to make you think I’m like whatever it is he told you?”

      I shake my head because Mark has never made me think that about him before. But isn't that what predators do? Make you think they’re something they aren't?

      I have to distrust Mark on some level. I found it easy to believe what Barrett had told me. Not only that, but Neal told me some stuff last night. There had been some rumors about him that he could be pushy and overbearing. Now that I know about it, I can see that he’d been that way with me.

      “I’m only saying you haven't known that man long.” He tsks at me, and that further pisses me off.

      “But why would he make up stuff about you?” I blurt out.

      Mark’s jaw clenches. “Don’t be naïve, Ginny.” Mark stands and walks around my desk. I lean back, my eyes going to the door. I know people are out there in the hallway. It would only take a small scream and someone would come running. Mark gives me a small smirk as if he’s enjoying my discomfort. “He wants you. Not that I blame him.” His eyes roam over my body, making my skin crawl.

      “Don’t be silly. A man like Barrett doesn't want me.” I try and laugh it off, but my own words hurt me.

      Mark’s smirk drops away. “So you’re interested in him?” he bites out.

      “I didn't say that.” But come on. Look at the man. Who wouldn't be interested? Well, except my sister, who still doesn't get what I'm talking about when I say Barrett is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Don’t get wrapped up in his looks and money like all the other stupid little girls around town. You’re better than that, Ginny.”

      Once again he makes me feel like a chastised child. How does he keep doing that to me? Still, a part of what he’s saying hits home. Am I lusting after a man for his looks? I’m not sure. I’ve never lusted after a man before. It’s all new to me, but it has to be something more than looks. His eyes are soulful and he’s so down to earth. Barrett is a good old boy, as my mom would call him. And I believe he’s a good man.

      “I really should get back to work.” I try to dismiss Mark by opening the book I’d closed. I don’t want to talk about Barrett with him. It feels wrong. Plus, I still believe what Barrett told me and want nothing to do with Mark.

      “Let’s go get lunch. You gotta eat right?” He straightens up next to my desk.

      I look up at him and he’s so different to me now. I don’t see him as the okay guy I ran into around work, the one who was always trying to talk me into a date. Now I swear I can see the darkness that lies beneath the polished look he tries to show everyone.

      “I really shouldn’t,” I say as he reaches down to grab my arm.

      “Don’t touch my baby sister.” Both our heads snap to the doorway where Gabi is standing. She always calls me her baby sister whenever she’s mad, even though I’m only a minute younger than her. “Didn’t your mom teach you not to go grabbing girls?” She steps into my office and places a bag of food on the side table.

      Mark puts his hands up and Gabi looks at me. “Unless they want it.” She winks at me before turning a deadly look back at Mark. “And I promise you, she doesn't want it.”

      I often find it hard to say rude things, but Gabi gives no shits.

      “Gabi,” Marks laughs, like my sister is joking around, but we all know she’s not.

      “I think you should go,” I add, wanting Mark out of here before Gabi really lets loose.

      This time when the anger shows on Mark face he doesn't try to hide it before he stomps from my office.

      “That man needs to stay the fuck away from you.” Gabi digs through her purse and pulls out her cell phone.

      I get up and grab it from her. “That is not going to help,” I tell her.

      I have a feeling Barrett already gave him a warning, and if that didn't work only the law will. It’s clear he doesn’t care or have common sense.

      “He’s slimy. I wish I had known he was the guy who's been asking you out.” I hand her the cell phone back and watch as she texts. I assume she’s telling Neal. She slides it back into her purse when she’s done.

      She picks up the bag of food she brought and pulls out small boxes. “I thought we could have lunch.” My stomach growls when I see she went to my favorite Chinese place. I grab a crab rangoon and break it in half before taking a bite. I skipped breakfast because I rushed out of the house in an effort to avoid embarrassing myself once again.

      “I dropped by your house this morning and saw Barrett was there awful early.” She wiggles her eyebrows before picking up a fork and taking a bite of her orange chicken.

      “Why did you drive by my house? Pretty sure that’s out of your way.” I pick up a fork, too, and steal some of her chicken.

      She ignores my question and asks one of her own. “Did he stay the night?”

      I wish. But I keep that thought to myself. I have a feeling he’d make a hell of a cuddle buddy. “No, he came over early to work.”

      “He's not wasting any time on your place. You know his company has a wait list.”

      “Don’t get any ideas. I’m pretty sure he just really likes the house.” I did a little digging on his company and they are known for amazing remodels. He’s even been in a few magazines about it. I find it super hot. A man who knows what to do with his hands is a major turn on.

      “Ginny, I mean really? The man tracked you down to a restaurant to break up a date.”

      “You and I know why he did that.”

      I’m not going to let my mind play any more games with me. I did that enough last night in my head. I tried to break down every comment he’d said to me and every look he’d shot my way. I don’t need to set myself up for heartbreak.

      “All I’m saying is I think he's into you. With everything you told me that went down and how he was there at the ass crack of dawn this morning…” She shrugs.

      “I no longer trust your judgment of people. You didn't even notice how hot he was to begin with. You’re always trying to set me up, but you never once mentioned him.”

      “I only have eyes for one man.” She smiles happily, and I can't help but do the same. I want what she and Neal have. To have a man who only has eyes for me. I know I could easily feel that way about Barrett, but I’m not sure that would be a two-way street.

      “I heard he’s a ladies’ man.” I finally blurt out what I’ve wanted to say to my sister since yesterday. I didn't want to hear what she had to say on the topic. Maybe that’s why she never tried her match-making skills with him. I need a dose of reality with Barrett, and this might help.

      “I’ve never heard that, but I can ask around.” She takes another bite of her food and I do the same. “But he’s so freaking nice. Just a good guy. I don’t see him playing around like that.”

      “But do we really know him?” I’m clearly not the best at reading men. Mark is a perfect example of that.

      “Neal likes him, and Neal doesn't like a lot of people.” I fight a laugh. “And I did try and set you guys up. He shot me down.”

      Ouch. That hurts. “Did he know I was your twin?” She nods. Damn. Maybe I was right that I was dreaming up the way his eyes roamed over me.

      We finish lunch and she leaves me with a pile of Chinese food to take home. I promise to text her when I get home safely. After Gabi is gone, I try and get back to work.

      I know I still need to talk to the mayor about Mark. I check her schedule and see she's out of town until tomorrow, so I shoot her an email that I need a quick word with her when she gets a chance.

      I spend the rest of the day getting a speech ready for her on the opening of a new wing in the children's hospital. I pull the history of the building and gather up as much information as I can until I see it’s time for me to go home.

      I pack up my stuff then pick up my cell phone. I have a text from Barrett. My heart flutters and I curse myself for my inability to control my emotions.

      Barrett: Got everyone cleared out for the day. You can come home and stop avoiding me now.

      I glance at the clock and see it’s late. I wonder how late he stayed—and if he did it to see me. My heart flutters again and I push the idea away. Stop working yourself up, Ginny.

      Me: I wasn't. Got lost in my work.

      It’s not a total lie. I did have to make up for lost time when I was daydreaming too much today. This being away from him thing is definitely not working. It doesn’t help that I now feel sad that he shot down going out with me before. He clearly doesn’t think I’m pretty if he was going off what Gabi looks like. We’re identical.

      Barrett: Liar

      He adds a winky face and it makes me smile. I put my phone back into my bag, wondering if I should text him back, but I’m excited to get home and see what he got done.

      I pull into my driveway and step out of my car, noticing flower boxes have been hung over the rail on the wraparound porch. I walk up the stairs and notice the step doesn't creak. I run my finger along one of the boxes. It looks custom made, not something you’d buy at the hardware store and just pop on. I reach for my phone to text my sister.

      Me: Did you put these flower boxes on the porch?

      She’s the only one I told about the idea. I did mention it to Barrett in passing when I showed him the house, but it wasn’t on his list of things to do.

      Gabi: Nope. Take it you’re home?

      Me: Yep.

      I unlock the front door and stop to disarm the new alarm. I shut it behind me and then turn and put my purse down by the front door. I carry my leftovers into the kitchen but freeze when I see the wall separating the kitchen and dining room is gone.

      “Holy crap.”

      I stand there unable to move. The wall is completely gone and in its place is the start of a kitchen table nook. I talked to him about how I’ve always wanted one of those and that I wanted it to lead into a family room, and a formal dining room could go on the other side of the kitchen. But that was something I thought I’d do years from now, if ever. Maybe in the future when I had a family. I thought it would give it an open feel but also be cozy. Not only do I not have a family, but I don't have the money for this right now. Not unless I go and get a loan for it, which is something I don’t want to do.

      I move into the kitchen and see the other side has a partition taken out that would lead into a formal dining room. My eyes water when I see how beautiful it is, but I can’t afford this right now.

      I walk over to the sink and turn on the faucet and clean water comes out. I set my stuff down on the kitchen counter and pull my phone back out to text my sister.

      Me: Did Barrett ever do things to your house that you’d talked about but never agreed on?

      Gabi: No. We always had to sign a pile of paperwork before he got started on anything. He also gave detailed lists of things he’d done each day and we’d sign off on them. He’s super professional.

      I look around. The only solid thing we agreed on was clean water, but I haven't signed anything. Nor have I even seen an estimate or a bill. Before I get myself worked up, I decide to settle this right now. I pull up Barrett’s number and hit call.
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      When I see Genevieve's name flash across the screen, I curse. I should have known she would call right away, but I thought I had time. I probably shouldn’t answer, but hearing her voice right now would be so fucking sweet.

      “Hey,” I say and try to keep my voice casual.

      “What did you do to my house? I don’t have the money to pay for this. I haven’t signed any contracts, so if you think I am about to go and take out a loan I can’t afford to pay for something you did on your own, you’re crazy.”

      “Someone is feisty,” I say as I spread my legs wider and point my toes.

      “Of course I’m feisty. I come home to thousands of dollars’ worth of work that I can’t pay for.” I can hear her feet on the hardwoods as she paces back and forth.

      “Do you like it?” I have to bite my lip to keep from making a noise, but fuck I love how hot she sounds when she’s angry.

      “Of course I like it,” she says in a huff. “It’s exactly what I wanted and it’s beautiful.”

      This time I don’t hide my laugh as I relax even more. “Good. That’s all I want as payment. For you to like it.”

      She’s silent for a moment and I hear her pacing stop. “What? It doesn’t work like that. This is expensive work and I can’t afford it.”

      My grip on the phone almost slips and I have to catch it. Jesus, her talking to me right now is almost too much. But it feels so fucking good I can’t hang up. “Yeah?” I ask, my mind drifting to the sight of her this morning.

      “Are you even listening to me?” She lets out a frustrated growl, and I want to do the same. “What are you doing?”

      It’s then I realize I may have actually done it, and I still my movements. “Umm,” I say, glancing down at my slick cock. “Lying in bed.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry, did I wake you up? It’s still early.” Her tone changes from pissed to apologetic, and I bet she looks so fucking adorable right now.

      “No, I’m wide awake,” I say as I go back to jerking off my cock.

      I couldn’t take it. All day I was surrounded by her things and the vision of her this morning was burned into my brain. I kept thinking about waking up next to her like that and sinking deep in her pussy before the sun came up. Everything about her has me strung tight and I need some release. So when I got home I stripped down and spread out on the bed. Of course she calls me right when I’m imagining bending her over that kitchen counter and making my dick disappear inside her.

      “It really is beautiful,” she says, and for a second I think she might be talking about my cock. “It’s exactly what I wanted.”

      “I know,” I say and squeeze my cock tight, imagining it’s her doing it. Her small, soft hand wrapping around me. “I just want you to have the house you love.”

      “Why would you do this for me?”

      There’s hesitancy in her voice, and I don’t know how to tell her that I’m doing this because I’m crazy about her. Some guys might have just bought her flowers or asked her on a date. I go in with a sledgehammer and take down a wall. I guess we’ve all got our own strengths.

      “Because you deserve it. You deserve everything,” I say, closing my eyes and thrusting up into my hand.

      “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

      “You don’t have to do anything. Just let me take care of it.”

      “Are you working out? You sound out of breath.”

      I laugh, and it reaches deep down in my soul. “I’m not exercising at the moment, but my heart rate is definitely elevated.”

      She’s quiet for a second and then it sounds like she’s back to pacing. “I think we need to discuss everything you’re going to do to my house. And then we need to have a contract. I want it on paper what I’m paying for.”

      “Anything you want, Genevieve,” I say, loving the sound of her name on my lips. “Why don’t I come over for coffee in the morning and we can talk.”

      There’s a hesitation from her, and I wonder if she’s remembering the coffee from this morning, and how fucking sexy she looked.

      “Can’t we do this over email or something?”

      “Am I that terrible to look at?” I say, pretending to be offended. I don’t know why she keeps putting distance between us, when all I want to do is press my body against hers. And I know I’m not the only one who feels this attraction. I can see the way she looks at me. I can feel the electricity between us. “I’ll bring breakfast.”

      “Fine. But I’m only in this for the food,” she says, and it makes me smile from ear to ear.

      “If that’s the way I’m going to get you, then so be it,” I say, but I don’t give her a chance to respond. “I’ll see you bright and early. Make sure you’ve got some pants on this time. Otherwise I might not be able to control myself.”

      I wait for a moment, and when I hear stunned silence on the other end of the line I laugh again.

      “Goodnight, Genevieve.”

      “Goodnight, Barrett.”

      I end the call, toss the phone on the bed beside me and let out the curse I’d been holding back. Now I use both hands to grab my length and stroke it up and down while I think about her. I can picture her right now, with her big round ass bent over and her legs apart. In my mind she looks back at me over her shoulder and begs me to fuck her. To fill her pussy up and make her ache go away.

      “Genevieve,” I groan and feel the release building up. I’ve been teasing myself this whole time, and now after hearing her voice I won’t be able to hold back.

      The base of my cock throbs and my balls draw up tight. My hands are slick as they speed up, and the intense need takes over. My fingers begin to massage as the first splash of cum hits my stomach. “Fuck,” I grunt through clenched teeth when it intensifies and I keep cumming.

      I gasp for air and then tense as the last spurts of cum fall from the tip of my cock. My vision is blurry, but the ache between my legs is gone. For now. When I reach beside me for the hand towel I brought in here, I see my phone.

      I’m surprised when I notice it’s still lit up and I pick it up to look at the screen. “Oh shit,” I say when I see that instead of ending the call, I put it on speaker.

      “Genevieve?” I say, but right then the line goes dead.

      I put the phone down and try not to laugh. I should probably call her back and apologize, but I don’t think I could do it with a straight face. How does this kind of stuff keep happening to us? Is the universe trying to tell us something? Did she like what she heard?

      Looks like I’m going to find out tomorrow morning when I bring breakfast to her house.
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      “Oh god,” I say as I look down at my phone like it just burned me. I can’t believe what I heard. And I can’t believe that I kept on listening even though I knew what was happening. I couldn’t make myself hang up the phone.

      I should have done it right away, but the sounds had me hypnotized. I couldn’t stop myself from listening. At first, I didn’t understand, but then he said my name. I’m not completely innocent. I may not have done those things before, but I’ve got a Tumblr account and masturbate when I get the urge.

      Hearing Barrett doing that on the other end of the phone was something else. My entire body was warm and fully aware of every single sound coming through the phone. I could hear every stroke and grunt as he pleasured himself. Am I some kind of pervert because I loved it?

      I couldn't stop myself from picturing him lying down on his bed, probably surrounded by manly stuff like construction magazines and hammers. Now I have so many of questions. Was he doing that when I called, or did he start afterwards? Was he completely naked, or did he just have the front of his jeans open? Was he thinking of me? My mind races with all the different dirty ideas.

      There’s a demanding throb between my legs and I have the urge to run up the stairs and dig my old vibrator out of a box. It’s been months since I’ve done it, and maybe that’s why I’m wound so tight. And why I stayed on the phone listening to him. The idea of touching myself holds no appeal when all I can think about is having the real thing. What would it be like for Barrett to run his hands between my thighs and make that throb go away? I bet his hands are rough, and my breasts feel heavy thinking of what they’d be like against my sensitive nipples.

      I’m mortified when I think about him picking up the phone. He knew I was still on the other end. I could have made up an excuse like I didn’t realize it was on, but of course I panicked and hung up as fast as I could. I was in shock and turned on and I didn’t know how to react.

      I put my head in my hands and laugh at how I keep getting myself into these situations. Is the universe trying to tell us something? I do know one thing now. The doubts I was having about Barrett not wanting me have all vanished. I can’t imagine him masturbating and saying my name unless he wanted me. He keeps giving me all these signs and I thought I was making them up. If Barrett is fantasizing about me, then he wants me.

      I lie back on the bed and look up at the ceiling, wondering what he’s thinking right now. He doesn't seem to get embarrassed like I do. If I had to guess, I bet he’s smiling right now. He’s so confident, and seeing me tomorrow morning won’t cause him a second of missed sleep. In fact, I bet he’s laughing right now and it’s probably the one that’s deep in his chest and makes me want to press my body against his.

      One thing is for sure, breakfast tomorrow is going to be interesting.
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      I get to her house early this morning, just like yesterday. I wonder if she’ll be better prepared this time? I kind of hope to catch her by surprise again.

      I knock lightly, but there’s no answer, so I use my key to enter. She left me the security code this time, so I enter that in and close the door behind me. I go straight to the kitchen and put the pink box of donuts on the counter, along with the bag of savory food from the diner. I wasn’t sure if she likes salty or sweet first thing, so I got both.

      I put on the coffee and then sit back, looking at the work we did yesterday. There’s still more to do, but so far, it’s coming along perfectly. I decided on the way here not to bring up the phone call unless she asks me about it. I don’t want to embarrass her, and I kinda like it being our dirty secret. Who knows, maybe one day we can do it again. But this time with her participating.

      “Good morning,” she says, as she enters the kitchen while rubbing her eyes.

      “Damn,” I mutter when I take in her beauty.

      She’s got on a dark faded T-shirt with pictures of cookies on it and pajama pants. Her hair is in a messy bun that’s hanging off to one side, and there are marks on the side of her face from the wrinkles in her sheets.

      “Don’t make fun of me. The birds aren’t even up yet,” she says with a yawn. “Do you always get up so early?”

      “When I get to spend my morning with you? Always,” I say, grabbing a mug for her and filling it up.

      “You’re trying to sweeten me up so I’m not mad at you.” She squints at me.

      “I think you’re sweet enough. Plus, I brought donuts for that,” I say, opening the box. “Or biscuits if you’re salty.”

      “Is that like Ms. Jackson if you’re nasty?” She smiles at me, and it’s like the sun just rose in the kitchen. “You have any custard filled in there?”

      “I had you pegged for a sprinkle girl, but luckily I have a Boston cream I’m willing to give up.”

      “It sounds like there’s a condition attached to letting me have it,” she says, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “You can have the donut if you let me work on your house and don’t fight me about paying for it.”

      She sets her coffee down and crosses her arms over her chest. “Are you serious right now, Barrett? Don’t you think that’s kind of ridiculous? You’re going to do work for free on my house? You don’t even know me.”

      “Not for free. For a donut. I really love Boston cream.” I shrug.

      “You’re too chipper for dawn. And I can’t take you seriously.” She picks her coffee back up and surveys the work I’ve done so far. “But you do amazing work.”

      “I know,” I reply. I think it’s the best I’ve ever done. I want this place to be exactly what she dreamed it could be. “Sit down and hear me out.”

      I bring the donuts and the coffee over to the kitchen nook and set them down. It takes her a second, but she finally goes and grumbles the whole way. I kind of like that she’s not a morning person. It just means she likes to stay in bed longer.

      “A house like this doesn't come around often, maybe never for someone like me. Everybody wants new construction, or they want their house renovated. It’s hard to find something so beautiful that needs restoration. I’m stuck in an office most days, and this is something special that I don’t want to let go of.” I stare at her, thinking that I might just be talking about her and not the house. She can read into it all she wants, but the truth is, I want to be where she is.

      “What do you get out of this?” she asks, and I can see the willingness to agree right there on the tip of her tongue.

      “Genevieve, this house is going to be a showpiece. I’ve done magazine shoots before, but this one would blow all those out of the water.”

      “Oh,” she says, and her voice is laced with disappointment.

      “The house is why I’d do it for free. It would bring me even more business and would be a project I’d really enjoy,” I say, walking over to her and leaning down close. “But that’s not what I’d get out of it,” I say, and wait for her to look me in the eyes.

      “And that would be?” she asks, looking up at me through her lashes.

      “Getting to spend as much time with you as I could. And even when you’re not here, being here in your house, surrounded by you.”

      Her cheeks redden as she ducks her chin, but I don’t miss the smile. I lean back and then take a seat beside her and nudge the box of donuts her way.

      “Now go ahead and take my donut and let’s seal this deal.”

      “So you’re going to do what you want to the house and not charge me anything?” she asks as she looks at me and realizes how close we are.

      “No. I’m going to give you exactly what you want.” I lick my lips as I inch closer to her. “And I’m going to get exactly what I want in return.”

      I’m so close I can feel her breath against my mouth, and I reach out, cupping her jaw. When I pull her to me, I graze my lips across hers, giving her just a hint of what I desire. It’s soft and gentle as she leans into my touch, and I’ve never been more careful in my life. She’s special, and I don’t want to rush this or overwhelm her. So instead of deepening the kiss, I kiss along her jaw and cheek before I pull her into my arms.

      “This means something to me, and I’d like to see if it means something to you, too,” I whisper, as I lean back and look into her eyes.

      She bites her bottom lip and nods, but I can see the sweet desire in her eyes. God, how I’d love to lay her down across this table and kiss every inch of her. But just as the thought crosses my mind, I hear a truck pull up outside.

      “Shit.” I glance down at my watch and see what time it is. “The crew’s here.”

      “Do any of you guys sleep?” she asks, craning to look around me.

      “Only on the weekends. So tomorrow.” I wink at her and then stand up. “You better get upstairs and get dressed.”

      She looks down at her pajamas as she stands up. “I’m in the ugliest thing I could find,” she says, pointing to her clothes.

      “And yet you’re still the sexiest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on,” I retort, kissing her softly once more. I just can’t help myself.

      When there’s a knock on the door, she jumps back like we’ve been caught having sex. Then she reaches over, grabs the box of donuts and her coffee and winks at me before she leaves the kitchen.

      “She’s the one,” I say to myself as she looks back at me one more time before she goes up the steps.

      I smile to myself and walk over to let the guys in. My friend Cory comes in and looks at me funny.

      “What are you grinning about?” he asks, lugging his tool bag behind him.

      “Just a great day to work.”

      He shakes his head and gives me a knowing smile. “It sure is.” He glances up the stairs that Ginny just took and then back to the kitchen. “You ready?”

      “Absolutely.”

      A little while later Ginny comes down dressed for work. I can feel her even before she comes around the corner and into the kitchen.

      “Wow.” She looks around and her eyes are bright with excitement.

      “Do you like it?” I ask, coming down from the ladder and over to where she is.

      “I can’t believe how much bigger it is.”

      “You look beautiful,” I say, and she ducks her head to hide her smile.

      “Thank you.”

      I touch her chin and make her look up at me. “Don’t keep this from me,” I say, running my thumb across her bottom lip.

      Leaning down, I brush my lips against hers, needing just a quick kiss. There are about ten guys working behind us and I don’t want them getting an eyeful.

      “So, um. I’ll come by at lunch,” she says, and although she’s shy, it’s pretty adorable.

      “Here,” I say, pulling some cash out of my wallet. “Do you mind bringing me something to eat?”

      “Let me pay for lunch,” she offers, but I take her hand and put the bills in it.

      “My lady doesn’t pay,” I say, pulling her in my arms and hugging her.

      “Thank you,” she says, and I lean down to give her one more quick kiss.

      “Now get out of here. You’re distracting me,” I say, walking her to the front door and making sure she gets in her car safe.

      I’ve still got my eyes on her, and I already miss her.
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      I feel like I’m on cloud nine all morning. I wish the clock would move faster because I want to see Barrett again. I debate texting him but don’t want to bug him if he’s busy. Then just as I have the thought my phone dings. I grab it up quickly, nearly dropping it before I can swipe my finger across the screen.

      Barrett: See you soon

      I swear he’s in my mind sometimes. That man is always one step ahead of me. I keep checking the time and wondering if I should go bring him lunch at noon or maybe a little earlier. All I know is I want to see him so bad after this morning. I’ve never been this way about a man. I’m shaking with excitement and anticipation.

      When I came downstairs I expected to feel shy and embarrassed after what happened on the phone last night, but I didn’t. In fact, talking and joking with him was so easy. Maybe knowing that he’s into me helped ease my insecurities. Even coming down in my worst pajamas, he was still all in my space. When I first showed him the house I thought maybe he just stood close to everyone, but now I know he likes being close to me.

      I’m still blown away at everything he’s doing for my home. It’s almost too good to be true, and I wonder when the other shoe is going to drop. Actually, he’s too good to be true. I can only hope that he’s genuine and that what’s happening between us is the real thing.

      Even with how awkward I’ve been around him, he hasn’t made me feel like an idiot. It’s not new for me to make a fool of myself when it comes to men, but with Barrett he makes me feel like it’s okay. As long as I’m being me, then he’s happy.

      I send Barrett a quick text back with a bunch of food emojis. I smile when he sends me a thumbs up, and my face hurts from all the grinning I’ve been doing.

      A notification on my computer catches my attention and I see I have an email from the mayor. It says her meeting wrapped up early and we can meet in her office right now if I’m free. I type a response quickly and tell her I’ll be right over.

      A knot forms in my stomach, knowing what I’m going to have to do. I hate this. Why does Mark have to be such a slimy jerk? I grab my purse and drop my cell phone inside before shutting my office door behind me. I plan on taking my lunch after this meeting.

      June, the Mayor’s assistant, gives me a smile. The phone is pressed to her ear, but she waves me on to go ahead into Janet’s office. I smile back at her before knocking softly on Janet’s door. I push it since it’s already partially open and walk inside.

      “Ginny.” She stands up from her chair and comes around to give me a hug. “How’s the new house coming?”

      I take a seat in one of the chairs in front of her desk. She doesn't go back around to her side of the desk. Instead she sits in the chair next to mine, turning it a little so we are facing one another. We’ve always been close for coworkers.

      “It’s a dream, really,” I admit. I can't stop myself from beaming. It’s more than a dream now. I didn't know the house was going to come with Barrett, and I’m thinking I underpaid.

      “I can’t wait to see it when it’s all done. You’ll have to invite me over for dinner.”

      “I’ll have a big party when it’s done, but it might be a while.”

      Though now with Barrett, it might be sooner than I imagined. The man moves fast, but I hope not too fast. I might want the house done, but I like knowing he’s in my home right now. It will be bittersweet when he’s all done and he moves on to the next project. My heart drops a little at the thought. I swear I can still feel the brush of his lips against mine, and I don’t want to lose that. Not yet. Somehow kissing him there really made it feel like home, and I’m not ready to let it go.

      “No rush.” She tucks her short brown hair behind her ear. “So what was it that you wanted to talk about?” She folds her hands in her lap, studying me.

      “It’s about Mark.”

      “The inspector?”

      I nod, then tell her everything that happened, even admitting the part about me getting my inspection passed in exchange for a date. When I joked about it with Mark, it hadn't seemed so bad, but now when I say it out loud I feel nothing but guilt. Janet hired me fresh out of college and has treated me more like a friend at times with her advice and concern. I really look up to her and value her opinion. I respect her, and what she thinks means a lot to me.

      “Barrett? As in Cooper Construction? He told you that about Mark?”

      “Yeah, do you know him?”

      “I do.” She stands up and goes over to her desk. She picks up her cell phone and pushes a few buttons, then sets it down on her desk and puts it on speaker. It rings once before the line connects.

      “Hey, Jan.” Barrett’s deep voice fills the room. I surprised he calls her by her nickname. I don’t even do that unless we’re out of the office. No matter how many times she’s tried to get me to call her that, I can’t break the habit.

      “Hey, Barrett. How are things?” she asks as she leans up against her desk.

      “Things are good. You find something else you wanted marked as a historical site?” he chuckles.

      Jealousy sparks in my chest and I drop my eyes to my hands. I shouldn't be jealous. Barrett isn't mine. Sure, we’ve flirted and kissed, but he doesn’t belong to me.

      “No, I have an employee who means a lot to me and I want to make sure the home she’s in is livable. I’m worried because I’m not sure the inspection is on the up and up and I don’t want any harm coming to her.”

      I look back up at Janet giving me a motherly smile. Some of the unease about me disappointing her evaporates.

      “I can check it out after lunch if you like. Shoot me the address.” I bite my lip that he wants to wait till after lunch so that he can see me first. The jealousy I was feeling melts away, and I hate that it so easily creeps in. If he and Janet had something before, I’m guessing it’s gone or over.

      “You know her. It’s Genevieve.”

      “My Ginny?”

      Janet’s smile grows even bigger. “Oh, I didn't know she was yours.” Janet raises an eyebrow at me.

      I know she’s wondering what I left out of my story. Maybe a little, but I didn't think the new thing between Barrett and me would matter. I also didn't know what to call whatever it is we’ve got going on, so I left it out.

      “She sure is. And I can promise you I wouldn't let her stay anywhere that wasn't safe.”

      “I appreciate that. We all love Ginny here and wouldn't want anything to happen to her.”

      “She’s easy to love.”

      My heart skips a beat when he says that. He couldn't mean love, love. Right? It’s a normal response when someone says that. I’ve known the man five minutes. He can’t actually love me.

      “That she is. I’ll talk to you later,” Janet says before she ends the call. I sit there replaying his comment. “So you snagged Barrett Copper. I’d say you’re one lucky girl.” She sits back down in the chair next to mine.

      “Do you know him well?” I hedge.

      “Yeah. He’s done a few pro bono projects for me on some of the community centers and helped build a food pantry for us. He’s always ready to help when we need it.”

      Wow. How does he keeping getting better and better by the second? I swear he doesn't have one fault. One is going to pop out of nowhere and I bet it will be a doozy.

      “Did you two date?” I ask, glancing away from her, unable to look her in the eyes.

      She lets out a laugh like my question is a joke. “No, we’ve never dated.”

      I don’t get what’s so funny, but we’re interrupted before I can ask.

      “Your noon appointment is here,” June chirps from the doorway.

      We both stand, and Janet grabs my elbow. “I’ll take care of the Mark situation. It isn't something you need to worry about. That’s my job.” She gives my elbow a small squeeze before letting it go.

      I feel better now that the Mark thing is off my chest. When I leave work, I call ahead to my favorite deli and order a bunch of different sandwiches. I’m going to bring all of Barrett’s crew lunch to show my thanks for the hard work they’re putting in at my house.
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      “What did you do?” she squeals when she walks out onto the back porch. She bounces on her toes as she looks around the outdoor space, excitement running through her. It’s adorable how excited she gets about this house.

      “Is this what you had in mind?” I ask, pointing to the swing that’s the size of a bed.

      “Yes! That’s exactly what I wanted.” She goes over to it and slips off her shoes then climbs on it. “Did you hack into my Pinterest?”

      “A magician never reveals his secrets,” I say, going over to the swinging bed and lying down next to her.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but can this swing hold the two of us?” she says as she pokes my stomach.

      “Hey, you’re the one that brought me a meatball sandwich for lunch.” I grab her finger and bring her hand to my mouth, kissing her wrist. “And just for your information, yes. This could hold me and you, and about five kids.”

      Her laughter stills as she looks into my eyes. I lean in close so I can whisper.

      “Don’t swallow your tongue, lady. All in good time.”

      When I lean back I pull her with me so we’re lying on our sides facing one another on the bed. There’s a warm breeze as the sun sets, but we’re in the shade so it’s perfect. This really would be a great place to take a nap if I wasn’t so busy looking at her.

      “So, how was your day?” she asks, changing the subject.

      “Not too bad. I had the most beautiful woman in the world bring me lunch this afternoon, then I got to work on her house until she came home from work.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping.” I lean forward, kissing her again, but this time I don’t know if I can stop. She’s too sweet, too soft, and all I want to do is sink deeper and deeper into her.

      Her lips part and I pull her body flush against mine as I taste her. I pull her leg over the top of mine and my hand goes to her waist. We’re on our sides as close as we can be, but it’s not enough. I want every inch of her body on mine, with nothing between us.

      I growl as I roll her over and pin her to the bed. The kiss deepens and I’m becoming aggressive as her legs spread and allow me to nestle in between them. My cock aches, but so does my body when I move my hands to her ass.

      “Hey, Ginny, you out—”

      Ginny and I break apart to see her sister Gabi standing there stunned.

      “Whoa, my bad,” she says in apology.

      “Is she out here?” Neal says as he comes out the back door and sees the two of us on the bed tangled up. “Oh, hey, Barrett.”

      “I think we should go,” Gabi says pushing on her husband.

      Ginny starts laughing and covers her face, and I shake my head.

      “Do you guys want to stay for dinner?” I ask, knowing I ordered enough food for ten people.

      “Yeah,” Ginny says, sitting up and straightening her shirt. “Um, we’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      As Gabi and Neal go back inside we break into laughter. I pull her onto my lap and kiss her once more.

      “I want to keep doing that,” she says with a pout in her voice.

      “I do, too,” I say, rubbing my nose against hers. “But I don’t want to do that too fast either.”

      “Trying to save your innocence?” she teases, but I take her hand and kiss her wrist again.

      “Something like that,” I say, and she looks surprised. “I just know that you’re important to me, and I don’t want to rush things. I’ve waited a long time for you to walk in my life. I don’t want to hurry through the fun stuff.”

      “Oh,” she says looking shy. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to rush.”

      “I know.” I kiss her again and then stand up. “But don’t worry, I’m going to do that again the second your sister and brother-in-law leave.”

      “So should we just go ahead and ask them to go now, or…?” She trails off, and I laugh.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”
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          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “So now I’m just waiting for Ginny to find a man so we can get knocked up together.” My sister stares at Barrett, making sure he’s picking up what she’s putting down.

      “I can’t believe you just said that,” I groan as I bury my face in my hands. Luckily Barrett laughs beside me, so maybe he thinks it’s a joke.

      “I’m not joking.” My sister’s face is a serious as can be.

      I should have seen this coming when I knew they were staying for dinner. Leave it to my sister to cut right to the chase. It’s probably how she ended up married so fast. Once her mind is set on something, there’s no stopping it. God, I love her, but right now I want to choke her. Or shove a slice of pizza in her mouth. I’m going to murder her when we’re all alone. I know Barrett made the offhand comment when we were on the swing, but holy cow, my sister is going to scare him off.

      “I’ve always wanted a big family.” Barrett leans back, putting his arm on the back of my chair. I feel his thumb stroke my shoulder.

      “Us too. What if we both had twins, Ginny!” Gabi wiggles in her seat excitedly.

      I try and keep my mind from roaming to the things Barrett would have to do to me to get me pregnant. His gentle touch against my back isn't helping. And how can such a simple touch feel so erotic? Now I’m trying not to wiggle in my seat.

      Neal sits there staring at his wife like he always does. I watch him lean over and kiss her neck before whispering something in her ear.

      “I’m not embarrassing them,” Gabi blurts out, looking at Neal like he’s the crazy one.

      I showed Gabi and Neal around the house, letting them see the things Barrett had done. Barrett stayed in the kitchen and set the table, so Gabi immediately started peppering me with questions about him. Then when we all sat down for dinner she asked him a million questions about his life and background. I enjoyed learning about him until somehow everything shifted to babies. I really shouldn't be surprised because my sister has baby fever, so naturally everything goes back to that.

      “Not at all,” Barrett says, and I peek over at him to see he's smiling.

      “Careful or she’ll start planning our wedding,” I joke, but Barrett shrugs as if to say, Have at it.

      I lick my lips, unable to pull my eyes away from him. He winks at me as my sister goes back to all her questions.

      I try to listen, but my thoughts drift to his lips on mine and his heavy body pressed against me. I’d never been so turned on in my whole life, and I shift in my chair when my arousal becomes too much.

      “We’ll all go together. Right, Ginny?” At the sound of my name, I pull my eyes from Barrett's to Gabi, and I notice everyone is staring at me.

      “What?” I’ve completely missed whatever it was she was saying.

      “That we can all go to the fair together this weekend.”

      “We’d love to,” Barrett answers for me.

      “Yay. It’s like a double date. We haven't done that since…” She stops talking when she realizes Neal and Barrett are in the room with us then rolls her eyes. “It was a disaster. No need to get jealous. Ginny almost killed the poor boy.”

      “Gabi,” I warn her to keep her mouth shut.

      I didn’t almost kill him. The car, that I accidentally tripped him in front of, almost killed him. Luckily, he only ended up with a broken arm and some scratches on his face. He never did call me back even though I said I was sorry five million times. How was I supposed to know he was allergic to peanuts when I sent the apology cookies that put him back in the hospital a few days later?

      “Maybe we should warn Barrett about all the accidents that happen to the men around you. So he can be on the lookout,” she deadpans before she bursts into laughter.

      “I have to say, I’ve enjoyed all the accidents so far,” Barrett teases back. Yeah, because they all end with me half naked. He leans over and nibbles my neck. “You don’t agree?”

      All thoughts leave my head when his lips touch my neck.

      “We should go.” Gabi jumps up from her chair. Maybe she’s already pregnant and her hormones are making her crazy, because she’s acting like a nut.

      I don’t try and stop her because I want to be alone with Barrett and possibly go back out to the swing. I stand up as Gabi and Neal come around and we all says our goodbyes. “I’ll call you tomorrow about the fair,” Gabi says before she and Neal head off.

      “She thinks if she leaves we might make a baby,” I say, trying to poke fun at all the things my sister was saying tonight over dinner.

      “Is that so?” he says slowly as he leans against the counter and looks me up and down. “And what is it you want to do?”

      I’m not sure if he’s talking about babies or what we should do right now. I really don’t want him to leave, and as much as the idea of having a cute squishy baby with Barrett gets all my hormones going, I’m not ready to scare him off.

      “We could go back to the swing.”

      He reaches for me and I slide my hand into his. Our fingers lock together, and the feel of his rough hands against mine is igniting something inside me.

      “Or I could show you what I did in your bedroom.” He pulls me closer to him so that our bodies are pressed together.

      “You did something in my room?” I have to look up to see in his eyes. I keep forgetting just how big he is. And not just tall but wide, too. His body was made to build houses.

      “Yeah, the bedroom.” His words are low and inviting.

      I’m not sure if this is a play to end up in bed or to really show me what he’s done in my bedroom. Either way, I’m in.

      “Okay,” I breathe.

      He leans down, and his mouth brushes against mine for a soft kiss. I close my eyes to deepen it, but then let out a squeal of laughter when I’m scooped up in his arms. I hear his own laughter as he takes the stairs two at a time, carrying me like I weigh nothing more than a feather.
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      When we get to the top of the stairs, I stop and tell her to close her eyes, but she hesitates and looks at me suspiciously.

      “Do you trust me?”

      She bites her lip and nods then does as I ask.

      The lights are off upstairs and the sun is long set, so it’s perfect for what I want to show her.

      “Now, no matter what, I want you to keep those eyes closed. Promise me,” I say as I carry her into the master bedroom.

      “I’m nervous, but I promise.”

      I lean down and brush my lips across hers. “Cross your heart?”

      She nods, and I kiss her once again as I walk over to the bed and place her in the middle of it. I climb on with her and move over her body, laying my weight on her. I put my elbows down on either side of her so that I don’t crush her, then brush the hair out of her face.

      “Remember, no peeking,” I say, then I kiss her lips and move down her jaw and neck. I kiss a trail down between her breasts and she gasps. “You can talk all you want, lady.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      My hands go to her waist and push her shirt up to reveal her silk bra. “You can tell me to stop,” I say, kissing each breast over the top of the material. “Or to keep going.”

      “Keep going,” she says quickly, stretching her hands above her head.

      I smile against the warmth of her skin, and I pull the material down to reveal a tight nipple. My tongue flicks over the tip and her back arches into me. When I cover it with my mouth and suckle her, she moans my name.

      Pushing her shirt completely off, I pull down the other cup of her bra so I can see her other breast. My hands move to both of them, pushing them together so that I can rub my face between them, feeling their soft skin against my unshaven face.

      “And what about this?” I ask as I kiss one nipple then the other. “Stop or keep going?”

      “Don’t stop. Whatever you’re doing, just keep doing it.”

      I laugh and bury my face in her breasts and allow the lower half of my body to nestle between her legs. Her knees fall open wide as I rub my legs against hers.

      Her hands tug at my shirt, and I get the message and pull it off. When I do, I put my hand over her eyes and whisper in her ear, “Remember, no peeking.”

      “Just promise me I’ll get to see all of this at some point,” she says, running her hands through my chest hair.

      “Soon, lady. Just let me enjoy you a little longer.”

      She relaxes once she knows she’s going to get what she wants. As if I would ever deny her anything she desired, especially seeing me without a shirt on.

      I kiss my way down to her breasts again and between them, but this time I move lower. I kiss the flat tender space between them, then move to the soft skin of her stomach. My hands go to either side, raising her up off the bed a little as I kiss my way down to her belly button. When I get there, she giggles and tries to cover it with her hands.

      “Put them above your head,” I order, kissing the fingers that are blocking what I want.

      “I can’t see and now I can’t touch? This is a terrible surprise.” She’s smiling when she says it, and I love how playful she’s being right now.

      “You can touch, but you can’t keep me from getting what I want,” I say as my lips move to the edge of her jeans.

      Unbuttoning them, I slide them off her hips, leaving her silk panties on. I place kisses along the edge of her panties and then move my lips to her pussy. I leave the material in place, nuzzling against it, inhaling her warm scent and tasting her through the silk. There’s already a damp spot on them from her sweet pussy being turned on. So I open my mouth over it and tongue her clit through the silk.

      “Barrett.” She gasps my name and it sends a shiver of need down my spine.

      Kissing her pussy with her panties still on is teasing the both of us. It’s dirty and makes me want her even more as I try to keep her innocence for as long as possible.

      “Take them off,” she whines as her hips move, but I shake my head.

      “Not tonight,” I say, flicking my tongue across her wet silk. “Give me your hands.”

      She reaches down, and I entwine her fingers with mine as I continue to love her pussy. I use my tongue to show her all that I feel and how I can’t wait to do more. Looking over her body, I see she’s got her bra pushed down with her breasts out, and her panties are soaked with need and my mouth. It’s almost too much for me to take, but I have to try and stay strong. I don’t want to do too much too fast and scare her off.

      When I feel her fingers clench mine and her legs become restless, I know she’s closer. I bury my face between her thighs and suck on her little nub. Her body responds in kind, and she cries out as her climax echoes through the room.

      “Open your eyes,” I whisper against her pussy, and I kiss her one more time.

      She gasps, and I smile as I kiss my way back up her body.

      “I see stars,” she says, blinking a few times.

      I move beside her and wrap my body around her. I look up at the glass window I put above her bed. “I wanted you to see the stars every night,” I say, and she looks over at me with the brightest smile I’ve ever seen.

      “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Almost as beautiful as you.” I tuck her hair behind her ear and she reaches for me. I reach behind her and unclasp her bra before tossing it onto the floor beside the bed. Then I wrap her in my arms and she puts her head on my chest, looking up at the sky.

      “Thank you,” she says then laughs. “I meant for the skylight, but for everything, too, I guess.”

      “It was all for my pleasure,” I say, kissing the top of her head. “I wanted you to sleep under a blanket of stars, but selfishly I wanted it to be with me.”

      “Does that mean you’re staying the night?” she asks as she looks up and rests her chin on my chest.

      “Unless you’d like me to leave.”

      “Never,” she whispers, and I reach down, pulling her up so that we’re eye to eye.

      “Don’t say things you don’t mean.”

      “Cross my heart,” she promises, saying again the words I asked for earlier.

      I roll us over so she’s pinned under me again. “You’re making it hard for me to stay in control.”

      She runs her fingers across my chest before she looks up at me through her lashes. “Maybe I want you to lose control.”

      I press my forehead to hers and close my eyes. “From the moment I met you all I wanted to do was lay you down and find out how deep I could bury myself inside you.” I swallow and then open my eyes. “But I tasted that sweet heaven between your legs and I know that it’s untouched.”

      She bites her lip and then nods as her cheeks flush.

      I rub my thumb across them, loving how truly innocent she is. “I think something so precious should be treated that way.” I bury my face in her neck and kiss my way down her body. “I’ll be so good to you, Genevieve.” My lips take the same path as before, moving between her legs once again. “I’ll worship the sweet treasure you’ve saved for me, but don’t ask me to be gentle.”

      She gasps as I fist her wet panties and rip them from her body.

      “If you want me to lose control, I’ll do it,” I growl low in my chest. “But you need to be prepared for what that means.”

      I flatten my hand on the inside of her thighs and press them open as far as they can go. Then I lean down, and this time when I kiss her pussy, it’s for my pleasure. The taste of her bare cunt on my tongue sends me to another plane of existence. Suddenly I’m a beast at the dawn of man, and she belongs to me.

      Sliding two fingers down her thigh, I plunge them into her wet channel. She gasps, but she doesn’t tell me to stop as my slick fingers work in and out of her.

      “Mine,” I say through clenched teeth as my tongue drags through her folds and to her clit.

      She cries out my name as my fingers find the pleasure spot inside her and begin to rub. Her whole body shakes, and I stretch her while making her ache for more. I offer her what she craves, but it’s all for my taking. I’m selfish right now, and somehow she’s getting off on it. She wanted me to lose control and I have. There is no restraint left in me.

      “I want to fuck you,” I grit out as I suck one pussy lip into my mouth, then the other. “I want to bend you over right now and sink my bare cock into this tight little hole.”

      “Shit,” she whispers as her hips keep moving with the thrusts of my fingers.

      “I want to cum in your virgin pussy and get you pregnant,” I say, just not giving a damn anymore. I’m over the edge of sanity, and I think her pussy might have something to do with it. The thoughts of her have been driving me crazy, and one taste of her and now I’m done for.

      “Oh god, why is that so hot?” she moans, and I can feel her getting wetter.

      “The thought of me fucking you, or the thought of me getting you pregnant while we do it?”

      “Either,” she gasps, and I rub her G-spot. “Both.”

      “When was your last period?” I ask as I lick her pussy and grind my throbbing cock into the bed.

      “Two weeks ago.” Her hips rock up, seeking my mouth.

      “Fuck, you’re ovulating.” I move my fingers faster. “Are you on anything?”

      “No,” she moans and spreads her legs wider.

      I curse as I open my mouth over her pussy and keep tonguing it. She’s drenched now, just from the talk of possibly getting pregnant.

      “Roll over,” I growl as I reach down and jerk open my jeans.

      She does as I ask without hesitation and I push my underwear down my legs. My thick cock springs free and the head is already coated in cream for her. He wants to make it as easy as possible to slip inside.

      “Ass in the air, lady.”

      She keeps her chest on the bed as she spreads her knees and pushes her ass up. I lay my body over the top of her and drag the wet tip of my cock through her folds.

      “I bet it takes on the first try,” I say as I move my hand under her and press it to her lower belly. “Right here.” I slide my cock in and her body tenses, but I hold her steady as I sink further. “Shhh, almost there,” I encourage her as I begin to give her more of me.

      “Oh god,” she gasps but doesn’t tell me to stop or to slow down.

      “You’re doing so good,” I soothe, keeping my hand on her belly as my cock goes deeper.

      When I feel my balls press against her wet pussy lips, I’m as far as I can go. Her tight pussy squeezes the base of my cock and I can feel spurts of cum already spreading inside her.

      “I’ll always give you whatever you want, Genevieve.”

      I kiss her shoulder as I slide out, just an inch, and sink back in. I don’t want to be out of her, even to thrust back in. So instead of long strokes, I keep them shallow. My fingers trail to her pussy and play with her clit as I hold myself deep.

      “I can’t wait to get you pregnant,” I whisper as her body tenses. “As soon as you cum and make your cervix nice and soft for me, I’m going to breed you.”

      She gasps before she cries out, her body unable to fight the powerful wave any longer. My fingers on her clit, my thick cock deep inside her, there’s no escape.

      She nearly collapses on the bed with the weight of her orgasm, but I hold her hips up as I thrust deeper and then release. Waves of cum pulse from my cock as I empty all that I have inside her. I roar like a lion as I stake my claim on her body and mark her in every primal way possible.

      I’m gasping for air and I manage to fall on my side but move her with me as I go. I leave my cock buried deep inside her, trying to remember how to breathe.

      I wrap my arms and legs around her, not taking the chance that she might pull away and needing her as close as possible.

      “That’s what happens,” I whisper as I kiss her shoulder.

      “What?”

      “When I lose control.”

      She looks back at me and she smiles as she bites her lip. “I like it.”

      “Be careful, lady. You’re only feeding the beast.”

      I thrust into her again, thinking this is going to be a long night.
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      A loud bang startles me awake, and I sit up in bed. I look at the empty space next to me and hear Barrett shout, “Keep it down,” from outside my bedroom.

      I fall back on the bed and roll over, burying my face in the pillow and inhaling his scent. I don’t want to get up and I wish he was still in bed with me.

      Last night was perfect. My heart flutters when I think about all the things he said. He went from sweet and soft to a barbarian in an instant. I don’t know which I enjoyed more, but luckily, I don’t have to pick between the two.

      The things he said about getting me pregnant were so dirty but turned me on. My hand goes to my stomach to rest there. Maybe that was just dirty talk… But we didn’t do anything to prevent it, so it must have been for real. I debate if I should ask my sister about it, but she’ll get overly excited and start making baby registries for us.

      Barrett implied he was a virgin, so I don’t think I have to worry about catching something. Still, having a baby with someone I’m not even technically dating is freaking crazy. But when I really think about it, what’s the worst that could happen? I get pregnant and the two of us don’t work out? We can co-parent. I don’t think he’d be a bad person to have to do that with, because everyone has said he is a good man to the core.

      The thought of not being together hurts because even with the short amount of time we’ve been together, this feels right.

      It’s so dark in my room and I roll over and look up at the skylight, but it’s gone. I glance over at the clock on the bedside table and see it’s a little after ten. I’m shocked I slept so late. Last night with the stars above me was so perfect. Everything we shared was beyond my wildest dreams, but was it all a dream?

      When I hear another loud bang, I sit up again wondering what’s going on. Barrett yells at someone and then a second later the bedroom door opens. I yank the sheet tight around me and he comes in and closes the door behind him.

      I stare at him and I swear he gets hotter every time I look at him. No way was he a virgin before last night. That math doesn’t add up.

      He smiles at me as he comes over to the bed. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Where did the skylight go?” I ask, too embarrassed to tell him what’s really going on in my mind.

      “Alexa, open skylight.” I look up and watch a screen that blends in perfectly with the ceiling retract.

      The sun pours into the room and I love it. “Wow.” No wonder I was able to sleep so late.

      “What were you thinking about?” he asks again as he strokes my cheek. “Tell me.”

      “Were you really a virgin?” I lick my lips, somewhat embarrassed to bring up what we did last night.

      Barrett leans close and smiles. “Yeah,” he says before he kisses me.

      He tugs the sheet from my body as he pushes me down flat onto the bed. “Why is that so hard to believe? You were, too.”

      “I’m younger than you,” I say between kisses as I wrap my arms around his neck. “Why are you wearing all these clothes?” I pull at his shirt, wanting him naked.

      “Lady, we can’t right now. There are ten other men in this house.”

      I ignore him and keep pulling at his shirt. It should be a crime for him to ever wear one. Though I don’t want anyone else seeing him without it.

      He groans as he leans back and then steps away from the bed. I lie there, my body aching for more.

      “I don’t want them hearing you, and I think you’re still sore.” He’s breathing heavy and his eyes are hungry as they roam over my naked body.

      “I don’t care.” I sit up.

      “I do,” he says through gritted teeth. He’s fighting with himself, and I have to smother a laugh at how serious he is about this. To be honest, I don’t want them to hear us either, but when he’s close, all rational thoughts leave my head.

      “Does your crew work every day?” I ask, and even I can hear the pout in my voice.

      “No, but I knew if I let them come today they could get a lot done. Plus, it would stop me from mauling you all over again. I know you have to be sore after last night.”

      I shrug, not caring about the twinge I feel between my legs. To be honest, it’s nothing compared to what I thought it would be. Barrett was so gentle.

      “Wait. Do all those guys know you stayed the night?” I look over at the door.

      “I was dressed when they got here, but probably.”

      I groan and close my eyes, knowing it’s going to feel awkward to face them. They’ll know we had sex. Then I feel the weight of him come over me as he blankets my body with his.

      “People are going to know about us, so you might as well get used to it.”

      “I’m shy. You know that,” I tell him.

      “You sure that’s the reason?” I search his face and see his own concern there. I never thought about him being insecure, too. I was sure women threw themselves at him.

      “This is all new to me. I feel like when I go out there, there’s going to be this giant light flashing over me, telling everyone I’m not a virgin anymore.” He chuckles. “I know it’s ridiculous.” I roll my eyes at myself. In truth, they probably won’t even notice me at all.

      “I promise you, lady, they won’t be looking at you if they want to keep their eyes. I already warned them that you’re mine.”

      “Should I be offended you’ve claimed me like property?” I tease him.

      “But you’re not.”

      “No. I’m not.” I run my hands up his big chest. I’m more than okay with him claiming me. “Why do you call me lady?” I ask.

      “You remind me of a ladybug. All that red hair, and so petite. Also, I think you’re good luck. Does it bother you?”

      “No, I was just wondering if it was a name for just me.”

      “I’m not prone to nicknames. Except for my sisters. I usually call them brats.” He smiles.

      “And what do they call you?”

      He shakes his head as gets up from the bed. “Player.”

      “What?” I say, startled by that.

      “It’s not what you think,” he sighs. “They used to set me up all the time, and my dates always ended horribly. You have no idea how bad they’d go. I went on so many first dates with people they’d force me to go out with they thought I was hopping from woman to woman. It turned into a big joke that I was some player.” He shakes his head, clearly not liking the reason for the name. Or at least annoyed with it.

      I start laughing. “I know the feeling. I pretty much gave up.”

      He folds his arms over his chest. “You mean you’ve given it up after last night, right? You went out with Mark not long ago, and I’m not okay with that.” There’s a spark of jealousy in his voice, and I like it…probably more than I should.

      “Yes, I’m done after last night. Besides, that was kind of a forced date,” I admit, but it does nothing to cool the possessive look in his eyes. So I decide to change the subject, or at least distract him.

      I get up from the bed, and Barrett makes a show of looking my naked body up and down. I walk towards him and lean up on my tiptoes. “I’m looking forward to our date today.” I wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my chest into his. The swell of his cock pushes against me as Barrett grips my hips.

      “You’re making it really hard not to put you on your back and have my way with you.”

      “That’s not the only thing that’s hard.” I smile at him.

      His hand connects with my ass and I let out a yelp. Then I laugh and try to get away.

      “Get ready. We have to get out of this house.” He kisses me hard and deep before pulling back reluctantly and leaving the room.

      I reach up and touch my lips, feeling his kiss linger. I can’t keep the smile off my face as I head into the bathroom. I pause when I see my reflection in the mirror and look over my body.

      My lips are swollen and my hair is a mess. I turn and laugh when I see a small red mark where Barrett smacked my ass. My pale skin shows everything.

      I hop in the shower and hate to wash away the smell of Barrett. But I have a feeling it won’t take him long to get it back on me.

      When I get out I blow-dry my hair and then put on a little makeup. I go digging through my closet for something to wear, trying to find something easy and cool. It’s going to be hot out, so I grab a pair of jean shorts and a tank top. We’ll be walking around all day at the fair, so I get my Converse sneakers since they’re the most comfortable. When I’m all set, I grab a pair of sunglasses and push them into my hair.

      When I’m ready, I open my bedroom door and pause when I see one of the workers standing there. “He’s in the kitchen,” he tells me.

      “Thanks,” I say and go downstairs.

      When I walk into the kitchen Barrett comes right to me and pulls me into his arms. Then he kisses me right in front of everyone before releasing me and giving me a coffee.

      “We need to make a stop by my place, then brunch,” he says, but I’m still dizzy from his kiss.

      “Mmkay.”

      “Then to Home Depot,” he adds, taking my hand gently in his and walking to the front door.

      “Oh my god. We sound like a married couple with these plans,” I laugh, sipping my coffee.

      “Well, the courthouse is on the way if you’d like to go ahead and do that, too.” I wait for him to smirk or show me that he’s teasing, but he doesn't.

      “Yeah, sure,” I laugh, patting his chest and shaking my head. “Besides, if my sister wasn't there she’d burn my house to the ground.”

      “Not if I told her I was working on knocking you up. She’d be too busy making plans for the nursery.”

      I stare up at him, not sure how to respond to that. Damn it, he’s right.

      “Come on, lady.” He kisses my hand as we walk to the truck. “You’ll get used to the idea of it soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “That is not your house.” I stare out the windshield of Barrett’s giant truck.

      I noticed when he helped me in that he’d had a side step installed on it. Not that it matters because he still had to pick me up so I could get in it.

      “A contractor’s home is always the last done.” He shrugs.

      “It’s a shack.” I look over at him. “There’s nothing wrong with it, the place is really nice, I’m just shocked. I’ve seen what you’ve done with my house and looked up some of the projects you've completed. I just thought…” I trail off, suddenly feeling rude. Who am I to talk? I lived in an apartment a few weeks ago. If it wasn't for him, I’d be living in a home that wasn't safe—and worse than his place.

      “I bought the land to save it. Janet tried to get it protected, but it didn't go through, so I bought it. I guess some rare hummingbird lives on it and they wanted to cut down all the trees and make a shopping center.” He shrugs. “I bought it and dropped this tiny house on it for a place to live. It’s not like I have a family. I was living in a small condo before because it was all I needed at the time. Once I got this land I decided I could stay here instead. I could also help the birds by not allowing someone to destroy it.” He points to a large tree and I look over and see tons of bird feeders hanging from it.

      “How are you not already snatched up by a woman?” I ask. He’s so perfect and sweet it’s unreal.

      “Because I’ve been waiting for you,” he says easily.

      “So, what happens if you don’t stay here?” I hedge, wondering if he will come stay with me, or if some nights he won’t be in my bed. The thought does not sit well in my stomach.

      “I’m sure I can find someone to rent this place and feed the birds. Or we could keep it and come visit. It could be a love shack to hide out from our kids when we need a break.”

      I stare at him in surprise. He only smiles bigger at me before hopping out of the truck. What can I possibly say to that? I was thinking about how I don’t want him to be away from me, and he just keeps throwing down all these commitments.

      I watch as he walks around and opens my door then helps me down. My body slides down his and I wish I could blurt out for him to take me to the courthouse because I want to lock this guy down.

      “I guess no one would hear us out here.” I bite my lip and feel my cheeks flush.

      “No, they wouldn't.”

      I laugh when he throws me over his shoulder and stomps into the little house. In seconds he drops me onto a small bed and settles himself on top of me, his arms bearing his weight.

      “How do you sleep on this tiny thing?”

      “It’s only me. I don’t need a lot of room,” he says as he starts to pull my clothes from my body.

      I try and make a joke, but all thoughts of teasing leave when he yanks off my shorts and panties and his mouth dives between my legs.

      “She’s still tender, but I’ll kiss her better.” He takes a long lick and I moan his name. His hands dig into my thighs as he spreads them farther apart.

      I try and fight the orgasm, not wanting to cum already, but it’s no use. I’m too primed and needy. Pleasure that’s been building since I woke up spikes, and I cry out as the climax hits me. Warmth spreads through my body, but Barrett doesn’t stop.

      I’m too sensitive, but he keeps going, pushing me into another orgasm almost as fast as the last. My body isn’t my own anymore as he keeps at it, making one orgasm run into the next. I lose count while I lie on his bed, only able to take what he gives.

      When I don’t think my body can handle any more, I reach for him and let him know I want him inside me.

      “Lady, you’re going to have to wait.” He stands, and I want to argue that I need more, but he’s left me boneless. He leans down and kisses me. “Don’t move,” he says against my lips before leaving the bedroom and then returning moments later with a few books in his hand.

      “I have some ideas,” he says, lying down next to me and flipping through the books. He shows me pictures of things I could do to the house, telling me things he knows I already told him I wanted. He really did listen to every word I said when I showed him the house the first time.

      “You’re going to live there with me, aren't you?” I raise my head from his chest to look up at him. I fight back the happy tears trying to escape my eyes. All those horrible dates I had were just killing time until I could find him. I’m so glad I waited, because now Barrett and I can share so many firsts together.

      “If you think I’ll spend another night of my life without you next to me, you didn't understand what I was saying last night.”

      “I understood,” I admit. “It was all just too good to be true, and I wanted to make sure it wasn’t in the heat of the moment. I swear you just came out of nowhere. The truth is, my sister said she tried to set us up but you shot her down. We’re twins, so it was kind of a hit to my ego.”

      Barrett rolls on top of me and pins me to the bed. “You and your sister look nothing alike.”

      I laugh. “Yes, we do. We’re identical.”

      “I promise you don’t. I was never attracted to your sister, but the second I saw you I was all in. Don’t you get it? I see you. And I knew from that first second you were mine.”

      I lean up, brushing my mouth against his, and he deepens the kiss, pouring everything into it. But all too soon he’s standing up and grabbing my hands to help me up from the bed.

      “Come on, or we’ll never leave.”

      I reluctantly get dressed, knowing we have a bunch of crap we need to get done today. Also, we have our double date tonight, and I’ll have the chance to fill my sister in on a whole lot of stuff.

      Mainly that she should start trying to have a baby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I never thought a trip to the hardware store could be so much fun. But seeing Genevieve’s eyes light up and being able to get her exactly what she wants warms me up inside. We went up and down the aisles talking about projects and ideas she has for the future. Our future. I wasn’t joking when I said I was going to take her by the courthouse, but I have a feeling my own sisters would skin me alive if they couldn’t be there, too.

      I paid for everything, even though she tried to offer to share some of the costs. I shook my head and she finally let me without too much of an incident. We had what we ordered scheduled to deliver to the house and before long it was all going to come together. I was going to give her the house of her dreams because it was going to be my dream, too. Being with her and making a family in our home is what I’ve been waiting on.

      Time always flies by when we’re together, so before I knew it, the sun was setting and we were on the way to the fair.

      “My sister texted me. She’s by the front entrance waiting on us,” Genevieve says as we park the truck and I get out to help her down.

      “You ready to eat some fried foods and see the county’s biggest pig?” I ask, taking her hand in mine as we walk towards the gates.

      “God, I love fair food. Everything is so bad for you.” There’s a dreamy sigh in her voice.

      “Just get those arms ready to hold some stuffed animals. I plan on winning you all of them.”

      “Don’t tease me,” she says, laughing with excitement. “I want at least a dozen.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      We meet Gabi and Neal at the front and then go in together. I put down a stack of cash and get a pile of tickets in return. I plan on my lady having the most fun ever tonight and getting to do whatever she wants.

      She bounces on her toes as I take her hand and we head for the funnel cakes.

      “Step right up!” a man shouts after we’ve gotten our fried dough, and Genevieve points with a powder-covered finger.

      “Oh, I want that one!” There’s a gigantic fluffy unicorn hanging beside the game, and I nod.

      “I’m on it, lady.”

      We walk over, and the guy explains how it works. You take an oversized hammer and slam it down on a lever. If you hit it with enough force and ring the bell, you win the prize.

      “Easy enough,” I say, and the guy nods in agreement.

      “A big man like you? No problem,” he says and hands me a hammer.

      It’s not heavy at all, but Genevieve, Gabi, and Neal back up as I get into position.

      I wink at Genevieve before I heft the hammer up over my head and bring it down hard on the lever. To my surprise, the thing hardly moves. I look back to the group, who look just as puzzled as I do.

      “What the…?”

      “You’ve got two more chances, young man,” the carnival attendant says. “Put your back into it. It’s not that hard.”

      This time I grip the hammer harder and bring it over my head, using all my might to bring it straight down.

      “What the hell?” I say in shock as once again the weight moves only about a foot off the ground, displaying the word wimpy across the top.

      By this time a few more people start to gather around and are watching me.

      “You got it, baby!” Genevieve shouts around a mouthful of funnel cake.

      I look at Neal and Gabi, who are fighting a smile. Neal shrugs at me, like he has no clue.

      “Last try, last try!” the carnival worker calls out, and I begin to eye him suspiciously. This game can’t be fair.

      I take a breath before I grip the hammer and bring it up and down one more time, this one as hard as I possibly can. The bottom nearly splits in two, but still the weight hardly moves.

      “This is rigged,” I say, holding out the hammer as the carnival worker comes over. “This can’t be right.”

      “Sorry, sir. Perhaps you’d like your lady to win you a prize?” He takes the hammer from me and holds it out to Genevieve.

      “If I can’t do it, how is she supposed to?” As the words come out of my mouth, Genevieve races over and shoves her funnel cake into my hands and takes the hammer.

      “I’ve always wanted to do this one.”

      She grips it tight, and I barely have time to get out of the way before she swings the hammer up and slams it back down. This time when the hammer connects, the puck shoots all the way up to the top, the bell rings, and a siren goes off shouting, “winner!”

      “Holy shit, Ginny, you did it!” Gabi shouts as Genevieve jumps up and down and the guy comes over to give her the unicorn.

      “Oh my god, I never win anything!” she yells happily as she jumps in my arms. “This is the best ever. I want to do another one!”

      And that’s the way most of the night goes for us. We get some fried food, and I try to win her a stuffed animal, but she ends up swooping in and being the one to do it. After a couple of hours, my arms are full of stuff she’s won, but the smile on her face could light up the whole city. I have to go out and put them all in my truck because they were getting too heavy to carry.

      Gabi and Neal have to leave early after they go on a ride and Gabi throws up everywhere. I tried to warn her about eating three cheesecakes on a stick in a row, but nobody wanted to listen to reason.

      “Are you having fun?” I ask as we walk through the petting zoo and she looks at the fluffy chicks.

      “So much fun. Are you disappointed that I won all the prizes?” She doesn’t even have the decency to look contrite. She’s grinning like a villain. I shake my head.

      “No, my masculinity took a bit of a hit, but seeing you light up every time you won was worth it.”

      “Don’t worry,” she whispers, coming in close. “I’ll still let you be on top.”

      “You little tease,” I growl, and she giggles, just as someone says my name.

      “Barrett?”

      I turn around to see my sisters Steph and Lynn walking towards us.

      “Hey!” I say, wrapping an arm around Genevieve and pulling her with me. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “We tried to call you, it went to voicemail. I told Steph I thought that was your monster truck in the parking lot.”

      I lean down and hug each of them before I turn to introduce them. “I’m glad you guys are here. This is my Genevieve. Lady, these are my sisters, Lynn and Steph.” They all say hello and then I turn to Steph.

      “What are you doing in town without even telling me? Where’s the rest of your family?” I ask, looking behind her.

      “I had to come back for some personal stuff,” she says, looking at me then looking away quickly. “The kids are at home with John. I’m just here for one more night and Lynn thought we should come to the fair and have some fried stuff.”

      “Oh god, try the fried Snickers—they’re like heaven in your mouth,” Genevieve offers, and she and Steph begin to talk about all the fair food they love.

      “Personal stuff?” I ask Lynn as Steph and Genevieve go to the stand near us to get some food.

      Lynn sighs and shakes her head. “The restraining order she had on Mark expired,” she says, looking around and then back to me. “She said she got a letter in the mail last week that shook her up and she had a feeling it might be him.”

      “Why didn’t she tell me?” I ask through gritted teeth. The hair on the back of my neck stands up and I clench my fists.

      “Do you see the way you’re reacting right now?” Lynn says, and it does nothing to make me feel better. “I think she just wanted to have this done and out of the way. She said it would be a quick trip to the judge’s office and that’s it. She’s planning to leave tomorrow.”

      “Did she tell John her real reason for coming here?” I know the answer before I even ask. Lynn shakes her head and I roll my eyes. Of course she didn’t.

      “Listen, I’ve told her she needs to talk to him about it. At least so that he knows what’s going on. But I think she just wants to put it in her past.”

      “Too bad it won’t stay there,” I say as Steph and Genevieve come walking towards us.

      “Just don’t say anything to her,” Lynn warns, giving me that mothering stare of hers.

      “I love her,” Steph whispers as she walks over beside me and nods to Genevieve.

      “Me too,” I whisper back, and she looks at me with a mixture of shock and excitement.

      Genevieve spends the rest of the night bragging about all the work I’ve done on her house while taking Steph to all the best food stands. Hearing her pride in my work makes my chest swell, and I can hear the love in her voice.

      We’re both falling hard and fast, but I’m not about to stop it. It feels right, and time doesn’t mean anything when it comes to love. Life is short and I’m going to spend it doing what makes me happy. And that has everything to do with the beauty in my arms.

      “You guys should just come see the place,” Genevieve says, and my sisters beam.

      “You mean now? Tonight?” Lynn asks excitedly.

      “Whatever the lady wants,” I say, nodding to Genevieve.

      “Yes, please!” Steph says, and Genevieve practically drags us from the fair.

      I walk my sisters to their car and see they parked beside us. I help load Genevieve in the truck and make sure my sisters are following me.

      “I really like them,” she says as she glances behind us. “Gabi will love them, too. I hate she got sick; she could have come over and hung out.”

      “I tried to warn her,” I say, and she laughs.

      “You can’t tell her anything.”

      “What are we going to do with all these?” I ask, pointing to the pile of stuffed animals between us.

      “I’ll take them to work. They’re doing a toy drive, and I don’t need them,” she says picking up the unicorn. “Well, maybe we can save one.”

      She laughs as I roll my eyes and drive us home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “So, tell me everything about you and Barrett now that he’s not in here,” Steph says as we look outside to where Lynn and Barrett are talking.

      Barrett took Lynn outside to show her the plans for the garden. It’s nighttime, but the porch lights are on, and apparently Lynn really loves to garden.

      “It’s all happening fast, but it feels like it’s been happening forever. You know?”

      “I totally get it. It was that way for John and me. I ran away to college the second I could, and he was like a brick wall that came out of nowhere. From the moment we met it was fast and we were inseparable after that.”

      She stares out at her siblings, watching them.

      “They used to have their own garden together when they were little,” Steph says.

      “Really?” I love hearing details about Barrett as a child. I want to know it all.

      “The two of them have always been close.” There’s more in her voice, but I can’t tell what it is. “They’re out there talking about me.”

      “How can you tell?” I ask, following her eyes.

      “Because I can see the tension in Lynn’s eyebrows and Barrett keeps clenching his fists.

      “Can I be honest with you?” I say, wanting to have everything out in the open.

      “It would be refreshing,” she says as she turns to me and smiles.

      “Barrett told me about Mark,” I admit, and I see the surprise in her eyes. “He told me because he saw me go on a date with him, and he intervened before anything could happen.”

      “Shit,” she whispers and turns away from the door and walks back into the kitchen. “I should have known he wouldn’t stop.”

      “You don’t have to tell me about that night. But if Barrett hadn’t been there to warm me and to step in, I don’t know what might have happened. Maybe nothing, but after I turned him down I could see a side of him I didn’t see before.”

      “I didn’t tell Barrett that night everything that happened because I knew he’d kill him. He had his whole life ahead of him and I didn’t want him to go to jail because of my stupidity.”

      “You weren’t stupid,” I say, sitting down beside her and putting her hand in mine. “You were young, and Mark is a predator. One that hasn’t stopped over time.”

      “We had dated a few times, but one night he got aggressive. I told him no, but he didn’t stop. I just closed my eyes and let it happen because I knew if I fought it would be worse.”

      A single tear rolls down her cheek and she wipes it away. My heart aches for her and for the innocence she lost. I think about my first time with Barrett and how special and beautiful it was. How much I wanted it to happen and how willing I was to give myself to him because I trusted him. She had that choice taken away, and no one should ever be in that position.

      “You didn’t tell the police?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “I got a restraining order, but it expired. That’s why I’m home now. I got a creepy letter in the mail and I know it was from him. All it said was, Time’s up and I’ll never forget,” she says, straightening up. “I’ve been through a lot of therapy and I know what happened wasn’t my fault.”

      “You’re totally right,” I say, squeezing her hand and offering support.

      “Back when it happened, my dad knew a judge and he got a restraining order without any evidence or charges. I couldn’t get the same one now because of the statute of limitations and the previous judge has retired.” She clears her throat and looks over at me. “There’s nothing I can do about it now.” She glances back to where Lynn and Barrett are. “I haven’t told them yet. Lynn thinks it’s all taken care of, and I can’t tell Barrett. He’ll flip his lid.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say, and we laugh a little together.

      “I’ve never seen him so happy,” she says softly. “I’m not normally this upset, but being back home with my siblings makes me ache for them. I hate that I had to move so far away. I loved growing up here, and my kids are missing out on their aunt and uncle. Well, soon to be more than one aunt I’m sure.”

      “I promise you, I’m going to fix this,” I say.

      I see the pain in her eyes and I can’t imagine how much she misses her family. She ran away and she’s isolated herself for far too long. I’ve got my own strings I can pull, and I can do this for her and for Barrett. This whole family needs closure, and on Monday when I go back to work, I’m going to talk to the mayor again.

      “I hope my brother knows how lucky he is.” She nudges me as we hear the back door open. “If not, you’ve got my number. Just call me and I’ll come kick his ass.”

      “My ass?” Barrett says as he slides in beside me. “Think again, baby sister.”

      “I’m full of fried food and ready for bed. You coming, Steph?” Lynn says as she grabs her keys.

      “I don’t know, this house is so beautiful, and it’s got more than enough rooms.”

      “You’re welcome to stay,” I offer, but Barrett puts his hand over my mouth.

      “Goodnight, sisters,” he says.

      I give Lynn a hug and she whispers in my ear that he better not screw this up. Then I go to hug Steph and I tell her I’m going to keep my promise. The two of them smile at me, then Barrett walks them to their car.

      When he comes back in, I’m turning off the lights in the kitchen and locking the back door. For a second I think I see movement out back in the trees, but Barrett comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “Do you want to go see the skylight again?” he asks, and I hum in pleasure as I lean into his strong body.

      “You’re damn right I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      I smile as Barrett kisses me all along my neck, slow and sweet. I stir my coffee looking out the window wondering if life could get any more perfect than this. This whole weekend has felt like a dream. I turn and go up on my tiptoes to rest my arms on his shoulders. His rich scent fills my lungs, and it makes me feel so safe.

      “I don’t wanna go to work today.” I want to stay here with him. The weekend went by way too fast and now it’s back to real life. I don’t want to get lost in stacks of paperwork when I’d rather get lost in him.

      “I’m going to work on the house then swing by my place and grab some stuff.” He squeezes my ass and lifts me. My legs wrap around him the best they can as he steps over a few feet and sets me down onto the counter. “So feel free to quit and hang out with me today.”

      He gives me a teasing wink, making me wonder if it’s true that in every joke lies a hint of truth. It would be so much fun to help him on some of his historical rebuilds. It’s always been a dream of mine, but I don’t voice that to him. I don’t want to come off as a stage five clinger, but that might already be too late.

      “How much stuff?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “A good amount,” he tells me before kissing me and leaving me breathless.

      “Are you always going to kiss me so perfectly that you make my world stop moving?” I sigh. I keep thinking I’ll get used to it, but somehow each one is better than the last.

      “Yes,” he says before he kisses me again.

      This time I feel it all the way to my toes and I try to deepen it. But just as I pull him closer, a loud beeping sound echoes through the house. I look around the kitchen trying to figure out where it’s coming from.

      “It’s an alarm I installed. It goes off when someone pulls in the driveway.” He points at an iPad lying on the counter. “Everything runs off of that. I’m going to mount it on the wall today and you can access it though your phone, too.”

      “Are there going to be cameras, too?” I ask excitedly.

      “Yeah. A few in the house as well.”

      “So I can stalk you from work.” I wiggle my eyebrows. I really like this idea. Though I might not get much done other than studying Barrett’s ass.

      “If you want. It will be nice when we have kids, too.” He places a kiss on my nose then nods towards the door. “It’s your sister.” A moment later she’s whirling through the front door. “She needs to learn to knock. I could have had you bent over this kitchen counter,” he tells me in a low voice so only I can hear it.

      My mouth drops open for a second, and I start to tell him she can do what she wants, but then he kisses me again. When his tongue slides into my mouth all my protests are gone. My hands slide down his broad chest and I dig my fingers into his chest. I forget everything else until I hear my sister clear her throat.

      “Oops.” I jerk back, and I understand what he means.

      I don’t think when he’s got his hands on me, and having her walk in on us would be super embarrassing. I peep over Barrett’s shoulder as his lips go to my neck and he keeps kissing me. I have to fight a moan, and my sister looks shocked and unsure of what to do as she looks away from us.

      “Umm,” she says loudly as her face turns bright red.

      “Barrett.” I try to get him to stop, but his mouth only moves to my ear.

      “I think you both get what I mean about knocking,” he says, and I can feel his lips smiling against me.

      The idea of anyone seeing Barrett naked makes white-hot jealousy shoot through my body. He chuckles before placing one last kiss on my neck and then moving away so he’s propped up on the counter next to me.

      “Morning,” he greets my sister as he picks up my coffee cup and hands it to me. “Would you like a mug?” he asks her.

      “Sure. Sorry about that. I’ll make sure to knock next time.” She smiles.

      “How about you put on a shirt, Barrett, and I’ll make Gabi a coffee,” I suggest, though it isn't a suggestion at all.

      “Anything you want, lady.” He smiles before heading up the stairs knowing I’ve been caught in a moment of jealousy.

      “So he stayed again.” Gabi wiggles her eyebrows when Barrett is out of earshot.

      I jump down from the counter and walk over towards the coffee pot. I make her a cup and try to get my blush under control. Which is silly. Gabi is my twin and we tell each other everything.

      “Yeah,” I admit.

      “I’m going to go grab something real quick.” With that she darts off before I can even say anything. I know she’s up to something.

      After a moment Barrett comes strolling back into the kitchen with a shirt covering his chest.

      “Pretty sure your sister is snooping.”

      “Probably,” I laugh and nearly choke on my coffee as she wanders back into the kitchen.

      “No condoms and I know you’re not on birth control.” I hear Barrett chuckle. “It’s baby time.”

      She starts dancing around like a crazy person, her red hair going everywhere. I can’t help but laugh at her then the alarm goes off again.

      “Is this some sort of baby dance?” Barrett asks.

      “We dance a lot when we get excited,” I admit.

      I’d probably join her right now, but I’m not a morning person like she is. Then the front door opens and Neal comes stomping in. He’s normally polished and put together, but right now he looks disheveled. There’s an angry look on his face, which is something that isn’t normal for him. What did Gabi do now? I gear up to watch the show.

      “Gabi,” he says, grabbing her up in his arms to stop her from spinning around. “You threw up yesterday and this morning. I told you to keep your butt in bed.”

      “I had to come here,” she pleads as she smiles up at him.

      “I know, but I wanted you to rest and wait for me to finish cooking your breakfast.”

      “They’re having sex and they aren't using any protection.” She does a little hop in his arms, ignoring what he just said. Then the anger on Neal’s face melts away.

      “Baby,” he says as he kisses her softly. “Go on, tell her.”

      He lets her go, and when he pulls away she turns around to face me.

      “I’m pregnant!” she squeals, and her whole face lights up.

      I scream with excitement and run over to her, wrapping her in my arms. “Oh my god!” I squeal, and we just stand there for a long time hugging each other. I’m so freaking happy for her. She has wanted a baby since the moment she met Neal. Everything she talks about always leads back to babies.

      “Now you gotta hurry,” she reminds me. As if I could forget.

      When we were at the fair, every time we got a second alone she was on me about Barrett and me. She said she could tell from the moment she saw me I’d lost my V-card. It must be some weird twin connection, because I knew it with her, too.

      “Trust me, he’s trying,” I laugh.

      I am, too, truth be told. I’ve always loved the idea of my sister and me being pregnant at the same time and our kids growing up together.

      “What would you have done if I had used a condom or birth control?” I ask.

      “I tried to talk her out of stealing it,” Neal deadpans.

      “Hey, I got the idea from you.” She pokes him in the chest.

      “Oh! I forgot the wedding book in the car!” She tries to dart away from Neal again, but he grabs her and stops her from going anywhere. My stomach flutters thinking about the book we made when we were little girls.

      “Baby, please make plans with your sister for lunch. You need to lie down and rest. You slept like crap and we still have your doctor’s appointment at ten.”

      “Listen to Neal,” I tell her, grabbing her hand. “Do what you need to do, then we’ll meet for lunch and talk about everything. I want to hear about your appointment.”

      “And I’ll bring the book!” She looks over to Barrett. “I need the wedding book. Right, Barrett?” She almost growls the last part, making Neal stifle a laugh.

      My heart stops for a second, which is silly because of everything Barrett has been promising. He’s moving in here and trying to put a baby in me. That’s a pretty loud sound of commitment.

      “Oh, she’s going to make an honest man out of me.” He pulls me close and kisses the top of my head, and I can’t help but melt into him.

      “Love you, Ginny,” she says as both she and Neal leave.

      “She’s going to be on us like white on rice,” I joke as I look up at Barrett. He lifts me up and my feet dangle off the floor.

      “I’m going to be what’s on you.” He carries me up the stairs and doesn’t stop until I’m lying in the middle of the bed.

      “Again?” He woke me up this morning by sliding his cock inside me. He gave me an orgasm before my eyes were fully open, then went on to give me two more before he finally let himself release.

      “I always want you, and I know your sister isn’t going to let me have you at lunch today.” He takes off my clothes and then removes his so we’re completely skin on skin.

      When his hands grip my knees and spreads them wide, he lowers himself onto me, his cock sinking deeper. My body is already primed for him, and his slow slide is easy. I moan as my body clenches around his width, loving how sweetly he stretches me.

      “She’s going to push for a wedding,” I breathe, when I feel the root of his cock press against me.

      “You think that bothers me? I already tried to get you to go to the courthouse,” he says as he slowly drags his length away from me.

      My hips lift, begging him to come back, but he pauses and stares into my eyes. His face is serious, and it’s then I realize the courthouse comment wasn’t a joke.

      “You didn’t ask me to, you know, get married,” I rush to say since he isn’t going to move until he gets whatever it is he wants.

      “I’m not taking the chance that you might say no. So I’m not asking, I’m telling you we’re getting married,” he says and slowly gives me an inch. “Did I ask to put a baby in you?”

      I shake my head no.

      “If you’d rather have something than the courthouse, then get to planning it. I know you’ll want your family there, and I’ll only be so patient. I’m sure you can see that by now.”

      Once again he fills me as we join together, and our tight embrace is almost too much to bear.

      He’s right though. All along he’s taken what he wants. Me. This house. Having a baby. Maybe that should make me mad, but it only makes me wetter. My body craves his dominance, and I trust him with every part of me.

      “You’re beginning to get it, I see.” He smirks as he rolls us over and lifts me up and down on his cock. “You’re mine, Genevieve, and with every day that passes it becomes impossible for me to be without you.”

      I rock my hips at the slow slide and the ecstasy builds inside me. When his thumb grazes along my clit I cry out his name and arch my back. It’s too much, but it’s just right and my body is out of my control. Now it belongs to Barrett and he can use it for his own pleasure.

      As my orgasm bears down on me, he grips my hips harder and thrusts up. He’s so deep, but I’ve never felt so full as I spread my legs and let the orgasm wash over me. He roars out as he holds me still and I have to fight to keep my eyes open. Watching him come undone is so fucking sexy, and feeling his warm seed inside me sends me over the edge once again.

      I’m boneless as I fall down on top of him and he rubs my back. I don’t care about work or the house or a wedding. Nothing else on the face of the earth matters except him and me. I’m consumed by my feelings for him, and that can only be called love.

      I’ve fallen head over heels for him, and I smile against his bare chest. I want to sit up and shout it out to the world, but I’m exhausted. So, instead I close my eyes and snuggle closer into him.
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I lean up against the doorframe as pride swells in my chest. This bedroom is where our first baby—or maybe even babies—will sleep, and I have a feeling that is happening within the next year.

      God, I just hope Genevieve likes what I’ve come up with for the space. Furthermore, I hope she doesn't go poking around into one of spare rooms. I’ve been keeping her focused on other areas of the house, so it should be easy enough for now. I have other ways to keep her distracted, and I certainly don’t mind putting them to use.

      I bring my hand to my chest and try to ease the ache there. It hits for a moment then fades. It’s done it a few times this morning since she’s been gone. It’s always when I think about her and she’s not with me. I know she loves her job and I can't ask her to quit. Even if I want to so badly it makes my teeth ache. But I can try and show her other things she can do for me. With me. Heck, she could work right here from home. She doesn't need an office downtown. Not really.

      I make a mental note to plan for an office space we could share. Maybe that would nudge her in the direction I’m thinking without my having to come right out and take what I want. I’m prone to doing that with her. But I want her to choose this, to choose us. I also don’t want her to think I’m a complete caveman when it comes to her. Though the title seems to fit with the way I’ve been acting.

      I was scared that she would pull away when I said the stuff about taking whatever I want. But it only turned her on more. I felt it when she tightened around me as I spoke the words. Maybe I should just come out and say it. But it might go better if I have my mouth on her while I do it. That always softens her sweet little body.

      “All this look good?” Slade asks me.

      He’s staring down at the notes he made while I was talking about what I wanted to happen in the nursery. I didn't want to go full out in here, but I wanted to leave a mark of what the room was going to be. I bet my Genevieve and her sister already have ideas of their own when it comes to the baby room. I love how close she is with her sister and how easily she’s taken to mine. I know our two families will blend together well.

      “Looks good. I’ve got a few other ideas that just popped into my head.”

      Slade laughs. “I’m sure you do. Now that you’ve all but moved in.”

      I push off the door, ignoring what he said. They all knew what was happening the minute I let them step into this house. I laid down the law about Genevieve being mine and they took that shit seriously because they'd never seen me do that before. Ever.

      “Put a lock on this door today. I don’t want her stumbling in here and ruining the surprise.”

      He follows me out of the room and down the hall, where I open a few other doors and tell him what he needs to do. He’ll make sure it happens because he’s always on top of his crew. They’re clean and on time, which is why he gets paid more than anyone else.

      When we’re done I check my watch and see I have way too much time to kill before I get to see my lady again. I should unpack some of my stuff, but there are more important things that need to be done. First, the camera. That security crew should be here soon. I head outside and check around to see the best places to situate them. I want as many as I can get to cover the outside of the house. Not to mention the driveway and parts of the yard where the kids might play. I’m not worried about crime in this neighborhood, but I want Genevieve to feel safe when I’m not with her. She’s a strong woman, but she’s small and it wouldn’t take much to overpower her.

      I walk out into the yard to get a good look at the back of the house. Then I stop when I see cigarette butts littering the ground. They’re next to one of the big oak trees, the one I thought would be perfect to put a tire swing. I came out here the other day to check the limbs and I know these weren’t here then. I look up when I hear Slade step out onto the front porch.

      “Hey.” I nod him over and point down at the ground when he reaches me. “Any of your guys do this?”

      “Fuck no. They know better. No smoking on the job.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” I grit out.

      I would have liked for it to have been one of his guys, but instead my gut is telling me this isn’t good.

      “There are five all right here.” Slade looks around, then goes to the other side of the tree. “There are more on this side, and clear shoe prints in the mud. Looks like they lead to and from the woods. They’re fresh, too.”

      My body tenses and I rub my hand down my face. I’m thankful that all the security is being installed, but it isn't enough. There’s something wrong here, and now Mark’s name is the only thing pounding in my head. Something's gotta give and I need that fucker gone. I know it’s him. I didn't do what I really wanted to all those years ago, but this time things are going to be different.

      I need to talk to my sister and find out what happened. I should have talked to her about it more and let her know she could tell me, but I also tried to give her space. It’s clear Mark isn’t staying out of our lives. I know Steph won't come back to this town until Mark is long gone. I also know he won’t be done until he gets what he wants. And I have a feeling he’s got his eye on my Genevieve.

      I pull out my phone and check her location. We shared it on our phones yesterday just as a way to stay connected even when we are apart. I was worried I was being overprotective, but I see now that my fears were valid. When I see she’s still safe at work I breathe easy. He wouldn't be stupid enough to fuck with here there. Well, at least in the building.

      I hit call. “Hi, honey,” she chirps into the phone, surprising me when she grabs it on the first ring.

      “Hey, lady, what are you doing?” I try and keep the tension I’m feeling out of my voice. I don’t want her to ask me any questions about why it might be there, because I don’t want to make something up. And I don’t want her to worry about anything or anyone who might be watching her.

      “Just got back from lunch with Gabi.” God, how can someone sound so sweet? Her voice is like a calming balm to the rage that was building in me.

      “All is good?” I ask as I look up and see two black SUVs pull into the driveway.

      “Everything is perfect. More than perfect. I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too. So much that I want to come pick you up when you’re done at work.” I try to play it cool. I’m not worried about someone coming up to her as she leaves work, but I have a need to keep her safe.

      “But I’ve got my car. It would be silly to leave it at work when I live so close.”

      “But I want to pick you up. Tell me I can,” I push. She’s silent for a second. “I have plans for us,” I add quickly.

      “Oh. Okay,” she says, and there’s excitement in her voice. “I’ll text you when I’m about finished?”

      “Perfect.” I move toward the SUVs because I’m eager to talk to the security guy Sam about everything that’s going down. He normally wouldn't be out on a job as small as this one to install security, but I give him a ton of leads for work. Every project I touch, I always recommend his company.

      “Okay, so I’ll text you later,” she says. I know she doesn't want to get off the phone, but I have to right now. I need to get this done and then I need to get to her.

      “See you see soon, my ladybug. Love you,” I say, then hit the end button on the phone and slide it back into my pocket.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      I stare down at my phone wondering if he really just said that to me. I debate calling him back and asking him, but I don’t want to come off pushy. Maybe it was something he accidentally said. He forgot he was talking to me and not to one of his sisters. It’s crazy to say I love you already, right? He can’t really love me this fast, even though I’m having those feelings. I swear I feel it in the way he touches me.

      Instead of calling him, I dial Gabi. She’ll have the answers. Maybe she can reassure me. Look at her and Neal. They say they fell in love instantly.

      “Miss me already?” she sing-songs into the phone. My sister can hardly sit still right now unless she’s throwing up, but that doesn't stop her for long.

      “He said I love you,” I blurt out. “I’m not sure if he meant to. It was while he was hanging up,” I explain.

      “Hmmm. I’m not sure.” She clicks her tongue loudly.

      “Yeah. I know.” I sigh, and my shoulders drop. It was too soon. Maybe he just wants the package. A wife and child with nothing more.

      “Oh my god, you’re a freaking dork ball!” she laughs into the phone.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.” I sit back in my chair and roll my eyes. While is she still laughing?

      “You just spent the entire lunch telling me how he wants a baby with you and how he’s moving in. We even talked about your wedding. I thought you knew the man was in love with you. It’s written all over his face when he looks at you. Everyone can see it.”

      I can’t help but smile because it’s all true. I know I love him, but I just needed an outside source to confirm that I’m not crazy. I guess it’s almost too good to be true. I’ve never in my life felt like this with another person. I haven't even been close to anything like this before. Mostly I’ve been running from them.

      “You’re right. I’ll just wait and see if he says it again.” I’m sure he will. Or maybe he didn't even realize he’d said it, but either way I know he does love me and the words will come.

      “Neal,” Gabi giggle, and then I hear some muffled whispers between them and I know what they are doing. Neal doesn’t stay off my sister for long.

      “I’ll talk to you later.” I hang up and put my cell on my desk and shake my head. It’s crazy how much my life has changed in such a short amount of time.

      “You’re back,” Janet says as she walks into my office. She looks stressed and it’s unlike her.

      “You don’t look like you’ve got good news.”

      She sits down in the seat in front of my desk. “I don’t want to have to involve you because it’s not something you should have to worry about, but something has happened.” Her eyebrows pull together and worry lines show in her face.

      “Relax, Janet, whatever it is I’m sure we can get it worked out,” I reassure her.

      She lets out a long sigh. “I went to the police chief about Mark. We decided to let him go. He’s like you and only freelance, so it was an easy decision that wouldn’t affect the department. We explained to him that it was due in part to cutbacks just so that everyone was covered, and then afterwards the chief said he was going to keep an eye on him.” She folds her hands in her lap and shakes her head. “He pulled up a lot of things in his past that we didn’t initially see on his basic background check. A few red flags popped up.”

      “Well, I’m glad he’s gone then. But why do you still look so worried?” It seems like they did the right thing, but as she fidgets with her hands, I know something is still wrong.

      “Mark somehow knows it was you who voiced a complaint and he thinks you’re the reason he got fired. Apparently one of the guys who was assigned to watch him is a friend of his and passed this information along. It was strictly confidential and against the assignment.”

      The blood drains from my face as I connect the dots. I witnessed how Mark’s temper could fire up easily. Especially when it comes to women.

      “I’m so sorry, Ginny. I can promise you that his friend on the force lost his badge. But we can’t undo the damage.”

      My heart pounds in my chest when I think about what happened to Steph. It’s clear the man is capable of horrible things.

      “I don’t think he’ll come after me,” I tell her. “I mean, it would be incredibly stupid. Everyone would know it was him. Plus, I have Barrett to keep me safe. He stays glued to my side.” I’m not sure who I’m trying to reassure, her or me.

      “So you and Barrett are really a thing? There will be a trail of broken-hearted women all over town. He wouldn’t ever give anyone the time of day, just like you.” She smiles at me. “Well, it makes sense that the two of you would end up together. And from what I’ve heard, the man is obsessed with you.”

      I feel myself blush, and the thought of Barrett and me makes me forget about the Mark thing for a minute. “Yeah, we’re together.” I want to say engaged, but I’m not totally sure of that. He told me we’re getting married. But I don't have a ring on my finger to show off.

      “I’m happy for you, Ginny.” Janet stands. “It does make me feel better knowing Barrett can keep an eye out for you. I promise our whole team is working on this and hopefully it will all be taken care of soon. The chief is building a case and I know that takes time. So, while that’s happening just be careful, okay?”

      I come around the desk and give her a hug. This wasn't her fault and I don’t want her to think I’m mad at her about it. “I know you’ll handle it. You always do.”

      “I’ll keep you updated,” she tells me as she leaves my office. While she exits, a flower delivery guy walks into my office. “That man is in love with you,” Janet says with a smile.

      “Oh wow,” I say in surprise when I absorb the sight of the flowers. “You can put them here,” I tell the delivery guy, motioning for him to set them on a table in the corner of my office. I’ll be able to see them and they’ll have great light.

      I sign the form and thank him before he leaves. The flowers are simple white roses. That surprises me. They’re not really not my style, and Barrett and I spent a lot of time talking about flowers. White roses are a bit too perfect for me. I like colorful and a little messy. But they’re still pretty nonetheless.

      I pull out my phone and snap a picture of the flowers then send it to Barrett.

      Me: Thanks for the flowers!

      I reach for the little card and open it up as I smile to myself. I’ve never gotten flowers before.

      
        
        – I’ll never forget.

        You were always meant to be mine.

      

      

      I’m confused as I read it again. Never forget what? I stare at the card then back at the flowers. A suspicious chill runs down my back. These are really unlike Barrett. I read the note again and then it hits me.

      Time’s up and I’ll never forget.

      I’ll never forget was on the note Steph got when the restraining order expired. I drop the card like it’s on fire and singed my fingers. I take a slow step back to get away from it.

      It takes me a minute to realize my cell phone is in my hand and it’s ringing. I put it up to my ear without thinking and answer it.

      “Hello.” I can’t stop my voice from trembling.

      “If it would have been me I would have just fucked you in the kitchen this morning. But don’t worry, we’ll have our time soon enough. Besides, I’ve never had twins before. It’s going to be so much fun.”

      Marks voice makes me sick to my stomach as terror and anger hit me all at once. He sounds unhinged.

      “Stay away from my sister!” I scream into the phone before I toss it away, wanting it as far from me as possible.

      He saw us all this morning? He was watching Barrett and me? Gabi was there, too. A cold sweat breaks across my skin. That’s how he knows about her. What if he’s already going after her?
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I blow through the red light and screech to a stop in front of City Hall. The second that picture hit my phone I was on the move. I didn’t send her those flowers, but it doesn’t take a detective to see who did.

      I climb the stairs three at a time and my chest burns with panic. When I race down the hall I can hear Genevieve shout. When I burst through her door I go to her and immediately scoop her up in my arms.

      It takes her body only half a second to relax against me. But that’s when I can feel her shaking and the tears begin.

      “What happened?” Janet asks as she comes in behind me. Her assistant June is hot on her heels.

      “That motherfucker sent her flowers,” I growl, and Genevieve leans back away from my chest and wipes away her tears.

      “I’m fine. He sent a note and then he called. Oh god, Gabi! We need to get to her.” She tries to climb out of my arms, but I hold her tight.

      “Shh. It’s okay. We’ll get to her.” I turn to Janet and start giving orders. I probably shouldn’t be doing it to the mayor, but right now I just need to make sure the woman I love and her family are safe. “Get the chief of police on the phone and have him send a patrol car to Gabi’s house.”

      “Got it,” she says and rushes out.

      “We’re going over there right now. Where’s your phone?”

      Genevieve points to it, and I pick it up. The screen is cracked, but it still works. I scan it quickly and see he called from a blocked number. “Let’s go,” I say as I hold her against my side and we walk out of the office. “June!” I call down the hall, and she comes running.

      “I’m here. What can I do?” she asks, looking between Genevieve and me.

      “Have the chief send a detective over and get that note as evidence.” I point towards Genevieve’s office. “You are to stand guard on this office until the team arrives. Nobody else is allowed in.”

      “Understood,” she says, and right then Janet comes down the hall.

      “He said there’s a patrolman on his way.”

      I tell Janet what I just told June and she nods in confirmation. “I’ll make sure it’s taken care of. You take all the time you need, Ginny.”

      I hold her tighter as we leave the building and rush out to my truck. I pick her up and strap her in and then go to my side. I’m cranking up the truck and throwing it in drive before I can even get my own belt snapped.

      “What if he’s gotten her? He said he’d never had twins before.” There’s a sob in her throat that is threatening to escape, and I squeeze her hand.

      “He won’t lay a hand on her. Do you hear me? Neal would die before he allowed it, and so would I.”

      She squeezes my hand back and I feel her regain some of her strength. My stomach rolls thinking about what he might have said to her. I’ll find out the whole story later, but right now she’s not going to be at ease until she’s got her arms around her twin.

      My phone vibrates and I answer it.

      “Hey, Barrett, the chief said everything is okay,” Janet says.

      “Gabi is all right,” I relay to Genevieve, and her body immediately relaxes. “Thanks, Janet. We’re on the way to her house now. Should be there in just another minute.”

      “The chief needs Ginny to come in and fill out a report. I explained this to her earlier, but we’re trying to build a case against him. We let him go yesterday, but someone let it slip that it was in part due to a complaint made by Ginny.”

      I grip the phone so hard that I’m afraid I’m going to break it in half.

      “Keep her close and keep her safe. I feel like this is all my fault. I never should have hired him in the first place.”

      “I’m going to protect her.”

      “I knew she’d be safe with you. We’ve got the whole team on this, Barrett. I want him nailed to the wall.”

      “Just make sure I’m the one holding the hammer,” I say, then tell her we’ll be at the station in an hour to make a statement.

      When we pull up to Gabi and Neal’s house there are three cop cars outside. Genevieve jumps out of the truck and runs straight up to her sister on the porch and wraps her arms around her.

      “Barrett, what the fuck is going on?” Neal asks as Gabi looks over Genevieve’s shoulder at me with pleading eyes. “These cops show up saying they’re doing a welfare check on my wife. She’s pregnant and throwing up constantly. She shouldn’t be getting this stressed.”

      “We’ll explain. Let’s go inside and have her lie down,” I say as I turn to the cops and shake their hands.

      I thank them for coming out and explain that I’d appreciate it if they could perform some periodic patrols. They all agree to keep a close eye on her house and the neighborhood. After that’s taken care of, I send a text to my security guy Sam to let him know I need a full system in this house, too.

      When I walk inside, Gabi is lying down on the couch with a washcloth on her forehead, and Genevieve is sitting on the coffee table in front of her holding a water bottle. Neal is pacing nearby and stops when I come in.

      “I think we all need to talk,” I say as I walk over and pull Genevieve in my lap. I take a seat across the couch from Gabi.

      I tell them about my sister and Mark. Then we both explain what happened on Genevieve’s date with Mark and how it’s all connected to today. Genevieve tells us about the phone call and what he said. It takes everything in me not to tear out of the house and go looking for him, but that fucker is slick. He’s managed not to get caught so far, and he has to know after that phone call today he’s got a target on his ass.

      “So, what am I supposed to do? Just sit here locked in the house with my wife and baby, hoping that it all works out?” Neal barks, and I feel the exact same way.

      “Right now, Genevieve and I are going to go to the police station and she’s going to give her statement about today. She’ll tell them about the night of her date with him, too, just so we have it on record. My security guy Sam is going to be here in an hour to equip this whole house with a security system, and you’re going to have neighborhood patrols from the local cops,” I say, trying to reassure him that it’s not totally beyond his control. “You and I are going to make sure our woman are protected in every way possible. And in the meantime, we’re going to plan a wedding and baby showers.”

      Genevieve and Gabi look over at me, and I can see the same surprise in their eyes.

      “He’s taken enough from us. I won’t have you two living in fear. You’ll be smart about where you go and what you do, and you won’t go anywhere without us. Agreed?” I ask and look at Neal, who is nodding. “Neither of you goes out of our sight. And lady, you might not like it, but you’re going to be taking an extended vacation from work until we get this whole mess resolved.”

      “I totally agree,” she says, surprising all of us. “What? I’m not stupid. I’m going to stick by your side.” She cuddles against my chest.

      “Me too. If I’m not with Neal, I’ll be with you guys,” Gabi says, and Neal finally stops pacing to sit down beside her on the couch and take her hands in his.

      “All right then. Let’s go give that statement and then we can go over the security stuff at the house. Call me if you need anything, Neal.” Just then there’s a knock on the door and I can see Sam’s black SUV’s parked outside. “That’s the team. Let me introduce you so they can get started.”

      It’s hours later by the time Genevieve is finished giving the chief everything he needs. She’s exhausted, and all I want to do is take her home and put her into bed.

      “What about my car and my purse?” she asks.

      “Our team brought in your purse,” The chief says as he opens a drawer and takes it out. “If you’d like, I can send an officer to get your car and bring it home for you.”

      “That would be great,” I say. Genevieve reaches out and takes her bag, then looks at me with tired eyes.

      “We’ll be in touch,” the Chief says. We shake hands and exit the station.

      Genevieve is leaning on me as we walk over to the truck, and I have to pick her up and put her inside. She’s quiet on the drive home, and I know she’s worried about her sister. I wish there was another way I could ease this pain for her. I wish I could go out and find Mark and end this with my bare hands. But my first job is to protect her, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

      We go into the house and I punch in the code then reset the alarm. I carry Genevieve upstairs and take her to the bathroom. I run a hot bath in the claw foot tub and strip her down before I place her inside. I kiss her softly, then leave to let her soak.

      I’m getting the bed ready for her when I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. When I see the number on the screen I step out into the hallway to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      “Bad news,” the Chief says. “It looks like the brake line in her car had been cut. Our officer was able to get out safely, but her car is totaled. I’m adding this to the report and you better believe I’ve got my whole squad looking for him.”

      “I’m just hoping you find him before I do,” I growl as I clench my fist thinking about what could have happened to my girl.

      “You and me both, Barrett,” he says.

      I ask him to keep me updated and end the call. I can’t tell Genevieve this. Not tonight. Not on top of everything else she’s had to deal with today. All I can do now is thank god she wasn’t behind the wheel and keep her by my side. The rage that is bubbling under the surface of my skin won’t be held back for much longer. Mark has hurt my family in so many ways, but now he’s attacking my soon-to-be wife and maybe even my baby. The games are over, and I’m finished fucking around.
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          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been two weeks and nothing has happened,” I say as stir the pot on the stove.

      “That’s because I’m with you all the time,” Barrett answers. He comes up behind me and kisses me on the neck before he steals a slice of garlic bread and escapes to the other side of the kitchen.

      “Hey! That’s for our guests.” I pretend to give him my best scowl, but all he does is flash that mischievous grin at me and I’m done for.

      “I’m hungry. Besides, they’re not guests, they’re my sisters and they don’t count.”

      “This is important,” I say and put my free hand on my hip, trying again to look stern. “You can’t see the dress before I walk down the aisle. It’s tradition.”

      “Lady, nothing about us is traditional.”

      I know he’s right, but I really wanted this to be special. For the past two weeks I’ve been basically on house arrest. Gabi and I have even had to resort to FaceTime in order to plan the wedding. Although she and Neal are coming over for dinner tonight, it will be the first time we’ve been face to face since that horrible day when Mark threatened her.

      There’s not been a single peep from Mark since the flowers and the phone call. But Barrett is convinced he’s biding his time. I think he had every cop in the city up his ass and he had no choice but to get the hell out of town. No matter what my logic may be, Barrett is bound and determined to keep me safe.

      The past two weeks haven’t been so bad though. Hell, they’ve been absolute heaven. I’ve had him all to myself and we’ve gotten so much done on the house. I never realized what a great team we could make, but as we move to different rooms we flow like a well-oiled machine. I’ve learned so much from him, and he loves my design style. I guess we’ve both realized we’re a perfect match in and outside the bedroom.

      I blush when I think about how we’ve explored every inch of our bedroom. Who would have thought a couple of virgins like us would be so damn horny? We can’t go more than half an hour without giving one another the look. We were painting the living room just this morning and somehow, I ended up bent over while still holding a paintbrush. My lower body clenches at the memory and I glance up through my lashes to see Barrett’s eyes trailing up and down my body. Damn it, he always knows.

      “Don’t look at me like that. They’ll be here any minute,” I say, trying to hide my smile.

      “I’ll be quick,” he promises as he steps around the counter and walks towards me.

      “Yeah, but what if I don’t want quick?” I lick my lips and watch his muscled body move in closer.

      “Then maybe we say fuck dinner and I take my goddamn time.” He grabs my waist and pulls me close, leaning down to kiss me.

      Ding dong.

      The alarm sounds, telling us there’s a vehicle in the driveway, and Barrett steps back, growling in frustration. It isn’t like he hasn’t had me twice already today. But we’ve gotten used to going at it whenever we feel like it and having to wait is going to be torture.

      “It’s Lynn and Steph,” he says as he goes to the door.

      I’ve kept in touch with both his sisters since the night of the fair. I asked the two of them to come wedding dress shopping with me tomorrow and they agreed. I was worried Steph wouldn’t make the trip, but she said there was no way she could miss it.

      The plan is to go with Gabi, Lynn, and Steph to the dress shop and try on a few and let them help me decide between a couple that I like. But I don’t want Barrett to come and he’s totally vetoed the idea. I’m hoping with everyone here tonight we can somehow convince him and Neal that we’ll be perfectly safe if they wait outside the shop.

      I drop the ravioli in the pot of boiling water and then go wash my hands. I look outside and see Barrett giving his sisters hugs and it warms my heart. I look down at my fingers and see there still isn’t a ring on it. I’m not a materialistic woman, and I don’t need a ring to prove my love for Barrett, but I had hoped for some sort of symbol that I could wear. He also hasn’t said he loves me since the whoops on the phone that day. That’s all I can call it because it must have been accidental. I try not to let the disappointment get me down, because he constantly shows me how he feels. And actions are truly more important than words.

      “So, what’s this I hear about my baby brother tagging along with us to go dress shopping?” Lynn asks, pointing her thumb over her shoulder.

      It’s comical that she can call him baby brother when he’s nearly a foot taller than all of us.

      “I told you he’s being ridiculous,” I say and give her a hug. I hug Steph next and whisper in her ear that I’m so thankful she made the trip.

      “I couldn’t possibly miss a chance to look at pretty wedding dresses and sip champagne.” She winks at me just as Barrett gets all worked up.

      “Hey, you didn’t say anything about drinking.” He points a finger at me and then his sisters.

      “Relax,” I croon, rubbing his chest.

      “Who’s drinking? Not Gabi.” Neal comes in the door with a scowl on his face.

      Gabi is stuck to his side and she just rolls her eyes. “We’ve been here three seconds and already I’m being told no.”

      She comes over and I wrap my arms around my sister. Being apart for two weeks has been harder than I thought possible. We’ve never been separated like this before and I don’t like it.

      Reaching down, I rub her tummy and smile. “How are my twins?” I tease, and she pushes my hand away.

      “Don’t you wish that evil on me. Mom already said twice this week she hopes I get exactly what we put her through.”

      We both laugh because our mom is right. She and Dad are still down in Florida having a great retirement. We decided not to tell them what’s going on because we didn’t want to worry them. Barrett and I video chatted with them several times so they could “meet” and talk about the wedding. My parents were so excited and supportive even though it’s only been a short time. The wedding is a month away, so they’ve decided to wait and come up the week before so that they can meet our new extended family before the big day.

      It was the same when I talked to Barrett’s parents for the first time. They are on a cruise in Alaska for the next three weeks, but they’ll be back in time for the wedding. They were so excited for the two of us, and I keep thinking how lucky we are to have an amazing family that supports our love.

      “Are you sure you don’t want Mom with us for the dress shopping?” Gabi asks, and I give her a look. She laughs and nods. “Yeah, I know I didn’t either. She’s so sweet, but the last time someone wore puffy sleeves to a wedding it was in a Guns N’ Roses video.”

      “You must be Gabi. Ginny has told us so much about you,” Lynn says, and she and Steph introduce themselves.

      We all talk for a few moments and I see Neal and Barrett talking together out of the corner of my eye. I should probably want to know what they’re saying to each other, but they’re likely plotting ways to keep us inside the house forever.

      “Dinner is ready if you guys want to go ahead and grab a drink then come up to the bar. We’re doing family-style pasta and sauces tonight, so you can make your own,” I say as I set down the stack of plates.

      Barrett and I wanted everyone to meet and have a casual dinner, and this was the best way I knew how. Plus, it lets me get three more people on my side of the argument and I really want to win this one.

      “Hey,” Gabi says, pulling my arm so I go with her to the other side of the kitchen.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper and check back over my shoulder.

      “I just want you to know that I’m your sister. You can play nice with Lynn and Steph, but you better watch yourself.” She glares at me and I have to fight a smile at her being jealous.

      “You’ve been on house arrest too long,” I say, giving her a big hug.

      “I know,” she whines, and I can’t hold back my laughter any longer. “I’m going crazy.”

      “If all goes well tonight, then we’ll be tasting cakes and having fake cocktails tomorrow afternoon,” I say and give her shoulders a squeeze.

      “Right,” she says, focusing on Neal and Barrett. “I’ve brought out the big guns. I’ve been withholding sex until he agrees.”

      “Damn, no wonder he’s in a foul mood. How long has it been?”

      “Eleven hours and twenty-seven minutes. I don’t know how much longer I can take it,” she says and pretends to cry. I roll my eyes and turn to walk away, but she grabs my arm. “Get this settled tonight, Ginny. I’m super hormonal and I’ve got needs. You understand me?”

      “We got this,” I say and then we fist bump.

      Barrett can’t keep his eyes off me all through dinner. At first, I thought he was just doing it because all the women at the table are pushing for him and Neal to let us have our day tomorrow. But as the conversation moves forward and dinner turns into dessert, his stare becomes hungry. My body responds exactly how it always does when he looks at me like I belong to him. Like I’m his property to do with as he pleases. God help me, it shouldn’t turn me on, but it does.

      I’m a strong, independent woman who doesn’t need a man, but when he looks at me like that I’m a damsel stuck in a tower and the only escape is on his dick.

      I clear my throat as I place the banana pudding on the table and pass out plates. I try my best not to look at him, but I feel his eyes undressing me. I’m sweaty and aching between my legs, and all I want to do is sit on his face.

      “Ginny?” Steph says, and I have to remind myself we’re not alone.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Do you want some?” she asks, smiling and looking between Barrett and me.

      I have to stifle a moan when I think about how bad I want it. But then I remember she’s not asking about Barrett’s cock.

      “Maybe later,” I say, biting my lip.

      “Fine,” Barrett says, and the room goes silent.

      “Fine what?” I hedge, not wanting to get my hopes up.

      “The ladies can go into the shop on their own tomorrow. But Neal and I will wait outside the entire time. And you’re not allowed to even think about leaving the shop or going anywhere we aren’t. Deal?” he says, and everyone looks to me.

      “I think we can accept your terms,” I answer, trying to play it cool.

      “Thank god,” Gabi says as she stands up and pulls on Neal’s arm. “Let’s go.”

      “Hell, yes,” Neal whoops and they practically run out the door.

      I put my hand over my mouth to smother a laugh, because I know exactly what’s about to go down.

      “I think we better head home, too,” Lynn says as she and Steph grab their stuff. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

      “I can’t wait,” Steph says, coming over and giving me a big hug.

      “I’m so excited. I’ll see you guys in the morning.”

      Barrett walks them out to the car and I clean up the kitchen until he comes back inside. Once he closes the door, he sets the alarm and helps me put away the dishes.

      “Hey, I want to show you something,” he says when we’re finished.

      “I’ve seen the skylight, but I’d love for you to show it to me again,” I say, my body tightening with desire.

      He smiles as he pulls me into his arms and leans down to kiss me. “All in good time, lady.”

      He leads me up the stairs and down the hall to the room beside the master bedroom. We’ve been lovingly calling it the junk room since all our boxes of crap are being stored in here. We didn’t want to keep moving them around while we worked on the house, so we just put them in here.

      “I’ve been keeping a secret from you,” he says, pulling a key out of his pocket.

      “Does it have to do with how much stuff you’ve moved in and how many boxes are in that room?” I joke with him, but his face is serious. “Okay, tell me.”

      “No. It has to do with us.” He turns the key and pushes open the door. He walks into the room and turns on a little lamp.

      The room is bathed in soft light, and I gasp as I look around at the beautiful baby room. “Barrett, when did you do this?”

      He holds his hand out to me and I go to him instantly.

      “I’ve been working on it for a while. Mostly when you sleep, though. You are a super-heavy sleeper by the way.”

      I poke his chest and he grabs my hand, bringing my wrist to his mouth so he can kiss it.

      “There’s something else I’ve been keeping from you,” he says as he gets down on one knee. “My sisters brought my grandmother’s ring tonight. My mom wanted me to have it and to propose to you with it. After they talked to you the first time they knew you were the one just like I did. Lynn actually had to go break into their house to get it, but it’s the one we all wanted you to have.”

      Happy tears stream down my face as he slides the delicate band on my ring finger. It’s a huge emerald cut diamond surrounded by yellow diamonds set in a gold band. It’s classic and timeless just like our love.

      “I love you, Genevieve. I wanted to wait to tell you that, until I was asking you to be my wife. I know I slipped that day when I got off the phone.” He smiles and shrugs. “But I just can’t help it with you. I love you so much and I’ve wanted to tell you that every day since the moment we met, but I thought you might think I was nuts. But here I am only a few weeks later asking you to marry me in our baby room.”

      “I love you, too, Barrett,” I say, wiping away the tears.

      “I want you to be my wife, and I’m not really asking. But I’d like for it to appear that way,” he says as he slides on the ring and kisses my finger. “I won’t let you change your mind, and I won’t let you have more time. So, please just say yes and let’s cut to the chase.”

      “Yes!” I shout as I throw myself into his arms.
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          Barrett

        

      

    

    
      I lunge for her as she falls into me, and I wrap my arms around her waist. I stand up and her legs automatically go around me as our mouths connect. I press her against the wall, my hands going to her ass and grinding her body against me.

      “Fuck, I can’t wait to make you my wife,” I grunt, walking out of the nursery and to our master bedroom.

      She clings to me and I can only make it a few steps before I turn and set her down on the dresser nearby. I don’t even have the patience to make it to the bed before I’m pulling out my cock and she’s wiggling out of her shorts.

      “Get your tits out,” I order her as I yank down the front of her tank top. I hear tears in the stitching, but I don’t care.

      She pulls down one cup of her bra and I lean forward latching on to a nipple as I pull her ass to the edge of the dresser. The hard peak drags across my tongue while I slide into her wet warmth. Her hands tighten in my shirt, her legs squeeze my waist, and she cries out for more.

      “Put your hand on your chest. I want to fuck you while I look at the ring I put on your finger.”

      She does as I ask while I yank the other cup of her bra down and then suck that nipple. Fuck, I love seeing my ownership on her. It’s only a ring for now, but I already know she’s got my baby in her, too.

      “Your period is late,” I say as I look down to where my cock thrusts into her pussy. I rest my hand on her lower belly and use my thumb to play with her clit.

      “I know,” she moans as my cock gets harder.

      Every time I think about cumming inside her it swells up. She whines when I stretch her out with my thickness but doesn’t tell me to stop.

      “That innocent little pussy drank it up,” I say as I give her my cocky grin.

      Her nails dig into my chest, and I lean down to kiss her.

      “It’s okay, lady. I like how hungry you are for it. You’re growing my baby in there right now.” I thrust all the way to the base of my cock and hold it there as I grind against her clit.

      I roll her hips back and forth on it until she’s wiggling under me and about to go over the edge. As soon as I feel her pussy squeeze me and she cries out, I pull my cock out and watch as my cum splashes across her belly. I jack off my slick length, gritting my teeth while I mark what’s mine.

      When I’ve released all that I can, I drag the thick head of my cock between her puffy folds and slide back into her warmth. I give her a few shallow thrusts then just hold myself inside her as I press my forehead to hers.

      “I promise everything will be fine,” she says, rubbing my chest.

      She knows me better than I know myself. My possessive hold on her eases slightly and I kiss her with gentle lips. I was rough and domineering because the thought of something happening to her or our baby is enough to make me insane. She knew I was on the edge and instead of telling me to calm down, all she did was take what I gave her.

      “I love you so much,” I whisper, hugging her body closer to me.

      “I love you more,” she says as she kisses my neck.

      “That’s impossible.” I grab her ass and pick her up, carrying her towards the bed. “I said it first, so I mean it more.”

      “Not fair!” she laughs and playfully smacks my chest.

      I lower her down onto the bed and thrust inside her, turning her laugh into a moan.

      “I never said I was going to play fair.”

      We make love again, and this time it’s slow and sweet. When she finally falls asleep on my chest I look up through the skylight and pray to whoever is up there that her words are true and everything will really be okay.
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          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      “That’s my favorite,” Lynn says, and we all laugh.

      “You’ve said that about every single dress,” I remind her, and she shrugs.

      “I’ve had to drink this champagne all by myself. Everything looks beautiful.”

      We arrived at the bridal salon a couple of hours ago. As soon as we came in we were greeted by a team of people who made us feel like celebrities. Barrett and Neal are behind all of this, we’re sure, but we aren’t complaining in the least.

      True to Barrett’s word they’ve stayed outside and only walked us to the door. Before I went in, I gave him one last kiss and he told me even if I wore the jean shorts and tank top I had on, that I’d still be the most beautiful bride in the world. My man really knows how to butter me up.

      “It’s just seeing you in a dress and wearing Nanna’s ring.” Lynn smiles and wipes away a tear. “I’m so happy to be gaining a sister.”

      “Hey.” Steph pops her on the shoulder. “What am I? Dog meat?”

      “You’re not shiny and new like Ginny is. Plus, it’s like we get two of her with Gabi.”

      We all laugh, and I look at myself in the mirror. This is probably the tenth dress I’ve tried on, but it might be my favorite. It could use a few alterations and I’m not crazy about the cap sleeves. But with a few changes it could be perfect. I thought I’d slide a dress on and it would be the dress. But so far nothing has been exactly perfect.

      Gabi grabs another slice of cake and sits back on the long sofa. I do a twirl on the small stage in front of the mirrors and Gabi points at me with her fork.

      “I don’t like the sleeves. And I’m not convinced the mermaid style is the best for you. You’re too short.”

      “You wore a mermaid style,” I remind her, but she shrugs.

      “I’m taller.”

      “By an inch,” I remind her. She just winks at me as she takes another huge bite of cake.

      “And what do we think of this one?” Bridget asks as she enters the room with her three assistants. “Oh, I’m not sure about those sleeves.” She appraises me as she circles the platform. “And we might need to stay away from the mermaid style.”

      “Told ya,” Gabi mumbles around a mouthful of icing.

      “Don’t worry, Ginny, we’ve got an entire fleet of gowns, and I’ve been saving one that I think would be perfect,” Bridget says, clapping her hands together.

      “Maybe she should have brought that out first,” Lynn loudly whispers to Gabi, and they both fall into giggles.

      “Here. I’ll help you get out of this one,” Steph offers as she comes over and takes my hand to steady me as I step off the stage.

      A bell rings softly, and Bridget perks up. “That will be lunch. Your two very instructive men waiting outside informed us that we would need to feed you regularly.”

      “God, I love my husband,” Gabi says, and I snort.

      “We’ll go grab the catering and set up for you. If you like you can just slip on your robe for the time being. I think a small break would give everyone fresh eyes.”

      Bridget leaves our lounge area, and her silent assistants follow her closely. I step into the dressing room and Steph comes in with me and closes the curtain behind her.

      “Thank you so much for making this trip. I know it wasn’t easy and it took a lot for you to come last time,” I offer, but Steph waves me off.

      “Don’t thank me. This is such a special day and I’m so glad to be a part of it. Thank you for inviting me.” She takes my hand and lifts it so she can look at the ring. “You are so special to all of us. I’m so happy Barrett found you and gave you this beautiful ring. It deserves to be loved all over again.”

      “It’s so perfect, just like Barrett,” I say, and Steph laughs.

      “Boy, he’s got you fooled. Now turn around and let me get you out of this thing. And just a little bit of advice, get something with a zipper. My dress was ruined on our wedding night because I thought the buttons looked classy. Turns out it was just an obstacle for my very impatient groom.”

      We fall into fits of giggles until the curtain is yanked back.

      “And how did John feel about being sloppy seconds?” Mark’s cold voice pierces our little bubble of happiness and Steph goes rigid beside me. “Or did you keep that our little secret?”

      I think for a split second about calling for Barrett, but he and Neal are outside and there’s no way he could hear me. Gabi and Lynn are just on the other side of the wall in the other room. I could scream and they’d come running.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Mark says, flashing a knife in his hand. “You little bitches stay quiet or you’ll be sorry.”

      Steph hasn’t made a sound and I think she might be in shock. I raise my hands and take a step forward; my only thought is to protect her from this monster who hurt her once already. Someone will come looking for us any minute now. I just have to keep him distracted and calm until then.

      “What do you want?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even.

      “You ruined my life,” he spits, not answer the question. “The both of you.”

      It’s then I truly notice him for the first time. His clothes are dirty and his hands are covered in filth. His hair is slicked back, but it could be because he hasn’t been washing it. But the worst part is his face. He hasn’t shaved in weeks and his eyes are bloodshot. His pupils are as big as saucers and I wonder what kind of drug he’s on. He’s completely lost it, and he looks like he’s been living under a bridge. The police said he had disappeared, so maybe that’s where he’s been.

      “I’m sure there’s a way we can work this out.” I try again to reason with him. “I can talk to Janet and get you your old job back.”

      “Liar,” he snaps, calling my bluff. “You’re nothing but trouble. Since the day I saw you I tried to do it the easy way. I was nice and polite. I asked you out and you kept putting me off. That was until you wanted something from me. But then Barrett showed up and ruined everything.”

      I watch as he grips the knife tighter and I wonder why anyone hasn’t walked back here yet. How long has it been?

      “Listen, we can talk this out. Why don’t we sit down and—” I go to take a step forward and he brings the knife up to my face.

      “You think I’d trust you? You’re just like the rest of them. You’re nothing but a tease, just like she was,” he says, turning the knife to Steph. “You got exactly what you wanted that night, but afterwards you pretended like you didn’t.”

      “That’s enough,” I say and move again to block her from his view. “You want to be mad at someone you be mad at me. I’m the one who got you fired. I’m the one who had the police chasing you all over town. What do you want from me now, Mark? How do you think this is going to end?” I don’t know where this strength inside me comes from, but now that the words are out, I’m terrified of what his answer is going to be.

      The evil smile that spreads across his face tells me all I need to know. He wants me dead.

      “Are you guys not finished in there yet?” Gabi calls out just as she comes around the corner.

      “No!” Steph and I scream as Mark spins around and grabs Gabi.

      He’s got the knife to her throat and his back to the wall, his crazy eyes darting between us.

      “She’s not the twin I wanted, but I plan on having all of you. So, I guess it doesn’t matter where I start.”

      He’s completely lost his mind. There isn’t any reasoning now. This is a situation we’re going to have to fight our way out of.

      “Please don’t hurt me. I’m pregnant,” Gabi pleads and covers her belly with her hands.

      Seeing the fear in her eyes has every inch of my body on red alert. She’s my other half and I’ll be damned if some psycho is going to take her away from me.

      “Take me.”

      I’m surprised when I look back to see Steph come out from behind me and step forward.

      “Take me, Mark. Isn’t that what this is about?” she says, her voice more confident with each step she takes. “It all started when we were in high school, and every girl since has been a poor substitute for me.”

      Steph must have watched some serious true crime documentaries because she is laying down some psychological shit right now.

      “I can see the resemblance between Ginny and me. You went after her, but it was me you really wanted. And you still do. Don’t you?”

      Gabi whines as the arm around her neck squeezes and the knife gets closer. Mark is staring at Steph like she’s the Ring and he’s Gollum. Could it be true? Could all this be because he still wants her?

      “Let her go, Mark, and you can have me,” Steph says, opening her arms and showing her hands, palms up. Gabi tries to protest, and Steph shakes her head. “I’ll leave with you right now and no one ever has to know.”

      She takes another step closer and then waits. Mark looks like he’s thinking it over. I hold my breath wondering what the hell is going to happen.

      “You’ll do what I say?” he asks quietly, suddenly much calmer than just a moment ago.

      “If you let her go, yes,” Steph says, taking another step closer.

      Mark looks over at me, then as if in slow motion he loosens his grip on Gabi and turns his head to the right, trying to look around the corner and see if anyone is coming.

      Before I know what’s happening, Steph throws herself at Mark, grabbing the arm with the knife and shouting at Gabi at the same time.

      “Get down!” she calls out.

      I realize what’s happening a split second later and I lunge for Gabi, covering her body with mine. She crumples in a heap on the floor, and I look up to see Steph and Mark wrestling for the knife.

      Steph screams, and I push myself off the floor, but the stupid wedding dress is twisted around my legs. I have to untangle myself before I can get up and help her.

      Mark backhands Steph across the face, but she manages to knee him in the balls. He bends forward but recovers impossibly fast. She tries to grab the knife just as he slashes out at her.

      When I get to them, he’s got a hold of her with his free hand and there’s blood on them both. I jump on Mark’s back and wrap an arm around his neck, trying to hold on and choke him at the same time. Steph smashes the heel of her hand against his nose. He cries out, and though I can’t see his face I hear the sound of his nose breaking.

      “You bitch!” he shouts.

      It’s then I hear someone scream in the distance, and I think it must be Lynn. She’s found us. I don’t have time to look as Steph, once again, goes for the knife. This time when she does it the three of us go tumbling to the ground. I close my eyes and cry out as pain shoots through my leg as the weight of Mark and Steph land on top of me.

      When I open them, Mark is staring at me with dead eyes.

      Steph moves and rolls Mark over, then helps me sit up. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Lynn, go get Barrett and Neal.”

      I must have hit my head when I landed because suddenly everything is fuzzy. Steph’s hands are covered in blood and Gabi is crawling towards me.

      “Ginny!” she shouts as she looks into my eyes. “Stay with us.”

      Their words are all coming from a long dark tunnel as my vision is edged with black. But just before I close my eyes I catch a glimpse of Barrett and I smile.

      I love you, I think, before I fall asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Genevieve

        

      

    

    
      I wake up with my right hand being gripped tightly and loud beeping coming from somewhere close by. I blink a few times at the bright light and look to my right to see Barrett sitting in a chair beside me with his head down on my bed. His eyes are closed, but I can see the dark circles under them telling me that he hasn’t slept much recently.

      I see the monitor next to me and realize that’s the source of the beeping. There are two threads going, and one is much faster than what I think my normal heartbeat should be. When I see the words at the bottom, a lump rises in my throat: Fetal rate. It’s then I notice that one of Barrett’s hands is resting on my belly in a protective hold. Even in his sleep he keeps me from danger.

      Using my free hand, I run my fingers through his hair and I smile as he leans into my touch. He’s so handsome when he sleeps. He’s so big and strong when he’s awake and looking after me, but right now he almost has a boyish quality to him. I don’t get to watch him like this often, so I’m going to soak it in before I wake him up.

      I remember coming to the hospital after the accident but not much else. They gave me something to help me sleep, but Barrett must have told them about the baby since I have the monitor. I haven’t taken a test, but all our suspicions have been confirmed. Our baby is growing inside me and though we’ve just gone through something horrific, I’ve never felt happier in my life. We are beginning our family, and Barrett is here with me. I know nothing can ever touch us as long as he is near.

      The door opens silently, and Gabi slips inside. I put my finger to my lips and she nods as she walks over and kisses me on the cheek.

      “You okay?” she whispers, and I nod. “I think you can be discharged in a couple of hours. They wanted to monitor you to make sure you didn’t have a concussion. Your ankle is sprained but it’s not broken.”

      “How’s Steph?” I remember she had a lot of blood on her, but I didn’t know if it was hers or Mark’s.

      “She’s okay. She had a pretty bad gash on her arm, but they stitched her up and sent her home. She’s with Lynn right now. I just got off the phone with her and she sounds good. John and the kids are on the way here. He didn’t want her to travel back alone.”

      I didn’t know I was so worried until I feel overwhelming relief that she’s okay. I don’t want to ask about Mark, but Gabi can already read my mind.

      “He’s dead,” she says, her voice solemn. It’s not like any of us regret it, but the whole situation is awful. “I was listening outside the room when the cops were interviewing Steph. She said she was wrestling Mark for the knife and when they fell it went into his heart.”

      I shake my head thinking how happy I am it wasn’t Steph who fell on it. We were so lucky. Mark has been a plague on her since high school. I can’t imagine what she went through, but now it’s all over. And we can finally put this behind us.

      “Where’s Neal?”

      “He’s getting me something from the vending machine. I wanted to make sure you were okay and they were going to let you go home before I left.”

      She leans down and kisses my cheek one more time just as the door opens and her husband walks in.

      Barrett stirs and then opens his eyes. They’re still heavy with sleep, and I run my hand down his face and jaw as he wakes up. I say goodbye to Gabi and Neal as Barrett sits up and smiles at me.

      “Lady, you scared the hell out of me,” he says, his voice hoarse.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and he moves closer, pressing his forehead to mine.

      “Don’t be sorry. Just tell me that everything is going to be okay.”

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I promise. We kiss softly. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      “I know,” he says, rubbing my belly with his big hand. “I heard your sister catching you up on everything.”

      “You were listening?”

      “Of course,” he says. He doesn’t even apologize.

      “I’m just ready to go home. I want to be in my own bed.”

      “Me too,” he says, kissing my hand and looking up at me. “There’s just one thing she didn’t tell you.”

      “What?” I ask, worry building inside me.

      “Our parents are on the way.”

      “Which ones?” I groan, knowing if it’s my mom she’s going to be so worried.

      “Both. Yours and mine. Get ready, Genevieve. They’re going to smother us with love and worry.”

      “I guess there could be worse things.” The wedding is still a couple of weeks away, but I’m sure that won’t matter to anyone. Heck, I can even see Barrett wanting to move it up now that everyone will be home.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe. And I promise to never let anything like that happen to you again. Steph told me you stepped in front of her and…” He gets a little choked up and clears his throat. “You’ll never know what it means to me that you protected my family when I couldn’t be there.” He caresses my belly again. “You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met, and I love you so damn much.”

      “I love you, too,” I say as I pull his face close and kiss him. I can feel his need for me just below the surface and I know the second we’re home he’s going to strip me bare and possess my body in every way possible.

      I ache for him to connect us. All this stress about Mark has weighed so heavily on us. Now that we are free of everything all I want to do is spend the rest of my life loving him.

      He wraps his arms around me, and just as I deepen the kiss the door flies open and both sets of parents come crowding in. I laugh as all four of them start talking over each other, asking if we’re okay and what happened, and then someone shouts about babies.

      I can’t help but giggle at the commotion, and I pull Barrett against me and close my eyes. I say a little prayer of thanks to whoever it is that watched over me and my baby. I won’t take a second of my life for granted.
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        Two weeks later…

      

      

      The backyard is lit with fairy lights in the trees, and candles in mason jars light the path that Genevieve will walk down to meet me. It’s all simple but beautiful, and everyone pitched in to make it a perfect day for us.

      Hay bales make up the seats and everyone is getting into place because it’s almost time. Soft music comes from a guitar being played close by, and I can see movement in the house. Genevieve’s father is walking her down the aisle and I can see him holding the door open to wait on her.

      She hid in our bedroom and I had to get ready in the nursery so I wouldn’t see her. It was the only thing she asked for, so of course I had to reluctantly give in. I love her so much that I can’t deny her anything. Even if it’s been driving me crazy.

      My sisters are standing in the front with Gabi as we all wait for her to walk out. Steph’s husband John and their two kids are sitting close and he can’t keep his eyes off of Steph. She told me today that they’re moving back home, and I nearly gave my mother a heart attack when I yelled with excitement and picked her up and spun her around. After all that’s happened she said she’s finally at peace and just wants to be closer to all of us. Especially since Genevieve and I are expecting.

      My mom and dad haven’t stopped smiling since they came into the hospital and found out everyone was okay. They love Genevieve and her parents and they’ve all loved fussing over us and helping plan the wedding.

      This home is where Genevieve and I fell in love, and we knew this was the place we wanted to get married. When we got back from the hospital she didn’t seem surprised that I wanted to move the wedding up. In fact, she seemed just as ready as I was. If anything, this whole thing made us realize just how short and precious life really is. I’m ready to fill this house with a family and begin our lives as husband and wife.

      When she walks out onto the back porch her smile lights up the whole night. She’s got her hair pulled to one side with flowers in it. Her dress is a simple slip that hugs her body and flows down to her bare feet. She steps onto the soft grass and clutches her bouquet of lilies in one hand and her dad’s arm in the other. I can only stare at her, at how utterly beautiful she is, as she gets closer.

      Her dad approaches, and the minister begins to speak, but all I can concentrate on is how breathtaking she is. The moonlight shines on her pale skin, and I can still see her blush up at me. Her dad puts her hand in mine and I pull her close to me before I reach up and run my thumb along her cheek. I whisper to her how perfect she looks and how much I love her as the ceremony begins around us. I’m prompted to say words and I repeat what I’m supposed to. But all I can think is how lucky I am that I get to marry my best friend—the woman I love and want to spend every moment of every day with for the rest of our lives.

      When Genevieve slides the wedding band on my finger it finally feels real. To have her mark on me, just like the one I have on her. I can’t help it when my hand goes to her belly and I say my vows. Because in this moment I promise it not only to her, but to our child as well, and I want our witnesses to see it.

      “I will love you until my last breath and beyond. You will be my soulmate for all eternity. This I vow,” I say, and Genevieve begins to cry.

      I wipe her tears away and pull her close as I press my lips to hers. They’re so soft and sweet, and nothing in my life has ever felt so perfect.

      Cheers from the crowd erupt around us as I reach down and scoop her up in my arms. I hold her there as the minister announces us and I’m so proud I could practically float.

      The rest of the night is a blur, but I try to hold on to every memory I can. We dance and eat cake, and we laugh all through the night. Our wedding is everything we dreamed it could be and so much more. I’ve given Genevieve all that she wanted and made her dreams come true. But this is only the beginning. Our days will begin again and this time there’s nothing standing in our way.

      “I love you, wife,” I whisper in her ear as I pull her close.

      “I love you, husband,” she says, resting her head on my chest as we sway to the music.

      I’ll never get tired of hearing those words.
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        Four years later…

      

      

      “Could we possibly have any more pink?” Barrett asks, and I look at him and put my hands on my hips. “You’re right, I don’t know why I ask stupid questions,” he mumbles, walking back into the kitchen to get more balloons.

      “How do you do that?” Lynn asks as she stares in wonder.

      I laugh and shake my head. “I don’t know what you mean.” I shrug, pretending to look innocent.

      “He’s right, though. It looks like Miss Piggy planned this party,” Lynn says as she looks around.

      Just then Gabi comes out wearing a gigantic pink ball gown covered in sparkles.

      “That would be her,” I say, and Lynn and I laugh.

      “You laugh, but you two have matching dresses in the living room,” she says, crossing her arms.

      “Oh no,” Lynn cries, holding up her hands, but Gabi shakes her head.

      “Oh yes. If this is what the princesses want, then this is what they get. They only turn four one time.”

      “I think they’re cute,” Steph says as she walks outside wearing the same thing.

      As if on cue, John, Neal, and Barrett all come out sporting pink coats and glitter ties.

      “That’s just unfortunate,” Lynn mutters beside me, and I have to smother a laugh.

      Of course Gabi and I both had twin girls on the same day. I ended up going into labor early and she was a week over. We couldn’t have planned it better if we tried, and we really did try. So our four girls are turning four all at once and it’s a surprise pink glitter bonanza. All the grandparents are keeping them occupied until they bring them over in an hour.

      “They don’t even know about the party. How do you know this is what they’d want?” I say, eyeing Gabi suspiciously.

      “Put it on and don’t ask questions,” she sing-songs, then walks back into the house to finish getting the party ready.

      Barrett comes up behind me and wraps his hands around my waist. “How about we slip upstairs before the guest of honor arrive?” His hand goes to my growing belly, and I feel his lips begin to trail down my neck.

      “Yes,” I say, gripping his hand and tugging him behind me.

      “Where are you going?” Steph says, putting her hands on her hips. I give her a wink and she laughs. “Just don’t let her catch you!” she shouts as we sneak inside.

      We have to hide in the front entrance until we see Gabi walk by, with John following her and carrying a gigantic pink cake.

      “Now,” Barrett barks as he scoops me up in his arms and runs up the stairs.

      I have to put my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing and getting us caught. When we get to the bedroom he shuts the door and bolts it behind him. He jerks at his sparkle tie and tosses it to the ground.

      “You better not forget to put that back on,” I say as I wiggle out of my shorts and pull off my top.

      “You know I’ll wear it. Anything for my girls,” he says, yanking down the cups of my bra and going for my breasts.

      He sucks on my nipples and the sensation goes straight to my core. When I was pregnant with the twins he was so scared that anything he’d do would send me into early labor. This time, it’s one baby, but we’re not finding out what it is. I’ll be happy no matter what and I know Barrett will be, too.

      I spread my legs after he picks me up and sits me down on the edge of the bed. He’s long and hard as he slides all the way inside me, filling me utterly.

      I cry out, and he puts a hand over my mouth while he whispers in my ear. “Shh. This will be quick, lady. We’ll be back before anyone even knows we’re gone. Now hold on to my shoulders and let me in.”

      I relax, and he thrusts again. This time I can feel his soft curls pressing against my clit, and I whine against his hand. I’m always so wet and needy when I’m pregnant, and it’s so much worse this time. I’ve had him twice today already and even now I know that one orgasm won’t be enough. I’ll need at least two to hold me over until tonight.

      “Fuck, you’re greedy for it,” he grunts, burying his face between my breasts.

      I feel my pleasure build and then release all too quickly, and I keep moving my hips.

      “More?” he asks, and I nod. I’m not nearly finished with him.

      He pulls out and I whine, but he scoots down and puts his mouth between my legs.

      “That’s it,” I whisper as I grip his hair with one hand and roll my hips against his mouth.

      This time when I climax it’s harder than the last, and I feel my body begin to relax.

      He kisses me once more before he moves up my body again and slides his cock back into my pussy. He presses his lips to mine, and tasting myself on him urges me forward.

      “Go away,” Barrett growls, but I didn’t even hear a knock. I’m so lost in him and in us that I don’t care if someone breaks down the damn door.

      My body tightens as his lips make their way back to my breasts and he kisses me there. It’s everything I need and he knows it. He’s always so attuned to what I want.

      “Say it,” he growls as he thrusts into me once more.

      “I love you,” I gasp, and I kiss him.

      His warm release inside me triggers my own, and I whimper against his lips as the pleasure washes over me. He takes me to paradise every time we make love, and I don’t think I’ll ever get enough.

      “I love you,” he says as he tries to catch his breath and runs his hands up and down my body.

      “I know what you’re doing in there, and if you don’t get your butts dressed and downstairs in five minutes I’m going to eat all the cake,” Gabi warns, and I put my hand over my mouth so she doesn’t hear me laugh.

      “She wouldn’t dare,” Barrett says, then he sobers up. “Shit, she probably would.”

      He lifts me off the bed, and I giggle as he takes me to the shower.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, surprised he’s not getting dressed.

      “I’m not done with you yet. And I have a second cake in the refrigerator.”

      “You really do think of everything,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “What can I say? I’m made to be yours.”

      

      
        
        THE END!
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            Thankful For Her

          

          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Autumn has always felt a soul-shattering pull to her stepbrother, Hunter. The only problem is that they’ve never met. But this Thanksgiving they’re finally going to meet and when they do, all her desires will be confirmed.

      Hunter Danvers has lost a lot, and seeing his father marry a nightmare of a stepmother, he thinks he’s lost him, too. He reluctantly comes home for Thanksgiving. And then everything he knows to be true changes. 

      

      Warning: Get stuffed with insta-love, a secret baby, and gravy puns galore! This glossed-over holiday just got a reason to be celebrated, and it has nothing to do with the cranberry sauce!
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          Autumn

        

      

    

    
      I stand in the hallway looking at his picture, something I shouldn't be doing. I'd die if anyone found the secret picture I had of him hidden away in a drawer in my bedroom. But this huge portrait on the wall is nothing like the one I’d stolen.

      Hunter Danvers.

      He’s the man who takes up too much of my thoughts. When I was sixteen his father married my mother and my secret obsession began. I was only sixteen at the time, but even two years later, I’ve yet to meet him.

      My mother and new stepfather were married before I could even blink. Not that I minded. I love Neil and he’s always so nice to me when I’m home. He makes me feel welcome, and he’s wonderful to my mom. He even went as far as to try to talk me into coming home from boarding school and going somewhere close by. It was a nice offer, but I politely declined.

      Not because I didn't want to, but because my mother would never want that. She’s always trying to get me out of her hair as fast as possible. It works out fine because I don’t want to live full time with my mother either. She's a hard woman to please and I find myself trying to make her happy even though I know it won't work. I can't help myself.

      I may not love boarding school, but I’m used to it. I like being there more than I ever liked being home. Though the silver lining to coming home is seeing pictures of Hunter. Every time I’m visiting I pray he shows up and I can actually meet him. But so far no such luck.

      This time, though, I’m set to be home for eight weeks. Normally I'd make plans to do something with a friend over the Thanksgiving break, but Neil insisted I come home. He made a big deal about having a family dinner together and how he was going to get a giant turkey so I had to come eat it. My mother wanted to appear like she was a good mom and went along with him. It’s something she does when she has a new husband. She pretends to care when they’re around. Normally it doesn’t bother me, but with Neil it feels different. He's not a jerk like most of my mother's exes. I like having him as a stepfather.

      An arm wraps around my shoulder and I look up to see Neil standing there. My cheeks warm a little as I wonder if he saw me staring at Hunter. The wall is littered with pictures, so maybe he thinks I was looking at all of them.

      “She's beautiful, isn't she?” My eyes follow Neil’s line of sight. He's looking at a picture of his deceased wife. Hunter's mother.

      “She is,” I agree.

      She looks nothing like my mother. She’s a bright light with blonde hair and blue eyes and full, round cheeks. My mother has midnight-black hair and dark eyes. Sometimes I think she looks like a porcelain doll. Her face is unmoving and her skin is flawless.

      I can tell from the picture she doesn't have a personality like my mother’s either. The woman is sitting at a table littered with paints, brushes, and drawings. It's a mess and there are two little boys in her lap. Hunter and his brother Vance. They’re both kissing her, their little hands are in her hair and on her face, getting paint everywhere. She’s laughing. The picture is so beautiful it makes my eyes water. I know two of the people in the picture are gone and it destroyed Neil’s life. I can tell he misses her. The look of loneliness is always on his face. I adore Neil, but I don’t know why my mom did marry a man whose heart she’ll never have. It’s clear one women would forever hold it and she’s gone. Then again, I guess it was never love my mother was after. It’s always about money and social standing.

      “It's like I've lost them all,” he says so quietly I almost don’t catch it.

      If I had to guess I think he’s referring to the fact that Hunter doesn’t come around much. Then I wonder if the Hunter Danvers in my head is one hundred percent fake. It breaks my heart a little to think I might have gotten it wrong. What if he’s cold and distant instead of what I imagine him to be?

      Neil lets out a deep sigh. “You'll bring him back.”

      I don’t know what he means by that, but he pulls me close and I lean my head on his shoulder. I’m not used to someone being so kind, and though it feels foreign, it’s so nice. It makes me wonder what my own father was like. And it makes me wonder how Hunter can stay away from a dad like Neil. If he were my dad I’d spend as much time with him as I could. Especially if he were the only family I had left.

      “Hunter is coming tonight,” he says. I turn to face him and see he’s smiling from ear to ear. “This is going to be the best Thanksgiving in…” He pauses as a sad look comes over his eyes. “Well, the best in a long time. And even better that you’re here, too. Your mother has invited half the town for a turkey celebration, but either way, I know it’s going to be wonderful having you with us.”

      I can’t help but smile back. I look at the dimple that forms in his cheek and I wonder if Hunter has it, too.

      “I want you to finally meet him. It's time.” He says it like he's been waiting for the right moment.

      I want that, too. I’ve wanted it from the first moment I saw his picture almost two years ago. What will he think of me? Excitement creeps into my belly and I feel myself get nervous. What should I wear? I picked out a white dress, but now I'm not so sure. Everyone always says I look young for my age. I want to look older, maybe even sexy. I don’t want him to think of me as his little stepsister. I want him to want me, to think I’m a woman, because I’m sure that’s all Hunter dates. The thought of him with other women grosses me out and makes me jealous. It’s irrational because I’ve never so much as met the guy. I know I’m being completely ridiculous. But I can’t help but wonder if they’re all supermodels or movie stars. The excitement I was feeling lessens and a little bit of sadness takes its place.

      “Meet who?”

      My mother’s voice echoes in the hall and Neil and I turn to see her staring at us. Her smile is forced and I know it. I can always tell because it doesn't meet her eyes. Now, with all the botox she gets, it’s harder for her to fake it.

      “Hunter,” Neil says. The way he says his son’s name is filled with so much love.

      “How lovely. The whole family will finally be together for Thanksgiving.” My mom beams.

      I keep on smiling even though I want to roll my eyes. Maybe I’m more like my mother than I know. Being able to mask how I really feel is second nature. Growing up with her, there was no other option but to fake it. I had to learn how to do it or life would be harder.

      “Come, dear, let’s get you ready.” She holds her hand out for me to take it.

      Her makeup and hair people got here hours ago and she’s perfection. She got ready while I worked in the kitchen making sure everything would be to her liking. She didn't tell me to do it, but I thought it would be helpful. I know how she likes things done and I thought it would prevent her from making a few servers or cooks cry tonight. Plus, whenever she catches me sitting around reading she likes to make comments about me being lazy, which is her reason for why I’m so plump.

      I take her hand and she leads me away. The farther we get from Neil the tighter her grip on my hand becomes and I know she’s mad, though I don’t know why. She leads me down the hallway until we get to my room, then she throws the door open and drags me inside. I can tell it takes everything in her to not slam the door closed behind us. She shuts it and I hear the lock click.

      “What are you doing, Autumn?” she whispers harshly at me. I stare at her, not sure what she means. Sometimes I find it better not to speak at all. “You stay away from Neil. I won’t have you bothering him. We have a good thing here and you’re not going to mess it up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, simply because there’s nothing else to say. There’s never any reasoning with her. And I don’t want to fight. It’s Thanksgiving and if she gets too worked up she has these little breakdowns. As much as I can’t stand her, watching her have one always pulls at my heart. She’s still my mother.

      “You’re not coming tonight,” she tells me.

      My heart drops. Normally I’d jump for joy that she wasn't dragging me to one of her little events, but not tonight. Tonight I was going to get to meet Hunter. She walks over to my bed, where the white dress I was going to wear is laid out. “White. Really, Autumn? Could you be any more boring?” She shakes her head, walks over to my closet and puts the dress away. “If you want to be so plain wear black.” Her eyes roam over me. “At least it’s slimming.”

      She sighs and shakes her head like she’s exasperated with me. My eyes water, but I hold it back the best I can.

      “I’ll tell Neil you’re not feeling well. I’m sure he’ll understand. Then I want you to keep your ass in this room,” she says as she walks to the door and unlocks it. Turning to look at me, she says, “And stay away from Hunter Danvers.” Her voice is deadly.

      I could almost swear there’s a hint of jealousy in her words. But before I can think on it too much, she closes the door firmly behind her. Then I let the tears fall.
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