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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “How do you get women to, you know, eat?” Rome Hard asked.  
 
    James looked at his youngest brother, brow raised, wondering where the question had even come from.  
 
    “You don’t bring it up, ever!” Jane, their mother, said.  
 
    “But seriously, there’s no way a woman can survive on celery. I don’t get it.” Rome pouted and fingered his food like it had some kind of disease.  
 
    “Maybe you should offer to pay for more than a salad,” Caleb said. He was the middle child, covered in ink—the rebel.  
 
    James watched his brothers, smirking as Rome tried to find something to throw at Caleb.  
 
    “I did offer to pay for whatever she wanted. I had a big juicy steak, and what did she have? Carrot sticks. Who orders salad without all the trimmings, at least? What about a dressing? Ugh, it made me uncomfortable. How can I even enjoy my food when I’m sure she didn’t even put it to her lips?” Rome wrinkled his nose.  
 
    “Who was your precious date?” James asked.  
 
    “Catherine Wire.” 
 
    Caleb groaned. “Nah, you see, there’s no way you’re getting much more than your di— I mean, er, there’s just no way you’re going to get much past her lips besides what she wants.”  
 
    James snorted, trying to hide it in his coffee cup. Their father glared at them, and then Jane shook her head. “Oh, please. You think I don’t know what you boys are talking about? I’m not some little virgin and I’m under no illusion about what my boys are capable of either. I’m also very much aware that Miss Wire has tasted all three of my sons at one time or another. Didn’t she go to school with you, James?” 
 
    “That she did.”  
 
    “Don’t even try to pretend you boys are innocent. You’re Hard boys, and I know what the girls all say. Once you’re hard, there’s no stopping until you’re … well, not.” She put her hands on Theodore’s shoulders.  
 
    Their father looked up at his wife with all the love in the world shining in his eyes. “We were young once.” 
 
    “We were, and your father was a Hard boy as well. You think I don’t know what you get up to? If I remember correctly, your father was a right jerk.” 
 
    “Boys, I used women. Took them, discarded them.” 
 
    Jane smiled. “Until he met me.” 
 
    “First woman in the world to never give me the time of day.” Theodore grabbed her hand, pressing a kiss to her inner wrist. This wasn’t the first time they’d heard this story. It was one their parents had told them many times.  
 
    “There was no way I was going to give my love to a man who liked to crush women’s hearts. That wasn’t who I was.” 
 
    “I pursued her for months. It took us making a bet to actually getting you to go out with me.” 
 
    “Only because you saved the cat in the tree and poor Whiskers hadn’t eaten in days. I was worried.” 
 
    Their mother was an animal lover. They had six dogs, four cats, and she’d even tried to adopt a small farm, but that was when their father had put his foot down.  
 
    “How does this help me to get a woman to eat?” Rome asked.  
 
    Jane laughed. “Find the right woman and believe me, you’ll know when she’s the right one. For now, do with Catherine what I know you care about. Boys. They really think we don’t know what’s on their minds.” She left the kitchen to go out to feed the dogs.  
 
    “Are you really hung up over Catherine not eating?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s not normal, right?” 
 
    “Is this because you kept giving your favorite teacher all of your candy and fruit?” James asked.  
 
    Everyone knew when Rome was fifteen years old, one of the youngest teachers at school, Miss Evergreen, captured his heart. He had the biggest crush on her, and it was one of the first times a Hard boy became a nerd. Their reputation was fundamentally ruined because of it.  
 
    Not really.  
 
    There was no way anyone could call him or Caleb a nice guy.  
 
    Rome glared at him. “I guess you’re going to start looking at all the pretty flowers now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why are we talking about flowers?” Jane asked, coming back into the kitchen, a little out of breath.  
 
    “Eliza is coming back to town,” Caleb said.  
 
    “Eliza?” Theodore asked.  
 
    “Elizabeth Reid,” James said. “She’s coming back to town, living with her Aunt Betty again.” His jaw clenched as Rome started to smirk.  
 
    “Didn’t you have a crush on her?” 
 
    “No,” he said.  
 
    “You were going to ask her to prom,” Rome said.  
 
    James looked at his coffee, seeing it as far more inviting than anything else in their conversation. He didn’t need to hear what his brothers thought. Eliza. She hated her name Elizabeth. He never knew why, but whenever someone called her by her full name, she’d always correct them, and say Eliza. Even teachers.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    He’d tried not to think about the blonde spitfire who’d consumed most of his teenage thoughts. She’d been so incredibly sweet most of the time. Unless someone pissed her off. She’d been placid until someone either bullied a person who was vulnerable or smaller. Then the spitfire would come out, and there was no stopping her on the warpath. Those blue eyes of hers, angry and ready to hurt whoever she set her sights on.  
 
    Of course, he’d never gotten the chance to ask her out.  
 
    Eliza had no parents. At least from what he’d heard, she’d been left in an old trailer at the age of three. She was never fed, rarely clothed, and it was only when her aunt Betty went to see her sister that she realized what had happened. Eliza had been abandoned. Her parents didn’t even care enough to put her into foster care or take her to someone who loved her.  
 
    From that moment on, Aunt Betty, the florist, became her mother, her guardian, her everything.  
 
    He shouldn’t have even known as much as he did, but he was obsessed with Eliza.  
 
    “And I didn’t ask her to prom.” 
 
    “Did she even go to prom?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “No, she didn’t.” She’d stayed at home with her aunt Betty. He’d ended up going to the prom on his own and leaving early. It had been so incredibly lame. Now, he was here thinking about her again.  
 
    “I like Eliza. She’s sweet. You could do worse, son,” Jane said. “Yeah, I can see her as a daughter-in-law.” 
 
    “Mom, seriously, there’s no way anything like that is even happening. It’s not going to happen. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “And why can you promise me that?” 
 
    James looked at his mother, a little perplexed. 
 
    “Because that would involve him having to talk to her, am I right?” Rome asked.  
 
    He would gladly be an only child. 
 
    “And James gets all tongue-tied around beautiful women, and he thinks she’s so beautiful.”  
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” James got to his feet. “I’ve got work to do and it doesn’t involve sitting around all day listening to you two.” 
 
    “Would it help if I added this?” Caleb asked, lifting his hand to his face, kissing and making out with it. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Theodore said, but James was already out the door.  
 
    He had to work. After running down the steps, he walked over to his bike, secured his helmet, and straddled his machine.  
 
    He loved to drive in the truck his father got him for his eighteenth birthday, but there was something about riding his bike. This was his first purchase after moving out of his folks’ home. He always came on Saturday for breakfast as his mother hated the house to be empty, but he lived a couple of miles from them, near town.  
 
    Most of the time, he didn’t wear a helmet, but if his mother ever caught sight of him, she’d pitch a fit, and he wasn’t going to give her a reason to be pissed.  
 
    Eliza was back in town. He hadn’t seen her yet, but he’d heard about her arrival. She had no idea he had the biggest crush on her, and he doubted she ever would. There was no way she would even look at him. Being a Hard boy, he’d gained a reputation with the women long before he’d even thought about falling for her.  
 
    They were men who worked hard, played even harder, and well, they were all good in bed. He knew he could make her scream if she only gave him the chance. He’d blow her mind with what he could do with his tongue.  
 
    His cock ached just thinking about her.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    He was a grown-ass man.  
 
    He shouldn’t be thinking about a woman he hadn’t seen in years. It was fucking wrong.  
 
    **** 
 
    “It was lovely to have your business.” There was a pause as the door opened and closed. “And I hope those thorns hurt as she throws them at you, you disgusting fucking pig.” 
 
    “Aunt Betty!” Eliza laughed as she finished putting the last of the flowers in a vase and turned to look at her only relative. “He was a paying customer.” 
 
    “Clint is an asshole of high proportion. Never, and I mean, never ever, give a man a chance. He will take you, chew you up, spit you back out, and fuck with your head.” 
 
    “You know, it surprises me how I’ve been able to survive when you talk like that.” 
 
    “It’s a gift, honey. A complete and total gift. I curse in life so you don’t have to.” 
 
    Eliza laughed, leaning over the counter. “What did Clint ever do to you? Not call?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I never had anything to do with him. I just know he’s left a trail of women in his wake and he always comes in here, wanting the best flowers. Up until a couple of years ago, he tried to negotiate the price. Now, I inflate it just for him.” Aunt Betty smiled. “You did good with the arranging.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Eliza ran her fingers through her hair. Growing up, she’d spent years in this shop, and even though flowers weren’t her thing, she was good at it. They always looked beautiful and she knew how to take care of them.  
 
    “It’s good to have you home and now you’ve been here a couple of weeks. I’m not complaining about the company, but I’ve got to wonder if you have any plans.” 
 
    “Plans? I need to have plans?” 
 
    “Well, the college thing didn’t stick. Nor did anything else. You’ve had what? Twenty, or is it thirty jobs?” 
 
    “Thirty-five different jobs. But not too much variety, you know. I worked in bars, restaurants, clubs. Even jewelers. I worked in a nice place selling necklaces and earrings. You think Clint is an ass, I can tell you some stories. I worked in the library as well. That was fun. A lot of kids thought they could get it on in the science section. I was the cock-block librarian.” Eliza smirked.  
 
    “Again, I have to ask, what is your thing?”  
 
    Hand on her hip, Eliza wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Even after all this time? You’ve even gone and traveled and you’re back here.” 
 
    “I know. You were the one who said traveling and experiencing life would help me find out what I love. I’ve tried everything and nothing sticks. Do you think something’s wrong with me?”  
 
    “No, nothing is wrong with you. Believe me. You’re perfect.” Aunt Betty reached across the counter and cupped her face. “You will always be perfect.” 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder if I’m going to screw up my life. Like I’ve already been given a plan and it’s set to fail at every possible chance.” 
 
    “You’re not like your mother, Eliza. Don’t for a second think you’re destined to go down the same path as her because you’re not.” 
 
    “But look at the two of us, Aunt Betty. How am I any different?” 
 
    “First, you haven’t shacked up with the town druggie. I’d say that is a plus. A huge one.” 
 
    She laughed. “So I’ve got something on my side at least.” 
 
    “Your mother believed everything should be handed to her. She didn’t believe in hard work, or anything like that. It was always about herself and you shouldn’t worry. You really shouldn’t. I mean it.” Aunt Betty moved from behind the counter, coming toward her, cupping her face, and kissing her forehead. “You’ve got absolutely nothing to worry about.” Their stomachs started to growl. “Maybe, apart from food, that is.” 
 
    “I’ll go and feed us both. Until then, you try not to curse out our customers while they’re in earshot. You think you can do that?” 
 
    “I can give it a go, but I’m not going to make any promises.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she grabbed her purse and headed across the street into the famous diner owned by Joanne. The woman had been there for centuries, or at least her families had, according to the current owner who was in her sixties, a little on the expressive side, but such good fun.  
 
    The moment she entered the diner, Joanne pulled her into a hug, kissing both of her cheeks. She was like that with most customers.  
 
    After placing their orders, she waited at the counter, aware of gazes on her. Even through high school, she had those whispers and gazes, but if Aunt Betty ever caught sight of them, she’d be at their throats. She loved Aunt Betty so damn much.  
 
    Tucking her hair behind her ear, Joanne finished her order in record time.  
 
    “If you ever want your old waitressing job back, just let me know. I’ll be more than happy to hire you again. You were one hell of a waitress.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Her first job was at the diner. She loved it here. Joanne was all about family and she always felt like she was part of hers.  
 
    With her lunch in hand, she headed back across the street. She slowed down as she moved, checking inside one of the bags to see her aunt’s burger and fries, along with a small box which would be her donut. Aunt Betty had a sweet tooth.  
 
    Next, she was making sure her salad was complete with tofu chunks and sauce, when she suddenly felt enormous pain and was thrown to the ground. Their lunches fell from her hands as she was … hit by a motorcycle.  
 
    Since when did anyone drive a motorcycle through town? The pain in her hip, thigh, and leg was intense.  
 
    Ten years in the big city, and she wasn’t even nearly mowed down by a car. A couple of weeks back at home, and she was hit by a motorcycle.  
 
    This wasn’t her lucky day, week, or year.  
 
    “Holy shit, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “What were you doing?” she asked, wincing. She tried to get up but her leg protested, so she stayed where she was. Dirt covered her hands, and it looked like her knees had taken most of the impact. The dress she’d worn provided no protection against the tarmacked road.  
 
    “I was looking in the florist shop.” 
 
    “What? Seriously? You wanted to see all the pretty flowers?” She couldn’t help but feel a little sarcastic. Pushing her hair out of her face, she looked up and stopped.  
 
    James Hard pulled off his helmet and came barreling toward her.  
 
    “So you were probably looking for flowers for your next conquest?” she asked, chuckling.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    “Eliza Reid,” he said. “I have changed a lot, actually.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to point out the obvious. Neither of them were teenagers anymore, and well, it looked like he was still blessed to be so handsome.  
 
    He came toward her, and she held out her arms to be helped up. As he tried to lift her, she cried out.  
 
    “Oh, no. I saw what happened,” Aunt Betty said, rushing out of the shop.  
 
    “I’m fine. Do you think everyone would mind if I just camped out here all night?” She looked down at her leg. Blood seeped from some of the cuts and she wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” Aunt Betty asked.  
 
    “Tickles a little.” 
 
    “You can’t get up,” James said. “I didn’t mean to hit you. Were you standing in the center of the road? 
 
    “You were the one paying attention to the florist shop. You got a crush on my aunt or something?” She cringed. “Ignore me. I was checking our lunch order, and well, nothing bad ever happens here.” 
 
    “You need to get her to the doctor to look over her leg. It doesn’t look broken,” Aunt Betty said. “I’d rather know, though, than risk hurting her more.” 
 
    “He’s got a bike. How am I going to get there?”  
 
    Aunt Betty pulled out a pair of keys. “I’ll help you into my car and he can drive you. I’ll call from the shop. You know I can’t leave it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that big order you’ve got coming. No problem. I’m fine, really.” Spending her time with James Hard was exactly what she wanted.  
 
    He was hot, cute, and of course, a total player. She didn’t think for a second he’d changed a bit. There had been a rumor she’d heard back in high school that he was going to ask her to the prom. She’d waited, and waited, and waited, but he never did. There was no way she was going to ask him. No, not with the old reputation her real mom had, she wouldn’t risk it.  
 
    Instead of going to prom, she and Aunt Betty watched lame romance movies and ate way too much popcorn and ice cream. It had been fun, but it also made her realize she needed to get out of town.  
 
    Pushing all of those thoughts aside, she focused on James. She wasn’t going to get her hopes up. The guy had just mowed her down with a bike.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    He ran her down!  
 
    He ran her fucking down because he’d been so preoccupied with trying to see her.  
 
    As he drove Aunt Betty’s car, he could tell it needed some work. Nibbling his lip, he tried not to think. To keep his mind completely blank.  
 
    James couldn’t believe he’d hurt her. Out of all the people he could have run down, it had to be Eliza.  
 
    She was stretched out in the back seat, resting her head against the window.  
 
    “You can’t go to sleep. You may have a concussion if you’ve hit your head.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I hit. When did you start riding a motorcycle?” 
 
    “Some time ago. Not long after you left town.” 
 
    “You don’t like cars?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I like cars just fine. I just happen to like my bike a lot more. Maybe one day I’ll take you out for a ride on it.” 
 
    “I’d like that. We’re not going near any florist shops, though. I don’t think my body could handle it. You know, if I was a kid, I’m sure I’d have just jumped right back up and not had a problem. Today, my body isn’t playing with me.” 
 
    “Bodies have a way of doing that. You know, telling us what they want.” 
 
    “I hear you. It hurts. Big time.” She rubbed at her temples. “I think I’ve got a headache.” 
 
    “I’ll have you at the doctor’s soon.” 
 
    “I know. Is it still David?” 
 
    “Yep. David is still the main doctor.” 
 
    “Can he still see? I remember his glasses were huge and thick when I was a kid. I’m sure he didn’t put the right Band-Aid on me once. He put the sticky bit across the boo-boo.” 
 
    James smiled. “I can’t believe you’re thirty years old and still say boo-boo.” 
 
    “It is what it is. How about you? How are you?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced in the rearview mirror, taking a good long look at her. “How am I?” he asked. “I’m good, you know. I’m coping. Handling everything. Doing what I must do. That kind of thing.” He shrugged. “You?” 
 
    “I meant, do you have a wife? A couple of kids? Do you work on your motorcycle? Any of the good stuff, James.” 
 
    “Ah, we’re doing the whole catching-up routine. We really are grown-ups now.” 
 
    Eliza laughed and he loved the sound. “It’s been a long time. I don’t know how all this goes. I think it’s polite to ask people about their life, right?” 
 
    “I’ve heard it helps.” 
 
    “Please tell me to fuck off if you really don’t want to know any more,” she said. 
 
    “Look at you using all the curse words now.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Aunt Betty. She’ll have me dusting her plants back at home for the next week.” She winced. “I think I’ve got a good enough reason to not be, you know, eloquent. She always told me a lady holds herself in high standards. This coming from a woman I heard curse out one of the known asses in town.” 
 
    James laughed. “I’m not married. No kids. My brother is the mechanic. I own the DIY store near the library. I’m also the resident plumber and electrician. I’ve been known to help with building projects as well.”  
 
    “Ah, okay. Which brother is the mechanic?” 
 
    “Caleb.” 
 
    “The rebel.” 
 
    He burst out laughing. “Yeah, the rebel. I do like that.” 
 
    She snorted. “What about Rome, is it? Isn’t he the youngest of you Hard boys?”  
 
    “He’s doing good. He’s an accountant.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. That sounds so boring.” 
 
    “It is, but whenever we’re around, he doesn’t start talking about numbers so dinners aren’t sleepy.” He looked back in the rearview mirror. Her hair seemed more blonde than he recalled, almost as if she’d put a dye on it, but he knew that wasn’t the case. She’d always had the lightest and softest-looking hair.  
 
    Every time he looked at her, he just wanted to run his hands through the locks.  
 
    Of course, he never had. That had stalker and all kinds of weirdo attached to it, and he wasn’t about to make her uncomfortable.  
 
    “I hate my leg.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your leg.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I shouldn’t have stopped to check my lunch. Force of habit.” 
 
    “So, tell me about yourself,” he said. “We’ve talked about me, what about you?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the whole sharing thing. Let’s see, college didn’t stick. I stayed for two years, and I just couldn’t hack it. I tried, I really, really did. So, I worked in loads of different jobs. Waitressing, bartending, I even took up a position as a legal secretary for a couple of months. No boyfriend or husband waiting for me. No kids either. For the past ten, no, twelve years, I’ve done nothing. I’ve accomplished nothing.” 
 
    He heard the sadness in her voice. All he wanted to do was hold her and let her know it was going to be okay.  
 
    “Now, I’m back home. Living with Aunt Betty, and I’m sure she has a boyfriend but she won’t tell me because she doesn’t want me to feel like a complete and total chain around her neck.” She ran her hands down her face and groaned. “I really shouldn’t have unloaded all of that crap on you, should I?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. Really.”  
 
    “Do you live with your parents?” 
 
    “No. I don’t live with them, but I do have to enjoy breakfast with them every weekend. Both days. They won’t accept that I’m a grown man and can make my own breakfast.” 
 
    “I eat with Aunt Betty. She makes the best pancakes ever. I love them so much. She has even perfected my scrambled tofu.” 
 
    “Scrambled tofu?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, it’s a thing.” 
 
    “I’ll believe you.”  
 
    She smiled. “This is nice, James.” 
 
    He pulled up outside of the doctor’s office. The one and only nurse was waiting. “I know.” 
 
    “It looks like my aunt got them prepared.” 
 
    “Nothing can happen to her girl. You should know that by now.” 
 
    “I’m starting to get it.”  
 
    James parked the car and helped her out and into the wheelchair.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s broken.” 
 
    “You’re not the doctor,” the nurse said. “You’ll know what has happened when we tell you. Can you wheel her in?”  
 
    Before James had even said he would love to, the nurse was gone.  
 
    “I don’t recognize her, but she’s got a stick up her ass,” Eliza said. “You don’t have to stay.” 
 
    “I ran you down. The least I can do is make sure you’re taken care of.” He pushed her into the building, using the wheelchair access to help. He noticed Eliza had a cut on her forehead. Part of her face also had a bruise, but the cut on her leg was the worst.  
 
    The doctor was already waiting. “I’d hoped to see you under better circumstances,” David said.  
 
    “Not my fault this time. James ran me down,” she said, looking back. “I’ve got to get myself some street cred.” 
 
    He laughed. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “I know that. Come on. Let’s have a look.” He pulled out a little light and shone it in Eliza’s face.  
 
    She winced. “Ouch! Seriously.” 
 
    “I see you still don’t like doctors.” 
 
    “I like doctors just fine. You like to test the limits of what’s nice and what’s not.” 
 
    Another chuckle. “Come on. It’s good to see you, Eliza.”  
 
    James heard the affection in David’s voice. He and his brothers had been stitched up and repaired many times over the years by this man. He was one hell of a doctor.  
 
    James stayed out in the waiting room and he had to wait for a good hour.  
 
    The doctor’s door opened and they were both laughing as they came out.  
 
    “Damn it, Eliza, you really are something.” He was crying from laughter. “The puppy, the tofu, wow, okay, business. She has a concussion so she’ll need to be monitored over the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I’ve already called Betty, and she’s heading out of town. James, will you be able to take care of Eliza for the next forty-eight hours?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to.” 
 
    “I would love to,” James said. “It’s the least I could do.” 
 
    “But don’t you have a life?” 
 
    “I have no life. Believe me. This is the most exciting thing that has happened to me in a long time. Not that running people down is a hobby.” 
 
    She snorted.  
 
    “What about her leg?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve bandaged her knee. A sprain. Nothing too severe. She will be more than fine as long as she rests it and doesn’t try to do anything too strenuous. I’ve got to head out on a house call. As always, Eliza, it’s a pleasure. And it’s good to see you back.” David hugged her. “You can take the wheelchair, and I expect it back as soon as you’re able to walk around without needing assistance.” 
 
    “I know you’re going to need this.” Eliza stood up. “I can use crutches or something.”  
 
    **** 
 
    “You could drop me off at home, you know. I don’t mind.” Eliza watched as he ran down his inventory list. Aunt Betty had checked on her and even offered not to go to the conference and wholesale she’d set up last year.  
 
    She wouldn’t hear of it. There was no way she was stopping her aunt from going to the conference. She’d organized everything when she thought she wasn’t coming back. Her life in the big city keeping her from coming home.  
 
    Her fear of failing was what kept her in the city all those years. She had nothing to hold her there. Nothing of any importance, anyway.  
 
    Humming to herself, she looked out at James’s DIY store. It wasn’t large, but it was neat, thorough, organized. He had the basics, the most-used tools, supplies, but for anything specialized, he had a whole load of catalogs to order from.  
 
    It looked … good. She wasn’t a DIY specialist or anything, but he made it work.  
 
    Also, there was no denying he made DIY look … sexy.  
 
    Again, she wasn’t supposed to notice these kinds of things. They were strictly forbidden to her.  
 
    “I promised to take care of you and I’m going to keep my word. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “I know, but you don’t have to. That’s the point.” 
 
    David had gotten some crutches for her. The wheelchair was a little extreme, since she hadn’t broken her leg. The last thing she wanted to do was feel like she was receiving care from someone else. She was perfectly able.  
 
    Grabbing said crutches, she stood. “So, what do you need me to do? There are a lot of empty shelves. I can help stock them.” 
 
    “I have a specific order.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes.” He grabbed a bag. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    They walked over to the area for screws, bolts, and nails. There were little empty holes for products to go in. He opened up the bag, and only used half of it, filling up one section. He pointed at the label. The codes matched from the label to the bag.  
 
    “I can help. Please. I know how to read labels and put them in the appropriate place.” 
 
    “I have to do it this way. I’m not being a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “If I don’t, they try to pretend I marked it down at a cheaper price.” 
 
    “I know. Everyone is always trying to save money.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’m not paying you.” 
 
    “I’m a damn good worker. You’ll be hiring me by the end of the day.” She moved toward his supplies, picked up multiple bags, stuffed them in her pockets, and walked back to the shelves, holding the crutches. Checking each label, she began to fill the screws, nails, and bolts. Once the entire shelf was filled, she bagged them up and carried them right back. “Is this how you stock the rest of the shop?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I don’t see a problem at all. I’ll get to work.” 
 
    He couldn’t complain as the bell rang, signaling a customer. As she started to fill the shelves, a little shocked by how empty they were, she came to realize his customers all wanted to know what happened this morning. How he ran her down? Why did he? If she’d cheated on him or something?  
 
    She rolled her eyes.  
 
    Why was she the one cheating?  
 
    Right, her mother, the crackhead whore. It didn’t matter that Eliza had never touched a drug in her life. She even hated the thought of taking a painkiller, but because she was the daughter of a druggie, that stain wouldn’t let up. She hated it.  
 
    One of the many reasons she’d left town was because of it, and she had wanted to go find herself. A part of her had hoped to never return because of success in the city. Only, she had to come back. Besides, being homesick, she couldn’t make it work. The city wasn’t for her.  
 
    The hours passed. The crutches slowed her down but before long, the shelves were neatly filled, and James put the closed sign over his door.  
 
    “We done?” she asked, hiding a yawn.  
 
    “We are done. I’ve just got to ring up the till, and then we’re good to go.” 
 
    She’d heard one of the customers advising him not to let her near the till. Again, she’d never stolen anything. James intervened by telling the customer to stop being rude or he’d have to go find his hardware elsewhere.  
 
    Shaking the negativity from her mind, she sat in the chair beside the door, staring out into the night. It was already dark. What time did he close? She glanced over at the clock and her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Nine-thirty. You close at nine-thirty?” 
 
    James appeared from out of the back. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Why do you stay open so late?” 
 
    “You do realize a lot of people do home improvements when they get home from work and it’s late.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, why are you open?” 
 
    “They will order from me, and not online. They come to the store, if I don’t have what is in, I can get it here tomorrow. They don’t go online and I get the business.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s actually kind of clever.” 
 
    He nodded. “And here is our ride.”  
 
    She looked out the window to see Caleb Hard pulling up in a tow truck.  
 
    “A tow truck?” 
 
    “For my bike. He’s going to tow it back to my place and we’ll ride up front with him.” James opened the door as Caleb came barreling in. He was just as big as his older brother but where James’s arms seemed to be completely bare of ink, Caleb’s were covered.  
 
    “Is it true? Did you really knock her down?” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Eliza said.  
 
    “Are you going to press charges?”  
 
    “I’m right here,” James said.  
 
    “I’m not going to press charges. I think his lack of sleep will be punishment enough, don’t you?” 
 
    “Lack of sleep?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s got to wake me up and make sure I don’t fall asleep for too long or something. First, he has to feed me. Your brother has to babysit me for the next two days.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s more than happy about that.” 
 
    She heard a grunt and turned toward the two men. James looked fine while Caleb was rubbing a spot on his stomach.  
 
    “Well, I hate to break it to you, but Mom is already at his house, making lasagna,” Caleb said.  
 
    James groaned. “Fuck, I forgot to take the key from her.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her making lasagna? If I remember, hers is the best in town and she wins at the summer fair every single year.” No one could beat it. 
 
    “Very true, but you see, my mom, she’s a messy cook. Like the worst, which means I’m in for one hell of a cleanup when I get home.” He shook his head.  
 
    “It’ll be worth it, I’m sure.” She was starving. After the doctor visit, James went to the diner, but it had been closed due to delivery and cleanup, so they ended up with some horrible sandwiches that tasted like cardboard.  
 
    A lasagna sounded so good right about now. She wanted food.  
 
    Aunt Betty had already gotten to her hotel room. She’d sent a text earlier. Eliza would call later, but she didn’t want her aunt to worry. Even though she’d left her in the very capable hands of James Hard, her aunt still worried. She loved her so much.  
 
    With James and Caleb’s help, she was able to climb up into the truck. She moved her ankle in circles, trying to get used to some movement.  
 
    Aware of James so close to her, she tried to focus on Caleb.  
 
    The drive was short and sweet. The men told her to wait in the truck while they unloaded the bike. As she watched James, it brought back a yearning she’d hoped to ignore.  
 
    He’d been the only guy in high school she had a crush on. The one she’d hoped would ask her to prom.  
 
    Now, he was the guy who was supposed to be taking care of her, and well, those old feelings hadn’t disappeared. No, they were right there. Only now, they weren’t the feelings of an eighteen-year-old schoolgirl. She wasn’t a sweet, innocent virgin.  
 
    She’d had a couple of boyfriends back in the city. Neither of them had stuck, but she had learned a lot about herself and her desires.  
 
    There was no way she was going to make a fool of herself. She wouldn’t allow it. She was the one in control, and James, nothing was ever going to come of it.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be able to handle her being so close?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Caleb.” 
 
    “Did you do it on purpose?” 
 
    He was going to throttle his brother if he kept asking all the same stupid questions. He glared at his brother, who held his hands up in surrender. 
 
    “What? You can’t deny it is a little odd. We were talking about her this morning. You run her down.” 
 
    “I was busy staring at the damn florist shop. Trying to catch sight of her, okay? I didn’t … it wasn’t supposed— Oh, fuck it. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t exactly fucking plan it.” He was tired of having to defend himself.  
 
    His mother chose that moment to come out of the house. The apron she wore made him want to whimper. She wiped her hands on a towel that looked equally dirty.  
 
    Why him?  
 
    Why his kitchen?  
 
    She had a good-sized kitchen and could bring him any item of food she wished to make, but no, not his mom. She would leave him the cleanup.  
 
    “Have they left you in the truck? What evil men,” she said.  
 
    Eliza chuckled.  
 
    Her laugh still did things to him. The sound drifted down his spine and made him want to fucking kiss her or something. Damn it.  
 
    Why did he volunteer for this?  
 
    Eliza being so close. Possibly naked, or in skimpy pajamas. He was fucked. Royally fucked. There was no way he was going to make it through the night, was there?  
 
    He ran a hand down his face, trying to clear the fog from his mind. He had to fix this.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mrs. Hard. How are you?” 
 
    “Please, it’s Jane. I’m fine. Come on, honey, let me help you.”  
 
    He and his brother rushed toward her, but she batted them away, already taking control as was her nature.  
 
    “You boys take care of what you think is the most important and I will take care of this one. I can’t believe you two. The bike over the young woman.” 
 
    Eliza chuckled and he glared at her. With his mother’s back turned, she stuck out her tongue. He knew what he’d like to do with that damn tongue, or at the very least, what he could get her to do with it, but he wasn’t going to because he was the nice guy who didn’t do things like that.  
 
    He watched them both move into the house.  
 
    “Come on, before all of that lasagna goes,” Caleb said.  
 
    They got the bike off the truck. He pushed it into the garage, closed the door, and headed inside. When Caleb was done, he’d let himself into the house.  
 
    The kitchen … was a mess. No, it looked like a bomb had gone off. It was that bad.  
 
    Eyes wide, he couldn’t believe it.  
 
    Holy shit, it was a mess. Sauce was everywhere and it even looked like white bechamel sauce was stuck to the floor and his cupboards. The smell was amazing, though, and he made his way into the dining room.  
 
    Eliza was already seated, digging into a nice, large slice.  
 
    Caleb joined them. “Maybe we should invite Rome. Show him how it’s done.” 
 
    James shook his head. His mother and Eliza were lost in conversation, both of them eating. There was salad on their plates but it wasn’t near the size of the lasagna.  
 
    Eliza sipped at her water as his mother told another story about them as boys and how she had to deal with being a full-time mom.  
 
    “Mom, please, don’t tell any embarrassing stories,” he said. He had to live with Eliza for the next two days.  
 
    “Did you know James used to wet the bed?” 
 
    He spat some of his beer out.  
 
    Eliza laughed. “No, I don’t think wetting the bed ever came up.”  
 
    “Mom!”  
 
    “What, honey? These kinds of things are important.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be sharing a bed, and that happened years ago when I was a kid. Even before preschool.” 
 
    “I know. I know. But, I remember being so worried. I thought you were terrified about something. I would stay up, watching you just to make sure.” 
 
    “You fell asleep in the rocking chair near the bed,” Caleb said. “Dad would have to carry you to bed. Don’t believe all of her stories, Eliza. She’s one hell of a mom, but she did raise three boys.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of that.” Eliza chuckled.  
 
    “Boys are so easy to raise, Eliza. Don’t let them put you off. It’s easy. You just have to know when to feed them, hold them, and let them go and scream in a pillow at the unfairness of it all.” 
 
    James wasn’t going to survive the night with his mom. 
 
    “Screaming into pillows.” 
 
    “It was how James got his anger out. It was so cute. When he would temper tantrum, I’d watch him. He’d grab a pillow, push it against his face, and scream. He’d scream his little heart out. It was so cute.” She laughed. 
 
    Nope, he wasn’t going to survive the night. There was no way he could look cool in front of this woman with his mother ruining him.  
 
    With his constant smirk and laughter, Caleb seemed to be having fun.  
 
    After Eliza finished the first piece of lasagna, she asked for seconds, and he watched as his mother served her more. She had an appetite. He liked that.  
 
    “We need to invite her to dinner,” Caleb said.  
 
    “Dinner. She’s coming home tomorrow. You’ll bring her, James. She has to have breakfast and dinner. I won’t accept anything less.” 
 
    “I’ll still be cleaning the kitchen tomorrow,” James said.  
 
    “Nonsense. It won’t take you long to clean. Besides, I made you a perfectly good meal.” 
 
    By the time dinner was finished and his mother and brother had left, there was no lasagna or salad, but a whole lot of cleanup.  
 
    Eliza offered to help and when they entered his kitchen, she paused. “What the hell did she do?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Mom cooking is a bad idea. She makes so much of a mess. At least, most of the time. There are some breakfasts and dinners where there’s next to no mess.” 
 
    “Let me guess. When she has to be the one cleaning up?” 
 
    James laughed. “You have already figured out my mother.” 
 
    “Not hard to do, is it?” Eliza asked. “The lasagna was worth the messy clean-up. What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “You start on the dishes. I’ll get to the floor, ceiling, walls, and everything else. If I knew she was coming around, I would’ve packed everything away.” 
 
    “Does your mom come to visit often?” 
 
    “Rarely. Only if I’m sick and it’s one of those days she brings me her soothing soup, and that is it. She doesn’t cook.” 
 
    “I like your mom.” 
 
    “I don’t wet the bed.” 
 
    Eliza frowned, turning to look at him.  
 
    “I figured I’d get that out there for you to know. No peeing the bed.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m sure we all have our tales from childhood.” 
 
    “What’s yours?” he asked.  
 
    She paused and looked back at him again. “Mine?” 
 
    “You heard my mom today. She has a lot of tales to tell. What about you? Do you have any?” 
 
    “Er, not ones I’d like to tell.”  
 
    He noticed her face was bright red. “No problem.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to tell them or anything. It’s just … my mom and dad left me. You’ve probably heard the tale.” 
 
    “It’s not a tale.” 
 
    “I know. This actually happened. I guess it is only fair. I would have nightmares about being abandoned. There’s no way for me to escape and no one cares about me. I’m forgotten and the box is thrown away like trash. I think I’m miniature-size or something. I don’t know. I know I’m not normal, but who is in dreamland?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but I agree with you. Dreams can suck.” He couldn’t believe she’d even shared a part of her fears with him. They were childish ones, but he had to wonder if she still had the same fears now. He had an overwhelming need to let her know it was going to be okay. That he and his brothers would never let anything happen to her. 
 
    Instead, he remained silent. Not saying a word. He wanted to. He felt like a fucking idiot for staying quiet, but he didn’t know what to say.  
 
    It was late by the time they finished cleaning the kitchen.  
 
    “I need to shower.” She winced, glancing down at her knee. 
 
    “I’ll be right outside. Come on, I’ll take you.” He lifted her in his arms, liking the weight and feel of her against him. She felt good, amazingly good. He enjoyed having her in his arms, to love, to hold, to cherish. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    He carried her upstairs to the bathroom. “If you need anything, I’ll be right outside.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Someone was mocking her.  
 
    Eliza knew it as she stripped out of her clothing. The steam from the shower filled up the room, and she had to wonder who it was.  
 
    Shaking her head, she ran her fingers through her long hair. She’d never gotten it cut short, always preferring the long length of her locks. Aunt Betty loved to comb it at night. They would spend hours watching movies while her aunt brushed her hair, or they did facials together.  
 
    She’d missed her aunt so much while she’d been away, but it felt important to her to know what she wanted. Also, it was nice to be far away from people who had already judged her before getting to know her.  
 
    Not tonight. She doesn’t get to invade my thoughts tonight. 
 
    Climbing into the shower, she winced and released a gasp.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m okay.” She couldn’t believe James was right outside the bathroom door. She didn’t even have any pajamas, and they hadn’t thought this through. The lasagna his mother made was amazing, though. She’d have to ask for the recipe so she’d be able to treat her aunt.  
 
    Tilting her head back, she relished the feel of the water against her face and body. It felt good. There were some stings as it grazed her cuts, but other than that, she was more than happy.  
 
    She used his soap, washing all over her body. Thinking about James had her pussy going slick and her nipples pebbling. What would it be like to have his mouth on her body, licking and sucking at her?  
 
    Get your head out of the dirty. It’s not going to happen. 
 
    If he couldn’t ask her to prom all those years ago, then there was no chance he was wishing for more with her now. She was on her own. Which she was more than happy about. She could handle everything on her own. After surviving the city, nothing seemed scary anymore.  
 
    She finished washing her hair and reached for a towel. For a split second, she completely forgot about her ankle. As she put pressure on her leg, she screamed, tumbling in the slick water, falling out of the tub and pulling the shower curtain down with her.  
 
    The door was open within seconds and only the shower curtain offered her any kind of modesty.  
 
    “What happened? Are you okay?” he asked, running his hands over her body.  
 
    “I’m fine. I really am.” She was naked. The shower curtain wasn’t designed to keep her body safe. The fabric pressed against her front and in clear view, he’d be able to see her breasts.  
 
    They paused.  
 
    “I forgot about my ankle and I hurt myself. I didn’t mean to.” She winced. “I kind of feel like I suck at the moment.” 
 
    “You don’t suck.” 
 
    “I feel like I do.” 
 
    “There is no way you can suck,” he said.  
 
    His voice sounded hoarse. She noticed his gaze lingered on her breasts and she licked her lips, liking his eyes on her.  
 
    “James.” 
 
    James grabbed a towel, pressed it in front of her, and covered her up, offering her some form of modesty. Then he helped her up and she groaned. If the ground could open up and swallow her, she would gladly fall into it.  
 
    “I don’t have any clothes,” she said. She was soaking wet and aware of her naked state.  
 
    “I’ll get you some clothes.” James lifted her again and carried her down the small hall toward one of the bedrooms. He opened it. There was a single bed inside, nothing else. “My brother crashes here from time to time when he’s working late.” 
 
    “Caleb?” 
 
    “No. There’s no way in hell I’d let him here. He’d bring a woman back with him and I’m not interested in having to clean the sheets from him. There’s only so much I’m willing to do. Rome stays from time to time. He works late and time gets away from him. He crashes here.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s not going to be here tonight?” 
 
    “Nah, he was volunteering at the school today. He would’ve gone home long before now.” James sat her down on the edge of the bed. “Rome doesn’t bring a woman back here.” 
 
    “Oh, that seems impossible to believe. A Hard boy without a woman.” 
 
    “I don’t bring a woman back here,” he said.  
 
    “Are you telling me you live like a monk?” she asked, brow raised. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. But there’s no woman who’s going to come and knock at the door. I haven’t been on a date in a while.” 
 
    Why was he telling her this? She didn’t know why he would share this with her. Had she been in the city that long?  
 
    “I haven’t had a guy around for a long time either. As you can see, there’s no one chasing me to take me back to the city.” 
 
    “That’s their loss.” 
 
    “Are you paying me a compliment?” she asked.  
 
    “I think I am. Are you prepared for it?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle it.” 
 
    He winked at her. “You’re a beautiful woman, Eliza. You should know that.” 
 
    No one had ever called her beautiful before. None of her boyfriends. They’d said she was pretty, but most of the time, when they told her, they were staring down at their phones. The way James told her, he was making sure she knew how beautiful she was, speaking firmly.  
 
    The silence in the room filled with tension. She wanted to say or do something, but she didn’t.  
 
    He got up off the bed. “I’ll grab you some clothes.” 
 
    Whatever moment they’d been sharing left when he stood. She watched him walk out of the room.  
 
    The shower curtain was still around her and she rolled her eyes, quickly removing it so she didn’t look like a crazy person.  
 
    Great, just great. 
 
    She had the curtain neatly folded as he came back.  
 
    “Sweatpants and shirt.” He held them up.  
 
    She took them from him, placing them on the bed. “I need to dry first.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll be outside again, just in case.” 
 
    She watched him go and then quickly dried her body, wrapping her hair up in a knot in the towel and putting it on her head. She pulled his clothes on, smelling him around her. His scent comforted her and it was a little strange to find so much pleasure from just sniffing him. She felt crazy.  
 
    Drying her hair quickly, she looked for a brush but didn’t see one.  
 
    Instead of waiting for his help, she hobbled to the door and opened it. “Do you have a brush?” she asked. “Crazy hair.” She pointed at her head.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    He turned to leave, and she admired the curves of his ass.  
 
    Head out of the gutter.  
 
    No time for it. 
 
    He returned with a brush. She took it from him, leaving the door open. She brushed her hair, trying not to look at him.  
 
    It was late. She was tired.  
 
    What does he feel about me?  
 
    “Tomorrow morning?” she asked.  
 
    “Breakfast. Mom and Dad will be expecting us. It’s what she does every weekend. Full breakfast, sausage, bacon, scrambled eggs, hash browns, all the good stuff. There will even be waffles, pancakes as well.” 
 
    “She goes all out.” 
 
    “That she does, for her kids.” 
 
    She finished with the brush. “Right. I better go to bed. You know, long day and all that.” 
 
    “You can’t sleep,” he said. “I promised I wouldn’t let you fall asleep.”  
 
    “I think the doctor was being overly cautious for me. He doesn’t want to risk getting sued. I want to get some sleep. I mean, you can keep checking on me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m tired, but I’ve been fine all day. I’m sure I’d have had, you know, some kind of symptom if I wasn’t okay.” 
 
    “I’m just next door.” He took the brush from her. “I’m going to head for a shower.” 
 
    “Okay. Good night, James.” 
 
    “Good night, Eliza.” Her body felt alive under his gaze.  
 
    “Wait, I know this is a little crazy, but, why don’t you like to be called Elizabeth?” 
 
    “You really want to know?”  
 
    “Yeah. I mean, if you want to tell me.” 
 
    “It’s not really a big secret. My mom called me Elizabeth whenever she was angry. I always hated the name.” She shrugged. “Changing my name just seemed like a headache.” 
 
    “I like Eliza.” 
 
    She laughed. “Thanks. Good night.” 
 
    It looked like he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t. Finally, he turned and left. He didn’t close the door.  
 
    She climbed into the bed and lay staring at the ceiling. She heard the shower running and she imagined him naked, under the spray.  
 
    Even his cock.  
 
    What is wrong with me? 
 
    She didn’t fantasize about men in the shower or their cocks. The two boyfriends she’d had even called her frigid because they felt she wasn’t experienced enough in the bedroom. She knew what she wanted, and they just didn’t satisfy her. Their idea of a good time was doing it with the light on. They didn’t believe in foreplay either.  
 
    “Why am I thinking about them?” The shower stopped and her thoughts immediately returned to James.  
 
    He’d had a reputation in high school. The girls he’d been with, she would hear them talking about how good he was. How he took care of a woman’s needs before his own. Was it real? Did he really care?  
 
    Did she want to be another notch on a Hard boy’s bedpost? All three boys were known for working hard and playing hard. Even their dad had had a reputation before he married.  
 
    She rolled over.  
 
    It didn’t matter because she wasn’t going to fall into James’s bed. He didn’t want her, anyway.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “I thought flowers, chocolates, dinner, and a date was what got women to fall for you and stay the night. You, you run them down with a bike.” 
 
    James was going to pound Rome’s face in. This was the reason why he hadn’t taken Eliza to breakfast with his parents this morning, and they’d hung out instead. He’d called his parents to let them know they would be over for dinner. He wanted to keep an eye on Eliza before he brought her to his family. He’d hoped his brothers wouldn’t be there, but of course, no such luck. “I didn’t do it like that.” 
 
    “He was actually trying to look at her in the florist shop,” Caleb said, snorting. “She’d gone out for lunch. He ran her down.” 
 
    “Now she’s in there with Mom and she’s probably telling all kinds of unattractive stories,” Rome said, wrinkling his nose.  
 
    “You know your mother. She’s taking care of her. Making sure she can cook,” Theodore said.  
 
    They were hanging out the laundry. Their mother had decided Sunday was the day to clean the sheets, and as such, with the sun shining bright in the sky, the men could hang it out.  
 
    James remembered doing this chore growing up as well. He hated it when it started to rain. He’d have to run out and quickly grab it in, especially if it had dried. His mother didn’t like using the dryer unless she had to. She believed it was a waste of time and energy, unless it was snowing.  
 
    “I don’t need Mom telling her any more stories. She told Eliza about my wetting the bed. I kicked that habit within months. I was a kid. I wasn’t even in school.” 
 
    “Let your mother have her fun. You know she’s always wanted a daughter.”  
 
    James knew after Rome, she had wanted to try again, but the doctor had advised against it. They had tried for a daughter but only a couple of months into the pregnancy, she’d miscarried. Lost the baby and nearly died from the blood loss.  
 
    Theodore and Jane had decided three boys would be enough, and maybe one of them would bring home a wife, and she’d have the daughter she always wanted.  
 
    “This is at my expense, though. You do know this. How am I expected to woo a girl if she’s telling them all of my naughty things from a when I was a kid?” James asked.  
 
    “You do know you sound like a child right now,” Caleb said.  
 
    “Wait until you bring home a woman for Mom to torture. You won’t be so happy either.” 
 
    “The trick is not to fall for a woman. I’ll never fall for a woman. I won’t give anyone that kind of power.” 
 
    “Then you’re a fool,” Theodore said.  
 
    “What?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Any man who doesn’t allow himself to fall for a woman because they think they know best, or not to have power over them, is a fool and an idiot. Being in love isn’t some kind of fucking curse. It’s a feeling that I hope all three of you feel one day. I’ve been in all of your shoes. Playing the field, thinking I know best. Using women for my pleasure and tossing them aside. You will all find the right one for you.”  
 
    He took the time to look at each of his sons. “You can mock me all you want to, Caleb, but you will fall too. I hope you all do. I hope you all find a woman who makes you feel as complete as my woman does me. There’s no better feeling in the world.” 
 
    “I bet James already feels that way about Eliza,” Rome said.  
 
    “You better shut your mouth.” 
 
    “Or what? Are you going to punch me?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. There was no way he was going to start a fight in his parents’ backyard. His mother would have no problems with punishing him by either making him stand in the corner or something. She’d done it before. Admittedly years ago, but still, with Eliza around, he wasn’t going to test it.  
 
    “No, but the next time you want a place to crash, you may find I’ve changed the locks.” 
 
    Rome looked away and he knew he had him. They both knew why he worked late at the school, and it wasn’t because of doing good for the town either.  
 
    “How the hell am I going to get her to even like me after I ran her down?” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say she likes you, otherwise, she wouldn’t have let you take care of her,” Caleb said. “Come on, it’s not every day you run down a girl and get to take care of her. You’ve got to look at the positives.” 
 
    “Yeah, like the fact she’s sitting on the porch with Mom, checking you out,” Rome said. “Don’t look. Then she’ll know you know, and you’ve got to play it smooth.” 
 
    He didn’t know how to play it smooth. She thought the reason he’d mown her down was because he was looking at flowers. It was all so fucked.  
 
    They finished putting the washing out and he carried the basket, resting it on his hip as he walked up toward the house.  
 
    Eliza sipped at her lemonade and as he passed, she gave him a smile. “I had no idea you could be so domesticated.” 
 
    “I can be a lot of things, baby.” He quickly moved back into the kitchen before he made a fool of himself.  
 
    Baby.  
 
    Were they even at that point? Shaking his head, he groaned. This was all just a little too much. Actually, it wasn’t moving fast enough for him, but he wasn’t going to complain. With the basket back in the laundry room, he grabbed himself his one and only beer and headed out to be with his family. Rome was telling them all a story about them out at the pond. It was one where Rome refused to get out and even threw his underwear at his mother. It was the day his mother told Rome all about the alligators and pirates. Rome never went into the pond again, and his ass shone all the way back to the house as he screamed.  
 
    His mother and Eliza left to finish dinner, and he couldn’t help but follow, touching her on the hip, stopping her.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, concerned. She was the first—and he hoped only—person he’d knocked down.  
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “My family can be a little tiresome.” 
 
    “I love them,” she said. “You’ve got a wonderful family. You must love it here.” 
 
    “Eliza, you want to come and cream the potatoes? They’re ready.”  
 
    The smile on her face at his mother’s call took his breath away. “I’ve got to go.”  
 
    She patted his chest and he watched her leave, wanting to do nothing more than pull her back into his arms. Heading back outside, he noticed his dad and brothers were watching.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You do realize there’s tension there, between the two of you.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” He didn’t need Caleb to get his hopes up.  
 
    “I don’t know, I think Caleb has a point.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re joining in now?” 
 
    “What? An old man can’t come and tell you what he thinks when a girl looks at his son a certain way? I’m telling you, there’s something there. You should explore it.”  
 
    He looked back toward the house but like always, he couldn’t see her. Was it too soon to ask her out on a date? Should he ask Aunt Betty first? There were so many questions and concerns, he honestly didn’t know what the hell to do.  
 
    Sitting back, he listened to Caleb talk about a couple of the cars that were having trouble back at his shop. They were old ones and he didn’t know where to get the parts. Their dad, as always, was full of information, and James listened with only half an ear.  
 
    It was his dad who’d convinced him to open a DIY store since he loved to build and fix things with his hands. He really did have a good life. Eliza, she didn’t have what he had. She didn’t have a family, just Aunt Betty. Was this life too much for her? Did his family make her nervous? He wanted her to like him, but family could be so crazy at times.  
 
    He couldn’t think with all these doubts right now. He just needed to get through dinner without any more trouble or embarrassing stories.  
 
    Dinner was called twenty minutes later and Eliza was already seated at the table next to his mother. They were deep in conversation and seeing her there, happy, it did something to him.  
 
    He wanted her. There was no doubt in his mind that he did. His feelings for her had never gone away, and even though so much time had passed, nothing had changed. This felt like the prom all over again. He’d wanted to ask her but never had.  
 
    Could he ask her out now?  
 
    It would be so easy to.  
 
    **** 
 
    “You didn’t mind them? I know they can be a little … all over the place, but they mean well. What was my mom talking about?”  
 
    Eliza found his nerves really charming. “You’re nervous.” 
 
    “You’re the first woman I’ve taken home to my parents.” 
 
    “I’m not a date, though.” She would have loved to have been his date. Licking her lips, she waited, wondering what he would say.  
 
    “No, you’re not a date.” He gripped the steering wheel even tighter. “Would you like it to be a date?”  
 
    “Is this your way of asking me out on a date?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess I’m trying to, but I don’t know. Have my parents freaked you out?” 
 
    She thought about his family. “I loved it.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve never been around such a large family before. It was really special to see, and I really enjoyed it. Your mom is amazing. I hope you realize how lucky you are.” 
 
    “Aunt Betty didn’t … have more kids?” 
 
    “Of course she didn’t, you know that. She did go on dates and had the occasional boyfriend, but nothing stuck. It was usually just the two of us. I think she wanted kids of her own, but she wanted to do it when it was … complete. You know? The stable relationship, that kind of thing.” She’d always wondered if she was the reason nothing ever went right for her aunt.  
 
    She loved her aunt so much. She could have sent Eliza into the foster care system but without any hesitation, she’d taken her in, clothed her, loved her. Eliza would always consider Aunt Betty her mom.  
 
    “So, if my parents and brothers haven’t scared you off, would you consider going out with me?” 
 
    “You’re really asking me out on a date? We’re talking a meal out and … you know, fun?” 
 
    “When you’re no longer limping or in pain. I’m considerate like that.” 
 
    She laughed. “I can’t believe a Hard boy is asking me out on a date. I’m a little shocked.” 
 
    “Go out with me, Eliza, please.” 
 
    “Then yes. As soon as I’m able, I’ll go out with you.” 
 
    They pulled up outside his house.  
 
    She opened the door, and he was already there, crutches in hand. Her ankle was sore this morning, but the doctor said between rest breaks she had to walk on it, just to stretch it out and help with the pain.  
 
    She was doing exactly that, but it was hard to want to, especially with him so close, and well, he smelled so good. Would it really be wrong to lean on him?  
 
    Ignoring the pull, she focused on climbing out of the truck. Not his large hands over her body, or how good they felt against her. Pushing some of her hair off her face, she looked up at him and smiled.  
 
    His lips were so close.  
 
    Clearing her throat, she took the crutches from him, and they walked into the house.  
 
    “I could do with a shower.” 
 
    “Okay.” He picked her up.  
 
    She let out an oomph at the sudden move. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she tried not to think of just how good it was.  
 
    Get your head out of your dirty thoughts.  
 
    There’s no place for them here. 
 
    He put her on her feet and he stepped out of the bathroom. “I’ll be right outside.” 
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him to come right on in, but she didn’t. Nope. He closed the door and she removed her clothes, hobbling over to the shower, which had a new curtain up.  
 
    The man was efficient.  
 
    Her body was on fire. Her nipples heavy. Her pussy slick.  
 
    Today had been wonderful. She loved his family. They had all treated her as part of them, and she wouldn’t be able to forget it any time soon.  
 
    With the soap in her hands, she washed her hair, face, and body, trying to avoid her sensitive parts, but it was impossible to do so.  
 
    She wanted him.  
 
    Using conditioner on her hair, she turned, tilting her head back, eyes closed. She drifted her hand down, touching the tip of her nipple before sliding between her thighs to feel her pussy. She was already so wet and ready. It wouldn’t be hard to be with him.  
 
    Pushing two fingers inside herself, she brought one up to stroke her clit. She felt on fire. Need bubbled up, threatening to consume her.  
 
    It was impossible not to feel this … power. This consumption of need.  
 
    A whimper escaped her.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, calling through the door.  
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.” 
 
    She stopped. There was no way she could come with him so close.  
 
    After turning the shower off, she grabbed a towel and carefully moved out of the tub. Then she hobbled over to the door and opened it.  
 
    He leaned against the door frame. His muscles seeming even bigger. She hoped her face wasn’t flushed or gave away what she’d been doing.  
 
    “Bathroom is free.” 
 
    James reached out, stroking her cheek. “You make the sweetest sounds when you play with yourself.” 
 
    She gasped. “James!”  
 
    “You can deny it all you want, but there are telltale signs. Did you finish?” he asked.  
 
    His sudden change delighted and shocked her. She didn’t know what to say, but then, she tilted her head to the side, wondering if this was all an act.  
 
    “No, I didn’t.” She put her hand on his chest. “Do you want me to finish?” Her heart raced as she looked up at him.  
 
    She cried out as he lifted her in his arms. She had no choice but to wrap her arms and legs around his waist, holding on to him and not wanting him to let go.  
 
    Within seconds, they were inside his room. The masculine scent surrounded her, and she loved it.  
 
    He put her down on the bed, and she lay back.  
 
    “I’m going to get your bed all wet.” 
 
    “Good, because that’s the only way I want you. Soaking wet, begging, and wanting me.” He took the edge of the towel and tugged.  
 
    She didn’t fight him as he opened it and stared down at her body.  
 
    “Fuck me!” He groaned and frowned, his lips slightly open as he watched her.  
 
    Before she could ask him a question, he took one of her nipples into his mouth and sucked hard at the tip. She cried out, arching her back as he continued to give her tits attention. Gripping his head, she moaned his name.  
 
    He bit down hard but soothed out the ache and slight burn with his tongue. She closed her eyes as his tongue trailed to her other nipple and he lapped it up, nipping and sucking at her. When he stopped and started to kiss down her body, she couldn’t help but open her eyes to watch.  
 
    He spread her legs wide and stared at her. “So pretty.” 
 
    She whimpered as he put his hand on her pussy. Two fingers slid inside her as his thumb grazed across her clit. It was only a light touch, but then his mouth was on her, and she was in heaven. She felt overwhelmed by him, but it was also good.  
 
    His tongue slid across her clit, around, down, and inside her. He moved his fingers up as his tongue fucked her. She gasped, feeling the start of her orgasm already working up her body.  
 
    She rocked against his face, wanting it.  
 
    “That’s it, rub your pussy all over my face, Eliza. I love how you taste. I could eat you out all fucking day long.” 
 
    “I might hold you to that.” 
 
    He used his teeth and she whimpered at the sudden onslaught of pain, but it wasn’t too much. It was just enough to take her to the edge, where he held her.  
 
    She’d never been so ready to come, but James had command over her body. Even as she begged him to let her come, he didn’t. He stopped and the need built within her until it felt like it was too much.  
 
    Finally, he pushed her over the edge, and she came hard, screaming for more. James wasn’t done with letting her come just once, though. No, he wanted her to tumble multiple times, and when she did, the fire was burning bright.  
 
    He brought her to the peak twice more, and then he stepped back from the bed, pulled off his shirt, shoved down his jeans, and stood before her. His dick long, thick, and ready to fuck.  
 
    She watched as he wrapped his fingers around his length, working up and down. “Do you want this?” he asked.  
 
    Yes, she did, and what was more, she didn’t care if he thought of her as a slut either. Smiling up at him, she curled her finger and beckoned him over to him. “I’m more than ready for you.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    A couple of days later 
 
    “How long does it have to be before you call a woman back?” James asked Rome and Caleb, who had decided to come to his shop for a visit.  
 
    “You went on a date?” Rome asked.  
 
    Caleb hit him. “This about Eliza?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his head, not really sure if he wanted to talk to his brothers about what went on between him and Eliza.  
 
    They’d had sex. Crazy, hot, amazing sex, even with her bad ankle. The day after, though, Aunt Betty had come by to pick her up, and he hadn’t seen her since. He didn’t know if he should be worried. She hadn’t called and he hadn’t gone to see if she was okay either. He didn’t know the proper protocol when it came to dealing with a woman he wanted to see again. He was completely clueless. All the other women he’d been with meant nothing to him. They were nothing more than one-night stands. Eliza was different. 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    “First, tell us if this is Eliza or some random woman you’ve picked up.” 
 
    “You know it’s Eliza. There’s no way I could have been with anyone else while she’s there for me.” He pointed at the empty space as if she’d appear any minute. “I’m fucked.” His brothers knew he’d intended to ask her out to prom but rather than do that, he balked at every chance he’d been given.  
 
    It wasn’t like they’d been close friends throughout high school. He’d watched her. Of course he had because she had entered a room and captured his attention from the moment he saw her.  
 
    “This really is serious, isn’t it?” Caleb asked, moving to the counter and jumping up to sit on it.  
 
    “Do you mind?” 
 
    “You’ve got woman troubles, and we’re here to help.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great. The two men without a woman are going to tell me how to win mine over. I’ll have her in no time.” He grabbed the supplies that had been dumped on his counter and walked through his shop, putting them back on the shelves.  
 
    People did that from time to time. They’d come in, dump what they wanted, realize they had no money, leave, and not return. He’d left them on the counter for four hours. It was time to put them away. He’d been lost in his own little world, thinking about Eliza. Feeling like his chance with her was slipping away with every passing minute and he couldn’t do anything to stop it.  
 
    “We don’t have to help you with your woman troubles,” Rome said. “I don’t even know how to get a woman to look at me.” 
 
    “No, you don’t know how to get a woman to eat when she’s on a date with you. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Piss off.” Rome glared at Caleb.  
 
    “Stop focusing on yourselves here. Do I call her or not?” 
 
    “Did you screw her?” Caleb asked.  
 
    He scowled at his brother, who held his hands up.  
 
    “If you screwed her and she was just a bit of fun, then you don’t call. If you want to hear from her, then you’ve got to call back.” Caleb shrugged. “It’s that easy.”  
 
    He looked at Caleb. 
 
    “Why make it so hard on yourself? You like her, right?” 
 
    “Yes, you know I like her.” Everyone in his family knew he liked her. “I’m going to go ask her on a date. Watch the shop.” 
 
    “Whoa, what the fuck? I’m not your employee.” 
 
    “You’re my brother, so watch the shop. It’s the least you two could do for me,” he said, leaving the shop.  
 
    “If it burns down to the ground, I hope you’re insured,” Caleb called after him.  
 
    After closing the door, he walked with purpose down the street, heading toward the florist shop. It was after lunchtime, so he was hoping to catch Eliza. She hadn’t been using the crutches. He’d seen her from afar a couple of times, but he hadn’t had the guts to actually approach her.  
 
    As he entered the florist shop, his hands felt a little clammy.  
 
    Their time together Sunday night had been explosive. He’d felt her come around his dick and beg him for more. They’d fucked twice, and he’d been ready to go a third time, but exhaustion had swept her up and she’d fallen asleep in his arms. He’d held her close, watched her sleep, and he’d just wanted her any way he could get her.  
 
    There was nothing else he could say. He only wanted to have her again, in his life, in his bed, and she was everything to him.  
 
    “Hey, James. What brings you here?” Aunt Betty asked. She was writing on a card then sliding it into a bouquet of flowers. He didn’t know what kind. He’d never taken the time to learn all the different kinds of flowers.  
 
    “Er, is Eliza here?” 
 
    “I sent her home to rest. She’s doing too much. Her ankle is on the mend but I don’t want her overdoing it. Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. There’s nothing. It’s fine.” He held his hand up.  
 
    “You know, she’s been asking me if you called.” 
 
    He looked back at Aunty Betty. “She did?” 
 
    “Yep, she did. At least six times in the past couple of days. I’m not a fool and I know why a woman keeps asking if a guy calls. What’s going on?” she asked.  
 
    James didn’t know how exactly to tell this woman he wanted to date her niece. Running a hand down his face, he tried to clear the fog from his mind. “I want to date her,” he said. “I want to be with Eliza. If you would give me your blessing.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I thought you were supposed to ask the father for the blessing for her hand in marriage. Not just to date.” 
 
    “You’re her everything,” he said. “I think it’s only fitting for you to know that when it comes to Eliza, I want her.” He honestly didn’t know how else to put it.  
 
    “Is this some game to you?” 
 
    “No game.” 
 
    “She won’t become a laughing stock or known as one of the Fallen Hard Boy girls?” 
 
    “Fallen Hard Boy girls? What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s all the women who have fallen for you and your brothers.” She shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Well, it exists, and seeing as it was here with your father, I imagine for any kids you have, it will pass onto them. Now, if you have no intention of hurting her, and only to take care of her, then I will allow it. You can date my niece, but if you hurt her, I will hunt you down and kill you dead.” Aunt Betty said it with a smile on her lips. “I think that’s fair, don’t you?” 
 
    “Wow,” he said.  
 
    “I take care of her. I’ll always look out for her, and with that, it means threatening any person who thinks to take advantage.” 
 
    “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
    “Good. She’s at home. Check on her for me.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d keep an eye on my shop? I’ve left my brothers there, and well, I’d like to have a shop at the end of the day.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” She winked at him. “You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    He rushed out of the shop, and he didn’t even bother to go back and get his car. He ran across the street and headed toward Aunt Betty’s house. He knew where she lived since he’d spent many times walking back and forth, trying to figure out how to ask Eliza on a date. It had never worked and he regretted it now. He could have been with her already, but she may not have even said yes to him. He had to remember that.  
 
    Within twenty minutes, he was out of breath but walking up Aunt Betty’s front porch. Lifting his hand, he knocked on the door. Then he bent over, gathering his breath and waiting.  
 
    She opened the door. “James.” 
 
    “I want you to go out on a date with me.” He bent over again, panting.  
 
    “This is … different.” 
 
    He held his hand up, trying to stop panting. “This isn’t sexy.” 
 
    “Depends on who’s looking. You’re all sweaty and hot. I don’t mind the view.”  
 
    He looked up to see her smiling at him. “This is a different kind of visit.” 
 
    “I’ve never done this. I don’t know what to do but I do know I want to date you. I want to be with you. How about we go out tomorrow night?” he asked.  
 
    She smiled and nodded her head. “I’d like that. I’d like to go out.” 
 
    “You’re not a Fallen Hard Boy girl.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aunt Betty. Apparently, there’s some kind of label. I don’t want you to think you are.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that one, but I guess you can tell me all about it. You can pick me up tomorrow night at seven.” She stepped out, and he put his hands on her waist, holding her. “You took your time, James Hard.” She kissed his lips. It wasn’t passionate, but it made him ache for more. “Tomorrow night.”  
 
    **** 
 
    “Tell me. Do I look like a slut?” Eliza asked, holding her arms out for her aunt to look.  
 
    “Why would you look like a slut?” Aunt Betty pushed her spoon back into the ice cream and smiled. 
 
    “The red? Is it too much?”  
 
    It was a dinner dress, at least that was what it said on the label. It wasn’t overly expensive, so she’d picked it up, hoping it would suit their date. She had no idea what James had planned but could only hope it was fun and, well, in a restaurant. There was a small Italian place in town, and she loved pasta. She hadn’t eaten since lunch and was starving.  
 
    “You look stunning.” 
 
    “I don’t look fat?” She’d always been a bigger woman. Full hips, rounded stomach, and large thighs. She had big tits as well. She ran her hands down her hips.  
 
    “No, you don’t look fat at all. You look stunning and I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need to clean up drool when James sees you.”  
 
    “I don’t know about this. It’s like prom all over again.” 
 
    “Only you’re going out on a date rather than eating ice cream with me.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m acting rashly?” 
 
    “No, I think you’re a young woman who’s having some fun. You don’t know where this is going to go.” 
 
    “He’s a Hard boy, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, and his parents are happily married so there’s a chance it could happen for you as well.” 
 
    She didn’t know. She had doubts.  
 
    The doorbell rang.  
 
    “I feel sick.” 
 
    “Here, eat some ice cream.” Aunt Betty held out the spoon and she leaned forward so she didn’t get it down her dress.  
 
    She swallowed the velvety chocolate ice cream and closed her eyes, moaning. “So good.” She licked her lips and the spoon clean before rushing to the front door. Opening the door, she was a little shocked. James stood there in a suit, looking nothing like the DIY man she’d come to recognize. Jeans and a shirt did wonders, but the suit, it was new.  
 
    “Wow,” they both said in unison.  
 
    “I’ll add, wow, you both look amazing. I knew you would, but now I can see it for myself.” 
 
    “You look stunning,” James said.  
 
    “You clean up nicely as well.” 
 
    They stood staring at each other.  
 
    “I’m not going to wait up,” Aunt Betty said.  
 
    Eliza quickly hugged her aunt and left with James, who held his arm out for her.  
 
    “I booked us a table at the Italian place,” he said.  
 
    “It sounds perfect.” The Italian place had a name but she didn’t know what it was off the top of her head. She had only known it as the “Italian place” since her aunt called it that as well.  
 
    He walked her to his truck and held the door open for her. She slid inside, being careful of the dress. She waited. Her heart pounded as he climbed behind the wheel.  
 
    Neither of them spoke during the drive to the restaurant. There was parking around the back, and they walked together, hand-in-hand toward the door.  
 
    People milled around, and she caught sight of the shocked stares. “I think we’re going to be the talk of the town in no time.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Let’s give them something to talk about.” 
 
    Before she could guess his intention, he’d cupped her face and kissed her passionately. “Now they’ve got something to talk about.” He smiled at her before leading her through the door.  
 
    The scents of garlic, tomatoes, and herbs assailed her, making her stomach growl.  
 
    “I’m starving,” James said.  
 
    The maître d’ at the door showed them to their table, and James pushed him aside, not letting him help her into her chair.  
 
    They had a quiet table, just the two of them. The restaurant was full, and she saw a couple of men and women looking their way.  
 
    “We really do make quite a pair, don’t we?” she asked.  
 
    “Please don’t run away, but this is all I know. My brothers and I, we’re not known for making a big impression on the first date, or any date. This is the first time I’ve come to this restaurant. I did ask my parents. They said the food is good.” 
 
    “I’m the first date you’ve brought here?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re different, you’re special.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her cheeks warming.  
 
    “I’m sorry. It sounds like a corny pickup line, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s fine. I kind of like it.” 
 
    “I … I don’t want to screw this up.” 
 
    “It’s fine, honestly. I don’t mind. You can be as corny as you’d like.” 
 
    They were handed the menus, and she let James order for them. They both had a glass of white wine, and when it came to the food, she ordered pasta with cream and cheese, and he ordered a steak.  
 
    They were alone again, and silence fell between them.  
 
    “You know, I always wanted to ask you on a date,” James said.  
 
    She looked at him. “You did?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you ever heard, but I wanted to ask you to prom.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I did hear that rumor. I figured it was just mean gossip, you know, when you didn’t ask me.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” he said, reaching across the table and taking her hand. “I kept trying to build up the courage to tell you I wanted to go on a date with you, but it was never the right time or you were always busy.” 
 
    “You never asked me and I didn’t go.” 
 
    “No, please tell me you didn’t go because I didn’t ask you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to go to the prom on my own, James. That seemed too sad for me. I did have offers, you know. A couple of guys, but I thought you were going to ask me and I rather liked the idea of you asking me.” 
 
    “I’m a bastard. I was too much of a coward.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe. How could you be a coward? You are one of the strongest people I know.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean that I wasn’t afraid of you saying no. Would you have said no?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I would’ve said yes. I know a lot of girls were jealous.” 
 
    “I knew you were special, even back then. You were different. You didn’t blush when you were around me, or treat me like I was someone special.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I barely knew you. You were one of the most popular guys in school. You had a reputation even then. You were never mean to me, though. To be honest, I didn’t even think you knew I existed.” 
 
    “I knew you existed, and I loved to watch you. Not in a stalker way.” 
 
    “How then?” 
 
    “I’d watch you during gym. Studying in the library. You liked to go there a lot. In the cafeteria. I loved how you didn’t even seem to care if no one sat with you. You were perfectly content with your books and some food.” 
 
    She laughed. “I didn’t have many friends.” 
 
    “You had a lot of friends, you just kept to yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know. For a long time, I always felt like the odd one out. I was the only person who lived with their aunt. When I’d make friends, everyone would ask what happened to my parents, and I got tired of the same story or people looking at me with pity.” 
 
    “I know the story. I don’t pity you.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No, I know you love your aunt. She’s one of the most important people in the world to you.” 
 
    “She really is. It was her who encouraged me to try college. I know I did well in school, but it was hard. You know? Nothing came easy to me. It’s why I did a lot of studying and I was always in a study group.” 
 
    “You dropped out of college, right?” 
 
    “Yes. It was a really hard decision as well. I worked my ass off to get a scholarship. My aunt and I spent hours poring over plans and ideas, and I finally told her I couldn’t do it. I didn’t know if I was ever going to make it because it was just too hard. I wasn’t happy. She knew I wasn’t happy. I dropped out. Got jobs. I gained experience because she still wanted me to live my life. I still wasn’t happy.” 
 
    “You were gone for a long time.”  
 
    She looked at him and licked her lips. “I, er, I tried to find her.” 
 
    “Her?” he asked.  
 
    “My mom. I haven’t told anyone about this, not even Aunt Betty. I tried to find my mom in the city, and I was successful.” She took a breath and couldn’t believe she was baring her soul on a first date.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    James knew this was a big deal.  
 
    Their food came and stopped Eliza from saying anything while the waiter placed their plates down.  
 
    Eliza smiled up at the man, and then they were alone again.  
 
    “I shouldn’t say anything. It’s not really suitable for first-date material.” 
 
    “Fuck whatever rules are in place that tell us where we can and can’t talk. I don’t want to hear it. Talk to me.” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “Okay, fine. But if you think this is too much, let me know.” 
 
    “Nothing is too much.”  
 
    She pushed some hair out of her face, and he loved the blonde locks. She’d curled them and he wanted them spread out across his pillow as he fucked her again. He wanted them sliding down his body as she kissed her way to his dick.  
 
    Head out of the bedroom.  
 
    “Well, I decided to gain some experience. I worked jobs. Waitressing. I even tended a bar. I did a lot of odd jobs. I even worked in a DIY store, which is why I know how to handle your shop. If you ever have a sick day, I’m your girl. I know my way around most jobs.” She stopped to eat some pasta.  
 
    He watched her, loving how she looked as she ate with relish, and he couldn’t help but think about Rome.  
 
    “Anyway, I saved a little money, and after a conversation with Aunt Betty, I thought about finding my mom. She and my dad had left me alone in a trailer. No food, nothing. Just a dirty living environment. Aunt Betty came to see her sister, and she found me. That’s a lot of trauma in a nutshell.” 
 
    He took her hand again. “Don’t worry. I love that we’re together, like this.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and he saw tears in her eyes, which she blinked away. “Anyway, I wanted to know what happened to them. Aunt Betty said she hadn’t heard from her sister in years. So I took the money I’d saved up went to a private investigator. I gave him all the details I knew. Date of birth, name, last known location. You know, the trailer park, and as much as I could think of. I don’t even know why I cared. Anyway, weeks passed, and I kept on working. I figured he was a fraud after money. A scam.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” 
 
    “About two months after I paid him, he turned up at one of the bars where I worked. One of the smallest files I’d ever seen in his hands. Inside was a single slip of paper with an address. I recognized it. It was the block of apartments across from mine. I knew pimps, prostitutes, and addicts lived there.” She laughed. “I’d avoided it and according to this PI, my mom and dad were there, or at least my mom was. He didn’t find my dad.” She let out a breath.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She was baring her soul to him, and James would take it.  
 
    “I went to see her about a week after getting the details. I don’t know why I waited so long but I needed to compose myself. I went to her apartment. The stench was horrible. I don’t ever recall smelling anything like it. I don’t want to go into the gory details. Just know it wasn’t pretty. Not even a little bit.” She blew out a breath. “So I walked up to her apartment and knocked.”  
 
    He saw tears in her eyes and he held her hand even tighter, hoping to give her whatever comfort he could offer her.  
 
    “She didn’t recognize me, she was shocked. When I told her who I was, she burst out laughing. Told me I’d wasted my time and there was a reason she hadn’t come looking for me or wanted anything to do with me. I was a burden. They’d hoped I’d died and they had even tried to starve me so I would stop being a problem. I don’t think I’ve ever encountered so much evil in my life. My dad had died a couple of years before. An overdose.” 
 
    “Don’t even think about her, Eliza. She is not worth it.” 
 
    “I know. My mother also died not long after I had seen her. I remember going back to my apartment. I felt a little lost, broken. Aunt Betty called me. We sat and talked and while we were on the phone for hours, I opened up one of the photo albums she’d made me take with me. I saw all the pictures of us together. She took care of me. She loved me when my own parents didn’t, and then I realized, I had a mom and dad. I had everything in Aunt Betty. It was then that I decided I was going to go home. So I worked hard and when I felt I was ready to come home, I left my apartment and came back. Please, don’t ever tell Aunt Betty that I went to find my mom. I don’t want to hurt her. I love her so much and she put her life on hold for me.” 
 
    “Eliza, it’s not my secret to tell. It’s yours.”  
 
    They finished their meal and their wine. He didn’t take another glass but Eliza did.  
 
    “Dessert?” he asked.  
 
    “I think this has to be the worst date you’ve ever been on.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s not the worst date. This is probably the best date. There isn’t a single moment I would change about this.” 
 
    They shared some cheesecake and a chocolate torte. By the end of the evening, he had her laughing about some of his and his brothers’ antics.  
 
    “I bet you love them, really,” she said.  
 
    “I do, most of the time. You know, Rome is having a hard time with women and dating.” 
 
    “He is?” 
 
    “Yeah, he doesn’t know how to get them to eat when he’s on a date with them.” 
 
    She laughed. “What does eating have to do with it?” 
 
    “He’s got a healthy appetite. He likes to eat and the women he dates love salad.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should be embarrassed by what I ate,” she said.  
 
    He paid for the bill and they left the restaurant, walking back to his car. He opened the passenger door, cupped her waist, and leaned in close. “Do you want me to take you home?”  
 
    “Are you asking me back to your place for a nightcap?” 
 
    “I’m asking you what you want.” He stroked her cheek. “I want you to know, Eliza, that this is the first date of many.” 
 
    She smiled. “Are you trying to tell me you want to date me?”  
 
    “Yeah, I want you to be mine.” 
 
    “Well, a guy has to ask first. He can’t just assume.” 
 
    “Eliza Reid, will you be mine?” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side and smiled. “I’d like that. Let’s go to your place.”  
 
    He helped her into the car, leaning in to buckle her seat belt, grazing across her breasts as he did.  
 
    His cock was already rock-hard, standing at attention, and he wanted to be inside her more than anything.  
 
    James didn’t know how he got behind the wheel without running. After pulling out of the parking lot, he drove home, painfully aware of her.  
 
    Once he was parked, he got out of the car, and together, they walked inside his home. He closed the door and pressed her up against it, sinking his fingers inside her hair, kissing her hard, and plunging into her mouth.  
 
    She ran her hands down his back, cupping his ass, and moaned as he broke from the kiss, trailing his lips to her neck, sucking on her pulse.  
 
    He reached for the clasp to her dress and pulled it down, wanting her naked. Needing her body pressed against his. Together, they tore at each other’s clothes until they only had on their underwear. Picking her up in his arms, he cupped her ass and walked upstairs, heading toward his bedroom.  
 
    “You need to stop carrying me.” 
 
    “I’ve got no problem with you in my arms.” He gave her ass another squeeze. They made it past the stairs and he heard a male throat clear.  
 
    Eliza let out a gasp and buried her head against his chest.  
 
    “Rome, is that you?” James asked.  
 
    “Yep, I decided to crash here.” 
 
    “And it’s me,” Caleb said. 
 
    “Caleb and Rome.” He felt Eliza laughing against his chest. “Well, you know where everything is so, go about your business.” 
 
    He walked into his room, kicked his door closed, and dropped her to the bed, falling on top of her, but making sure she didn’t take all of his weight. She was laughing as he stared down at her. 
 
    “As you can see, there’s a problem with having brothers. They invade your space all the time.” 
 
    “I can see that.” She kissed him.  
 
    “Do you want me to take you home?” he asked.  
 
    **** 
 
    There was no denying Eliza was a little embarrassed by what had just happened. It wasn’t every day you were carried to bed in your underwear, about to have wild hot sex, and you encounter your date’s brothers. It would be easy to go home, but she didn’t want to.  
 
    “Your brothers aren’t gossips, are they?” 
 
    “No. I’d kill them if they even breathed a word.” 
 
    “This is your home.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And I’ve had a really good night.” She ran her hand down his body, cupping his dick through his boxer briefs.  
 
    “So have I.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with them. I won’t be thinking about them with you inside me, James. It will all be you.” 
 
    “Good answer.” 
 
    He took possession of her mouth and she moaned his name, gasping for more as he spread her thighs open. She tugged his underwear out of the way to hold his thick length. He was so hard and she wanted him inside her.  
 
    James pulled away first, pushing her hands so she wasn’t touching him. He flicked the catch of her bra and it burst open. She took it off her arms, and then he tugged on her panties, and she slid right out of them.  
 
    He removed his boxer briefs and then he was on her. His mouth kissing her, moving down to suck on both of her nipples, working her body.  
 
    She pushed him back, though. He’d been the one to lick and suck her to release. Now it was her turn to have some fun. With him on his back, she straddled his body. He cupped her hips.  
 
    Leaning down, she kissed him, but she caressed down his chest. Flicking his nipples, she went to his cock. After wrapping her fingers around his length, she pumped him within her fist, licking the tip before taking the entire length in her mouth until he hit the back of her throat.  
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” he said.  
 
    “Not yet, but close.” She bobbed her head on his length, not wanting to stop as she liked the taste of his pre-cum and wanting him to come in her mouth, to taste him.  
 
    He pulled off her, though, and pushed her to the bed. It was a little fight, but he got her legs open and slid inside her with ease.  
 
    She gasped his name. “Condom!”  
 
    “Fuck!”  
 
    James quickly pulled out of her and she watched as he looked for a condom. With his focus on protection, she spread her legs open and started to touch herself while watching him.  
 
    He tore into the condom packet and slid the latex over his length.  
 
    “You are everything,” he said. He took her ankle, kissing her and working his way up her body until he got to her pussy. She was still stroking herself, and he pressed his face against her. His tongue lapped between her fingers and she moaned for more. Gliding his tongue down to her entrance, he pressed forward, fucking her, wanting to have his cock balls-deep inside her once again. She cried out his name as he moved back to her clit, sucking the nub into his mouth, working her up and down, around, and then biting down, creating just enough pain to make her beg for more.  
 
    She rubbed her pussy with her fingers at the same time. When he pushed two of his within her walls, he knew she was close, but he wasn’t going to let her come, not without his dick inside her.  
 
    Pulling away, he moved between her spread legs, wrapping his fingers around his latex-covered cock and placing the tip at her cunt. She stared into his eyes as he pushed forward and gasped as he worked inside her. Taking his time, he didn’t seem to be in any kind of rush. She didn’t want this to be over too fast either. He pressed forward and pulled back, rocking back and forth, creating just the right amount of pleasure to keep her at the peak but not truly allowing her to come over.  
 
    She cried his name and he pushed her hand away, locking it above her head as he held her in place. Taking possession of her in a way she never had been before. She liked it and arched for more.  
 
    He broke the kiss, long enough to take one of her nipples into his mouth as he fucked her hard, driving into her deep, shocking her with the force of his thrusts. James was the one in control, not her, and she relished every second of it, begging for more.  
 
    After she rocked her hips against him, he suddenly pulled out. Without asking her to move, he flipped her over, getting her to her knees, and then he was back inside her again.  
 
    “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve thought about this?” he asked. His hands cupped both of her tits, holding them as if they were the ones to control him.  
 
    She couldn’t get enough as he trailed kisses along her shoulders. From this angle, he seemed to go deeper.  
 
    He grabbed the cheeks of her ass, spreading them wide, and she heard him moan. “You’re so fucking pretty. Even with the condom on, I can see how wet you are.” Over and over, he slammed inside her.  
 
    She had no choice but to hold the headboard as he powered into her, fucking her harder.  
 
    His hand ran down from her tit to cup her pussy. His fingers working between her slit, stroking her clit, driving her orgasm even higher than before. She screamed his name, over and over. This time, when she came hard, he didn’t stop. He held her still. She felt the pulse of his arousal and was a little lost that he’d used the condom, but she had to stay sane. Whatever this was with James, she had to keep her head. They had only agreed to date and she wasn’t going to allow herself to fall into any kind of trap. She’d seen it happen, and had promised herself long ago that she wouldn’t end up with a man just because she was pregnant.  
 
    She knew the last time they were together, they hadn’t used a condom, but there had to be a low risk, or she hoped there was.  
 
    Collapsing to the bed, James panted in her ear. She closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of his arms wrapped around her. “So, do you think this is how prom would have gone?” she asked.  
 
    “Nah, I would have been way too nervous.” 
 
    She chuckled. “This is so much better.”  
 
    “Much, much better.” He kissed her neck. “Did you always intend to come back home?”  
 
    The sudden change of topic surprised her. Glancing back at him, she saw him watching her. “Yeah, I always wanted to come back here, you know. This place is my home.” 
 
    “It’s odd because most people want to get out.”  
 
    She covered his hands with her own. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Nah, I was a weird one. I liked it here. I took a couple of courses at the local college to qualify as a plumber and electrician. A few business courses, you know, that kind of thing. I know it’s a small town, and to a lot of people, it’s not for them, but for me, this is my home. My family is here and when I make one for myself, I want them to have the same upbringing as me.” 
 
    She smiled. “You make it all sound so easy.” 
 
    “It can be easy, so long as you give yourself a chance to dream.” 
 
    She sighed, snuggling against him. “I need to go home.” 
 
    “You don’t need to go anywhere.” 
 
    “Your brothers can hear,” she said, remembering Caleb and Rome were still in the house. 
 
    “Let them. Believe me, don’t be embarrassed.” 
 
    “Do you bring women back here all the time?” Eliza didn’t really know if she wanted to hear the truth or not. Was it really important to know if he had a different woman here every single day of the week?  
 
    It wasn’t like she’d been home for too long.  
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    She looked behind her to see he looked close to falling asleep. “You don’t?” 
 
    “No. This is my place and when you bring a woman back, they start to get ideas.” 
 
    “Ideas?” 
 
    “Yeah, like this is forever.” He kissed her neck.  
 
    She frowned. Did he even realize what he was saying? “James, you brought me back here.” Not just once either, but a couple of times.  
 
    “Yeah, imagine that.” 
 
    What did that mean? Did he see them together for forever? His words, not hers.  
 
    “Close your eyes, go to sleep, Eliza. You can analyze in the morning.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “You’re making pancakes?” Caleb asked, coming downstairs in only a pair of boxer briefs with Rome not too far behind.  
 
    James ignored his brother’s puzzled look as he flipped the last three. He’d been making pancakes for the last hour. He’d put them in a low oven to keep warm. The coffee was brewing, and all he needed to do was heat the syrup, and most of the breakfast would be done. He’d also cooked his brothers some sausage and hash browns.  
 
    There really wasn’t anything else to do.  
 
    Running fingers through his hair, he saw Caleb was still staring at him like he was a foreign being.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You really, really, really like this woman,” Caleb said, sitting at the counter.  
 
    “I told you and Rome that I was going out on a date last night and you both decided to crash. Why?” 
 
    “You’re our big brother. I need to make sure the woman you’re fawning over is worth it.” 
 
    “Seriously? You’re going to do this to me?” James asked. When he’d woken up with Eliza still fast asleep in his arms, he’d felt overwhelming love for her. He couldn’t recall another time he’d been this fucking happy. Only remembering his brothers were here could spoil the moment with him.  
 
    “We’re taking care of you,” Rome said. “You know, how little brothers are supposed to. That kind of thing.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I want you both out. I don’t want you here when Eliza wakes up.” 
 
    “Why not?” Eliza asked, coming into the kitchen. She walked right up to him, wearing one of his shirts that came to her knees. Her hair was a mess, and she wore no makeup, but she looked like a goddess. She put her hands on his chest, going to her tiptoes and kissing him. “Morning.” 
 
    “Morning, beautiful.” His cock ached and he wanted to be inside her again.  
 
    “So why can’t your brothers be here while I am?” she asked, looking back to the coffee.  
 
    “It’ll be ready in a minute.” 
 
    She smiled, resting her head against his chest.  
 
    He closed his eyes, breathing in her scent, and just basked in her closeness. He felt like a fucking kid who had just gotten all the candy.  
 
    His brothers watched him with a smirk on their faces that made him want to murder them.  
 
    “Do you really want to see their ugly faces first thing in the morning?” he said by way of response when he realized she was still waiting for an answer to her question.  
 
    “I don’t mind. They’re your brothers. I think you’re being a little mean, but if that’s what you’re all used to…” she said.  
 
    “Don’t let him think for a second he should call us those names, Eliza. He’s being a mean, nasty man. You shouldn’t put up with him.”  
 
    She chuckled. “I’m not going to allow myself to come between siblings. Do you guys have a problem with me being here with your brother?” 
 
    “Babe, you don’t need to ask them that.” 
 
    “What are your intentions?” Caleb asked, looking way too smug.  
 
    There would come a day when he’d make his brother pay.  
 
    “My intentions?” She looked back at James. “I don’t know. I think James and I are having a good time.” 
 
    “James, is this true?” Rome asked.  
 
    He put his hands on Eliza’s shoulders. “Eliza and I will figure this out on our own. I don’t need my brothers attempting to embarrass me by pretending to protect me. Coffee is done. I’ve made breakfast. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starving.”  
 
    James poured her a cup and then went about serving her some food before taking care of his brothers. Once again, he caught sight of Rome watching her eat and he made a motion for him to cut it out.  
 
    “This is really good.” She grabbed his arm and looked at the time, wincing. “I need to go help my aunt today. She’s got one of the biggest deliveries. She’s catering to a wedding and we need to arrange them all to perfection.” 
 
    “We’ll finish up breakfast and I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She rested her head on his shoulder again. It was an action he really could get used to. He had to gain his composure around her or he was really going to fucking lose it. Did she even remember what he’d said to her? Did she want to talk about it?  
 
    “Do you like working for your aunt?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You want to be a florist for the rest of your life?” Rome asked.  
 
    “You guys don’t know tact, do you?” 
 
    “It’s a simple question,” Caleb said.  
 
    “One you don’t have to answer.” He really was going to kill his brothers. Since when were they so protective of him? He couldn’t recall a time they cared this much about a woman he was with.  
 
    In fact, in the past, he and Caleb used to go trawling the bars in a couple of towns to chase women. Why did they care now?  
 
    “I love working with my aunt. She’s always been there for me and if she ever left me the shop, I’d take care of it, but it’s not where my passion is. To be honest, I don’t know where my passion really is. I know I like to work hard and make a living, but that’s about it. Are you making sure I’m not after whatever family fortune you guys have?” she asked.  
 
    “We don’t have any fortune.” 
 
    “But if we did, would it help your decision?” Rome asked.  
 
    She laughed. “It must have been fun to have you two as brothers. I get the feeling you’re both troublemakers.” She finished her pancakes and coffee. “I’m going to get dressed.” She kissed him again on the cheek.  
 
    The moment she was gone, he grabbed his brothers’ half-finished plates. “Out.” 
 
    “James, come on.” 
 
    “I mean it. Get the fuck out.” 
 
    “We were only having a little fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you both know how I feel about her, so you can continue to have your fun elsewhere. I don’t even want to hear any excuse.”  
 
    He knew he was being harsh, but he really liked this woman and there was no way he was going to allow them to mess it up. 
 
    With them gone, he cleaned the plates, left them to drain, and grabbed his keys. He poured them both a coffee in the two travel mugs he owned. While he waited by the front door, Eliza came down, wearing a pair of his sweatpants and shirt.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all. You look beautiful.” 
 
    She blushed. “I don’t think I can get used to that.” 
 
    “What? Me calling you beautiful.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of weird.” 
 
    “You need to get used to it. I think you are.” 
 
    “I don’t know if your brothers like me.” 
 
    “They like you. They’re just being a big pain in the ass.” He pulled her into his arms, but he still held the drinks so he had to be careful. Taking possession of her lips, he kissed her. She ran her hands up his chest and sank her fingers into his hair.  
 
    She was the first one to pull away. “I really enjoyed last night.” 
 
    “Let’s do it again tonight.” 
 
    “Won’t I be stealing you away from the other girls?” she asked.  
 
    “There is no other girl. Remember what I said last night. You know what it means.” 
 
    She averted her gaze and he hated that.  
 
    “I … I don’t know for certain … you want me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I want all of you and not for just some fun either. I’m not saying that I haven’t had my fair share of women, but I won’t take another woman. I want you, Eliza. Just you.”  
 
    “Okay, then another date.” 
 
    “And I promise to get my locks completely changed between now and then. Tonight, there will be no interference from my brothers.” 
 
    “It’s fine. They’re your family. It must be nice.” 
 
    He saw her cheeks go a deeper shade of red. “You’ve got Aunt Betty.” 
 
    “I know. I know I’ve got her and I don’t mean to be unkind, but, you know what, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “It’s something,” he said, not letting this go.  
 
    She pushed some hair off her face. He loved the blonde locks especially like this, a little messy, giving her that just-fucked look. She belonged in his bed.  
 
    He just loved Eliza and there was no point in pretending. She owned a part of him without even trying. If she wanted to, she could crush his heart, and he’d give her the fucking key to do it, just so long as she’d be his.  
 
    “There has only ever been my aunt and me. I guess I always thought about, you know, having a family of my own one day. A big family, so there’s no chance of ever being alone. Wow, I have just dumped a whole load of issues on this without even trying.” 
 
    He smiled. “I can share my family. I’ve got no problems with that.” 
 
    “Still want to go on a date with me?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, you’re not getting away from me that easily.”  
 
    **** 
 
    “I guess it’s good I didn’t wait up to see what time you came in,” Aunt Betty said from where she stood at the counter. The shop had yet to open, but from the smile on her face, Eliza knew her aunt wasn’t mad.  
 
    “You did say you weren’t going to stay up.” 
 
    “And I didn’t, so you have no reason to worry. So, how was it?” 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    “I know that look.” 
 
    “He wants to go out again. I think that’s a good thing. I didn’t put him off.” She winced, recalling what they talked about. Staring at her aunt, she was suddenly overcome with a huge amount of guilt.  
 
    “Of course you’re not going to put him off. Why would you? You’re a beautiful woman and if you’d given me chance all those years ago, I would have dealt with him the way a guy who promises to ask you to the prom should have been dealt with.” 
 
    She laughed. “It was all just rumor.” 
 
    “I know but even rumors have a certain level of truth to them.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So you and the principal once got it on?” she asked. Aunt Betty and the high school principal had gone on multiple dates and they’d suddenly come to a stop. Eliza remembered some of the kids being complete dicks about it, saying she would only pass because her aunt was fucking her way to get a decent mark.  
 
    She’d never said anything to Aunt Betty about it as she didn’t want to worry her, but now she had to wonder.  
 
    “No, me and the principal never got it on. He wanted me to try and find your mother. He didn’t think it was right that I was taking the responsibility of you, and seeing as he was questioning my very own life, I ended what we had. He never got past a nice little peck on the cheek, thank you very much.” 
 
    “I got in the way of so many dates,” she said. That puddle of guilt deep in the pit of her stomach multiplied into a lake, making her feel like shit.  
 
    “No,” Aunt Betty said, moving from behind the counter. “You never cost me anything.” She came to her, stroking her hair back from her face.  
 
    “But you could have been happily married now. A couple of kids of your own. You know, happy. Instead, you’ve got me.” 
 
    “Now, I don’t know when I raised an insecure girl, but I want you to listen to me. Yes, there were men who couldn’t handle that I was taking care of my niece, but you know what? I don’t care. The reason I’m single is because I want to be. If a man cannot handle that I’m happy with you, and helping you, being there for you, then I don’t want them in my life. It’s as simple as that, Eliza. For me, it has been a pleasure and will continue to be so, helping you, seeing you grow. Even making a few mistakes along the way. I’ll be here for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make mistakes.” 
 
    “It’s always there, honey. You’ve got to make mistakes, to learn from them. It’s what you’ve got to do.”  
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said. There was no way she could live with this kind of guilt anymore. “I don’t want to hurt you, and I wasn’t going to tell you, but, I think you need to know. When I was in the city, I went to go and find my mom. The one who gave birth to me.”  
 
    Aunt Betty didn’t pull away.  
 
    “I found her and she was still using, and … I realized something. She wasn’t my mom. She gave birth to me and can claim to be my mom but she’s not. You’re my mom and I love you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “And I know that you went to see her. I also know she passed away not long after. I got a call from a police officer. My contact information was all they had.” 
 
    “Wait, you knew I’d gone to see her?” 
 
    “Yes. After your visit with her, she called me. She told me that I did a good job with you. That my calling was to look after kids after all.” She smiled. “It was the first time your mother said anything even remotely nice to me.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Were you angry?” 
 
    “No. I knew you’d go and find your answers. I hope it made you realize that you’re nothing like her.” 
 
    “Look at me, Aunt Betty. I’m thirty years old and I’ve achieved nothing.” 
 
    She sighed. “You’re still alive. You’re entering a relationship with a guy who is pretty damn amazing, I’m going to guess. He comes from a good family and I know he will only want what’s best for you. Of course this is going to come with the talk. I will be having a strict talk with this boy.” 
 
    “Aunt Betty,” she said, groaning. 
 
    “I didn’t get to make many talks when you were growing up, but I think it’s my right and I am going to see it through. That boy will know to keep his hands to himself by the time I’m through with him.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh. “I love you,” she said.  
 
    “I love you too. Now, go and wipe your face. I don’t need you crying into the flowers. We’ve got a big order to fill and even if you hate it, I still need your help.” Her aunt kissed her cheek, and Eliza disappeared into the back of the shop.  
 
    After closing the bathroom door, she splashed some cold water onto her face. Lifting her head up, she stared at her reflection. Since meeting her mother, one of her biggest fears was turning out like her. Even though she’d worked her ass off through high school, college had been a complete bust. Then moving from job to job, she’d gotten a couple of boyfriends as well. Her life wasn’t exactly pleasing in the city.  
 
    Shaking all of the fears from her mind, she ran a brush through her hair, pulling it up into a ponytail before joining her aunt to prepare one of their biggest orders.  
 
    “So, was James a gentleman?” Aunt Betty asked.  
 
    The feel of his hands gripping her waist as he pounded inside her flashed through her mind, and she smiled. “The perfect one.” 
 
    Her aunt would love him because he was the polite man who held doors, made breakfast, but in the bedroom, he became something else. Her body hummed to life.  
 
    “Good. He was always a good kid. I know he and his brothers have a reputation, but you can’t let that put you off.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t be smart with me, sweetie. You know what I mean. Be careful of the thorns on the roses. They have a serious bite today.”  
 
    “Didn’t she want any daisies or something?” 
 
    “Nope. Roses and tulips for some reason. I don’t judge what a woman wants on her wedding day. A lot of women dream of their wedding for a lot of years.” 
 
    “You know I never did,” Eliza said. “I never had a booklet with dresses or ideas.” 
 
    “I know. You rather enjoyed playing happy family instead.”  
 
    Eliza paused. “I did.” 
 
    “Yep. I got you one of those kitchen things, you know with the stove and oven. Some pretend food. You would spend hours pretending to vacuum, cook a meal. It was a big thing for you. I often felt guilty that you were trying to tell me you wanted a big family, but I wasn’t able to give one to you.” 
 
    Eliza had forgotten about that. It seemed so long ago and in a way, it was. A big, happy family. Something she always wanted. There was no point trying to imagine it though. 
 
    She worked with the flowers, humming to herself as she did. There was no music to be heard as her aunt liked to work without the interference of the radio, and also, she liked the conversation with the customers.  
 
    The doorbell rang and she turned to see it was James, complete with coffee and lunch. “I thought you’d be way too busy to remember lunch and I thought I’d drop by.”  
 
    “Wow, you are a man after my own heart,” Aunt Betty said. She got to her feet, taking the offered coffee and food. “I have a phone call to make that is suddenly just happening right now.” 
 
    “My aunt doesn’t know tact,” Eliza said, smiling at her aunt’s obvious lies. “This is nice, thank you.” 
 
    James put the food and coffee down and grasped her waist, pulling her in tight. “It was an excuse to do this.” He claimed her lips for his own, and Eliza knew there was so much more she could be losing right now.  
 
    Her heart being one of them.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you finally caved and are going to take her to an actual bar,” Caleb said, smirking.  
 
    “It doesn’t change the fact you’re not sticking around. Remember. This isn’t your place to crash tonight or to hook up with some random woman, got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’ve told me a million times already.” 
 
    “And I’m going to have to keep telling you as it seems to have escaped your notice that I’m being serious about this.” 
 
    “I get it. You don’t want any of us to ruin your precious date with Eliza.” 
 
    “You’ve crashed my house the past three times she’s been here,” he said. The last time he was supposed to be with Eliza, he had to cancel as he got a call out to a boiler that wasn’t working. The small family had a couple of young kids and he refused to leave them without hot water, or even warmth in case the weather took a drastic turn. It was rare for it to happen as it was the height of summer, but it couldn’t be ruled out, and he took his job seriously.  
 
    “I know and she hasn’t been worried or upset about it. I think you’re getting your pants in a bunch over nothing.” 
 
    “I mean it, Caleb. You and Rome are not coming here.” 
 
    “Fine. Fine. We’re not coming to hang out. I get it. You want this place all to yourself.” 
 
    “This is my house. Why can’t you head home?” he asked. He knew he was being an ass, but some mornings, he wanted Eliza to himself, and he’d ended up with his brothers invading their moment. So much so they hadn’t even talked about why they were.  
 
    “You know she doesn’t mind, right? If you’re trying to impress the girl, then you don’t have to freak out or worry about having your brothers around. She likes us, both of us.” 
 
    James had seen that Eliza found his brothers charming, but he didn’t need to know what she thought of them, only that they weren’t around in the morning. He was trying to make their relationship serious and his brothers were interrupting any chance they got.  
 
    He finished getting ready, grabbing his keys, and followed Caleb out of his home, locking the door. After sliding behind the wheel, he drove toward her aunt Betty’s house. Caleb had taken his own car and would probably either crash with Rome or not drink.  
 
    Caleb was a rebel but he wasn’t stupid either. He’d earned his license and wouldn’t dream of fucking it up by drunk driving.  
 
    Eliza opened the door when she caught sight of him. She wore a pair of jeans and a shirt that clung to her curves and made his dick ache for her.  
 
    After climbing out of his car, he made his way up the driveway to her house. Aunt Betty smiled. “I want a picture.” 
 
    “Aunt Betty,” she said, groaning.  
 
    He laughed. “It’s kind of like prom.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Aunt Betty said. “I just wish she could have worn the dress. Anyway, enough. Come on, hold her, James. Don’t be shy. I know you really want to hold her.” 
 
    He had no problems holding this woman close to him.  
 
    Aunt Betty snapped a picture, or three. “You two have fun. Again, I won’t wait up.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about that. She doesn’t know how to, you know, not be excited.” 
 
    “I like it. She loves you and wants what’s best for you.” 
 
    “That she does.”  
 
    He took her hand, leading her back to the car. “I hope this is okay. I know you said we were going to the bar, and well, I didn’t want to overdress.” 
 
    “You’re going to be the sexiest woman there.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and he would spank her ass for that later. Actually, he’d probably ended up kissing the rounded globes and teasing her anus, but he wouldn’t go too deeply into that.  
 
    Once again behind the wheel, he drove toward the bar, making small talk. He knew it had been a busy week for Eliza and Aunt Betty with the deliveries, and he’d even offered to help, which had been declined.  
 
    His truck wasn’t designed to keep flowers in their peak condition.  
 
    “I thought your brothers were tagging along,” she said.  
 
    “They’re going to be there. They wouldn’t miss an opportunity to party. Believe me.” 
 
    “You don’t sound happy about that, at all.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You know I don’t mind them being at your place. I think it’s really sweet that you’re this amazing big brother.” 
 
    He glanced over at her.  
 
    “Kind of sexy as well.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, you see, Eliza, I figured you might be a little embarrassed. I like to hear my woman scream my name when I’m fucking her, so I’ve been toning it down. You know, playing it safe.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re saying that when it comes to sex, I haven’t seen you at your best?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s good your brothers aren’t going to be there tonight.” 
 
    “I will kick their asses if they even for a second think to crash my place. My home is mine tonight, and so will you.” He pulled into the heaving parking lot. It was always busy on a Friday night. It’d been a long time since he last went out, but he was determined to show her a good time.  
 
    He climbed out of the car, rushed to her side, and took a hold of her hand, locking his car. Anyone who wanted to make a quick escape would pick any car.  
 
    Together, they walked toward the music. The sound blasted out. Part of him just wanted to take her back home, but instead, he kept on moving toward the heavy beat. Hand at her back, they entered the bar.  
 
    His brothers were already there, playing a game of pool.  
 
    “If you want, we can leave. It’s kind of loud.” 
 
    “James, I worked at bars and clubs three times the size of this, with people pretty much getting it on on the dance floor. You don’t have to worry about my sensibilities. Trust me.” She took his hand, leading him to the bar. She tapped on the counter for some service.  
 
    A woman with long black hair and blue eyes came toward them. He recognized her.  
 
    “Lilly?” Eliza asked. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Eliza. Wow, I heard you were back in town. I hadn’t had a chance to come and see you.” 
 
    “I know. I hadn’t seen you either.” 
 
    He looked between the two women. “You two were close?” he asked.  
 
    “I used to babysit her, when her mother … well,” Eliza said, to which Lilly’s face got hot.  
 
    “What can I get you to drink? I did hear the rumor about you and James. I guess it wasn’t so much as a rumor but real.” Lilly winked at her.  
 
    He ordered them both a beer. Eliza didn’t complain.  
 
    “We’ll catch up. Have dinner,” Eliza said.  
 
    He pulled her away from her friend, and they found a private booth.  
 
    “I didn’t know you babysat her.” 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know about me. She’s eight years younger than us, and I tried to take care of her. Her mother isn’t exactly … and her sister… You know what, let’s not talk about it.” 
 
    He knew of Lilly’s mom and sister. Her mom was known as a whore and the sister had a reputation for spreading her legs for money as well. Not a very nice family from what he’d heard, but he tried not to listen to gossip since most of the time they were lies.  
 
    They drank their beer, and he pulled Eliza onto the dance floor. With her seeing Lilly, he sensed her unhappiness, and he didn’t want her to be sad. Of course, after one dance, Caleb decided to butt in, followed by Rome. He left Eliza to play pool while he got another round of drinks, settling on some water for himself. Lilly served him with a smile.  
 
    Returning to the table, he watched as Eliza bent over the pool table, and there was a small wad of cash on the corner.  
 
    “Caleb bet her that she couldn’t pot all the balls,” Rome said. “I’ve got to keep an eye on the money. A hundred bucks and it’s all hers.” 
 
    “She’s not going to win,” Caleb said.  
 
    Eliza pouted. “Are you worried about losing to a girl?”  
 
    “There’s no way you can do it because I’ve been trying all my life and I’ve done it once.” 
 
    “You see, Caleb, what you fail to realize is I worked in bars and clubs for the last ten years. I played pool to pass the time. It was fun, easy, and cheap.” She finished potting them all, settling with the white ball last. “And I don’t ever make a bet I can’t win.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Wrapping her arms around James’s neck, Eliza smiled up at him. “I’m really enjoying tonight.”  
 
    His hands moved down to her ass. “Even now?” 
 
    “Always. I love being around you.” She kissed his lips and moaned.  
 
    “Do you want to head back to my place?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to use the bathroom first.” She kissed him again, pulling out of his arms. On the way past the bar, she paused as she heard a whimper.  
 
    “Come on, Lilly. Your sister will give it up for ten. I’m offering you fifty bucks to let me pop that little cherry of yours. It’s about time you started to play the role that you’re meant for. Why else would you work in a bar unless it was to get fucked?” 
 
    “Let go of me.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m not letting go of you. That pussy is mine.” 
 
    Eliza had heard enough. Stepping around the corner, she saw a big guy, someone she vaguely recognized. He had Lilly’s hands pinned above her head.  
 
    “I suggest you let her go.”  
 
    The big man paused and turned. She did recognize him, Jacob Whiley. He’d been one of the football stars in school, but he’d busted his knee and hadn’t even been able to get the scholarship. She vaguely recalled her aunt telling her that he’d gotten married to one of the cheerleaders. Right now, he was looking like a piece of work who needed some hurting. Lilly was white as a sheet.  
 
    “What do you know, the other trailer-trash whore. You think fucking your way into the Hard boy clan is going to get you what you want?” he asked.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter, does it?” she said. Words were just that. They had long lost the power to hurt her. She hated him on sight. “I suggest you let Lilly go before I rearrange your face.”  
 
    When she lived in the city, she’d taken a couple of self-defense classes. Again, her aunt was determined to make sure she was safe, and right now, she was more than thankful for them.  
 
    Jacob let Lilly go and advanced toward her. When he was within arm’s reach, she attacked, slapping him down. She drove her fist into his face, hearing the breaking of bones, and then pushed him to the floor.  
 
    His scream echoed around the bar, drawing attention to them.  
 
    Eliza went to Lilly’s side just as James, Caleb, Rome, and a couple of others came to them.  
 
    “That bitch broke my nose.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you shouldn’t be trying to force yourself on women. There’s a word for that, and it’s rape.” She sneered at the man and then looked up to see some judging her. No, not just her, but Lilly as well. 
 
    “This man trying to force you, Lilly?” Caleb asked, stepping forward. 
 
    Lilly nodded her head, no words. Eliza got even more pissed off and tried to advance toward the asshole, but James caught her around the waist, pulling her away.  
 
    “It’s okay, Eliza. We’ll deal with this.” James kissed her neck. “Take care of Lilly.” 
 
    “You better make sure he pays.” She pushed past him, tempted to kick him or do something that would make her feel even a little bit better about walking away from him. Grabbing Lilly’s shoulders, she moved her away from the crowd. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Is this what you have to put up with? I know it’s a stupid bar and all that, but surely it’s not always that bad.” 
 
    “Most of the time it’s not. Sometimes, it is. Men think they own the place. That kind of thing.” Lilly sniffed. “It’s been a couple of weeks since something like that happened.” 
 
    “I heard what he said. About your mom and sister.” 
 
    Lilly laughed. “Yeah. Everyone seems to think I will spread my legs easily and for the right price.” Her face scrunched up and Eliza hugged her.  
 
    “You’re fine. It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Everyone thinks the same here. I’ve got to get out of town.” 
 
    She held Lilly close, wanting to offer her as much comfort as she possibly could. “Are you thinking of leaving town?” 
 
    “What was it like for you?” 
 
    Eliza groaned. “I’m not going to be able to tell you fairytales, Lilly. I came back. For me, it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. I didn’t like my time away.” She shrugged. “You do get lost in the big city and if you don’t want to be found, it’s the place you want to be.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be found. I don’t want men or women to look at me like I’m an easy target.” 
 
    “He’s been taken care of,” Caleb said.  
 
    Rome and James weren’t far behind him.  
 
    “Thanks,” Lilly said.  
 
    “If he ever gives you trouble, or you get trouble, give me a call.”  
 
    Lilly got to her feet and shook her head. “I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    “Please let me know what you decide to do before you do it,” Eliza said. 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    Another hug and Lilly excused herself.  
 
    “What is she hoping to do?” 
 
    “I think she’s thinking about leaving town.” She sighed. She liked Lilly and seeing her like this tore her apart. She really had no right to ask Lilly to talk to her before leaving town. It wasn’t like she had consulted anyone.  
 
    “Are you ready to head out?” James asked, arms wrapped around her.  
 
    “Yeah, I have no wish to stick around.” 
 
    Jacob clearly thought he had a right to touch Lilly and she had seen the looks on some of the people’s faces. There was no room for their views and her in the same room.  
 
    She followed James out of the bar and they went straight for his car.  
 
    “Are you still okay to drive?” 
 
    “Yep. I didn’t go over my limit. I’m all good.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just had a stark reminder of why I don’t hang around bars.” 
 
    “Jacob’s an asshole.” 
 
    “I know but he’s also not the only one in town. It’s fine.” She got in the truck and James climbed into the passenger seat beside her.  
 
    “It’s not fine if you’re pissed.” 
 
    “It’s going to take a lot more to piss me off than that asshole. I’m just thinking about Lilly.” 
 
    “You used to babysit her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything official. One day walking home from school, I saw her sitting in the park on the swings. She was crying, and instead of ignoring her, I went to her. She was hungry. Her mom and sister had forgotten to feed her. Just remembering it now pisses me off. I took her home and we got talking. If her mother was on a bender, she wouldn’t go back to the trailer for weeks, and her sister jumped from bed to bed. Most of the time she spent on her own. I took care of her. Aunt Betty even let her sleep over a lot as well.” She ran fingers through her hair. “When I was eighteen, I just left. I know Aunt Betty kept an eye on her, but now I can’t help but feel guilty. She’s been alone for a long time.” 
 
    “Her mom and sister are still around. I’ve seen them from time to time. Lilly doesn’t live out in the trailer park anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She had every intention of going out there to visit with Lilly but now she didn’t have a single reason to.  
 
    Resting her head on her hand, she looked out the window.  
 
    “I’m glad you came back,” he said, taking her hand and locking their fingers together. 
 
    She smiled. It was hard to come out of her guilt and mood. James didn’t deserve this kind of company. “Would you drop me off? I don’t think I’ll be much company.” 
 
    “I can, but I don’t mind if you’re not much company. This is our date.” 
 
    “And if I’m not in the mood for sex?” she asked.  
 
    “How about a cuddle?” 
 
    “You’d just cuddle? A Hard boy would cuddle with me?” 
 
    He chuckled. “What makes you think I wouldn’t? Of course I’d love to snuggle. I don’t mind at all. Unless you’d rather I drop you home and I go to my bed without a snuggle partner.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have that.” She was also intrigued.  
 
    James just wanting cuddles. It seemed too good to be true.  
 
    However, when she lay in his arms less than an hour later, she couldn’t help but feel at home. Safe, warm, protected, exactly how she wanted to be.  
 
    “See, there’s nothing wrong with me holding you and getting some cuddles.” 
 
    “I feel how much you’re enjoying it,” she said, wriggling her ass against his erection.  
 
    “I didn’t say that I wasn’t going to get a lot more out of it.” 
 
    She laughed but it felt good. This was the perfect way to end a day.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later 
 
    Eliza’s moan echoed around the bedroom and James cupped her ass, spreading her cheeks wide.  
 
    For the last two weeks, they had both been on cloud nine, at least he hoped they had. He didn’t see a single reason why not, seeing as she’d spent every available moment in his bed. All of last week, they hadn’t fucked at all. It had been her menstrual cycle and he’d held her, kissed her, watched a bunch of chick flicks, and they’d snuggled together in bed.  
 
    Holding her in his arms was a dream come true for him. Now though, they were more than making up for lost time.  
 
    Sliding his cock inside her cunt, he watched as she sucked him down, and the sight alone had his balls aching for more. He pounded inside her, watching her cum cover his dick before he slid out and saw the small hole he’d created by stretching her out.  
 
    Grabbing more of the oil, he spread it over her ass. Droplets fell to the bedsheet, and they would be impossible to clean, but this was something they had both been talking about for a little while.  
 
    “Are you still sure about this?” he asked.  
 
    Looking over her shoulder, she smirked at him. “Having cold feet?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” He coated her anus, spreading the oil and pushing forward. Her tight ring of muscles kept him locked out, but he wasn’t going to give up without a fight.  
 
    In and out, he rocked inside her until she began to moan and whimper. The sound was beautiful as he pushed all of his finger inside her. Then he started to work a second one within her.  
 
    He stretched out her asshole and she gasped, pushing back against him. Her fingers were already stroking her clit, and it was an amazing sight.  
 
    “Oh, James,” she said, whimpering.  
 
    “Are you ready for my cock?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He didn’t know if he could last another second. “Stop touching yourself and grab your ass cheeks.”  
 
    She groaned but did as he asked, keeping her ass nice and wide for him.  
 
    Gripping his cock, he placed the tip at her ass, and she tensed up as he started to push inside her.  
 
    “Relax. I’m going to go slow.” He took her inch by inch, allowing her to become accustomed to the feel of him and then sliding in deep.  
 
    She cried out with the final thrust. He filled her tight little ass to the brim. A moan escaped her lips as he held still. Gripping her hip, she let go of her ass and began to work her clit.  
 
    He moaned as the small touch seemed to grip him tightly. He loved feeling her surround him.  
 
    “Please, James.” 
 
    “You want to come, then come. I’m not going to stop you. I want to feel you come all over my dick. Do it, baby.” 
 
    She worked her fingers through her slit, rubbing herself, driving him crazy. He held still, waiting until she was close to coming before he even thought about fucking her harder.  
 
    The moment she stumbled to the edge, he began to rock inside her, fucking her ass, feeling her quiver as he did so. Kissing her neck, he sucked on her pulse, and she cried out, pushing back against him. When her orgasm hit, it was like being taken on an all-consuming ride that he just couldn’t stop.  
 
    He fucked her ass, holding her close, sucking and nibbling at her neck, desperate to come. To fill her asshole with his cum. The instant she’d gotten her period, he’d been so disappointed. He’d hoped their first time together had resulted in her getting pregnant, but he had to get used to not always getting what he wanted.  
 
    He wanted her all the time.  
 
    Craved her.  
 
    She was the only drug he wanted. Instead of becoming sated by her, all he wanted to do was claim and own her as his. He wanted everyone in town to know she was his.  
 
    He’d talked to his father and Theodore had told him one thing. When you wished to claim a woman so passionately and desperately, it meant only one thing … he loved her.  
 
    There was no doubt in his mind his feelings for her. But he didn’t have the first clue how to tell her. How did he tell the only woman he had ever loved that he wanted to be with her, especially when they hadn’t put any kind of label on this? 
 
    Pulling himself back into the moment, he groaned as her ass fluttered again and Eliza sent herself into a second orgasm, this one seemingly more powerful than the last. It felt good to feel her lose control, and he wanted to be with her every single step of the way as she did.  
 
    He held her in place as he started to fuck her a little harder, making her take his cock. She pushed back, taking him deeper and when he came, he flooded her asshole with his cum.  
 
    They both moaned and cried out together. The sounds filling his room were the only ones he ever wanted to hear. Afterward, he collapsed against her, wrapping his arms around her, keeping her locked tight against him.  
 
    “I think I can get used to this,” she said.  
 
    “Feeling my dick in your ass?” 
 
    She chuckled. “I think we need to have a bath.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She didn’t elaborate on what she’d said, and he wasn’t willing to push her, not until she was ready. “I’ll go and run us a bath.” 
 
    He eased out of her ass and didn’t linger to see his cum spilling from her hole. Filling the tub with water, he added in some soothing salts and then turned the light off after lighting some beautiful candles.  
 
    Once he walked back into the room, he didn’t wait for Eliza to get up. He picked her up in his arms and carried her through to the bathroom.  
 
    “I can walk.” Her giggle was so cute.  
 
    “I know, but where’s the fun in that for me when I love to hold and carry you? Give a guy a break here and let me take care of you.” 
 
    “You don’t always have to take care of me, you know. I can take care of myself.”  
 
    He eased her into the water and then joined her.  
 
    “This is nice,” she said. “I can’t believe you enjoy snuggling.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. “Would you believe me if I said I’ve only ever enjoyed snuggling with you?” 
 
    “Hell, no. There’s no way I could believe you.” She looked back up at him with a smile. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re the only woman I’ve spent the time to get to know and enjoy the company of. I love being with you, Eliza.” 
 
    “I love being with you.” 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to clarify what he actually meant when he just didn’t want to spoil the moment.  
 
    Neither of them had made a real commitment.  
 
    Come on, you fucking asshole, tell her exactly what you want. 
 
    He didn’t want to fuck it up. That was the last thing he wanted to do.  
 
    Holding her hands, he locked his fingers with hers. “Do you ever think about kids?” he asked.  
 
    She tensed in his arms. “Kids?” 
 
    “Yeah, a family.” 
 
    “I don’t really think about it.” 
 
    “You were supposed to think about what you’d want in life,” he said. “You know, the kind of future you’d enjoy.” 
 
    She’d been spending a lot of time with Lilly the past couple of weeks, in between work and the nights with him.  
 
    “I don’t know. I think I’d like to help people. Kids, you know. Being with Lilly, it kind of inspires me. I’m thinking about setting up a place where kids can go, but again, I don’t know how it’s going to work.” She sighed. “I’ve got to put a little more thought into it. 
 
    “I can ask my dad to talk to one of the councilmen.” 
 
    “No. I’d like to do this, James. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’ll be here for you, always, and my family.” 
 
    “What was it like having a big family?” 
 
    “Crowded.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be who I am without my brothers. You know that, Eliza.” 
 
    “I do. I think you were incredibly lucky to be with your family.” 
 
    “I know but I’m also lucky to have you.” He kissed her neck. “Don’t sell yourself short.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You’re always giving me a pep talk. Have you noticed that?” she asked, looking back at him.  
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yeah, you have a lot of faith and belief in me. It’s nice and I really do love being with you, James. Thank you.” She kissed his lips and again, the moment was lost for him to tell her exactly what he felt.  
 
    **** 
 
    Aunt Betty held Eliza’s hair back as she vomited in the toilet. At least it wasn’t on the shop floor. She was getting perfect aim now.  
 
    “It’s okay, honey.” 
 
    “Maybe the chicken was off. Or the coffee. I’m not sure. I don’t think you should eat it.” 
 
    “Honey, I think you need to realize that this isn’t down to the food or the coffee.” 
 
    Eliza splashed cold water on her face. Her aunt already was taking a step back and letting go of her hair.  
 
    “Then what is it?” she asked. She felt awful. Even worse than awful. The stomach bug hadn’t gone away but it didn’t linger either.  
 
    “You and I both know what it is.” 
 
    “Look, I thought I could be pregnant. I was late but I still had a period.” 
 
    “No, you had a bit of spotting. Even you told me that yourself. I think it’s time you realize you’ve got to go and take a test.” 
 
    A pregnancy test. She’d been planning on taking one when her period, her exceedingly light and unusually short period, started. She hated this. “I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    “Eliza, we’ve already had this talk. You said so yourself that you and James weren’t safe your first time. Now, I’m not mad, I’m not even disappointed, but you’ve got to be honest with me and with yourself.” 
 
    She pouted. “I’ve got to go and take the test, don’t I?” 
 
    “You do. And if you go and buy it, we can, you can know. I can call Lilly. We can take it all together.” 
 
    She nodded her head. “The pharmacy. They’ll tell everyone.” 
 
    “Eliza, just go and get a test and if you have to, tell them it’s for me.” 
 
    “Aunt Betty.” 
 
    “I’m still a woman in my prime. Don’t even think of starting with me right now.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes but left the shop, taking some cash as she walked down the street, heading toward the pharmacy sign. This was bad. Really, really, bad.  
 
    Her stomach was in knots. The fact she had to bring toothpaste and a brush to work was just … ridiculous because she was vomiting.  
 
    Entering the pharmacy, she ignored the people who were there. One was a mom, another an older woman. Only two people and already she felt like she was being judged in the worst possible way.  
 
    It’s just a pregnancy test. 
 
    There were so many to choose from.  
 
    Accuracy was really a big deal and as she looked over the prices, she really wanted to vomit again.  
 
    It’s fine. It’s all going to be fine.  
 
    Deep down, she knew it wasn’t going to be fine, not until she paid for a test and got this all over with.  
 
    Picking the one that promised the most accuracy, she took it to the counter.  
 
    “Is this good news or bad news?” the woman behind the counter asked.  
 
    Eliza merely stared at her. The truth was, she didn’t have the first freaking clue what kind of news it could possibly be. Was there even a chance this could be good news? Again, she didn’t know. She was royally fucked.  
 
    With the test in hand, she walked back toward the florist store, only to come to a stop when she caught Caleb climbing out of a bedroom window. His shirt open, and his jeans unzipped.  
 
    “This isn’t a good look for you,” she said as he came toward her.  
 
    “Just talk to me.” 
 
    “Why do you want to talk to me?” 
 
    “I needed to get out of there. I was too drunk to get home and I ended up at Cynthia’s place.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You know Cynthia. She likes to think she’s in love with me. She removed all of my clothing, determined to wash it all.” 
 
    “Did you sleep with her?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I wouldn’t even give her the chance to think it was an option. I’m not a total fucking idiot.” 
 
    She raised her brow.  
 
    “Okay, so I do fuck up from time to time, but that’s like … I wouldn’t dream of even giving Cynthia the idea that we could be together. Okay?” 
 
    “That’s all on you. Not on me. You’re just upholding your Hard boy image. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Caleb asked, grabbing her hand.  
 
    Of course she’d forgotten to get it in a bag. She hadn’t anticipated seeing Caleb.  
 
    “My aunt asked me to get it for her.” The lie spilled from her lips but it wasn’t easy. Nope. Her cheeks were on fire and she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her whole.  
 
    “Eliza?” 
 
    “Hey, Eliza, Aunt Betty called me,” Lilly said, coming toward them. During the night, she worked at the bar, and through the day, she helped out at the library. She kept herself busy, and Eliza had come to the conclusion that Lilly didn’t like to be lonely.  
 
    “Lilly, you remember Caleb, James’s brother? This is for Aunt Betty, you know. She’s going through hormones and stuff. Let’s go.” She grabbed Lilly’s arm and marched past Caleb, who was still looking at her, shocked.  
 
    “Why are we running away?” 
 
    “Because it’s what we have to do.” 
 
    “Is this test really for your aunt? She told me you had to take one.” 
 
    “Of course it’s for me,” she said. “That’s James’s brother. If he knows and there’s nothing to talk about, then there’s no reason to worry him, is there?” 
 
    “But what if there is something?” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to deal with it. But until then, he doesn’t need to go and tell his brother.”  
 
    They entered the florist shop. Her aunt was already there, turning the closed sign.  
 
    Eliza walked into the back, hands, shaking. Lilly took it from her and read the instructions on the back.  
 
    “I’ve just got to pee on a stick. Should be really easy.” 
 
    “We’re here for you,” Aunt Betty said. “Do you want us to come in the bathroom?” 
 
    “It will be completely gross, but I would do that for you, Eliza,” Lilly said. 
 
    “I love you both, I really do, but I don’t want either of you in the bathroom.” She felt like she was going to be sick and this wasn’t helping.  
 
    With her hands still shaking, she sat on the toilet, staring at the offending piece of stick she had to urinate on. She peed on the stick, finished wiping herself, and left the stall. Placing the stick down, she washed her hands, and then stood back waiting. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “You’ve got this.” 
 
    “I can’t be pregnant.” 
 
    Lilly hugged her close. They had only gotten closer in the past couple of weeks. She had missed her friend and she’d felt so guilty for leaving her behind.  
 
    “What does it say?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, Eliza,” Aunt Betty said.  
 
    She knew.  
 
    “What if … what if I have to raise a baby all by myself? I … I don’t…” 
 
    “Sit down. You look a little pale.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m going to vomit.” 
 
    “You’re fine. You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t feel fine.” She leaned forward, resting her head in between her thighs, trying to gain composure but failing.  
 
    “James is crazy about you,” Lilly said. “Anyone can see it.” 
 
    “But a baby changes everything, Lilly. It’s no longer fun. I’m sorry, Aunt Betty.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I know you’re nervous, but I’ve seen the way that boy looks at you, and it’s not for any other reason than he’s in love with you.” 
 
    “We enjoy spending time together. We don’t do anything else.” She groaned. “I hate myself. I wasn’t thinking and now look at everything. I messed it up.” 
 
    “The last time I checked, it takes two people to make a baby.” Aunt Betty stroked her hair back from her face. “And if James doesn’t want to have anything to do with this baby, then I can promise you, Eliza, I will not turn you away. I will be by your side throughout it all. You will not get rid of me. You’ll never be alone because you will always have me.” 
 
    “And me. I’ll help. I think I’d make a good babysitter,” Lilly said.  
 
    She burst into tears while also laughing. “I’m so sorry. I’m a mess and I’m laughing but I’m crying. I hate this.” 
 
    “I think once you tell James, then you really do need to go and see a doctor. The hormones won’t be controlled, but we need to make sure mommy and baby are healthy.” 
 
    She put a hand to her stomach. “Mommy. I’m going to be a mommy.” 
 
    “That you are.” 
 
    “I’m … wow, I think, wow.” She took several deep breaths, but it didn’t help.  
 
    Mommy. That was going to be her new title.  
 
    She didn’t know if she was ever going to be a mom or a parent. She’d wanted to have a family, a big one, but she had seen herself happily married, settled down.  
 
    What the hell was James going to say?  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I saw it with my own two eyes,” Caleb said, panting. “I came to tell you immediately.” 
 
    “Is there a chance she’s pregnant?” Jane asked.  
 
    James ran his hand down his face, trying to clear the fog from his mind. “Yes, there’s a chance. A very big one. It’s mine as well. Don’t even try to think it’s not.” 
 
    “Son, we’re not the ones who would think that. We know you and her have been together. It’s the gossip of the town right now,” Theodore said.  
 
    “What if she is pregnant? What do I do?” James got to his feet and started to pace. 
 
    “What do you want to do, son?” Theodore asked.  
 
    He glanced at his parents. His mother stood behind his father, and they both had big smiles on their faces.  
 
    “Why are you both so happy?” 
 
    “We’re going to be grandparents. That, for us, is a very happy day.” 
 
    “This is happy news. Eliza is pregnant or could be pregnant with my baby. I don’t want to spend my life with anyone else but her. She’s who I want.” 
 
    “Then you know what you must do and it’s not sitting here, wondering. Go and get her, son.” 
 
    “I want to marry her,” James said. “I love her more than anything else in the world. I want her as mine.” He looked at his family. 
 
    “Then go and get her,” his father said, repeating himself.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Maybe I should drive,” Caleb said, taking the keys from him. “You don’t look in any fit state to drive.” 
 
    “I’m going to be a dad?” 
 
    “You don’t know that yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I know we’ve made a baby. I’m sure of it.” He’d seen her vomit in the morning and be okay a couple of hours after. At first, he didn’t think much of it, but he’d also noticed her reaction to food. Coffee was something she’d loved for a long time, but she now felt sick when it came near her.  
 
    Holy shit, they were going to have a baby. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a little upset?” 
 
    “Why would I be upset?” 
 
    “You’re going to be a dad. Women aren’t an option for you if you settle down with Eliza. Unless you’re going to cheat, and you don’t strike me as the kind of guy to cheat on his wife.” 
 
    “I won’t be cheating on her. I love her, Caleb. Believe me. There is no greater feeling in the world than being with the woman you love. She’s right here.” He touched his chest. “I think about her all the time. I live for her. Every second of every day. She is mine and I love her so damn much.”  
 
    Saying the words out loud, he felt complete, whole, like there wasn’t anything missing, not now. All he had was Eliza, and he was going to keep her for himself. He laughed. It was a little hysterical, but it was finally realizing the truth.  
 
    Caleb pulled up in front of the florist shop and he saw it was closed.  
 
    After climbing out of the car, he walked to the shop, trying the door. It was locked. He knocked.  
 
    Aunt Betty was the person who came to him. “I see no one can have any privacy in this town.” 
 
    “I need to see her, Aunt Betty,” he said. “Please.” 
 
    She sighed. “She’s in the back. A little shocked. But other than that, she’s coping.” 
 
    He stepped around her, and Caleb, being the invading ass that he was, joined him.  
 
    Lilly came out form the back. “Oh.” 
 
    James nodded at her but went straight into the bathroom where Eliza had her eyes closed and looked to be praying.  
 
    “I hope you’re not hoping they’ll take it away.” 
 
    Her eyes opened and she looked shaken. “James.” 
 
    He held his hand up, feeling so fucking corny as he gave her a tiny wave.  
 
    “Caleb told you,” she said. “Wow, that really traveled fast.” 
 
    “It’s positive?” 
 
    She nodded. Her lips pressed together and she averted her gaze.  
 
    Inside, he danced for joy at the prospect of having a child with her. With the woman he loved.  
 
    “I’ll understand if you don’t want anything to do with this baby. It has come as quite a shock to me.” She took a deep breath.  
 
    He walked to her, wrapped his arms around her, and after kissing the top of her head, he shook his head. “Do not even think about worrying. Eliza,” he said, cupping her face and making her look back up at him. Tears glistened in her eyes, and he sighed. “You are everything to me.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that.” 
 
    “No. I’m not. I’ve wanted to tell you how I’ve felt for a long time now, but I fucked up. I made mistakes. I didn’t ask you to prom because I was afraid you’d say no. I didn’t stand up for what I wanted and that’s my mess. Not yours. I love you, Eliza. I love you more than I can even think about at times. Having you in my bed is amazing but in my life, by my side, that’s a dream come true. I’m not saying these things because you’re pregnant. This baby, it’s giving me the chance to actually tell you how I really feel about you. I want to marry you. I want to be a good husband to you. But the truth is, I want to be your everything.”  
 
    His heart raced as he bared his soul. “I want the chance to grow old with you. To show you every second of every day just how much you being my woman means to me. I love you, Eliza. Always have, always will. And nothing and no one will ever change the way I feel about you.”  
 
    He put a hand on her stomach. “If you don’t feel the same way, I’ll understand but I won’t let you do this alone. I’ll be there every single step of the way.” 
 
    Tears fell down her cheeks. “I’m always so emotional right now. I … I love you too. So much, and it scares me.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms, kissing her lips and holding her close.  
 
    “Be careful. If there’s even a chance you guys make twins, they’ll be a handful,” Caleb said.  
 
    “Having sex twice is not how you make twins.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    James broke away from the kiss.  
 
    “You brought your brother?” Eliza asked.  
 
    “He can’t hold his own shit. The moment he saw you with the box, he had to come and tell. It’s the kind of guy he is.” 
 
    “I’m a good guy.” 
 
    “Marry me, Eliza,” he said, ignoring his brother. This was their moment.  
 
    “You really want to marry me?” 
 
    “I don’t have a ring for you yet, but I can change that. I want to marry you. Be my wife. You won’t regret it.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  
 
    He lifted her up and she wrapped her arms around his neck, and he held her tightly together.  
 
    “You know, I hear a pregnant woman can have an insane appetite. You’re seriously going to drive Rome crazy,” Caleb said.  
 
    Eliza burst out laughing and James shook his head. “Welcome to my crazy family.” 
 
    “Your family,” Eliza said, with a groan. “What if they don’t like me?” 
 
    “Nah, you see, that’s not possible. I know for a fact my family adores you.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” she asked.  
 
    “Because if I know my parents and other brother, they’ve already parked outside to come and hear the news.” 
 
    “The entire town is going to know,” she said.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can go out there.” 
 
    “James isn’t wrong,” Lilly said, raising her voice. “His parents and Rome are outside.” 
 
    He held her as she groaned. “There’s no point in hiding.” 
 
    “They’re going to think you’re only marrying me because I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Nah, they’ll know I’m marrying you because I’m in love with you. Completely, one hundred percent in love with you.” He took hold of her hand. “We can do this, together. We can do anything together.” 
 
    She linked her fingers with his, and together, they stepped out of the bathroom. He sensed how nervous she was, and he held her hand, wanting to be there for her. He would never forget this day. It was more perfect than he imagined. He hadn’t foreseen her being pregnant, but he certainly wasn’t going to regret a single moment.  
 
    They walked outside and his mother was the first to come forward, pulling her into her arms and welcoming her to the family. Next, his father, then his two brothers. They all embraced and the town looked on. He held Eliza close, showing her love in front of everyone.  
 
    They were getting married because he wanted her, not for any other reason, and the town, anyone who dared to say something different, would deal with him.  
 
    **** 
 
    Seven and a half months later 
 
    “Nah, you’ve got to move it a little to the left. Too much. To the right.” 
 
    “You do realize it’s just a picture and our little girl won’t see it, don’t you?” James asked.  
 
    “I thought you were a professional.” 
 
    “I am, but a professional has limits here. You’re pushing me to them.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I want it to look perfect.” 
 
    “And it will.” He straightened the picture and Eliza nodded. Perfect. She sat in the rocking chair that Theodore had made for her. Jane had sewn her some cushions to help with the comfort. She’d been getting an uncomfortable shooting pain down her back all day. She hadn’t told James because any time something concerned her, he was at the hospital, demanding the staff to do their damn jobs and take care of her.  
 
    Their first child was due any day. Aunt Betty was on call. Lilly now lived with her Aunt Betty, and she wanted to be there. Any time James had a call out, and his mother or her aunt were busy, Lilly came with her to the breathing classes. She was having to breathe hard right now and hide it so James didn’t panic.  
 
    “What is it?” James asked, coming toward her.  
 
    “It’s nothing.” She wriggled forward, hoping to get up. With her stomach so huge, she had long stopped seeing her feet. She wrinkled her nose. “I can’t get up.” She pouted.  
 
    He laughed and came to her side.  
 
    The moment he helped her to her feet, she felt a wetness sliding down her thighs, and pain shot through her back. She bowed over and cried out.  
 
    “Eliza, what is it?” 
 
    “I think my water just broke on the new carpet.” 
 
    “Fuck, forget the carpet.” 
 
    “We had it put down last week,” she said. It was a nice pale-peach color, for their little girl. 
 
    “I’ll clean it when I get back home. We’ve got to go.” He seemed to be in a state of panic as he helped her downstairs. 
 
    “I need to change.” She screamed as a contraction took her by surprise. “Oh, holy fuck. This isn’t fair. Why does it hurt so bad?” 
 
    “You were told it would hurt.” 
 
    “Do not even think of trying to help me right now. Wow, oh my God, I hate you. I fucking hate you.” 
 
    “I know you do. I even remember the classes for men who advised not to listen to the woman when she was screaming and shouting about how much pain she was in. I’m here.” He helped her to the car, but she couldn’t climb in as she felt another wave.  
 
    “They’re close together.” She cried out, holding her stomach.  
 
    “I know.” He helped her inside and she leaned the chair back, panting. Perspiration dotted her brow and she felt so much pain.  
 
    “I’m calling my parents.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Aunt Betty. I need her. This is too soon. We’ve got a couple of days.” 
 
    “We were told that it wouldn’t be long now.” 
 
    “I know what we were told, but I wanted her to arrive on time.” She screamed. “Fuck! We need to go to the hospital now.” She yelled the last word. Gripping the chair, she panted, taking deep breaths, trying to think calm and relaxing thoughts. She thought about her wedding.  
 
    Aunt Betty, Jane, Lilly, and she had organized a wedding within two months. She’d started to show but the wedding dress had been so beautiful. No one had been able to tell that she was pregnant, or at least she liked to think no one saw the start of her pregnancy.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tried to think past the pain.  
 
    “You’ve got this.” 
 
    He wasn’t helping, but she knew she loved him and he would never do anything to cause her pain, apart from helping to knock her up. She had to remember she’d been part of the sex. Amazing sex, which they hadn’t been able to have lately because of her heavily pregnant state.  
 
    “Drive faster. I love you, baby,” she said. “But please, don’t drive carefully. I need the hospital.” There was no way this baby was going to wait.  
 
    He pressed his foot to the gas and they were out of there, driving at a speed that should have scared her. Just as he arrived, she had another contraction but also a desire to push.  
 
    “You can’t push!”  
 
    James parked the truck and ran toward her side. He’d parked right in front of the doors.  
 
    “I need to push.” 
 
    She screamed as she entered the hospital. Within seconds, nurses were around her, asking her what was going on.  
 
    The next part was a bit of a blur as she was moved into a private room. Her clothing was removed, her legs were put up, and a doctor was between her thighs.  
 
    “You need to push, Eliza, so push.” 
 
    The pain was intense. The need to push was out of this world and she did so.  
 
    “You’re doing really good,” James said.  
 
    She collapsed against him the moment she was out of air, crying. Perspiration dripped from her. She wanted everything to stop.  
 
    James held her hands, squeezing them tightly, giving her an avenue to think clearly, and to hold on to him, desperate to feel something.  
 
    “I’ve got you. I’ve got you,” he said, over and over, trying to help her, but it wasn’t doing any good.  
 
    “Another push. Come on, Eliza. Nearly there.” 
 
    Did they even know how painful this was? How hard it was to keep on pushing?  
 
    She leaned forward and pushed again. This time, a scream came, not her own. The sound of a newborn child filled the air and Eliza collapsed to the bed. Her heart raced and James kissed her head. She watched the nurses prepare her.  
 
    “You did it, baby,” James said. “You really did it.” 
 
    She couldn’t close her eyes.  
 
    The nurse came over and smiled. Her little girl was wrapped in a blanket. Tears filled her eyes as she was handed her baby daughter. Part of her had doubted the love that she’d feel for her little girl, but staring down into her beautiful face, she was overcome with so much love and joy and everything in between.  
 
    “Hello, sweet girl,” she said. Her voice was hoarse from the screaming. “I’m your mommy.” 
 
    “And I’m your daddy.” 
 
    She looked up at her husband and smiled. “I didn’t call you too many names, did I?” 
 
    “No, nothing. Believe me. We can handle anything.” He kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “She’s finally here,” she said. “And she’s so beautiful.” 
 
    “I’ll be shooting a lot of boys when it comes to her.” 
 
    Eliza laughed. “No, she’s going to be the boss of them, every single step of the way. She’ll be the one in charge, won’t you, my darling?”  
 
    Her little girl opened her eyes, and she sighed. This was even better than she imagined.  
 
    “I don’t think we should be having another kid any time soon. I don’t think I can handle it,” James said.  
 
    “We’ll see.” Every single dad had said the same at the parent classes, and she’d seen the look in the women’s eyes. More kids would follow.  
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Fifteen years later 
 
    “Come on, kids, get your asses down here. We’re all heading out to camp now,” James yelled at the top of his lungs for his five kids to hear.  
 
    His oldest daughter, Darla, was sulking because she wanted to spend the summer at her friends’, but he’d also caught her texting with some boy, and she’d gotten her ass grounded. Nope, no daughter of his was going to be texting boys. Not happening.  
 
    His youngest girl, Bernice, came rushing downstairs. She was a tomboy and had tried to cut her pigtails off, but he’d warned her not to. Otherwise, he’d dismantle the climbing frame she loved so much in the yard.  
 
    Peter and Howard, his two boys, came next. One was into sports, and the other liked his books. Finally, Russel, his oldest son, thirteen years old and drawing tattoos on his arms. His hair was a mess, and he was their rebel of a son. At times, he reminded him of Caleb when they were kids.  
 
    He’d caught the kid smoking a couple of months ago, and for his troubles, he had him working so hard, the kid hadn’t touched another cigarette. Five o’clock wakeup calls hadn’t appealed to him.  
 
    “Camping is lame.” 
 
    “So is your attitude.”  
 
    He now understood what his parents had put up with.  
 
    At least Russel hadn’t disrespected his mom. In fact, all of the kids doted on their mother, but Eliza had taken to motherhood so damn quick. She was always there for them with their homework, whatever after-school activity they wanted to do. She baked for the school, for the kids, arranged birthday parties.  
 
    He knew she was one of the most-loved moms.  
 
    “We’re all ready,” she said, coming out of the kitchen with her arms full of food they were taking for the camping trip.  
 
    Without waiting for instruction, Russel took the food from her and made his way outside.  
 
    She smiled up at him. “Are you really sure about this camping trip? The kids are going to hate it.” 
 
    “Away from civilization, no wi-fi, and getting back to nature. It’s what we all did as kids. Believe me, and with my brothers coming as well, it’s going to be a madhouse. The bonus, they’re going to be babysitting so I can show my wife some loving.” 
 
    “Just remember what happens every single time we have some loving together.” She ended up pregnant.  
 
    “I’m game if you are.” 
 
    “I’m always game for you.” 
 
    “Come on, Dad. Get this lame show on the road,” Darla said.  
 
    “Remember when she was just a cute little bundle of joy that had just come out of your vagina?”  
 
    “Please don’t embarrass her again.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” He’d turned into the embarrassing dad, but he loved his kids, his wife, and his family.  
 
    He’d been the first Hard boy to fall, but he certainly hadn’t been the last.  
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    Sample Chapter 
 
      
 
    There was absolutely nothing wrong with his masterful presence. Just the sight of him alone, chopping wood for the fire, was enough to fill her with a need for sex and she’d never felt that. No man had ever made her think of sex and fucking, such raw, wanton desire.  
 
    Meghan Young wrinkled her nose as she pressed delete on her laptop. This was insane. Staring out the window and writing about the mountain man who’d taken her in was just crazy.  
 
    Sitting back in her chair, she tried not to look at those shoulders. It was snowing outside and Mount Row had built up a sweat. After stepping away from her desk, she paced the room. Her agent and publisher had advised she take this much-needed break. In fact, William had insisted on it. Had told her that she’d been working herself to the bone for too long and now she needed to get away to the middle of nowhere.  
 
    By nowhere, there was no internet connection. The house she’d been sent to was an old friend of William’s, Mount, the current concentration problem she was having.  
 
    She sat back down again so she could no longer stare at him out her bedroom window. 
 
    Something had happened to Mount, and he’d withdrawn from all social life. He made a living, though she didn’t know how. But his home was up in the mountains, away from any town or city. In fact, people who wanted to find this place would have to hike. He’d picked her up from the airport, bringing her back to his place. His driveway was secluded and gated. All of his land was fenced as well, and he’d told her she wouldn’t need to worry about the potential for trespassers or hunters. He had everything under control.  
 
    There was electricity, just no wi-fi. He didn’t even have a cell phone. There was one single landline, and that was all.  
 
    He had no interest in online life.  
 
    William hadn’t told her why, and seeing as she’d only been at Mount’s place for a grand total of two days, neither had he.  
 
    No man had ever impressed her but Mount was different. He didn’t seem to give a fuck about anything. He came and went as he pleased. His home was her home for as long as she wanted or needed it.  
 
    Getting to her feet again, she couldn’t help but watch as he carried several large pieces of wood over to the stack.  
 
    Those muscles. They were a dream.  
 
    Closing her laptop, she made her way downstairs to make a cup of tea. She’d become partial to the brew during her stay in England and loved to have a nice cup. The kettle had just finished whistling as Mount came in.  
 
    “Thirsty?” she asked.  
 
    She’d never been much of a people person so Mount’s grunt was more than welcome.  
 
    He made her a little nervous. Not because he was so tall and muscular, it was her reaction to him. She wasn’t used to having so much … feeling for a man. Any man. She wasn’t a virgin or anything. She’d had a relationship or two. At thirty years old, a part of her had hoped to have already settled down by now, but it hadn’t happened. She hadn’t even come close to it.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I still don’t know how to make coffee.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” His voice was so deep. She had to pause as she listened to him, forcing a smile to her lips, and put the large cup in front of him. He blew across the surface before taking a big sip. “I’m heading into town today to gather some supplies. A cold snap is heading in. There’s concern for snow. It could get deep and once it hits, I can be up here for a couple of weeks, even a month or two.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said, sitting down across from him. She was a curvy woman. Had all the big hips and tits to make her so, but next to Mount, she felt delicate, small.  
 
    “Would you like to come?” he asked.  
 
    “You’re happy with me coming into town with you? Is that allowed?” William had told her he’d given Mount strict instructions for her to relax, rest, and write when she needed. So far, she had tried to avoid Mount and only watched him from her bedroom window. The man was always doing something. It was impossible to keep up with him. Most of the time, he was surrounded by large, dominating dogs. They were a little scary. Actually, they were scary before she had gotten to know them. They were large, cuddly bears, and she adored them now.  
 
    Mount laughed. “Of course it’s allowed. I’m not letting you out of my sight. We’re going straight to the store, that’s it. You can tell me what it is you want to eat as well. Bear in mind, we’re going to be trapped here for some time.” 
 
    “You and me?” 
 
    “Yes, and the dogs, cats, and rabbits.”  
 
    He kept a lot of animals.  
 
    She smiled. “I’d like to get out. But there’s no way we can take a trip to the library?” 
 
    “Nope. You’re not going anywhere than where I am. I do have my orders.” He finished off his tea. “You really are a workaholic, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “You do know that kind of shit isn’t healthy.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” She’d been working nonstop for as long as she could remember. Ever since she got her first acceptance for her first book, her life had been on the computer, typing away, working, making her job her entire life.  
 
    She had no friends, nothing.  
 
    Pushing her long, blonde locks out of the way, she smiled at him. “It’s all good.”  
 
    Mount kept on staring at her and she really didn’t know if his gaze was sexual or not.  
 
    “If William hadn’t stopped you, you’d still be working, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “We’ll never know.” She got to her feet, hating his … look. It was like he was assessing her and didn’t like what he saw.  
 
    Did Mount even like women with a bit of weight on them? She glanced down at her body. Okay, a lot of weight?  
 
    It doesn’t matter what he likes. You’re not here to date.  
 
    **** 
 
    Mount was very much aware of the curvy woman as she jumped into his truck. His dogs were back in the house as he needed the extra room for all the groceries and their food as well. With a storm coming, he always liked to be prepared.  
 
    Fucking William.  
 
    His friend knew what he was doing when he sent Meghan here. For the past five years, Mount had been alone in his little wilderness with no one to come and bother him. Now, everywhere he turned there seemed to be a reminder of this woman.  
 
    He hadn’t been with a woman in years and now Meghan had entered his world for a bit of relaxation, rest, and to gather her thoughts. That was what William said. She’d worked herself to the bone and he wouldn’t accept any more stories off her until she did as she was told.  
 
    She pulled on her seatbelt and he couldn’t help but admire her full, juicy thighs. They were made to be wrapped around his waist as he plowed into her. It wouldn’t be so hard to either. Her body looked soft in all the right places, and damn it, his cock had a mind of its own.  
 
    As he turned over the ignition, the sweet citrus scent of her perfume permeated the air, filling every single part of his soul as well. He hadn’t ached for anyone in years, or in fact, ever, yet this woman, she was driving him crazy. To know she was only down the hall, well, it wasn’t exactly easy. Even when he caught her walking around in her immature pajamas. It was all just a little too much at times.  
 
    Running a hand down his face, he continued down the path toward the main road that would lead into town. It was bumpy and every now and then he found himself drawn to the curves of her breasts. They were beautiful.  
 
    Full.  
 
    Ripe.  
 
    He could imagine licking at her nipples. If only he knew if they were large or small. It didn’t matter to him so long as they filled his mouth. He wanted to taste them. To consume her.  
 
    Get your head out of your dick. 
 
    There was no way he would allow himself even the merest temptation when it came to her. Meghan was a city girl. She’d been forced to him because of her boss. Now, he was only keeping an eye on her. Taking care of her. Only, he wanted to do a hell of a lot more than that.  
 
    He tried to think of other things, but it was useless. All he could think about were those plump lips wrapped around his cock.  
 
    “Wow, this is bumpy,” she said, giving a little laugh. “It’s been so long since I went to a fairground. I feel like I’m on some kind of ride.” 
 
    He smiled. He adored her laugh. It was light, sweet, charming.  
 
    Entering the main road, he heard her sigh. 
 
    “I loved that. So, this storm. It’s going to snow, right?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Will the house be warm enough?” 
 
    “It’s why I was cutting the logs.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I saw you.” 
 
    He glanced over at her and saw her grimace.  
 
    “I mean, I was looking out my bedroom window and I saw you cutting logs. Not like I was a bad stalker or anything. Just you know, observing.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “You do? That’s great. I’m not a weird person. So, Mount, tell me, do you miss … you know, not having to travel down a really rocky path to get to town?” she asked.  
 
    He caught her gaze on him. She had pretty blue eyes, and he loved her hair. Long, blonde, and wavy. It was so long, it was down to her ass.  
 
    Beautiful.  
 
    “You want to know if I miss living with civilization?” 
 
    “I … I guess so, yeah.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “I’ve got to know, how come? I mean, no internet.” 
 
    “Have no need for it, nor do I want it. The only real connection you need is with people and if they’re more interested in their phones or whatever, it’s not real.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you.” She held her hands up. 
 
    “You haven’t upset me.” 
 
    “What caused this? she asked. “William told me that you weren’t like this before.”  
 
    He wasn’t going to answer her questions. “We’re here,” he said, pulling up in the parking lot of the grocery store.  
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    Mount didn’t linger. He didn’t need to make excuses for the way he lived his life. This was what he loved and the truth was, what he’d always wanted. Grabbing a large cart, he headed inside.  
 
    The truth was there was something missing from his life, and it was the love of a good woman. For a long time, he could ignore the want building inside him for a wife and kids, but he couldn’t be out there, not anymore.  
 
    He loved spending his days walking the forest, caring for his vegetable garden, chopping logs, taking care of his dogs, and when the woman came, he’d love her and their children more than anything.  
 
    Meghan rushed to keep up to his long strides. She had on a big jacket and pulled on a hat to cover her head and face. She looked incredibly cute.  
 
    He’d been around women, sure, but none of them had ever given him this kind of reaction, and he’d be lying if he didn’t say he was at least curious. He was, so much.  
 
    But he couldn’t have Meghan, and he certainly wouldn’t make her pick between the city life and his. It wasn’t fair to do that to anyone. She had a life of her own, and one day, she would go back to it, leaving him behind.  
 
      
 
    End of sample chapter 
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