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      “You did what?” Adam Hennessy pushed a hand through his hair, his grip tightening on his phone. He toyed with the hammer in his tool belt, waiting for Jared to explain himself. The August sun beat down on him, and he wiped at his sweaty brow with the back of his hand.

      “I backed my Jeep into my neighbor’s backyard. Took out her fence and her deck.”

      “How the hell did you do that?”

      “I was backing into my driveway, and I hit the gas instead of the brake. I panicked, and instead of taking my foot off the gas, I just, I dunno, I kept going, and I swerved to avoid my house. Went straight into her yard.”

      Adam blew out a slow breath, shaking his head. “Jesus Christ. I love you, man, but you’re a fuckin’ terrible driver, you know that?”

      “Thanks, asshole.”

      Cradling the phone between his ear and his shoulder, Adam reached into his cooler for a bottle of water. He’d been working for hours now, sweating through his T-shirt. “But you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. Neighbor lady just about took my nuts off though.”

      Adam snorted, twisting the cap off his water bottle and taking a long pull before answering. “You drove right into her yard. What did you expect? A welcoming committee and a fuckin’ parade?”

      Adam smiled at his own smart-assed joke, but Jared didn’t laugh. “Hennessy, seriously. This chick’s scary. She tore a strip off me and threw a pot of flowers at my head. She was flipping out, man. Wicked gross mental fit.”

      Adam laughed, shaking his head at his friend, knowing full well that Jared was laying it on thick. He’d known him for almost thirty years—they’d become fast friends on the first day of kindergarten—and Jared was a lot of things. Loyal. Hardworking. A good friend. A bit of an asshole. And a chronic exaggerator. “Can’t say I blame her.”

      Jared paused before continuing. “So, listen. Don’t get mad.”

      Adam tensed, the muscles in his shoulders stiffening as he paused, the water bottle halfway to his mouth. “What did you do?”

      “She was yelling at me and throwing shit, and I…I promised her you’d fix it.”

      Adam sighed heavily, tilting his head back and closing his eyes against the sun beating down from directly above him. He scuffed the tip of his steel-toed work boot against a two-by-four lying on the ground in front of him beside his open tool chest. “Let me get this straight. You promised the dragon lady I’d fix the fence and deck that you drove through.” His voice was flat, irritation rolling through him.

      “She was gonna kill me. I had no choice. I panicked.”

      “Yeah, I’m sensing a theme here.” He rubbed the cool, plastic exterior of the water bottle across his forehead, drops trickling down over his sweaty face. As much as he loved his job—building things, making something from raw pieces, bringing it together in a perfect meld of functionality and beauty—he couldn’t wait to pack it in for the day. A shower, a cold beer, and his couch were all calling his name.

      In his empty house. Where all he had to eat were takeout leftovers.

      “So you’ll do it?” Jared asked.

      “I’m booked solid right now, man. I can’t. Besides, I don’t do pro bono work. I’m not a fuckin’ lawyer.”

      “Yeah, no. I understand. It’s not like I let you crash with me when your ex-wife kicked you out last year or nothin’.”

      Shit. The leaves of the maple tree in his client’s Back Bay yard rustled softly above him, the breeze drying the thin layer of sweat clinging to his skin. It was so damn muggy out that he might as well have been swimming in the ocean. He pulled at his sweat-darkened blue T-shirt, emblazoned with his “Hennessy Carpentry” logo, fanning the cotton away from his skin, just trying to move the air.

      Goddammit, he did owe Jared a favor—a big one—for the way he’d let Adam stay with him after his marriage had gone down in flames over a year ago. He stared at the intricate lattice he’d assembled that adorned the top of the red cedar tongue-and-groove fence he’d spent the past three days putting up.

      “Adam? You there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here. I’ll swing by her place tomorrow, see what I can do. Text me the address.”

      “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it. Oh, and Hennessy?”

      “Yeah?” Adam took another sip from his water bottle before dumping the rest over the back of his head and down his neck.

      “You might want to wear a cup.”
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      Charlie Grant stared at her computer screen, her fingers poised over the keyboard as the cursor blinked back at her expectantly. Dust motes swirled idly around her in the morning sun streaming in through the window above her desk. The sunlight bathed the room in a warm, cozy glow, the cheeriness of the morning totally out of sync with her current mood. She pulled her hands away from the keyboard and chewed on a thumbnail, fighting the urge to open her web browser. If she did, she’d go straight to Facebook, and then Twitter, and then ESPN.com, checking out last night’s scores instead of working on her column. Which was due tomorrow. And she had…five words so far.

      She flipped through her coffee-ringed notebook, staring at the notes she’d taken during the last Red Sox game, wondering if she was on the wrong track with this week’s column. She’d planned on doing a profile of Dave Rossum, the Sox’s star relief pitcher, but it wasn’t coming together. Although she had lots of notes, all of her ideas felt flat. Uninspired, and uninteresting. She rolled her neck, trying to work out some of the tension gathered in her muscles. Her chest tightened, and she knew it was anxiety. Pressure.

      She’d taken over the Boston Globe’s weekly Red Sox column at the start of the season four months ago, and each column needed to be better than the last. Even though it was the twenty-first century, and gender equality blah blah blah, the truth was that women still weren’t entirely welcome in sports journalism, especially not twenty-eight-year-olds with limited experience. So, with each column, Charlie felt the need to prove herself. To shut them all up with how well-written and insightful it was. To show them that her gender and age didn’t matter.  Each column was a step forward in her career, a building block for the future she envisioned for herself.

      Taking a deep breath, she shook out her hands, knocking over a stack of papers and magazines and an empty beer bottle from her cluttered desk. She rolled her chair back to retrieve the spilled items, the wheels crunching over the chip crumbs she’d spilled the other day and hadn’t cleaned up.

      Charlie could do lots of things. Was good at lots of things. She could write. She could run for three or four miles and barely break a sweat. She was kind to dogs and children. She could sing, better than most. She could teach her mother how to use a smartphone. She was amazing at catching food in her mouth.

      So with all of those skills, who needed to be domestic? She didn’t have time for that other stuff—cooking, cleaning, organizing, whatever the hell it was people did on Pinterest. And by not having time, Charlie meant she couldn’t give less of a shit.

      “Pfft. Pinterest,” she said aloud, righting the beer bottle and putting it back exactly where it had been perched on her desk. A few months ago, one of the editors—a penis-having editor, of course—at the Globe had suggested she “branch out” and write a “women’s interest” piece on social media trends, including Pinterest. Within minutes, Charlie had been knee-deep in articles on how to have a perfectly organized pantry, and she’d told the editor that she’d be sticking to sports, thanks.

      A perfectly organized pantry. Seriously. Charlie could think of about six hundred things she’d rather be doing with her spare time besides alphabetizing spice jars. Like having sex. Watching baseball. Hiking. Sleeping. Making friends with the hobos who lived at the dump.

      She hadn’t done a masters in journalism at Northwestern to write about things she wasn’t passionate about. She’d always known she wanted to be a sports journalist, chronicling the glorious highs and the heartbreaking lows of her favorite athletes. She loved writing about a game, or an athlete, or a team, and finding the narrative hook that would take the story from mere reporting to a memorable, emotional, and compelling tale. Connecting fans with their heroes through words on a page.

      It was alchemy, doing that, and on the days when it came together, it was beautiful.

      Today was not one of those days.

      “Ugggggggghhhhhhhh.” She tapped her forehead against the edge of her desk as her brain ran away down a procrastination rabbit hole. She sat up and rolled her chair back toward the desk, more chips crunching as she went. She contemplated digging the vacuum out, and that was when she knew she was well and truly stuck on what to write.

      Her doorbell rang, echoing through the quiet house, and she frowned, not expecting any visitors. She rubbed a hand over her makeup-free face and tightened her messy ponytail before pushing out of her chair. As she walked down the stairs to the main level of her grandfather’s old house, she adjusted her faded blue T-shirt, trying to smooth out the wrinkles. At least it was clean, despite the fact that she’d pulled it from the pile of dirty laundry littering her bedroom floor. Crossing the last few feet to the front door, she hastily re-tied the drawstring holding up her black-and-gold Boston Bruins flannel pants.

      Pressing up onto her toes, she peered through the peephole and stilled, not quite able to believe who was standing on her front porch. Her heart pushed up into her throat as her fingers curled against the oak door, her nails scratching helplessly against the wood. She swallowed, her pulse hammering in her temples, and watched as the asshole on her front porch rang her doorbell for a second time. How the hell had he gotten her address?

      He raised his fist to knock, and she flung the door open, not wanting to feel the rap of his fist against the wood. He froze, his big hand still in the air, and as he stared at her, it dropped slowly to his side. If you’d asked her six months ago, this wasn’t at all how Charlie would’ve predicted her first face-to-face meeting with her online crush would go. Not. At. All.

      She leaned against the doorjamb and crossed her arms in front of her. Her heart beat against her ribs, hurt and anger warming her skin. “Adam Hennessy. So. You are alive.”

      He stared at her, his mouth agape. “Charlie?” His eyes raked over her body, and she hugged herself a little tighter. For a second, she wished she were wearing something other than a worn T-shirt and flannel pants, and then she hated herself a tiny bit for feeling that way. He didn’t deserve anything from her. He deserved nothing, which was exactly what he’d given her.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, meeting his gaze. His light blue eyes held hers, and he rubbed a hand over his mouth. The pads of his fingers rasped against his closely cropped light brown beard, the soft bristling sound prickling over her. He looked even better in person than in the photos from his profile. He was taller—at least 6’1 seeing as he had a good half a foot on her—and broader than she’d expected, with mouthwateringly sculpted arms and huge, strong hands. He ran one of those hands through his short, light brown hair, leaving it slightly disheveled. His white T-shirt stretched across his chest as he moved, the muscles bunching and flexing beneath the cotton. The breeze shifted, and she caught the faint scent of clean laundry and sporty aftershave. Her stomach did a slow turn, flopping over on itself, and she hugged herself tighter.

      Silence stretched between them for several moments, broken only by the rustling leaves of the maple tree in her front yard and the birds chattering merrily from somewhere nearby. A horn blared in the distance, several streets over, and all she could do was stare. For once in her life, words were failing her. She didn’t know if she wanted to laugh, or cry, or slap him, or just keep staring. Why the hell did he have to look so good? She clamped her teeth together, her chest burning as the wave of humiliation and hurt came crashing back over her.

      Six months ago, she’d foolishly thought they’d had a connection. Thought she’d found someone kind and smart and funny. She’d thought that maybe, just maybe, she’d found the person who could help her put the shredded pieces of her heart back together.

      But he’d proven her wrong.

      It had been almost six months since Jeff had left everything she had to give—her heart, her confidence, her trust—battered and broken, and she’d decided that it was time to move on. That she wouldn’t let that heartbreak dictate the rest of her life. So she’d joined OkCupid, and while she’d found her share of losers on the site, Adam had seemed different. He hadn’t immediately asked her to send him topless pics, or if she liked anal, or sent her a dick pic, so right from the start, he’d been miles ahead of ninety percent of the other guys who’d messaged her.

      Six months later, she still remembered his opening volley. He’d said “Hey. So, I have nothing clever to say. Awkward, right? I just wanted to message you because you seem cute and fun and cool. I also question what the fuck is wrong with our society that someone like you has to be on this site, but I’m on here too, so...Yeah. I’m terrible at this. Hi.”

      They’d messaged back and forth for weeks, getting to know each other, talking about anything and everything, and God, she’d liked him so much. He’d seemed too good to be true: gorgeous, and funny, and smart, and sweet. Finally, after hundreds and hundreds of messages, he’d asked her to meet him for coffee at Fiore’s Bakery, and she’d agreed.

      Her skin prickled as she remembered sitting in Fiore’s Bakery by herself for an hour, watching the sky darken from purple dusk to velvety winter darkness. Waiting. Willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. But he hadn’t shown. He’d stood her up, and she’d left, walking home alone in the cold, the wind whipping at her hair and stinging her cheeks.

      She’d messaged him as soon as she’d gotten home, even though she felt like a fool for letting history repeat itself. Once again, she’d put herself out there, had let herself feel things, had let herself believe that a seemingly great guy would be into her, only to come crashing back down to reality.

      At least he hadn’t waited until they were engaged to reject her, though. He did have that going for him over Jeff.

      He’d never responded to her “what the hell, dude?” message, and his profile had disappeared from the site. He’d ghosted; she’d never heard from him again. She’d deleted her own profile from the site after that. Now, here he stood, six months later, on her front porch. Staring at her. Looking ridiculously hot in his stupid white T-shirt and stupid jeans. With his stupidly sexy face.

      Finally, after several long moments, he answered her question. “I’m here to look at your deck and fence. I’m a friend of Jared’s—your neighbor—and he asked me to come by. He feels terrible about what happened.”

      And what about you? Do you feel terrible? The words bounced around her skull, but she held them in, trying to convince herself that his answer wouldn’t matter, because she didn’t care.

      “Why am I not surprised you’re friends with that asshat?”

      “I’m just here to help.” He watched her warily. Her eyes dipped down over his body, taking in the small “Hennessy Carpentry” logo over his left pec. A very well-developed pec. The fact that she was ogling his chest made her angrier, both at him and at herself, and she ground her teeth together, tension radiating through her jaw.

      “I don’t want your help. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

      He closed his eyes for a second and sighed, his arms limp at his sides. “Charlie, I…I’m really sorry. I owe you an explanation.”

      A wave of hurt crashed into her, stealing her breath, and she channeled that hurt into anger. “I don’t want your explanation, or your apology. Get the hell off my porch.” She spun on her heel and slammed her door in his face.
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      Adam sat in his truck, staring at Charlie’s house. It was a lovely, if somewhat worn, twentieth-century colonial revival with sky blue siding, white shutters and oversized windows. The door she’d just slammed in his face was oak and in need of some TLC. He tipped his head back against the headrest and turned the keys in the ignition, cranking the air conditioning. It wasn’t even ten in the morning, but the air was already stifling in the cab of his truck.

      Jared’s neighbor was Charlie Grant. Shit. What were the fuckin’ odds? She’d been even prettier in person. Prettier, and so hurt. She’d try to play it off as anger, but he’d seen the hurt flashing in her eyes. He deserved all of it, that hurt and that anger, asshole that he was.

      After he’d moved out of Jared’s and gotten his own place, getting his shit together, he’d joined the online dating site, feeling like it was what he was supposed to do. Thinking that maybe he could meet someone, get laid. Move on, somehow. But he hadn’t been prepared for Charlie and the easy connection they’d forged. He’d still been working through the damage caused by the breakdown of his marriage, and he hadn’t been ready for a relationship; he’d been too emotionally drained from the divorce. Really, he should’ve been focused on figuring out who he was, post-divorce, what he wanted, all that shit. But he’d liked Charlie so much that he’d kept talking to her, getting himself in a little deeper with each online conversation. He’d waited for weeks, hoping he’d feel ready. She’d made him want to feel ready.

      It had all come to head when one night, after a few beers, he’d asked her out during one of their chats. And then he’d panicked. He’d known Charlie wasn’t going to be someone he could have a casual fling with, and he hadn’t been in a place to offer anything more, as much as he might’ve wanted to.

      She was smart, and funny, and sarcastic, and so damn cute. Just talking to her made him feel so fucking good, and he hadn’t known what to do with any of that.

      So he’d stood her up and deleted his profile. Real fucking mature.

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, replaying what had just happened. How shocked and then hurt she’d been to see him. How cute she’d looked in her pajamas, her reddish-brown hair thrown up in a messy ponytail. How she’d wrapped her slender arms around herself, as though seeing him caused her physical pain. Hell, after the way he’d led her on and then stood her up, maybe it did. He couldn’t blame her for slamming the door in his face before he could explain.

      He sat up a bit straighter, squinting at her house as an idea took root. He cut the ignition and stepped out of his truck, the scents of fresh-cut grass and hot pavement mingling in the air. Hands on his hips, he peered up at the house before wandering around to the side and into the backyard, letting himself in through the gate that didn’t latch properly.

      He let out a low whistle as he observed the damage that Jared had done, taking out the entire section of fence that separated his backyard from Charlie’s, as well as destroying her deck. Tire tracks covered the grass between the two heaps of splintered boards. He examined what remained of the deck and saw that the wood was old and rotting in some places. Even before Jared had rammed his Jeep into it, it had already been falling apart.

      He paced the yard, trying to figure out if he could replace the missing section of fencing, or if the entire thing needed to be redone. He glanced from the fence to her deck, his mind already whirring with ideas and designs.

      He wasn’t sure he deserved her forgiveness, but this was his chance to make up for the way he’d treated her. She might not want to hear his apology or his explanation, but he could try to show her. With wood and nails and sweat, maybe he could make her see how much he regretted hurting her. At the time, he’d been so caught up in himself that it hadn’t really occurred to him that she would be hurt when he didn’t show. It came back to that whole emotionally drained thing. But she was hurt, and he was an asshole.

      He hadn’t realized just how bad he felt until he’d seen her standing in front of him, in the flesh, scowling at him. A wave of shame had rocked him, stealing his breath for a second, followed quickly by a hot, sharp pang of lust. A part of him had wanted to cup her delicate face, drink in those pretty brown eyes, tell her he was sorry, and kiss her until she forgot she was hurting. He knew he had no right to any of that, but he wanted it just the same.

      God, he’d made such a huge, fucking colossal mistake, and not just because she’d been even cuter in person.

      “Hey! Get the hell out of my backyard!” Charlie appeared in a second-floor window, a deep frown creasing her pretty face.

      He planted his hands on his hips, squinting up at her. “Don’t you want me to fix this?”

      She stared at him, and his words hung between them, heavy with meaning. “No. I want you to get off my property.”

      He held his hands out at his sides. “Charlie, I’m sorry. I’m an asshole.”

      She sighed and shook her head, her voice losing some of its sharpness. “I’m sorry you’re an asshole, too, Adam.”

      It was hard to tell from his vantage point, but he thought maybe something in the line of her shoulders softened, and a tiny seed of hope took root in his chest. A cicada buzzed, humming its warm summer song. He wiped at the sweat forming along his hairline with the back of his hand.

      “Let me do this. I want to fix this,” he said, gesturing around her backyard.

      “And I want you to go. How many times do I have to ask you to get off my property?”

      “Charlie, I just—” But he didn’t get the chance to finish his thought because he was too busy dodging the sneaker that came flying at him from the window. “Hey! What the hell’s wrong with you? I’m trying to help you out here!” he yelled, irritation flaring up through him. He was being nice, attempting to make amends, and she was chucking Nikes at him.

      And fuck if the twisted part of him didn’t like it, just a little. Her anger was about her being hurt, yes, but it was also about protecting herself. She was strong. Gutsy, and nobody’s doormat.

      It was really fucking appealing, flying sneakers and all.

      “Me? What the hell’s wrong with you? What kind of person stands someone up and then ghosts on them after weeks of messages? Huh? And now you think you get to stand there, say you’re sorry, and that it’s fine? That I’ll just let you—”

      This time he cut her off. “I’m sorry, Charlie! Fuck, I’m real fuckin’ sorry, okay? It was a stupid, dick move.”

      Another shoe came flying out the window, landing with a heavy thunk in the grass beside him. He jammed his hands back onto his hips and blew out a long, slow breath through his nose. He waited for a minute to see if more footwear was about to rain down on him. Charlie reappeared in the window, her cheeks flushed.

      He held out his hands at his sides again. “Alright. I’m gonna go. Mainly because I don’t want to get brained with a shoe.” He pointed up at her. “But I’ll be back tomorrow. I’m not giving up, Charlie. I’m gonna make this right.”

      He hadn’t realized just how much he’d hurt her, and it gutted him. He wanted, more than anything, to try to make up for the shitty way he’d treated her. He’d try again, tomorrow. If after that, she still wanted nothing to do with him, wouldn’t accept his help and let him make amends, he’d go. But he had to try, just one more time.
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      The next morning, Charlie stood under the hot shower spray, rolling her shoulders and trying to work out some of the tension that had gathered over the past twenty-four hours. After Adam had left, she’d spent the rest of the day restless and on edge, finally submitting her column around midnight.

      Adam. God. It had been weeks, maybe even months since she’d last thought of him, and then boom. There he was. In that stupid tight white T-shirt. With those hands. And those blue eyes. And the beard. And the pleasant, deep voice. And the muscles.

      Damn him.

      She grabbed the shampoo and squirted a little mound into her palm, lathering it through her hair as she played everything back through her mind. And not just what had happened yesterday, but everything. The cute, fun messages. How excited she’d been when he’d asked her out. The humiliating disappointment when he hadn’t shown and had disappeared from the face of the earth without a word.

      I’m sorry, Charlie! Fuck, I’m real fuckin’ sorry, okay? It was a stupid, dick move.

      His words echoed through her mind, bouncing around her skull. She couldn’t help but wonder if he was sorry that he’d hurt her or sorry that she was mad, because they were two completely separate things. A part of her wanted to believe it was the former, but the more realistic part of her knew it was most likely the latter.

      “Fucking men,” she said aloud, her voice echoing off the shower tiles. A loud knocking sounded through the house, and she froze, tilting her head as she listened. The knocking continued, and she turned the shower off, stepping out and grabbing a towel from the rack. The doorbell rang, chiming through the silent house. She wrapped the towel tightly around herself, grinding her teeth together. She stomped into her bedroom, crossing the worn hardwood floor to the window, water dripping down her legs as she went. If that asshole had actually come back, she’d have to find something more substantial than a shoe to throw at him. Maybe a frying pan.

      She yanked the blinds up, and her frown dropped away, her eyebrows shooting up when she saw the UPS truck sitting in her driveway. The driver headed away from her front door and back toward his truck.

      “Shit!” In the wake of the stress of barely finishing her column on time and Adam’s sudden reappearance, she’d forgotten about the materials she’d requested from the Giamatti Research Center at the Baseball Hall of Fame. The files contained copies of rare interview transcripts from Red Sox greats like Cy Young, Babe Ruth, Wade Boggs, Bobby Doerr and tons of others, and she needed them for the book proposal she’d been working on for months now.

      Gripping the towel where the fabric overlapped between her breasts, she sprinted for the front door, flying down the stairs. She flung the door open and ran out onto the front porch. The front door slammed behind her, rattling the window panes.

      “Hey! Wait!” she yelled, waving one arm frantically at the UPS guy. He’d just started to back out of her driveway, and he stopped, putting the big brown truck back in park. After she signed for her delivery, he unloaded the three sealed boxes onto her porch. Eager to dig into her treasures, she headed for the front door, planning to get dressed first, and then haul the boxes inside.

      She closed her hand around the black wrought iron knob and slammed her shoulder into the door when it didn’t budge. Panic shot through her, dancing like electricity over her skin, and she tried the knob again, rattling it and pushing against the door, but the door didn’t move.

      She’d locked herself out. Wearing nothing but a towel.

      “Nononononononono,” she chanted as she tried the knob several more times. “Fuck!” She kicked at the door in frustration and then instantly regretted it when her bare toes made contact with the wood. Pain shot across her foot. “Shit!” She hopped on one foot, clutching her throbbing toes in one hand. The towel started to slip. “Fucking shit!” She dropped her foot and scrambled to grab her towel before she flashed the entire neighborhood.

      She leaned her back against the door and forced herself to take several deep breaths as she tried to figure out how she was going to get back inside. Maybe she’d left the back door unlocked. Or maybe she could break in through a window. She spotted a pair of flip-flops under the bench on her porch, and the tiniest bit of relief trickled through her. Slipping them on, she felt a little bit less naked. Still, like, super naked, but at least she wouldn’t step on bugs. Or a rusty nail. God, and then she’d get tetanus. Which sounded just about right, given how the past couple of days had gone.

      She knew it was probably futile, but she walked around the side of the house and into her backyard. Gingerly, she picked a path through the debris of her deck, making her way to the back door that led to the kitchen. The door was a few feet above the ground, and she clutched the towel around herself as she reached up to grasp the knob. She tried it, but it was locked. Of course. At least it was warm and sunny out. If this were a movie, it’d start raining, or things would somehow get worse, just for comedic effect.

      “Charlie?” came Adam’s voice from several feet behind her.

      She wasn’t laughing.
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      Adam stood still, unable to tear his eyes off of Charlie’s smooth, creamy skin, dotted with pale brown freckles. Charlie, in nothing but a towel, her hair soaking wet, was pretty much the last thing he’d expected to see when he’d pulled his truck into her driveway and walked into her backyard.

      But he’d always liked surprises.

      Her shoulders tensed at the sound of his voice and she turned slowly, clutching the light blue towel around herself, her knuckles white. Two pale strips—tan lines—streaked down over her shoulders, disappearing into the towel.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, tucking a strand of damp hair behind her ear, a scowl on her face. His fingers twitched, wanting to repeat the movement.

      Despite the scowl, she took a tentative step toward him, the towel riding up slightly as she stepped around the broken boards of wood, the muscles in her toned legs flexing. A drop of water fell from her hair and onto her arm, sliding slowly down. Her eyes met his, and she bit her lip as she studied him.

      Fuck, he wanted a second chance. And it wasn’t only because his jeans were getting tighter by the second. Sure, that was part of it, but it was more than that. It was just Charlie. The woman he’d started to fall for without even meeting in person. She was strong, and funny, and didn’t take anyone’s shit. She was smart, and passionate, and hardworking. She was hurt and angry right now, but he could handle her prickly. In fact, he didn’t mind prickly Charlie. Not at all.

      “I told you I’d be back today,” he said, shoving his hands in his back pockets, not knowing what else to do with them.

      “Ha, well excuse me if I didn’t exactly take that at face value.” She sniffed and adjusted her towel.

      He tipped his head. “Fair enough. So, uh, what’s with the towel?”

      “I…” She gestured helplessly and then quickly returned her hand to the towel with a wide-eyed grimace, apparently afraid to hold it one-handed. Something in Adam’s chest tightened and then warmed, and he looked down, hiding his smile. When he glanced back up, her bottom lip was caught between her teeth again.

      God. So fucking cute.

      “I locked myself out.”

      “In a towel?”

      She sighed impatiently. “The UPS guy was here, and I needed to sign for the delivery.”

      He rocked on his heels. “Must’ve been important.”

      “It is. It’s research material for a book proposal.”

      “The one about the Red Sox greats?” She’d told him her idea during one of their chats. “You’re doing it?”

      She nodded, a tiny smile tugging up the corner of her mouth. “Yeah. I am.”

      “That’s so cool, Charlie. Seriously. It sounded like a great idea when you told me about it.”

      She started to smile wider, and then caught herself. The smile dropped off her face. “Don’t. Don’t do that.”

      He frowned, not following. “Do what?”

      “Be nice to me.” She said it as though he were doing something wrong, her nostrils flaring.

      His frown deepened, one eyebrow arching up. “You want me to be a dick?” he asked, unable to keep the note of frustration from creeping into his voice.

      She snorted. “No, I want you to go.”

      He yanked his hands out of his back pockets and jammed them onto his hips. “You’re real stubborn, you know that?”

      She muttered something under her breath about the pot and the kettle.

      He shook his head, glancing down at his work boots for a second, and then up at her house, torn between leaving out of sheer frustration, and staying out of a confusing jumble of things. Guilt, sure, but something else too. Something deeper and warmer than the guilt he felt over hurting her. Over putting that wariness in her eyes. “I can help you.”

      “I told you yesterday, I don’t want your help.” She paused before continuing, her fingers curling even tighter into the towel. Lucky terrycloth. “I don’t need your help.”

      He nodded and rubbed a hand over his mouth, deciding to call her bluff. “So then let’s hear it.”

      Her brows knit together. “Hear what?”

      “Your plan to get back in your house.” He studied her, eyebrows raised. “I assume you have one. Seeing as you don’t need my help.”

      “I…I’ll just go to the neighbors and call a locksmith.”

      He tilted his head, considering, and he shrugged. “Yeah, I guess that works. Assuming your neighbors are home. And who knows how long it’ll take the locksmith to come. Could be an hour. Could be longer. And you’re not exactly dressed. Leaves a lot to be desired, as far as plans go.”

      She took another step closer to him, a challenge flashing in her brown eyes. “Oh, yeah? What’s your plan?”

      “Pretty simple, really. I go get my ladder, climb up to your open window,” he said, pointing up toward the second floor of her house, “and I let you in. You’re inside in under five minutes, and then I can get to work.”

      “Get to work?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, fixing all this.”

      Her nostrils flared again, and damn if that wasn’t cute, too. “I told you, I don’t need you to fix it.”

      “Yeah, well, I sorta promised Jared, and he’s a good buddy. I wouldn’t want to let him down.” He shrugged, trying to make the words sound lighter than they felt.

      She took another step toward him, only a few inches away now. “Funny, I would’ve thought letting people down was your specialty. You didn’t have any issues doing it to me.”

      Guilt slammed into him, and he curled his hands into fists at his sides. It was the only way he could stop himself from touching her, which he was pretty fucking sure wouldn’t go over well. But he could see how much he’d hurt her, and he wanted to soothe the pain he’d caused. The need to touch her was guilt, and regret, and lust, all rolled into a confusing knot that sat right in the center of his chest. “Charlie. I’m so sorry. I know I said it yesterday, but yelling it kinda takes some of the meaning out of it. So, I’m telling you now that I’m really sorry for standing you up, and I’m sorry for going silent. You deserved better than that. I hate that I hurt you.”

      For several moments her eyes held his, and he waited, giving her space, giving her time, to process his apology. Finally, she spoke, her voice quiet. “Why?”

      A heaviness sat on his shoulders because he knew he owed her the truth. “I didn’t tell you this, but I was going through a divorce. I wasn’t ready to date.”

      She frowned, some of the warmth leaving her eyes. “Then why were you on a dating site?”

      He blew out a breath and shook his head. “Because I’m an idiot.”

      “Finally, something we can agree on.” But she smiled the tiniest hint of a smile as she spoke. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I wanted you to know me without the baggage.”

      “I get that. For the record, it wouldn’t have changed anything.” She shuffled her foot, looking down as she spoke.

      He nodded, relieved that she hadn’t rejected his apology. “I’ll go get my ladder.”

      “I told you, I don’t need your help.” Although she was still being stubborn, her voice had taken on a teasing tone. He ignored her and strode around her house and out to her driveway, unhitching the ladder from his truck. He hefted the ladder over his shoulder and walked back into the backyard, and everything—his skin, his muscles, his jeans—tightened at the fresh sight of Charlie in her faded blue towel and flip-flops. Her toenails were painted a navy blue, and the freckles that dotted her shoulders and arms also trailed down her legs, a light brown constellation against her pale skin.

      He swung the ladder down and extended it to its full length, aligning it below the open window, and he found himself wondering how much of her skin those freckles covered. If they trailed across her back, over her small breasts and down her flat stomach. If she’d like it if he kissed them all, a tiny apology for every single one.

      Charlie’s arms were crossed in front of her as she watched him, one eyebrow raised. “You don’t listen very well, do you?”

      He adjusted the ladder, making sure it was secure, and spoke without looking at her. “No, I heard you. You don’t need my help.”

      “Right.”

      He leaned against the house, crossing his arms over his chest and tipping his head at the ladder. “So go on then, hot stuff.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and goddamn did he like that, the sight of her cheeks going pink because of him. Her mouth opened and shut, firming into a thin line. The buzz of a lawnmower started in a nearby yard, vibrating through the still, humid air.

      She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders and then tucked the ends of her towel against her chest. And then she stepped up onto the bottom rung of his ladder.

      Immediately, he was behind her, his hands at her waist as he gently lifted her down. “Charlie. God. I was kidding.” He spoke the words into the back of her head, his hands still on her. She was warm and soft through the terrycloth, and she tipped her head forward. Her damp hair fell forward, exposing her delicate nape. She took a shaky breath that he felt through his entire body and she eased back against him, her back flush with his chest. His fingers flexed into her, and she gasped softly. She could probably feel his heart pounding against her shoulder blade.

      “Your jokes need work,” she said, her voice breathy, almost snatched away by the lawnmower’s drone.

      God. All those freckles. He wanted to taste every single one.

      Reluctantly, he stepped away from her and climbed up the ladder before he did something stupid, like put his mouth on her skin.

      He reached the top of the ladder and wasn’t surprised to find the window screen missing. It was the same window she’d thrown shoes at him from yesterday, after all. Sticking his head in, he took in the messy room and carefully stepped inside. His foot knocked over a pile of Sports Illustrated magazines from what he assumed was Charlie’s desk. Swinging his other leg over the sill, he turned and bumped into a stack of banker’s boxes piled beside the window. He squeezed around the desk, stumbling when one of his boots snagged in the spaghetti factory of cords snaking across the floor.

      Charlie’s desk was piled high with papers, magazines, file folders, and books, all engulfing her laptop in a fortress of clutter. Several dirty plates, a couple of mugs, a glass and a few empty beer bottles occupied any free space between the other items. The rest of the office wasn’t much better. The bookcase was overflowing and leaning slightly to one side, ready to give out under the weight of the books stuffed on its shelves. An old plaid couch sat against the far wall, a full laundry basket, a pizza box and more random crap covering it. Dusty sports memorabilia filled the walls.

      He strode back to the window. “Your office is really messy,” he called down to her, and she glared up at him, the scowl firmly back in place. Fuck, but that scowl made him want to tease her even more.

      “Would you just get down here and let me in?”

      He leaned against the window sill. “You want me to come down there? Why?” He paused, smiling down at her. “So I can help you by letting you in?”

      “Hennessy, I swear to God,” she threatened, her face flushing again.

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it. He also knew he shouldn’t push it and hurried downstairs to let her inside. Flipping the deadbolt on the kitchen door, he flung it open and held out his hand to her. Because the deck was gone, there was now an awkward step up from the backyard into the house.

      She stared at his hand for at least three heartbeats before shuffling forward. With a heavy sigh, she placed her hand in his. At the contact, his entire body warmed, his gut tightening. Her hand curled into his, impossibly soft and small against his work-roughened skin. She stepped up into the house, her eyes glued to where her hand disappeared into his. The edge of her flip-flop caught on the door sill, and she stumbled forward. Acting on instinct, his arms shot out to catch her, and she tumbled into him, her towel slipping and falling to the floor.

      “Close your eyes!” she shouted, her voice high-pitched and panicked as she crashed into his chest. He screwed his eyes shut tight and wrapped his arms around her, steadying her against him. His hands splayed across her bare back, and he couldn’t stop the low groan from escaping his throat. Her skin was warm and smooth beneath his palms, and fuck, she smelled so good. Hot and sweet, like sunshine and honey.

      She sucked in a breath, and her bare breasts pressed against his chest. He could feel her hardened nipples through his T-shirt, and he pressed his eyes closed even tighter. He wasn’t sure how long they stood like that, with his arms around her, her naked body pressed against his, neither of them speaking.

      “Adam?” she said, and it took everything he had to keep his eyes closed.

      “Yeah.” He dipped his head, just a little.

      “Let go of me.”

      Immediately, he dropped his hands to his sides and turned away from her. He heard the rustle of the towel as she picked it up off the floor and wrapped it around herself.

      “You kept your eyes closed,” she said, and he didn’t miss the note of disbelief in her voice.

      He glanced over his shoulder, and seeing that the towel was back in place, turned around to face her. “Yeah. You asked me to.”

      She swallowed, her throat working, and her eyes met his. Something impossible to read flickered across her face before she cleared her throat. “I’m not paying you to fix the deck or the fence.”

      He nodded, unable to stop the smile from spreading across his face. “I know.” And it was fine with him, because he didn’t want money. No, he wanted something better.

      A second chance.
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      Charlie cranked up the dial on her small desk fan, not caring about the papers the mechanical breeze sent fluttering to the floor. The air in her office was stifling. A trickle of sweat slid down between her breasts, and she blew a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. Her feet propped up on the tiny bit of available real estate on her desk, she returned her attention to the research file in her lap.

      The high-pitched whine of a saw cut through the afternoon’s silence, and her gaze slid back to the window. Again.

      After the towel incident two days ago, she’d barely been able to look at Adam. She just kept replaying it in her mind over and over again. And the worst part was that it wasn’t humiliation she felt. No, that’d be way too sensible.

      Every time she replayed it, she felt pure, unadulterated lust, her stomach dipping and swirling as though she were on the world’s tallest, steepest roller coaster, about to rocket down that first hill.

      She squirmed in her seat as she remembered the feel of his hard body against hers, his huge hands on her back. They were so big, so strong and rough, and she’d wanted more of them. Wanted to know what they’d feel like in her hair, cupping her face, on her breasts.

      Inside her.

      She squirmed again, clenching her thighs together in an effort to stifle the warm, heavy throb settling there. She knew, given their history, that she shouldn’t want him, and yet…he’d kept his eyes closed. And he was fixing the damage his friend had done, free of charge.

      And he’d apologized. More than once.

      And unless he’d had a long, thick tool of some kind stashed in his jeans pocket, he’d reacted to having her pressed naked against him.

      It was that last idea that she couldn’t seem to shake, and she pushed out of her chair, tossing the folder on her desk.

      She shouldn’t want him. She shouldn’t want anything to do with him. Not only had he proven himself untrustworthy, but she knew—better than most, probably—that even a man as hot as Adam Hennessy wasn’t worth the risk.

      When her now ex-fiancé Jeff had told her the day before their wedding that he wasn’t in love with her, that he was in love with someone else, she’d fallen apart. Suddenly, the future she’d thought she had was gone, and she’d felt lost. Broken. Empty. In hindsight, there’d been red flags. He’d worked late more nights than not, putting space between them. He’d barely been interested in sex as the had wedding approached. Jeff hadn’t wanted anything to do with planning the wedding, and had grown more and more distant as the date had neared. He’d rolled his eyes at her enthusiasm, and she’d chalked it up to dudes just not being into wedding stuff.  But it had been a symptom of a much deeper problem—he hadn’t wanted to spend his life with her. The woman he’d chosen over her was prettier, more feminine. More likable, at least according to Jeff. And while Charlie was pretty damn comfortable with who she was, that betrayal, that rejection had hit hard and sunk deep.

      Thankfully, she’d had her family and her friends to lean on, and she’d spent months putting herself back together. She was still standing, but she wasn’t the same. It was as though her broken pieces had been reassembled slightly off-center, some of the cracks still visible.

      Adam, if she let him, could shatter her, and that was terrifying because she wasn’t sure she had the strength to put herself back together a second time.

      But she could want to do him without actually dating him, right? Sex wasn’t love, and the idea of enjoying his gorgeous body while keeping her heart locked away held some appeal. Oh, hell. A lot of appeal.

      She sauntered over to the window and rested her chin in her hand as she watched him work, her butt perched on the edge of her desk. He’d spent the first day cleaning up the backyard, hauling away all the broken pieces of wood with two other crew members. Then he’d set about tearing down the old, rickety fence while his crew leveled the ground where her deck had been, pouring concrete and anchoring what she assumed were the main support posts for the new deck.

      Now, late in the afternoon, his crew had already finished up, but Adam stood in the middle of the yard, feeding boards of wood through a table saw. He tossed the newly separated halves onto the ground beside the saw and picked up a water bottle. Draining it, he crushed the empty plastic in his hand, his long, thick fingers curling around it.

      Goddamn. Those hands.

      Adam grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and pulled it up, wiping at his sweaty face with it and exposing a flat, muscular stomach dusted with light brown hair. Even worse, he had those damn cut lines along his hips, with the muscles arrowing down in a V and disappearing into his jeans. The muscles in his arms flexed as he wiped at his brow, and Charlie touched her mouth to make sure she wasn’t drooling.

      “Hi, Charlie,” he called without looking up.

      “Just checking that you’re not slacking off,” she yelled down, unable to help the smile from stretching across her lips. “Don’t make me get my whip out.”

      He turned to face her, pointing up at her. “Hey, I’m not intimidated by you just because you have mean eyebrows and know more about baseball than me.”

      She frowned and narrowed her eyes at him. “I have mean eyebrows?”

      “Yeah. They’re all…” He angled his index fingers over his own eyebrows, pointing them on a downward tilt toward his nose. And then he smiled and pointed up at her again. “Like that.”

      She smiled into her palm, hiding it from him as warmth flooded her at his teasing. “Yeah, well, you have a mean…whatever. Go to hell.”

      He laughed and wiped at his brow again with the back of his hand. “Pretty sure I’m already there. It’s gotta be ninety-five fuckin’ degrees out here.”

      And then, his eyes holding hers, he reached behind him and yanked his shirt off with a tug, tossing it down beside his crumpled water bottle. Her mouth went dry as she studied his hard, defined body, unable to tear her eyes away from the feast of skin and muscle and man before her. A dusting of light brown hair covered his defined pecs, and…oh, God. He had tattoos.

      Charlie had several weaknesses when it came to men. Blue eyes. Killer smiles. Nice beards. Muscles. Tattoos.

      Adam checked every single box.

      An American flag covered the inside of his right bicep, and an American Classic style anchor sat below word “loyalty” on his left bicep. What looked like a dragon adorned his right pec. He turned, giving her an eyeful of his broad back and she burst out laughing, unable to help herself. A large tattoo about the size of her hand covered his left shoulder blade. And it was ridiculous: a cartoon cupcake with muscled arms, and what appeared to be the words “stud muffin” etched below it in a semi-circle.

      “That’s the worst tattoo I’ve ever seen,” she called down.

      He looked up and winked, his eyes crinkling as he smiled, and her stomach flipped over on itself.

      Terrible tattoo or not, with his strong body, gorgeously masculine hands and easy confidence, Adam Hennessy looked like a man who’d be fantastic in bed, and Charlie knew she was in deep trouble, because damn did she want to find out.
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      The heatwave was killing him.

      That was what Adam kept telling himself as he worked, slamming nails into place as he mounted the last of the fencing. Normally, he used a nail gun—it was faster, more efficient—but today, even though the heat was sweltering, he found himself wanting an outlet. He needed to do something with the energy pumping through his veins, hot and fast. His skin felt too tight, as though his bones strained against his muscles.

      Rivulets of sweat streaked down his torso, making his T-shirt cling to his skin and he dropped the hammer, trading it for the bottle of water on the ground beside him. He closed his eyes as he swallowed, not caring that the water wasn’t cold, and his mind spun with the image of creamy skin, dotted with freckles. Warm, soft flesh beneath his hands, yielding to the pressure of his touch. Charlie’s naked body pressed against his.

      The pressure built, tightening his chest until he could feel every pulse of his heart, and he finished the water. It was a feeling he wasn’t used to, this wanting.

      It was the heat, he tried to convince himself.

      And the fact that he wanted to fuck Charlie until neither of them could walk.

      Yeah, there was that. But mainly, it was the heat. And he needed to believe that, because besides a little light teasing, she’d kept her distance since the towel incident. He wasn’t sure if that was his cue to leave her alone, or flirt with her more.

      The truth was, he hadn’t dated much since the divorce. A little, sure, but just enough to know that he had no fucking clue what he was doing. He felt like a car crash victim relearning how to walk after an accident. Unused muscles had atrophied, making for some unsteady steps.

      He’d been with Melissa for ten years. He’d met her right when she’d finished college—they’d both been twenty-three. They’d dated for five years before he’d asked her to marry him. Engaged for a year, then married for four before it had fallen apart over a year ago now.

      It wasn’t that either of them had done anything wrong. No one had cheated, or lost all their money, or anything like that. It had been an accumulation of the smallest things—a collection of slights and resentments on both sides—that had festered with time and bad communication. They’d grown apart and fallen out of love. There’d been almost no animosity between them when they’d realized it was over.

      Didn’t mean that it hadn’t fucking hurt, though. He’d failed Melissa, because although he’d cared for her, ultimately, he hadn’t been what she’d needed. Slowly, he’d watched what they’d once had die, watched until neither of them could deny that it was over. Even as amicable as things had been, the divorce had been so damn hard. And he knew that part of the reason he’d chickened out on his date with Charlie was because he was fucking scared of the same thing happening again.

      “Hey, man. Nice to see she hasn’t killed you.” Jared sauntered up to the newly installed fence separating his yard from Charlie’s, leaning his arms against the white oak.

      Adam shot Jared a look, one eyebrow raised. “You know, you’re gonna owe me a couple thou for materials when I’m done here.”

      “I thought you were working for free.” Jared frowned, tilting his head.

      “I am. Still gotta pay for the materials though, man.”

      Jared blew out a breath. “Fine. Yeah. Let me know when you’re done.”

      “Don’t worry. I will.” Adam picked the hammer back up, dropping a handful of nails into the pouch of his tool belt.

      Jared tipped his head toward Charlie’s house. The windows were open, and David Bowie floated out, the music hanging in the thick, muggy air. She’d been playing his greatest hits for the past hour, and Adam wasn’t complaining. “How’s it going with the dragon lady?”

      Adam hammered a nail home. “Her name’s Charlie. Don’t call her that.”

      Jared held his hands up defensively. “Hey, you’re the one who gave her the nickname.”

      Adam lined up another nail and drove it into the oak, fastening the board in place. “Yeah, well. That was before I knew her.”

      Jared huffed out a breath and nodded. “I get it. She’s cute. You got a thing for the drag—” He cut himself off when Adam shot daggers at him with his eyes. “For Charlie.”

      Adam shrugged, sinking another nail. “Maybe, yeah.”

      “I told you about how she almost took my nuts off, right?”

      “You did. And if I recall, I said I didn’t blame her.” Slam, another nail in. “Stand by what I said.”

      “Hey, they’re your nuts. You want ‘em shredded off, I guess that’s your prerogative.”

      Adam smiled as he lined up another nail. He couldn’t deny that the idea of Charlie’s hands on his balls was an appealing one. “I like her. She brings me lemonade and makes fun of my tattoos.”

      Jared blinked slowly before giving his head a shake. “Whatever, man. They’re your boys.” And with that, he walked back toward his house, waving over his shoulder. Adam scooped up more nails and dropped them into his tool belt just as the back door of Charlie’s house swung open. She stepped out, a basket of laundry propped against her hip. He watched her over his shoulder as she crossed to the small clothes line in the far corner of her yard. She wore a skintight red-and-white striped tank top and a tiny pair of denim shorts, her hair up in a ponytail, as usual.

      Freckles on full display.

      Giving his head a small shake, he turned his attention back to the fence, lining up another nail.

      “Am I making it hard?” she called, and he smashed the hammer into his thumb.

      “Fuck! Motherfucking shit-ass fucker!” He dropped the hammer and pulled his hand against his chest, his thumb throbbing as pain shot through his hand and up his arm.

      Charlie dropped the basket of laundry and came running over, one hand pressed to her mouth. She wrapped her fingers around his arm and pulled his hand away from his chest. “Let me see.” She cradled his hand in hers, peering down at his thumb. He’d split the skin over his knuckle, and a stream of blood trickled from the wound. “Shit. Come inside. I have a first aid kit.” She grabbed his good hand, the one he hadn’t clumsily smashed a hammer into at her probably unintended innuendo.

      His pulse beat thickly, thrumming in his temples, his chest, his injured hand. He pulled air into his lungs and pushed it back out again through his nose, letting her lead him into the kitchen. She let go of his hand as they entered the house, and he was surprised at the disappointment he felt.

      She turned the faucet on, streaming cold water into the sink. “Wash it off, and I’ll go find the first aid kit.”

      Doing as he was told, he stuck his throbbing, bloody thumb under the water, watching as the blood swirled away down the drain. She was back within moments, a beat-up white tin clutched in her hands. She hopped up on the counter beside the sink and turned the faucet off. Taking his hand, she patted it dry with a paper towel before digging into the dented tin.

      “That thing looks ancient. Anything you’ve got in there must be expired.”

      She pulled a tube of antibiotic ointment out. “Are you worried this is gonna sting?”

      “I know it’s not going to sting. I just don’t want my thumb to fall off when it gets infected from using Korean War-era Neosporin.”

      “Baby,” she said, glancing up at him as she dabbed the ointment on his thumb.

      He wanted to make another smart-assed comment, but he was too focused on the feel of her fingers on him to do anything but breathe.

      She bit her lip as she applied a butterfly bandage over the cut and then slipped down off the counter. Yanking open the freezer, she rummaged around inside before tossing him a small bag of frozen vegetables. “Do you want some Advil?” she asked, turning and leaning against the counter beside the fridge, studying him as he arranged the cold bag around his throbbing thumb.

      “I’ll be fine. Thanks for the…” He peered down at the bag. “Turnips.”

      “Thanks. I don’t like turnips, so you can keep that.” She hopped back up on the counter beside him again, and something hot beat through his body, chasing away the pain in his hand. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. This may come as a surprise to you, but that’s not the first time I’ve hit myself with a hammer. Probably won’t be the last, either.”

      She nodded, her eyes on his hands. Silence hung between them as late afternoon sunshine streamed in through the window.

      “What did you mean when you asked me if you were making it hard?” he asked, inching closer.

      She waved a hand through the air. One of the straps of her tank top slipped down, and his eyes traced the line of her collarbone and shoulder. “Oh. Uh, I just hoped I wasn’t distracting you. I know how annoyed I get when I’m working and I get interrupted.”

      “Oh. Yeah. No. It’s fine. It’s your backyard, Charlie.”

      She looked down for a second and nodded, not saying anything.

      He readjusted the bag and glanced around the kitchen, taking in the harvest gold appliances, the dated cabinets and the worn linoleum. “So, when you bought this place, were you planning to fix it up?”

      She inched a bit closer to him, and the light in her eyes changed, a sadness creeping in. “Um, no. This is my grandfather’s house. He moved to Florida last fall and let me have it. I needed a place to go.”

      He licked his lips and shifted against the counter. “You know, I stayed with Jared for a few months last spring,” he said, tipping his head toward Jared’s house. “Guess we just missed each other.”

      “Seems to happen with us.” She flashed him a tiny smile.

      “How come you needed a place to go?” He erased another inch between them, close enough now to feel the warmth coming off her skin. His heart slammed into his ribs, and he licked his lips.

      She stared at his mouth before answering. “I’d been living with someone, and it didn’t work out.” She ducked her head and he had the feeling there was more to the story than she was letting on.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled sadly, the corners of her mouth barely turning up as her lips pressed together. “Thanks.” She gestured around her, her hand sweeping through the air and encompassing the clutter throughout the house. “I haven’t gone through his stuff yet. He said I could put whatever I wanted into storage. I only added my crap to the mess. I didn’t really sort through a lot of it after the break up. I guess I just haven’t felt ready.”

      “I get that. But sometimes…” He shrugged and leaned a bit closer. “Sometimes you’ll never be ready for something. You just have to do it. Take that leap and hope a net will appear.” He wasn’t entirely sure that he was still talking about her clutter.

      She looked up and met his gaze, and the seconds stretched out like something warm and sticky, slow and sweet. She rubbed the palms of her hands over her denim shorts, a sweep of her hands up and down her thighs. Swallowing, she nodded. “I should get back to work.” She bit her lip, her hands still rubbing over her thighs, and something kicked in his gut, making him hyperaware of his own body. Each breath in and out. Each throb of his heart in his chest. Her eyes trailed down his body, and heat seared through him.

      Before he could talk himself out of it, he tossed the bag of vegetables in the sink and moved in front of her. He pressed his hands against the counter on either side of her, caging her in.  “Thank you for the first aid,” he said, and her eyebrows rose, as though his words surprised her. He knew he should probably back off, but he couldn’t. Not with her so close, her warm, sweet scent invading his nostrils and humming through him like a chorus of cicadas.

      “You’re…uh…you’re welcome,” she said, swallowing thickly as her eyes skated up and down his body again. Her gaze slid back to his and she sucked in a deep breath, her chest rising and falling, almost touching his. “You…you have a weird look on your face. What are you thinking about?” Her voice was a husky whisper, and her eyes dropped down to his mouth again.

      “This,” he said and dipped his head. She sucked in a sharp breath as his lips brushed hers, gentle and slow. He pulled back after a second, trying to gauge her reaction. She threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled his mouth back to hers with a soft moan, and this time there was nothing gentle or slow about the kiss. He closed his mouth over hers, and she opened for him with a quiet whimper. Her tongue slid against his, and he wound his arms around her waist, pulling her closer. He kissed her hungrily, his hands skimming from her waist and up her back. Heat flared across his skin as she nipped at his bottom lip, soothing the bite with her tongue.

      He groaned against her mouth and caressed her tongue with his, exploring the sweetness of her mouth. He’d kissed other women since his divorce, but none of those kisses had felt like this one, hot and hungry and right. He loosened her ponytail and tangled his fingers in her hair, tilting her head back and deepening the kiss, wanting more. Needing more of her. Of Charlie, and everything she had to offer. Of everything she’d let him have.

      Her hands slid down his back and then up his arms, her fingers curling into his biceps as he kissed her slow and deep. Electricity shot down his spine, heat pulsing and flaring through him as his quickly-hardening cock pressed against the fly of his jeans.

      She moaned and wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him closer as she wound her arms around his shoulders.

      He knew he had to break the kiss because he was dangerously close to hauling her off the counter and getting her naked as fast as he could. And as much as he wanted that, he knew that they should probably stop. Baby steps.

      After allowing himself the luxury of a few more seconds of Charlie’s mouth on his, he pulled away, cupping her face and leaning his forehead against hers. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the bandage on his thumb and realized he’d completely forgotten about the dull throbbing in his hand, too preoccupied with the much more pressing throbbing elsewhere.

      She looked up at him through her lashes, meeting his eyes. “You’re not forgiven,” she said, her voice a little husky.

      “Give me the chance to earn it?” he asked, kissing the corner of her mouth. She shivered, and he groaned, loving that he’d elicited that response from her.

      “May…maybe,” she whispered, her mouth moving against his.

      “That’s all I ask.” He planted a quick, hard kiss on her lips and pulled away, smiling when she leaned forward, her mouth chasing his. He kissed her once more, a sweeter, lingering kiss, and then turned and headed back to the backyard.

      Operation Second Chance was officially in full effect. He just hoped he knew what he was doing.
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      Rain pattered softly and steadily against Charlie’s living room window, and she curled her legs up under herself on the couch, a cup of coffee cradled in her hands. Even though it was almost noon, the sky was dark with purple and gray clouds. Lightning flickered across the sky, lighting up the underbellies of the clouds, and thunder rumbled in the distance as cooler air rolled in, breaking the stifling heat of the past week. She took a sip of her coffee and watched the raindrops race each other down the window pane, loving the cozy feel of being curled up inside during the storm.

      Given the weather, Charlie assumed Adam and his crew weren’t going to show today. There wasn’t much they’d be able to do in the pouring rain. She couldn’t figure out if she was disappointed or relieved that she wouldn’t be seeing him today.

      God, Adam.

      That kiss.

      She’d lain awake last night, unable to sleep because of that kiss. She’d stared blankly at her computer screen for over an hour, unable to concentrate on work because of that kiss. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been kissed like that. Hell, maybe she’d never been kissed quite like that. He’d been hungry for her, like he hadn’t been able to get close enough. Her entire body had roared to life the second his lips had grazed hers, fire curling through her veins and a warm throb settling between her thighs. She’d wanted more, hadn’t wanted it to be over when he’d pulled away.

      Over and over again, she’d replayed it, savoring every second of the memory. His mouth on hers, his tongue stroking into her mouth. The rasp of his beard against her skin. Those big hands on her, pulling her against him.

      If he could disrupt her world like that with only a kiss, letting anything else happen between them was probably a huge, gigantic, elephant-sized mistake.

      The simple truth was that she liked him. She didn’t want to like him, didn’t want to want him the way she did, but there it was, all the same. Adam—with his good looks, sense of humor, smart-assed charm and ability to shut her brain down with just a kiss—scared her. Big time. Because liking led to loving, and loving led to losing, and she couldn’t do that again. She wouldn’t.

      Her doorbell rang, a dull, buzzing sound. It was halfway broken, and she made a mental note to put it on her ever-growing list of things she needed to fix. Things she had neither the expertise nor the money to tackle right now.

      Setting her coffee down on the table beside the couch, she shuffled through the hallway and opened the door.

      Adam stood on the front porch, his gray T-shirt speckled with rain, an iPad clutched in one hand. “Oh, good. You’re home.” He smiled, his entire face lighting up, and her stomach flipped over on itself in response. “I wanted to show you the plans for your deck.” He hefted the iPad in his hand, his long, thick fingers curled over the edge. Her eyes, no longer under her control, trailed from his hand and up his arm, skimming over his biceps and broad shoulders. From there, they journeyed down his chest and over his flat, hard stomach. “Uh, Charlie? You okay? Is this a bad time?” he asked, and her eyes flew back up to his. He smirked at her, one eyebrow cocked.

      “No, sorry. Just thinking about…baseball. You know. Come in. You want some coffee?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He followed her into the house, closing the door behind him.

      She poured him a cup of coffee and found him in the living room, sitting in her discarded seat on the couch. Setting his mug down beside her own, she sank down onto the couch beside him as he flipped the cover off the iPad. He tapped on a file, and something in Charlie’s chest softened at what he’d named it.

      “Charlie’s apology deck?” she asked, laying a hand on his forearm.

      He stilled when she touched him. After a second, he shrugged and met her eyes. “Yeah. I wanna make it up to you. What I did. I figured maybe this could be a way.”

      She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Probably because she had no freaking clue what to say.

      Goddamn him for being so likable. For making her like him.

      Adam studied her for a moment before scooting a little closer on the couch. “Let me show you.” He held the iPad out to her, waving it back and forth slightly when she didn’t take it right away. She looked up from the tablet to Adam, his blue eyes slamming into her and stealing her breath. Slowly, awareness of what it meant snapping through her, she reached out and took the tablet, accepting it from him.

      He leaned toward her, bringing the scent of rain, clean laundry and warm skin with him, and his arm brushed hers as he tapped the iPad. Three-dimensional plans filled the screen. “I thought it’d be cool to do two levels. So right off your kitchen, there’s an area with space for a grill and a patio set. Then a step goes down to ground level with a separate seating area. I’ll do a pergola above this area so you can have some shade. You could also attach a hammock to the posts if you wanted. Or put outdoor furniture under it. I’ll use cedar for the decking and trim it out in tigerwood, so the fascia, rails and banisters will be darker than the rest of it, giving it a modern feel.”

      She rubbed her fingertips against her palm, curling her hand away from the iPad and the beautiful rendering on the screen. “You designed all of this?”

      He nodded, smiling with one corner of his mouth. “Yeah. For you.”

      She swallowed around the lump pressing against her throat, an ache taking root in her chest, but it was a good ache. For several seconds, she stared at the plans, not trusting herself to speak.

      Finally, Adam spoke. “It’s okay if you don’t like it, Charlie.”

      She looked up and met his eyes. “No, I do. I really, really do.”

      He frowned. “Then what’s wrong?”

      “I just… You designed this. For me.” She rubbed her hand over her chest, right where that ache was.

      “Yeah. I did.” His gorgeous blue eyes held hers, and he moved a bit closer. “I did it for you.” So, so gently it almost killed her, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his thumb lingering on her cheekbone. “Fuck, I really want to kiss you again.”

      The air snapped and crackled between them, and she set the iPad aside. “I want that, too.” She barely got the last word out before his mouth was on hers, kissing her softly and slowly, his hands cupping her face. She melted into him almost instantly, returning the kiss. With a low growl, he pulled her into his lap, settling her so she was straddling him. Her heart beat furiously in her chest as Adam’s big hands slid up her back and tangled in her hair. He deepened the kiss, claiming her mouth with his, his tongue sliding against hers, and she moved her hips against him, unable to help herself. He groaned, and the kiss became more urgent, lips and tongues melding together hungrily.

      As thunder rumbled around them, she eased back a bit and pulled her T-shirt over her head. “This doesn’t mean I like you, or that we’re dating, or anything like that.” She lost her train of thought when Adam unhooked her bra and tugged it down off her shoulders, his palms rough against her tight nipples. He buried his face in her neck, his tongue flicking over her skin as he cupped her breasts, his thumbs tracing over her nipples in a circle. They tightened to the point of aching, and she moved her hips again, unable to hold still under the onslaught of sensation. She shuddered as the heat of his mouth on her bare skin rippled through her.

      “I think you like me at least a little bit,” he said, his voice low and rough.

      She shook her head, struggling to keep the tiniest bit of distance between them. “No. I don’t,” she lied.

      She felt him smile against her skin, and he tipped her back slightly, his mouth scorching a path from her neck and down her collarbone, his beard prickling against the skin of her breast. Oh, Jesus, that felt good. The softness of his mouth surrounded by the rough scrape of his beard set every one of her nerve endings on edge, fear and lust seesawing through her, almost making her dizzy.

      His mouth closed over her nipple, his tongue swirling over it before he sucked it gently. “So what does this mean, Charlie?” he asked, his mouth brushing her breast.

      “It means that I want to fuck you, Adam. Badly.”

      He made that ridiculously hot growling sound again and tugged his own shirt over his head. Charlie fell against him before his shirt even hit the floor, wanting to feel that hard chest against hers. She kissed a path up his neck, savoring his clean, masculine scent and then trailed her hands down his sides, tracing the contours of the ridged muscles there. She smiled as she felt goose bumps rise up on his skin at her touch.

      He cupped her ass and lifted her, laying her out on the couch, kneeling above her. His hands shook a little as he undid his belt and popped open the button above his fly. She began to wiggle her yoga pants down over her hips, but then slowed when she remembered. Shit.

      “Um…” She trailed off, her fingers still hooked in her pants.

      Adam’s gorgeously sculpted chest heaved as he took a breath and shoved a hand through his hair, leaving it adorably disheveled. “You want to slow down?”

      She shook her head, her cheeks heating. “No, I just…should warn you.”

      His brow creased. “Warn me? About what?”

      “It’s been a while for me, and I haven’t, um…landscaped in a while.” She bit her lip as she studied him, waiting for his reaction.

      Relief filled his face, and he smiled, his eyes crinkling. Then, he took one of her hands and guided it to his cock, hard and thick beneath his jeans. “Jesus, Charlie. Does it feel like I care?”

      She shrugged. “Some guys do.”

      “Some guys are assholes.”

      God, did she ever know that fact firsthand. The thought was almost sobering enough to make her reconsider what they were about to do, but then he slipped his fingers into the waistband of her yoga pants and started working them down, and all she could focus on was the here and now and how good he felt. How good he was making her feel.

      “How long is a while?”

      He peeled her pants off, and she trembled as his fingers skimmed along her hips, the outsides of her thighs, the backs of her knees. “Almost a year. I haven’t…” She swallowed and licked her lips, her pulse racing. “You’re the first. Since the breakup.”

      His eyes darkened and rain splashed harder against the windows, matching the rhythmic thrumming of her pulse through her veins. He hooked his thumbs into her panties and pulled them down, the cotton scraping delicately over her sensitized skin. “I don’t know what to say.” He tossed her panties aside. “I’m pretty fucking lucky, I think.”

      It was Charlie’s turn not to know what to say, so she stroked him through his jeans and his eyes flickered closed for a second. He rocked his hips against her hand, pressing into her touch. Quickly, he rose from the couch and shucked his jeans and then his boxers, revealing the most gorgeous cock she’d ever seen, long and thick, with the slightest curve to it. She whimpered and rubbed her thighs together, already anticipating how good he’d feel inside her. Adam reached into his jeans pocket and fished out a condom.

      She propped herself up on her elbows, one eyebrow arched. “Pretty sure of yourself there, Hennessy,” she said, tipping her head at the condom in his hand.

      “Call it wishful thinking,” he said, setting the condom on the coffee table and easing himself down on top of her. They sighed in unison at the sensation of being skin to skin. He brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes and swept his thumb over her cheekbone. “God, Charlie,” he whispered before capturing her mouth in a hot, hungry kiss. His cock rubbed against her thigh and she moaned into his mouth, scraping her nails lightly down his strong back.

      He slipped a hand down between their bodies, the room lighting up with a flicker of lightning as he ran a finger along her lips, teasing them apart. His mouth still on hers, he slowly, slowly slipped a finger inside her, his thumb brushing against her clit. She bucked up into his touch, her muscles clenching around his finger, and hot pleasure streaking through her. They’d barely started, and she was already on the brink of orgasm.

      “God, you’re so wet,” he whispered, kissing along her jaw as he slowly moved his finger in and out of her, stretching her. His thumb circled her clit with slow, firm strokes, and hot pressure coiled low in her stomach.

      “Eleven months, Adam. Eleven long months.”

      “And here I thought this—” he slipped a second finger into her and she moaned, louder than she’d intended “—was for me.” His thumb feathered over her clit and he curled his fingers inside her. The pressure that had been building inside her broke free, that sharp need melting into hot, heavy throbs as she came on his hand, moaning out his name, arching up into him.

      After several seconds, when she could breathe again, she smiled lazily up at him. “That was for you. Because of you.”

      He smiled, a slow, lopsided smile. “You turn the prettiest shade of pink when you come,” he said, his voice husky. “It makes your freckles look like they’re glowing.” His fingers were still inside her, and she clenched around him at his words, fresh arousal washing over her like a wave.

      “You like my freckles?”

      Thunder rumbled around them, overpowering the sound of the rain pattering against the windows for a moment. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought maybe she was supposed to feel embarrassed at how quickly she’d come. But she didn’t feel embarrassed with Adam. She couldn’t, not when he was looking at her with an almost reverential focus.

      “Yes. Very much.” He trailed his mouth down her neck and across her collarbone. “I want to kiss every single one.” His beard scratched against her skin, and she arched up into him.

      She didn’t want him to be sweet, to make it seem like she could be someone to him. She just wanted to feel, wanted the temporary oblivion of his body inside hers. “Fuck me, Adam.”

      His eyes darkened at her words and he slipped his fingers out of her, reaching above her for the condom on the table as his mouth slammed into hers, claiming her with a hot, deep kiss. She hooked her legs around his hips and rocked up into him, and he let out a loud groan when his cock slid against her slick pussy.

      “Fuck, Charlie,” he said, rolling his hips and sliding his cock against her again. She jerked up at the sound of something smashing to the ground and shattering, almost crashing her head into Adam’s.

      “I broke your lamp trying to grab the condom. Sorry,” he said as he sat up for a second, tearing the packet open and rolling on the condom. He eased himself back down on top of her and lined up the head of his thick cock at her soaking wet entrance.

      She met his eyes and reached up and cradled his face, loving the way his short beard bristled against her palms. “Make it up to me.”

      “Gladly.” With one arm braced on the arm of the couch above her head, he gripped her hip and slid inside her in one stroke. “Fucking Christ, Charlie,” he breathed, and she wrapped her legs around his hips, urging him deeper. Wanting more. He pushed in another inch and closed his eyes, sweat dotting his hairline.

      She brushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “Adam? You okay?”

      He pulled out of her and thrust back in with a wonderfully hard, deep stroke. “I’m a hell of a lot better than okay.” He stroked in and out of her again, and she moaned softly, loving the way he filled her, the way the curve of his cock hit just the right spot inside her. “You feel so damn good, Charlie.”

      Her teeth scraped against his earlobe and she clenched around him. “So do you. God, you’re in so deep.”

      He made that low growling sound again and began to fuck her in earnest, pumping his hips as he thrust in and out of her, and gloriously hot pressure tightened the muscles in her core. The couch bumped against the table, sending the rest of the contents tumbling to the floor, and she didn’t care. All she cared about was Adam’s body inside hers, making her feel so fucking good it almost hurt.

      He thrust in harder, kissing her roughly, and her toes curled so hard her foot started to cramp. He broke the kiss and his tongue traced the shell of her ear. “I want to feel you come, Charlie.” The fact that he wanted her pleasure, wanted to feel it, seared through her like the lightning flashing outside, and something in her chest softened. He gripped her hip and adjusted the angle, going deeper. The shaft of his cock rubbed against her clit, and she lost it, pulled under by the weight of the pleasure crashing over her. Heat flushed her body and she throbbed and pulsed around him, flooding his cock.

      “Fuck! God, Adam…fuck, yes, shit, I can’t…Holy fuck,” she stuttered out, pretty sure her heart was doing its best to slam its way free of her ribs.

      He pulled her even closer, her hair tangled around his hand, and with a low groan, buried himself inside her, so deep she could feel each pulse of his orgasm as he came. The rain streaked against the windows, thunder rumbling around them as she caught her breath.

      “Please tell me we can do that again,” she said, running her fingers through his hair.

      He laughed quietly. “I thought you didn’t like me.” He trailed his fingers over her shoulder, staring at her skin, at the freckles there, a half smile on his face. The freckles. God. As though she was enough for him, just the way she was.

      She screwed her mouth to the side, trying to hide her smile and ignoring the small niggling fear that she could get in too deep with him. He kissed her, slow and sweet and lingering. He lifted his head and brushed his nose against hers. “Charlie likes Adam,” he said in a teasing sing-song voice. “Charlie likes Adam.”

      She scrunched her nose up. “Does not.” But he moved inside her, still mostly hard, and she clenched around him.

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “Does too.”

      She laughed, pulling him down for another kiss.
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      Adam lay sprawled on his stomach on Charlie’s bed, his face buried between her thighs as he swirled his tongue over her clit. Her hands tightened in his hair, and he knew she was getting close. They’d only been sleeping together for a week, but he was already learning her cues, her likes and dislikes.

      “Oh God, yes. Right there. Don’t stop,” she panted, her thighs shaking under his hands.

      He moaned and moved his tongue against her in the same steady rhythm. Fuck, it was so unbelievably hot when she came, that gorgeous flush sweeping across her skin, her entire body shaking as his name fell from her lips. She got wetter under his mouth and his dick twitched against the mattress, despite the fact that less than fifteen minutes ago Charlie had just gotten him off with probably the best blow job of his life. He’d finished up work for the day and jumped into her shower, washing away the sweat and the sawdust clinging to him. She’d joined him in what was becoming their daily routine, although the blow job was a new—and highly welcome—addition.

      He couldn’t get enough of her. And yeah, it was the sex, which was mind-blowingly great, but it was her. Charlie. She was smart, and fun, and sarcastic and just…everything, really. She was still pretending that it was only sex between them, but he knew that what was happening between them was a hell of a lot more than just sex. And he was willing to wait for her to figure that out on her own.

      And until she did, he was happy to fuck her brains out on a daily basis. More than daily, at the rate they were going.

      And if she didn’t figure it out? This was all going to blow up in his face and would probably be painful and messy. But it was a chance he was willing to take. He’d survived loss before, and if he needed to, he could do it again. If anyone was worth the risk, it was Charlie.

      “Oh God, Adam! Yes!” Her nails raked over his scalp and he sucked her clit into his mouth. She bucked against him, hot and wet under his mouth as she came. He nipped at the insides of her thighs, and then trailed his mouth up her belly and over her hips, kissing a path up her body before lying down beside her and pulling her into his arms. She nestled her head against his chest, her fingers teasing through his chest hair.

      She sat up suddenly, pulling away. “I almost forgot,” she said, turning and pulling open the drawer of her nightstand. “I got you something.” The drawer slammed shut and she thrust an envelope in his face.

      He took it and peered inside, and then smiled. “Red Sox tickets? You didn’t have to do that.”

      She shrugged and snuggled back down into him. “I wanted to. As a thank you. And I have a connection, so it really wasn’t a big deal. Take your friend. Asshat neighbor guy.”

      He wanted to go with her, not Jared, but he decided not to push it. So instead, he laid the envelope on the bed and kissed the top of her head, wrapping his arms around her. “Thanks, Charlie.”

      “You’re welcome. So, I’ve been wanting to ask you. What’s the deal with the cupcake?” she asked, her fingers once again moving back and forth over his chest.

      He smiled and pressed another kiss into her hair. “I lost a bet.”

      She looked up at him, one eyebrow raised and an adorable smirk on her flushed face. “Wow. That’s commitment.”

      “Hey, I’m a man of my word.”

      She studied him and a heavy silence stretched between them, and for a second, he thought she might challenge him. Instead, she moved her hand from his chest to his shoulder, where the word “loyalty” was inked on his skin. With a small, contemplative sigh, she traced her fingers over the word.

      “You could get it lasered off,” she whispered, and he captured her hand in his, weaving their fingers together.

      “Nah. It’s grown on me. Besides, you can’t just erase mistakes.”

      “No. I guess you can’t.”

      “As long as you learn from them, you’re doing something right.”

      She laughed softly and traced her thumb over the back of his knuckles, her skin pale against his tanned and scarred hand. “So…speaking of mistakes…what happened? With your divorce, I mean. Is it okay to ask about that?”

      “Yeah, it’s okay.” He paused before continuing, trying to figure out how to explain something he was still trying to understand. “There’s no one reason, really. Ultimately, we grew apart and wanted different things. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It just…” He shrugged, and she nestled tighter against him. “It ran its course, I guess. To be honest, I still don’t fully understand how it happened.” He tipped her chin up and kissed her nose. “But I don’t regret it. Not anymore. It was hard, but I’ve made peace with it.”

      A hint of fear flashed in her eyes, the same fear he’d seen the day they’d first kissed, the first time they’d had sex.

      “How?” she whispered, her fingers tracing the wings of the dragon on his chest.

      He thought about it for a minute. “Time, I guess. And knowing that it was for the best. I think we’re both happier now. We did some crazy shit trying to fix it toward the end, because neither of us wanted to face the truth that it was over.”

      “What kind of crazy shit?”

      “Well, she kept dropping hints about how hot guys with waxed chests are. Finally, she came out and admitted it’d really turn her on if I did it. So I did.”

      Charlie laughed. “Dude. You waxed your chest for her? Wow.”

      He laughed too, warmth spreading through him. “I know, right? Hurt like a motherfucker, and was itchy as hell when it grew back in. Guys on my crew probably thought I had fleas.”

      She ran her fingers through his chest hair. “I like that you’re furry. It’s manly. It suits you.”

      “Good, because I’m not doing that again.”

      “Okay, so you ripped hair out of your body. What other crazy shit did you try?”

      He smiled and pulled her closer, a little surprised at how easy it was to share all of this with her. “Ah. Well. There was the grapefruit incident.”

      She pressed her lips together, hiding a smile. “Tell me.”

      “You ever heard of a grapefruit blow job?”

      “Uh, no. I definitely have not.”

      “Okay, so the idea is that you cut the ends off a grapefruit so that you’ve got a ring. I think she read about it in fuckin’ Cosmo or some shit. So anyway, you got the ring, and then you…you know. You put the ring at, the, uh, the bottom, and move it with your hand while…” He could feel his face getting warmer as he spoke.

      She laughed. “I think I get the picture. So what happened?”

      “It was messier than expected, and some of the juice from the grapefruit…it got in there. Like—” he pointed down toward his waist. “In there.”

      Charlie laughed so hard the bed started to shake.

      “I’m glad my pain amuses you,” he said, tickling her ribs.

      She squealed and then squirmed against him. “So you don’t want me to go downstairs and get an orange?” she asked, propping herself up on one elbow. Her eyes sparkled down at him, all fear gone, and he smiled. “Or maybe a banana? You could bend over, and—”

      He pulled her down and cut her off with a hard kiss. “We both know you don’t have any fresh fruit in this house, smartass.”

      She laughed against his mouth and melted back into him, climbing on top of him. He wove his fingers into her hair, and the kiss changed into something sweeter and deeper.

      “I have a favor to ask you,” she said, kissing just below his ear. “And it’s totally cool if you say no, because it’s not like we’re, you know, dating or anything.”

      “If it’s working on some of the other repairs around your house, I’ve already got it penciled in.” He and his crew were almost finished with the deck, but no way did that mean he planned to stop seeing Charlie every day.

      Her teeth scraped over his earlobe, and his hands tightened in her hair as blood surged to his dick. She sat up, her breasts bouncing, her skin glowing in the late afternoon sunlight bathing her bedroom. He trailed his fingers down her shoulders, tracing the freckles there, wanting to memorize them.

      “Ha, no, it’s not that, but thank you.” She paused, and something sad crept into her eyes. “I…I have a wedding to go to this weekend, my cousin’s, and I don’t want to go by myself.” The words tumbled out of her in a rush, like she was ripping off a verbal Band-Aid.

      “And you want me to go with you?”

      She nodded, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.

      He made a face, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t know. Sounds kind of…datey.”

      He’d meant to tease her, but all the warmth drained out of him when her chest hitched and she blinked rapidly as though fighting back tears. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s stupid. Forget I asked.”

      “Hey, hey,” he said and pulled her down to his chest, smoothing his hands up and down her back. “I was kidding. Of course I’ll go with you.”

      “Thanks,” she mumbled into his chest. For several moments, he just held her, stroking a hand up and down her back, waiting and hoping she’d open up to him.

      Finally, his patience was rewarded.

      “About a year ago, I was engaged,” she said, her voice a little hoarse.

      “Shit, baby. I’m sorry. What happened?”

      She took a shuddering breath and nuzzled into him. “He broke up with me the day before the wedding. He told me he’d fallen in love with someone else. Someone more together, more stable. Less bossy and crass, who actually knew how to cook and all kinds of shit. It was awful. He’d been cheating on me for months, and then I had to tell my entire family that the wedding was off. It was humiliating.” She sniffled. “I hate weddings.”

      As her words sunk in, everything started to make a lot more sense. Why she’d been so hurt when he’d stood her up for their date. Why she insisted they were only casual. Why she was so guarded. She’d been hurt and rejected in the past and was only protecting herself.

      “I also feel like I should warn you that my parents will be there.”

      He shrugged. “Okay.”

      She pushed up onto one elbow. “Okay? That doesn’t freak you out?”

      “Not at all.”

      She eyed him skeptically, and God, all he wanted to do was make her smile. “Really?”

      “I’d love to meet the people responsible for this,” he said, stroking a hand down her spine. She fought it for a second, but a smile spread across her face, and something in his chest cracked open.

      She kissed him, filling up that crack with everything warm and good.
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      “Your parents seem nice. And normal,” Adam said, looking mouthwateringly hot in his navy blue suit, his hair styled with a bit of gel. He sipped his champagne, the glass small and delicate in his big hand. Charlie took a swig of her own champagne, both impressed that her parents had behaved and surprised at how well the introduction had gone. Easy. Simple. She’d known she wouldn’t be able to get away with bringing someone and not introducing him, but Adam had been great with her parents. And her parents hadn’t said anything weird or embarrassing, thankfully.

      “They are. And don’t sound so surprised.” She smacked him on the arm, loving the feel of hard muscle beneath the fabric of his suit.

      About two hundred guests mingled in the outdoor ballroom set up on the lawn of the Hyatt Regency Boston Harbor, waiting for the bride and groom to return from pictures. The sun was just starting to dip low, still at least an hour away from setting. Pink and orange light reflected off the few clouds scattered in the sky, sparkling against the water. A handful of sailboats floated by, the sound of flapping sails mixing with the laughter and clinking glasses of the reception around them.

      Charlie’s phone buzzed from her clutch, and she fished it out. She had two text messages, one from her boss at the Globe, and the other from her mother.

      From her boss: We want you to follow the Sox on their road trip, starting Monday. In depth report on post-season chances.

      From her mother: Your carpenter is very cute. Just saying.

      And then another from her mother: I’d let him sand my deck anytime.

      And then another: I think I’ve had too much champagne. But seriously. Really cute. Way cuter than Jeff.

      And there it was. At least her mother had kept it in check in front of Adam.

      Adam peered over her shoulder, and she quickly shut the screen off. “Everything okay?” he asked, a cocky smirk on his face, and she knew he’d seen the message.

      “Yeah. Actually, better than okay. I get to go on the road with the Sox starting on Monday. My boss wants me to write an in-depth profile on their push for the pennant.”

      His face lit up and he pulled her in for a hug. “Baby, that’s amazing. I’m so proud of you.” He spoke the words into her hair, and she could almost feel herself splitting in half, so intense was the internal tug-of-war going on. Despite all the walls she’d put up, she’d caught feelings for him. Big time. And damn if she knew what to do about it. Part of her wanted to run, throwing her shields back up as fast as she could. Part of her wanted to let go and take a chance, to let him in.

      Both options were at least a little scary. After the way Jeff had shattered and humiliated her, she wasn’t sure she was ready—or would ever be ready—to let someone in like that. Because if she did, and she got hurt again, she wasn’t sure how she’d survive it.

      The bride and groom made their entrance, going straight into their first dance. Adele’s “Make You Feel My Love” played through the speakers and floated on the warm early evening air. Something in her chest tightened as she watched her cousin dance with her husband, gazing at each other with eyes so full of love and happiness it almost hurt to watch. Like staring at the sun, too bright and intense and overwhelming.

      She’d thought she’d had that with Jeff, but she’d been so, so wrong, and she still wondered how she hadn’t seen the signs before it had all blown up in her face. Maybe she’d been so desperate not to be alone, to belong to someone, that she’d been willing to overlook the warning signs. But it didn’t matter now; the damage was done. All she could do was try not to get hurt again. And that meant keeping her heart to herself.

      Adam slipped a hand around her waist and kissed her hair. “You look so damn beautiful, Charlie,” he whispered in her ear. “I can’t stop looking at you.”

      She smoothed her hands down the front of her black cocktail dress, his words coiling up her insides into confusing knots. Those words, given so freely, spoken so honestly, God, they felt good.

      Too good. “You shouldn’t say things like that to me,” she whispered back.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re making me like you too much.”

      Instead of putting some distance between them, her words only made him smile, his fingers curling into her waist. “Good. My evil plan is working.”

      She fought the urge to stomp her foot. “No. No evil plans. I’m not your girlfriend, Adam.”

      The smile stayed in place. “I know.”

      “This is just casual. Just sex,” she said, not sure if she was reminding him or herself.

      “Yep. Totally casual. Speaking of sex, you wanna crash at my place tonight? I don’t live far from here.” He wiggled his eyebrows, and she found herself smiling despite the fear sucking all the air out of her lungs. “I’ll curl your toes and make you an omelet in the morning. Can’t beat that.”

      God, why did he have to be so fucking charming? So damn cute? The upcoming road trip was a good thing. It would let her get some distance, and with it, hopefully some clarity.

      “Okay, fine.” She nodded at him, both loving and hating the way her breath caught when she looked at him. Maybe it had been a mistake to bring him to the wedding. She hadn’t wanted to miss it, but she hadn’t wanted to go by herself, either, and deal with everyone’s semi-disguised “poor Charlie, she was practically jilted” stares. But being here with him…it felt real. Like he was more than the hot carpenter she was banging.

      Because he is, whispered a small voice from somewhere deep inside her, and she took a long sip of her champagne, trying to drown that voice. Her stomach churned uncomfortably at the thought, at the truth of it.

      “It was the omelet that sealed the deal, wasn’t it?”

      She laughed despite her weird mood. “Yeah, Hennessy. Definitely the omelet.”
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      She was pushing him away. Adam could feel it. All night, there’d been something off with them, their usual easy banter strained, a slight hesitation in the way she touched him. At first, he’d chalked it up to how much she hated weddings, but as the evening wore on, he had a feeling it was more than that.

      All through dinner and the seemingly endless toasts, he’d tried teasing her, tried kissing her, tried making her laugh, and while she’d played along, there’d been something about the light in her eyes that had him on edge.

      And the more she pushed him away—with her reminder they were only casual, with the small ways she kept herself closed off—the more desperate he became, a hot pressure clawing at the inside of his chest. He wanted to drag her into the center of the room and kiss her senseless in front of everyone. Wanted her to admit she liked him, because he sure as fuck liked her.

      He got that she was scared. Shit, he was scared too. They’d both been hurt, had been through some hard stuff, but he also knew he didn’t want to live the rest of his life not taking a chance on something great because he was scared. He’d come to that realization, being with her. He just didn’t know how to get her there, too.

      He leaned over and draped an arm across the back of her chair. “Dance with me.” A statement, not a question, because he knew if he asked, she might turn him down. A flicker of hesitation crossed her face for a second before she bit her lip and nodded, offering him her hand. He led her onto the dance floor, weaving between swaying couples before turning and pulling her into his arms. Spandau Ballet’s “True” floated through the evening air, and he tucked her against him, wanting her as close as possible. She laid her head against his chest and as he stroked a hand up and down her back, he could’ve sworn he felt her tremble.

      Slipping his hand under her chin, he tilted her face up. “Are you okay?” He couldn’t help but wonder if she was thinking about the asshole who’d broken her heart. Was she thinking about the wedding that never happened? Would she tell him if she was?

      She blinked rapidly, her eyes shining in the dim lighting from the paper lanterns strung across the tent’s ceiling. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      A lie. He could feel it in the tension of her spine, could see it in the set of her mouth. So he did the only thing he could think of. He pulled her tight against him and closed his mouth over hers, kissing her slow and deep, needing to show her how he felt. He couldn’t tell her. She’d run. That much, he knew.

      He broke the kiss and brushed his lips against the outside of her ear, reverting to sex, knowing she’d respond. “You turn me on so fuckin’ much, you know that? I can’t wait to get you home later.”

      She looked up at him, her lids hooded and her eyes glazed, no longer sad or panicked. She pressed her hips against him, and his dick twitched in his pants, the flow of blood taking his erection from halfway to completely hard. “What will you do to me when we’re alone?” she asked, her fingers threading into his hair.

      “Anything you want. I’m yours.”

      Her breath caught at his words and she spun away, grabbing his hand and leading him through the crowd and inside the hotel. After glancing down the hallway, she pulled him into the family bathroom and flipped the lock behind them, backing him up against the door, something desperate shining in her eyes.

      “I want you, right now.” She skated a hand over the bulge in his pants, and his eyes shut for a second, heat snapping down his spine.

      “I don’t have a condom,” he said, trying to keep up with her and the sudden turn of events.

      “I don’t care. I need this, Adam.” Her words seared through him, and he cupped her face, kissing her hard and urgent, their tongues tangling together, something desperate spreading between them. She pushed his suit jacket off his shoulders, and he flung it to the floor.

      “You are so gorgeous,” he said, his lips scraping against hers as he spoke.

      She shook her head. “Don’t.” The single syllable came out on a choked whisper, and her fingers went to his belt buckle, opening it and undoing his fly. She slipped a hand into his pants and stroked his cock, his balls tightening.

      “This is fuckin’ crazy,” he said, kissing her again, giving in to the desperate need surging through him. The need to be inside her, connect with her. He cupped her ass and lifted her up, backing her against the wall. Her legs came around his waist, her skirt riding up.

      “I need you, Adam, and I can’t…I want you inside me. Now.”

      He groaned and pushed her panties to the side, sliding the head of his cock against her, slicking her wetness over himself. He pressed his forehead against hers as he slid inside her. Fuck, she was so wet and hot around his bare cock that he had to remind himself to breathe. He rolled his hips, inching in even deeper, and she cried out, her head rolling to the side.

      “Charlie, look at me,” he ground out as he pulled almost all the way out before thrusting back in. “Sweetheart, look at me.”

      She dragged her eyes to his and he stroked in and out of her again, fucking her as deep as possible, burying himself inside her and still not feeling like it was close enough. He held her eyes as he moved his hips, rocking in and out of her. She clenched around him, still maintaining eye contact, her eyes bright and intense as he moved inside her, stretching and filling her.

      “Oh, God, Adam,” she sighed out, her voice high and breathy.

      Still cupping her ass, he adjusted the angle so he rubbed against her clit with each firm, hard thrust into her. The slap of skin on skin echoed off the bathroom tile, punctuated with soft moans and heavy breaths.

      “Fuck, I’m gonna come. Can I come inside you?” He panted out the question, his heart throbbing in time with the orgasm building at the base of his spine.

      “Yes.” She moaned as she started to come, and he pumped into her harder and faster, riding her release to find his own.

      He came hard, his fingers digging into her ass as he groaned out her name, nuzzling his face in her neck. For several minutes, neither of them spoke, the air thick with the scent of sex.

      Lifting his head, he kissed her, gentle and soft, still buried deep inside her, not wanting to leave her body. The fantastic sex had switched off his brain, and the words fell out of his mouth. “God, Charlie, I like you so fuckin’ much. You’re amazing.”

      She stiffened against him and ducked her head away, and he knew he’d messed up with his honesty. “Put me down.” Her voice was quiet, echoing off the bathroom tiles.

      Reluctantly, he slid out of her and set her gently on her feet. She adjusted her underwear and her dress, tugging it down over her hips. She hiccupped, and that was when he realized she was crying.

      “Charlie, I—”

      She cut him off with her gaze, tears streaking down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Adam. I can’t do this. I have to go.” She spun and unlocked the door, moving to yank it open.

      Hastily, he tucked himself back in his pants and wrapped his fingers around her arm, tugging her back toward him. “No fuckin’ way. You don’t get to say that after what just happened and then just fuckin’ leave. We’re not done. We can’t be done, just because I said I like you. God, Charlie.”

      “I don’t know why you’re so upset. It’s just sex.” She pulled her arm out of his grip and crossed her arms over her chest, closing herself off from him, despite the fact that not even sixty seconds ago, he’d been bare inside her.

      He shook his head, and the truth burst free. “Not for me it isn’t. Not anymore.”

      “No! You don’t get to do that. You knew what this was.” She blinked rapidly, but it didn’t stop the tears from falling.

      “What are you so afraid of?” He took a step closer and could feel the heat radiating off her small body as she stared at him with those sad brown eyes. He concentrated on breathing, holding himself together even as his own fear ripped him apart piece by piece. “Charlie, say something. Please.”

      “I can’t do this.”

      His hands curled into fists at his sides, and he was completely at a loss as to what to say or do. He waited a second too long to speak, and she spun and pulled the door open, disappearing back into the wedding. He stood, rooted to the spot, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      By the time he emerged from the bathroom, she was gone. And that crack in Adam’s chest, the one Charlie had wormed her way into, it split right open. Ripped him in fucking two. He slammed his fist into the wall and left, heading out into the cool evening air as pain churned through him.
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      Charlie hadn’t slept well in almost a week, and not just because she was on the road covering one of the biggest stories of her career. The Sox were a game ahead of the Jays and if they kept up their winning streak, they’d clinch the pennant. And her lack of sleep wasn’t because she’d heard from her agent that several publishers were interested in her book proposal. Or because of the shitty hotel mattresses she’d endured in first Oakland, and then Seattle.

      No, her sleeplessness was all because of Adam and what she’d done to him. Every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was the hurt etched onto his handsome face as she’d pushed him away.

      Goddammit, she missed him. He’d made her like him, maybe even more than like him, and she’d walked away, running scared and trying to save herself future heartbreak. Instead, she’d only induced heartbreak in the present, dumbass that she was. She’d seen his blue eyes darken with pain, his jaw tight, when she’d told him they were done. She’d seen the way he’d curled his hands away from her, pain practically radiating off him.

      She rolled over in her hotel bed, staring at the shadowed popcorn ceiling in the dark, the quiet hum of Toronto traffic buzzing through the window. She’d pushed him away because she’d been scared she was getting in too deep, too fast with a guy who seemed too good to be true.

      The simple truth was that Jeff hadn’t been half the man Adam was, and he’d found her lacking. She’d been so scared Adam would eventually feel the same way.

      She blinked, and two fat tears rolled down over her temples and into her hair. With a frustrated grunt, she rubbed her palms over her eyes, trying to stem the flow of tears making their nightly appearance.

      God, she’d blown it, hadn’t she? Adam was hot as hell, funny, hardworking and sweet in a rough-around-the-edges kind of way. He was…fuck, he was amazing. She’d had a chance at something great and she’d let that fucker Jeff ruin it, just like he’d ruined so much else in her life. Adam had never made her feel like she was less than. Like she didn’t deserve happiness. Adam had only ever made her feel good. He’d only ever taken her exactly as she was, never expecting her to be something she wasn’t.

      Because, as hard as it was for her to believe, she’d been enough. She’d shown him exactly who she was, and he’d wanted her, not for who she could be, but for who she was.

      All the days she’d been gone, he hadn’t called or texted. Hadn’t reached out at all, and she knew it was because she’d hurt him. Sitting up in the dark, she grabbed her phone from the table beside the bed. In some distant part of her brain, she registered that it was late, after one in the morning, and that he was probably sleeping, but she scrolled to his name anyway. She touched the little phone icon, a million horrible thoughts streaming through her. What if he didn’t want to talk to her? What if he was with someone else? What if he told her to go to hell?

      It started to ring, and she pushed them all away. At least then she’d know. She felt brave until she heard his voice, deep and rusty with sleep. He didn’t say hello. Just her name.

      “Charlie.”

      Those two syllables slammed into her and she clammed up. Everything stopped. Her heart. Her brain. Her lungs. She was a statue made of fear and guilt and confusing uncertainty.

      “Hi,” she managed to whisper, curling her hand around her phone. A muscle in her pinky finger cramped in protest, but she needed to hang on to the phone or she’d fall apart.

      “Hi.” It was all he said, and after a few seconds of silence, he let out a sigh. “Are you okay?”

      She blinked, tears stinging her eyes as her throat thickened. “Not really.”

      “Me neither.”

      His words cut through her, and she couldn’t remember why she’d called. She kicked her legs free of the blankets tangled around her, suddenly too hot. Her heart thumped in her chest and the hand holding the phone started to shake.

      Oh, God. She was freezing up and chickening out.

      Still scared.

      “Are you gonna say anything?” he asked, and she could hear the edge of frustration in his voice. She opened her mouth, but all that came out was a choked little sob. She wanted to say so much, but what if she got it wrong?

      “I don’t want to play this game with you,” he said. “I can’t.” He waited another second, and she blinked, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Goodbye, Charlie.” He disconnected the call, and Charlie marveled at how silence could be so heavy and so empty at the same time.

      She rolled to her side and sobbed into her pillow, aching over what she’d thrown away and knowing it was too late.
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      Sweat rolled down Adam’s back as he moved his sander over the antique door he was refinishing for a client. He’d finished up with Charlie’s deck the day before and had thrown himself into another project, not wanting to think about her. Not wanting to think about how much he missed her or how pissed he was at her for not even giving what they had a chance.

      He switched the sander off and grabbed a sanding block, working it over the delicate edges of the door. Moving. He had to keep moving. It was when he held still that the wound she’d left started to hurt.

      He’d laid it all out that night at the wedding. He’d been honest with her, and she’d run. From him. From them. And then when she’d called the other night, God, his entire body had jolted to life. He’d hoped, but she hadn’t said a damn thing. Hadn’t said she was sorry. That she missed him. That she couldn’t stop thinking about him. That she wanted a second chance. She hadn’t said a fucking word, and he’d had to hang up.

      He glanced around his workshop, at the tools and shelves lined with hardware and stains and rags. A helplessness he hadn’t felt since the divorce washed over him. Just like with Melissa, he couldn’t fix this. He couldn’t make Charlie feel something she didn’t, no matter how badly he wanted her to.

      His phone buzzed from his back pocket and he yanked it free, squinting at the screen.

      Charlie.

      Again.

      This marked the third time she’d called since their conversation—if you could call it that—the other night. And as he’d done the previous two times, he declined the call. But he didn’t jam the phone back into his pocket. No, idiot that he was, he stared at the screen, waiting to see if the voicemail icon would pop up. Still hoping.

      It didn’t.
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      Charlie knocked on the door and fought the urge to hold her breath. It swung open and Jared’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as he stared at her.

      “You have the other Red Sox ticket, right?” she said by way of greeting. She crossed her arms, her heart pounding furiously, so hard it might actually break free of her body.

      “Uh, what?” Jared stared at her, his mouth open.

      “I gave Adam tickets. Did he give you the other one?”

      Jared frowned. “Why?”

      “I need it.”

      “Why?”

      Charlie ground her teeth together, calling on every ounce of patience she had. She needed his help, and if she ripped his head off, he wouldn’t give it to her. “Because Adam’s not talking to me, and I need to find him and apologize to him. I know he’s going to the game. I need to be there.”

      “Oh.”

      Charlie’s shoulders slumped, her mouth dry. “I’ll get you tickets to another game. Please.”

      The morning after she’d called Adam, she’d known she needed to find a way to make it right between them. To tell him she was sorry. To try to explain. But he wasn’t taking her calls, and she didn’t want to just send an email.

      She wasn’t going to let fear dictate her life. Not anymore. She had to take this chance.

      Jared disappeared into the house and came back with the ticket in his hand. “I’m supposed to meet him there.” He held it out to her, but then pulled it back when she reached for it. “He misses you. You hurt him, and that means he cares about you. It’s been a while since he cared about someone, and if you can make him happy, then I want you to go and fix whatever it is that happened between you guys.”

      She nodded and took the ticket, slipping it into her purse. “Thanks, Jared.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “He asks, you threatened to beat me up.”

      She returned the smile. “Deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The red plastic of Adam’s seat was warm against his back, and he took a sip of his beer. Checking his watch, he took another sip before extending his arm over the back of the empty seat beside him. He glanced around the stadium, taking in the billboards, the vendors walking up and down the aisles, the affectionately named Green Monster. The scents of beer and popcorn and grass filled the warm afternoon air, and the crowd stretched out before him, a buzzing sea of red and white. It had been a while since he’d been to a game, and his chest clenched when he thought of who’d given him the tickets.

      And then, as though he’d somehow conjured her, she was there, scooting her way down the row of seats toward him. He watched her, not sure what to think. Or say. Or do. So he just watched her, heat kicking low in his gut, and she sat down in the seat beside him without a word. She held a bag of popcorn in her hands and without looking at him, tilted it toward him.

      His cheek twitched, the seedling of a smile, and he took a small handful of popcorn and settled back in his seat. “Where’s Jared?”

      Charlie tossed a piece of popcorn high in the air and caught it in her mouth. “I made him give me his ticket.” She caught another piece of popcorn in her mouth, and his cheek twitched again. It wasn’t fair how damn cute she was.

      “Why?”

      She set the bag of popcorn down between her feet and turned to face him, sliding her sunglasses off her face. “Because I miss you and I’m sorry.”

      Relief and hope tangled together, and that smile finally surfaced. He could feel it taking over his whole damn face. “I miss you, too. A lot.”

      “I got scared, Adam, and I ran. I shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t fair to you, or to…” She paused and licked her lips, swallowing thickly. He noticed her hands were shaking, and he dropped the popcorn and laced his fingers through hers. Her shoulders relaxed a little. “It wasn’t fair to us.” She glanced down at their hands and then back up at him, her eyes softer than he’d ever seen them. “I’m so sorry for what happened at the wedding. Because the truth is…” She looked up at him, tears clinging to her lashes, and God, he wanted to kiss her. “I really like you, Adam.”

      Heat radiated through his chest, a feeling he didn’t quite have a name for. Happiness and forgiveness and hope and all kinds of fantastic shit, all mixed together. He shrugged. “People do stupid shit when they’re scared. Like not showing up for dates.”

      Her mouth twitched with a smile. “Like ditching their date at a wedding.”

      Although what she’d done at the wedding had hurt, he got it. Got it and forgave her, because more than anything, he wanted a chance to find out what they could be. “Ah, so it was a date.”

      She laughed and a tear slipped down over her cheek. “Yeah, it was. Adam, God.” She shook her head and met his gaze. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for acting like what we had wasn’t something. Because it was. It was more than something. And I know I don’t deserve one, but I want a second chance.” She took a deep breath. “I want to date you.”

      He closed his lips over hers in a tender kiss, swallowing her tears, her smile, her fears, all of it. He’d take it all on for her. For a shot at a future. For the chance to be happy again. It was all he wanted.

      He broke the kiss and winked at her. “Get ready, Charlie Grant, because I’m gonna date the shit out of you.” He slung an arm over her shoulders and tucked her close as the Red Sox took the field.

      “Bring it on, Hennessy,” she said as they eased back in their seats. “I’m ready.”
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      Callum MacLeod watched the private jet roll to a slow, easy stop on the tarmac, engines still humming and blasting out heat behind them. The air shimmered around him, the heat a palpable thing as it rose off of the steaming asphalt. He squinted against the mid-day sun beating down from above, raising a hand to shield his eyes as he studied the sleek jet. A hot wind blew, sending dust and grit bouncing off of his skin. He fought back a grimace, schooling his face into a practiced, neutral expression. Nothing like a little sand in just about every orifice to remind him how much he hated tropical climates. Sweltering heat. Bugs the size of an elephant’s arse. Diseases most had never heard of back in Scotland.

      But inhospitable conditions were something he was used to. As a protection officer—a bodyguard—for one of the world’s most elite private military contractors, he spent his working hours guarding very important people in very dangerous places. High ranking politicians, dignitaries and diplomats, powerful business people. He was a professional. Battled-hardened and tested. Experienced. And yet the woman inside the private jet was a first for him, and that fact had him just a little on edge. He wasn’t used to firsts. Not anymore.

      He especially wasn’t used to that first showing up in the form of a gorgeous princess. He’d never worked for royalty before, and he knew there’d be hell to pay if this job didn’t go smoothly. His boss, Darby Cross, was the head of Southgate Group, one of the world’s most elite private military contractors, and wanted to expand their services to include providing security to royalty.

      Callum adjusted his sunglasses on his face, scanning the tarmac for anything suspicious. Although the civil unrest in Ndola, the small African country nestled on the coast of the Indian Ocean between Mozambique and South Africa, had been over for nearly a year now, there were still pockets of rebels roaming the country. Most of them had retreated to more remote areas, staying away from Ndola’s capital city, Makembi. The country was in the midst of a revitalization, which was why the United Nations had elected to hold their symposium on educating girls here. The UN had subcontracted all security to PMCs, including Southgate, and Callum was one of several Southgate Group officers on the ground in Makembi.

      The jet stopped completely, giving Callum a view of the elegant black and gold crest of the royal family of Clervaux adorning the side. Clervaux was a small European principality with one foot in Belgium, the other in France, poking its borders into each country. It was one of those countries you’d heard of before, but didn’t really know what went on there. Like Luxembourg, or Malta. In preparation for the assignment, Callum had researched the princess, and had been impressed with what he’d learned.

      Her Royal Highness, Princess Audrey of Clervaux was a humanitarian and a philanthropist, using her position to help those in need. Her causes seemed to center around women and children in impoverished areas, which was why she’d been invited to speak at the Symposium for Female Education in Makembi—the same Symposium that had hired Callum to provide security for her. She’d attended Benenden and then Oxford for a degree in philosophy, politics and economics. Before she’d graduated, she’d founded Our Pantry, an organization responsible for collecting and distributing food and sanitary products to women’s shelters across the UK. She was involved in poverty reduction, literacy, and female education initiatives across Europe. She’d spoken at the United Nations, Harvard University, on the BBC, had delivered speeches with Desmond Tutu and Michelle Obama. She’d written essays for The Washington Post, Forbes, Harper’s Bazaar, and Time Magazine. She’d won awards for her humanitarian efforts, and she’d done it all with grace, humility and humor.

      Like he’d said: impressive.

      She was a media darling, and was often photographed wherever she went. Callum had been able to find recent photographs of her doing such scandalous things as shopping, attending a yoga class, and eating at a restaurant with her mother. But she attracted attention because of her looks—which were stunning—and her royal title.

      The jet’s engines stopped, leaving his ears tingling, and the door opened, a set of stairs unfurling down to the asphalt. A handful of royal attendants emerged first, standing at attention and lining the pathway in front of the stairs, somber expressions on their faces. Callum stood up a bit straighter, squaring his shoulders and clasping his hands in front of him. A tiny shadow darkened the jet’s door, and then Princess Audrey began making her way down the stairs. Her thick, dark brown hair was pulled back into a braid that hung over one shoulder, and she wore a plain white button-down shirt, open over a white tank top and a pair of green khaki shorts. Her slender legs were bare, sturdy hiking-style boots on her feet. Her face appeared free of makeup. All in all, her look was a far cry from the glammed-up image she often presented when attending charity galas, but it had raised his respect for her yet another notch.

      She faltered slightly on the stairs as she caught sight of him, her hand grabbing the banister. She paused, staring at him, and it felt as though her eyes were pinning him in place. As though she weren’t just looking at him, but truly seeing him.

      Which was daft. Shit, he was probably dehydrated. And in any case, he hoped what he’d felt wasn’t real, because he was harboring a lot of shit he didn’t want anyone to see.

      She finished descending the stairs and he approached. He’d been about to bow and introduce himself when her toe caught on a rock and she stumbled forward. Instinct took over and Callum’s hands shot out, grabbing her hips to steady her. Her small, round breasts flattened against his chest and everything inside him went very still. She looked up at him through her lashes, her full lips parted.

      “I…thank you,” she said. Her voice was rich and feminine with a slight rasp to it, paired with an alluring accent that had a British base with hints of French and German. She felt so tiny against him, all soft curves and warm skin, and for a second, all he could do was stare. As though he’d been struck by lightning and frozen in place. It was a completely unsettling feeling, especially given that she was both a client and royalty.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, fighting the urge to flex his fingers into her hips. A princess’s hips, he reminded himself. A client’s hips. What the hell was wrong with him?

      She swallowed, but didn’t move away. “You must be Mr. MacLeod.”

      “Aye. And please, call me Callum, Your Highness. I dinnae like to stand on formality with clients.”

      A warm smile curved her lips. “Then just call me Audrey, please. Since we dinnae want to stand on formality,” she said, gently imitating his accent. He felt a flush rise up his neck, and nodded. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was flirting.

      “As you wish. Audrey.” She watched his mouth as he spoke, making him hyperaware of his lips as they formed the syllables of her name.

      One of the royal attendants cleared her throat, and Audrey glanced down to where Callum’s hands rested still on her hips. Her cheeks turned a very appealing shade of pink and she took a careful step back. He dropped his hands, taking in the disapproving glares of her attendants.

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. They were cross because he’d violated royal protocol. No one was supposed to touch the princess without first asking her permission. But what was he supposed to have done? Let her faceplant on the tarmac? It was his job to protect her, whether it was from Ndolan rebels, or an errant rock. A surge of protectiveness shot through him, heightened by his body’s lingering awareness of her. He cleared his throat and returned the attendants’ glare with a neutral expression.

      “There’s a Jeep waiting for you at the end of the tarmac. A representative from the symposium is waiting, along with the mayor of Makembi. They’re here to greet you and accompany you to your hotel. As your personal security expert, I’ll be with you at all times while you’re in Ndola.” In an effort to maintain tight security for the symposium, the UN had taken charge of assigning all guests with personal security officers instead of having guests bring their own, the princess included.

      She nodded, an elegant dip of her head, and then turned to her attendants. “I’ll meet you back at the hotel.” She gestured toward the Jeep. “Shall we?”

      When they reached the Jeep, Callum pulled open the door to the boot, where he’d stashed important gear and equipment. Rifling through one of the heavy canvass duffel bags, he found what he was looking for and extended it toward the princess. “Please put this on, Your…Audrey.” He’d started to use the honorific, but caught himself just as her eyebrows had begun to knit together.

      “A bullet proof vest?” She frowned, her eyes raking over his chest, which he liked way more than was appropriate. “You’re not wearing one.”

      He tipped his head in acknowledgment. “Aye, but I’m not a princess.” He flashed her a half-smile, hoping his gentle teasing would prod her into putting the vest on.

      She opened and closed her mouth, as though undecided if she should argue or not. He kind of hoped she would. What would her voice, with that sexy accent and raspy tone, sound like if she got angry? Passionate?

      The fact that he was even thinking that, wondering that about her, made him clamp down on those thoughts—hard—and toss them in the mental trash heap. Clearly, it had been too long since he’d had a woman. After this assignment, he’d put in for leave and spend a week or two drinking and fucking his way through a foreign city. In the past, that had always done the trick and he’d be back on the job refreshed and sharper than ever.

      With a sigh, she took the vest and then stared at it as if it was going to bite her. “Fine.” She pulled the Velcro straps open, then slipped the vest over her head.

      “Why would you be reluctant to wear a vest?” he asked, watching her fingers work to secure it.

      “Because it can send a negative message, that I don’t feel safe in Ndola. And if I don’t feel safe, maybe others shouldn’t feel safe, either.”

      “Do you feel safe?” Before he could stop himself, he reached out and adjusted the straps of her vest, pulling them tighter. He focused on the feel of the material beneath his fingers, avoiding any thoughts about her creamy skin, the rounded tops of her breasts, the way she was looking up at him and biting her full bottom lip…

      Fuck.

      She smiled up at him, pink spots on the apples of her cheeks. “I do now.”

      He ducked his head and turned, pulling open the rear driver’s side door of the Jeep and gesturing her inside. She slipped in, immediately striking up a conversation with the mayor. Callum secured the boot and then circled around the Jeep, eyes scanning for anything suspicious. Satisfied all was well, he slipped into the front passenger’s side seat, and the mayor’s Jeep took off, joining the surging afternoon traffic.
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      For what felt like the hundredth time, Audrey had to wrench her mind away from the man sitting in the Jeep’s front seat and force herself to pay attention to what Mr. Mondobo, Makembi’s mayor, and Judith Chen, one of the symposium’s organizers, were saying. They were thanking her for coming, looking forward to her talk, and pointing out landmarks as they passed them. City Hall, the Makembi Cathedral, the National Museum—those were the ones she’d been paying attention for, at least. She was positive there were others she’d missed. As the mayor talked about the early 20th century architecture in the city’s central square, she nodded politely as her eyes returned to Callum and the part of him she could see from where she sat in the backseat. The reddish blond hair curling around his ears, slightly damp with sweat. Impressively broad shoulders barely contained in his simple blue cotton T-shirt. The corded muscle of his forearm, which pulled her eyes down to the large, powerful hand resting on his thigh.

      As though he could sense his gaze on her, he turned in his seat and pulled down his sunglasses, revealing startlingly blue eyes. Despite the heat, their arctic intensity made her shiver. “We’ll be at the hotel in five minutes,” he said, his accent pulling and twisting his words into a melodic cadence. She nodded, trying not to stare at his face. In a different time, he could’ve been a sculptor’s muse, with his high cheekbones, square jaw, and straight, masculine nose. When she’d first seen him standing on the tarmac, her heart had nearly stopped. She’d known she’d been assigned a personal security guard, but she hadn’t been expecting over six feet of chiseled Scottish muscle with a smile that probably sent women tumbling to the ground at his feet.

      Simply put, Callum MacLeod was mouthwateringly gorgeous. Her body had reacted to him almost instantly, and given the way her nipples were rubbing against the inside of her bra, it hadn’t stopped. She could honestly say that she’d never responded to a man like that in all of her twenty-four years. Granted, it was entirely possible she’d never met a man like him. Not in the circles in which she traveled, anyway. The men she met were either interested in the prestige and fame that came from dating a princess (gross), or were overly paternalistic, treating her as some naive, innocent little girl (also gross). It was either kid gloves or social climbers, nothing else. Nothing real, with any kind of meaningful connection. Was it too much to want a man who treated her as a woman? As simply another person?

      Given that she was still a virgin at twenty-four, apparently it was.

      The Jeep turned a corner and she was jolted forward as the driver slammed on the brakes. The street was flooded with protesters all wearing white T-shirts and carrying purple placards. They marched and chanted, waving their signs. Audrey noticed that most of the protesters were women, and she leaned forward in her seat.

      “What do the signs say?” she asked the mayor. “What are they protesting?” Everything was in Bemba, a language she didn’t understand.

      “They’re marching for abortion rights,” he answered.

      Audrey simply nodded and sat back in her seat. Currently, abortion was illegal in Ndola, punishable by up to ten years in prison for both the doctor and the patient, which drove many women to seek illegal abortions, or to take matters into their own hands, doing things as drastic as drinking bleach or homemade poisons. It was a contentious issue in the country, which had Catholic roots, and Audrey wasn’t sure which side of the debate the mayor sat on. She was a humanitarian, not a politician or a diplomat, and she wasn’t here to debate him.

      “Good for them,” said Callum. Audrey found herself smiling and touched her fingers to her lips.

      “I agree,” said the mayor, nodding gravely.

      “Perhaps the focus should be on lowering the rate of unwanted pregnancy,” she said. “Better access to birth control and sexual education for both boys and girls has been proven to lower the rate of abortion.”

      The mayor nodded again. “It is difficult to change. We are a country steeped in tradition, both Catholic and African.”

      Several white police trucks arrived on the scene, grey uniformed officers hopping out and shouting orders at the crowd. Stuck in traffic as they were, they could only sit back and watch as the police confronted the crowd, and the crowd pushed back, continuing to march and chant. She saw Callum slip a phone out of his pocket and fire off a couple of quick text messages, the muscles in his neck visibly tight.

      After several minutes of shouted orders, the police fired tear gas into the crowd in an effort to get them to disperse. The organized chant dissolved into chaotic shouts.

      “We canna stay here,” said Callum. “I need to get you to safety. The roads are completely blocked up ahead.” Before she could say anything, Callum had stepped out of the Jeep and flung her door open. He reached forward, unbuckled her seatbelt and grabbed her hand, pulling her against the shelter of his body. She felt overwhelmed by him, but not in a negative way. His body was so much bigger than hers, but she trusted him not to swallow her up. It felt good to be in the shelter he provided. “Stay close and do as I say.” His voice had taken on a raw intensity that she didn’t know how to process. All she could do was nod, her blood buzzing at being so close to him.

      With her hand enveloped in his, he led her away from the protest, in the opposite direction. “Dinnae look back or attract attention to yourself, Princess,” he said, weaving them through the traffic jam. She ducked her head, her eyes glued to the ground as her heart pounded hard and fast in her chest. Sweat slicked her palms, and not from the heat. Horns honked, blaring against the rising shouts of the crowd. Several people ran toward the growing clash. A man pushed past her, slamming into her shoulder and sending her crashing into Callum. He slipped his arm around her waist, tucking her against him, using his broad frame to shelter her. There was a muffled pop from behind them, and her shoulders hunched in surprise. She glanced up at him, but didn’t look back.

      “More tear gas,” he answered, the muscles in his jaw tight.

      “What about the mayor? Ms. Chen?” she asked, her chest constricting with worry. Callum paused, his features tense, and glanced back in the direction of the Jeep. But then more police officers, rifles clutched in their hands, began making their way through the jagged lanes of stalled traffic, heading toward the protest—and toward them. Every muscle in Audrey’s body stiffened. She’d been to dangerous countries before, but she’d never found herself in a situation as potentially violent as this one. The sound of a gunshot cracked through the air.

      Callum shook his head. “You’re my priority. The mayor’s driver will look after them. I have to get you out of here.” His grip tightened around her waist and he guided them swiftly into an alley. She trusted him, easily and completely, which was odd given that she’d only just met him. But she knew he’d keep her safe. She couldn’t explain how she knew it, but she did. Without another word, he led her through a maze between apartment buildings, churches, stores, and restaurants. Smells and sounds assaulted her as the violent clash erupting behind them became fainter and fainter. People crouched in doorways, women hawking their wares, men shouting words at her she was glad she didn’t understand. One of the men began to follow them, but with nothing more than a stern glare from Callum, he faded back into one of the alleys. Callum’s muscled body was hot against hers, and her heart throbbed in her chest from the exertion, from the adrenaline, from the weight of the vest pressing down on her shoulders. Sweat trickled down over her temples and between her breasts.

      It never occurred to her to question him. To not trust him. Not even for a second.

      After what felt like miles, she heard it: the crashing of waves on the shore. Her chest heaved as she struggled to catch her breath. The heat was oppressive, the vest heavy.

      “Take a rest, Your Highness,” Callum said gently, easing her away from him and steadying her against a stuccoed wall. She felt the loss of him instantly. He pressed a hand against the wall near her head, still sheltering her with his body.

      “Audrey,” she panted out.

      “Audrey,” he murmured, his accent rolling over the syllables of her name. “I dinnae mean to push you so hard.”

      She expelled a long, slow breath and shook her head. “It’s alright. I’m alright.” She lifted her hand to brush away an errant lock of hair that had escaped from her braid and was surprised to see that her fingers were trembling. She stared at them for a second and then dropped her hand to her side. Callum shifted closer, then lifted his free hand and tucked the strand behind her ear. His eyes widened, as though he just realized what he’d done. But his hand lingered on her cheek just the same.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

      She laid her hand on top of his and shook her head. “Don’t be.”

      For a moment, neither of them moved, cocooned away from the world in an oceanside alley. His hand was warm on her face, making her skin tingle with awareness. Everything inside her felt like liquid gold, all shiny and molten. He’d barely touched her and she was melting for him. Maybe it was because she couldn’t remember the last time a man had touched her like that, with a gentle protectiveness mixed with curiosity and desire. Or maybe it was because it was him. This man who was practically a stranger, yet who felt like anything but.

      “I feel—” she started at the same time as he said,

      “We should go.”

      With a reluctant nod, she dropped her hand and he backed away from her.

      “Sorry, what were you going to say?” he asked as he led them out of the shadowed alley and onto a small road. He slipped her hand back into his, and the knot of tension in her chest loosened.

      “I feel better,” she said. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either, because it wasn’t what she’d been about to say.

      I feel like I know you. But the moment was gone, and in truth, she was grateful to have some space to examine her exciting yet puzzling feelings about him.

      The Sunshine Bay hotel rose up before them, its peach stucco walls glowing in the sunshine. The windows sparkled, reflecting the ocean’s cresting waves. A fountain splashed happily in the courtyard, spurts of water arcing gracefully over the shimmering blue pool. Palm trees swayed gently in the breeze. It felt a world away from the chaotic situation they’d just escaped from, and she was once again reminded of the enormous privilege she’d been born into. She’d done nothing to earn it, but strove to be somehow worthy of it.

      “How on earth did you do that?” she asked as he led her toward the hotel’s front doors. He’d let go of her hand, but had added his other hand to her lower back. Her hot skin tingled in response. He was breaking protocol by touching her without asking her permission first, and she loved it. It felt so…so normal to be touched by him. To be touched as though she weren’t a princess, but just a woman.

      “Do what?”

      “Find your way to the hotel through those back alleys?”

      He shrugged. “I knew that alleys connect nearly everything in Makembi, and that the hotel was about a mile and a half southeast from where we were stopped.”

      She glanced up at him. She wanted to ask him about his training, his experience, his background. She wanted to know so much more about him, but now wasn’t the time. Not when others were still potentially in danger. “Well, I’m impressed. And thank you, for keeping me safe. But I have a favor to ask you.”

      “Anything.”

      He answered so quickly, so sincerely that it startled her. “Now that we’re at the hotel, please make sure the mayor and Ms. Chen are safe.”

      He slipped a hand into the back pocket of his jeans, pulling out a phone in a military-grade case. He tapped the screen a few times and then replaced it in his pocket. “Done. Someone else from the team will make sure they’re able to get out safely.”

      “You have a team?”

      “I work for a PMC. They have others here for the symposium too.”

      “I see.”

      He held open the hotel’s door for her and she stepped inside. The cool air rushed over her skin, leaving it feeling clammy. African-tinged jazz played in the elegant lobby, a few guests lounging in the plush seating area. Surrounded by marble and gold finishes, she felt grubby with her frizzy hair, sweat stained clothes and dusty boots. Several of her attendants rushed forward, making an unnecessary fuss over her. They’d taken a more direct route to the hotel while the mayor had attempted to give her a small tour. She tried to wave them away, feeling self-conscious of the attention despite her grubby state. A suited man appeared and bowed.

      “We’re delighted to have you with us, Your Highness. Please, allow me the honor of showing you to your rooms.”

      She smiled and nodded at him, brushing away the ministrations of her attendants. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Mr. MacLeod was with me the entire time. I wasn’t in any danger.” It was truly how she’d felt. Not with Callum’s arm around her, leading her through those alleys as though he’d grown up here.

      He’d removed his sunglasses, once again unleashing his intense blue eyes. His gaze held hers for a second and he nodded, sending her a small smile.

      They all entered an elevator, which opened onto the top floor of the hotel. For both security and privacy, she’d reserved a suite for herself, and a series of rooms for her attendants—her stylist, her personal secretary, her hair and makeup artist, her communications strategist—one floor down. Before she could enter, Callum held up a hand and stepped out of the elevator and into her suite. With long strides, he swept through it, checking each room, opening each closet, peering into every corner.

      Floor to ceiling windows stretched before them, presenting a breathtaking view of the Indian Ocean. To the right was a generously sized kitchenette, while a living area with a large sofa, plush armchairs and heavy wood tables took up the center of the space. To the left were two bedrooms, each with their own bathrooms. Eventually, Callum nodded at her.

      “Everything appears as it should, Your Highness. I can also check the rooms below.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sure that’s not necessary.” After a moment, she added, “And where will you be?” It was an innocent enough question, even if she didn’t feel completely innocent asking it.

      “Here, with you. If there’s nothing else you need?” He arched an eyebrow, and she shook her head again.

      “I’ll be in my room, then, Your Highness,” he said, bowing slightly before disappearing into the bedroom right beside hers.

      She swallowed thickly, barely paying attention as her team ushered her into her own bedroom and began helping her to clean herself up while rehearsing her speech. She heard the shower in the opposite bathroom turn on. Callum was in there. Naked. Soapy water running down his body in tantalizing rivulets. Her mouth watered and her stomach dipped and swirled at the thought.

      He’d be sleeping in the bed mere feet from hers.
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