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      “Holy shit, you’re really doing this adult thing, aren’t you?” Finn clinks his shot glass with mine and sticky amber liquid spills over the sides onto my fingers.

      Sugary caramel flavors invade my senses as I bring the glass to my lips, and the Canadian whiskey slides smoothly down my throat, heat nipping at my gut.

      “You know you’re old when you buy property and shit, right?” He licks his upper lip. “First a condo, and now a cottage. Damn, just talking about all that responsibility makes me queasy.”

      Ken snickers at my side, and despite Finn’s intention, I accept his jab as praise. Praise for a dream come true. They can take all the pot shots they want, I have no regrets.

      “You’ve got to grow up sometime. A cottage isn’t exactly a burden.” A wide, goofy grin steals my face.

      Pretty soon their sorry asses will be begging to crash at my cottage from the Victoria Day long weekend in May—also referred to as May two-four, which marks the beginning of cottage season, blackflies, and summer—to Thanksgiving. Who’ll be laughing then?

      Friday night with the guys comes with lots of ribbing, lots of laughing, and lots of cold ones. Tonight’s no different, except we’re celebrating more than the end of the work week. We’re celebrating my new cottage in Muskoka. Well, it’s not new, rather old actually. A fixer-upper that cost a fucking fortune. But it’s mine and totally worth it.

      “Nah, not ready to grow up quite yet. My mom’s pestering me about when I’m gonna propose to Cass. That’s enough stress.” He shivers mockingly but ends up looking like he’s having a seizure.

      Finn Raine is a liar. I’ve known him since we were in diapers—our mothers are best friends—and Cassandra Donnelly is his high school sweetheart. Nothing about marrying her causes him undue stress.

      “And when are you gonna pop the question?” Ken, another buddy from our high school days, asks about what most would call the ultimate commitment—marriage.

      “Not any time soon.”

      Full of shit. He’s counting the days, literally, until Cass graduates with her Ph.D. to get down on his bended knee. He already has the ring.

      Cupping my mouth with my hand, I fake-cough, “Bullshit,” and elbow him in the ribs.

      “Shut it.” Finn shoves my arm. “What’s that you said? Another round on you?”

      Tipping my head back, I laugh hard, my insides heating from our usual spirited banter, the top shelf liquor, or both.

      “You’re in luck. I’m in a good mood. One more round on me, asshole.”

      The guys whoop and whistle and bang their fists on the bar. That gets the attention of not only the bartender but half the room. Heads spin toward the ruckus, including a cute blonde a few seats down from us.

      She licks her lips, her hunger growing the longer I hold her gaze. If I wanted, we’d be fucking in under thirty minutes.

      I don’t.

      Our beers arrive, and I take a long pull of the cold, frothy lager. Finn called it. At twenty-nine, I’m an adult, already wading through burgeoning responsibility as a criminal lawyer and the proud owner of not one but two properties. All I need now is a woman to share my life.

      Like bitter February flurries in Toronto, my spine freezes, ripples of frost spreading through me. Where the hell did that thought come from?

      There isn’t a woman in my life or any prospects on the horizon. Marriage is a long way off. Came close with Scarlett, my girlfriend of two years, but we split six months ago. The break was amicable and mutual.

      Some days I miss her, some days I don’t, and some days I can’t make sense of what happened. Even still, if she were here right now wanting to get back together, I’m not sure that’s what I’d want.

      Since then, I’ve had a couple one-night stands—more out of habit than desire. Enough to realize I’m done with meaningless hookups.

      The blonde smiles again, and Finn notices, winking suggestively as if I need his approval or permission.

      “I’m gonna piss, and then I’m out. Go make your move, bud.” He slaps my shoulder like a coach boosting his player before sending him onto the field.

      He vacates his stool, and I ignore him, signalling the bartender to settle my bill.

      “Ken, I’m gone too.”

      I take out my card as the bartender nears with the machine.

      “Sure. I’ll see you later this week.”

      Ken swigs the last of his drink and scans the crowd, on the hunt. The guy thinks with his dick. As I head out, I find Finn leaning against the wall by the entrance, with a shit-eating grin swallowing his features. The idiot was waiting for me, hoping I’d score. His eyebrows climb to his hairline at my solo exit.

      “Where’s the chick?” Both shoulders rise, his hands out, palms up.

      I brush past him, out the door, and into the balmy May night. He follows, bewildered. “But she wanted in your pants.”

      “I’ve got to get up early tomorrow.” I’m bored with this conversation.

      “What? Since when does that have anything to do with a quick fuck?”

      “Not interested.” I yawn.

      “The fuck?” He grabs my shoulder, twisting me to face him. “Who the fuck are you, and what did you do with Drew?”

      I chuckle. This guy can be a diva. He’s been with Cass for eleven years and lives the bachelor life through Ken and me. He’s beyond dramatic if we pass up a hookup.

      “I’m done with the one-night stands.” This isn’t news. We’ve had this chat.

      I keep walking, but he’s rooted to the sidewalk, puzzled. My building is a block away, and I can’t get there fast enough. The insanity of my workload is finally hitting me. I’ve worked my ass off the past few weeks, knowing I’d be away for the next two.

      Sleep would be an awesome way to spend the weekend, making up for the long hours I’ve been putting in, but sleep has to wait. There’s too much to do.

      “You’re crazy, asshole. Get back there,” Finn orders like this is life or death. Idiot. “The blonde was hot.”

      “Don’t bust my balls.” Not interested. Blondes aren’t my type.

      Bold-faced lie.

      Only one blonde kicks my heart rate into overdrive, twists my insides, and brings me to my knees.

      Pippa Raine.

      Finn’s younger sister.

      Sexy spitfire and off limits.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Why did I even go there? She’s not only Finn’s sister, she’s my younger sister Paige’s best friend. She’s family.

      Not to mention Finn has made it abundantly clear that if I so much as think about making a move on Pippa, he’ll chop off my nuts and feed them to me.

      Ouch. My hand involuntarily slides into my pocket and adjusts my junk. All good.

      “You’re fucking dumb,” Finn pants, winded from the few feet of jogging.

      “Have you looked in a mirror lately?” I quip, opening the door to my building. “You crashing here, or what?”

      “Nah. I’m the smart one. Cass is waiting for me. I’m getting laid tonight. Later, loser.” He pulls out his phone for an Uber.

      “Whatever,” I chuckle, holding my thumb and pointer finger in the shape of an L.

      “I’ll come up next weekend with Cass, and maybe my parents, Pip, or the rest of the brood will come.” He barely glances up from his phone.

      Finn has three siblings: Pippa, Claire, and Tom. While I’ve known all of them their entire lives and we’re like family, only one of them is a problem. And if she shows up next weekend, I’m done for.

      I sizzle with thoughts of Pippa. I’m a stick of dynamite, and she’s the flame. Ignite, blaze, combust.

      That’s why I’ve stayed away.

      It’s been well over a year since I’ve seen her. My avoidance was intentional. If I was going to keep my relationships with Scarlett, Finn, and my family, I had to end all contact. But now, with just a mention, I want to see her. Not a good idea.

      “That’s cool, but don’t bother.” My voice is steady and uninterested, contradicting the small explosion going on in my chest. “Alec and Paige are coming, and Ken’s going to take a day or two. I’m good, thanks.”

      “All right.” He’s engrossed in his phone.

      The need to sleep has vanished, replaced by a wired edginess I know too well.

      Pippa.

      Finn had to say her name, and now I wonder what she’s been up to. I could ask Paige since they live together, but like my absence, my ignorance is deliberate. The less I know, the better. I don’t need the temptation. She’s the girl I can’t have.

      And that’s the thing, isn’t it? She’s just a girl, and seeing her now might be different. She’s most probably over me and dating. Dammit. Why’d I have to think about Pippa with another guy? Now I want to punch something.

      The gym. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll unwind with exercise and exhaust myself.

      Sleep does eventually come, but it’s restless with dreams of a sexy blonde bombshell with the bluest eyes, the longest legs, and the sweetest smile.
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      My boobs burn as if a million red ants are burrowing into my flesh, my nerve endings ablaze.

      “Mother-eff!” I toss the paintball gun in the air and use my now free hands to fan my cleavage like a brainless chicken trying to take flight. But eventually, my arms collapse under the fiery weight of my futility.

      “You okay?” A leer strains Cole’s expression.

      It’s to be expected. I have bested him one too many times to count. It’s obvious he won. The guys won for the first time—ever. But he doesn’t trust it. He’s a sore loser and, judging by his expression, a sore winner too. The brash yellow paint splattered all over the front of me is proof enough.

      “Seriously? No need to be a heartless bastard. You’re the victor.” My aching chest squeezes every ounce of patience out of me.

      “Fuck, Pip, you don’t need to be nasty.” He pinches his lips together.

      My spine straightens like the barrel of an AK-47. I will blow him to pieces if he ticks me off any more than he already has. Following his eyeline, I dip my gaze to the paint now hardening on my chest.

      It was a cheap shot. He snuck up on me and fired from not even four feet away. A shot to the arm or leg would have won him the game. But no, he went for the girls. Jerk.

      “You could’ve got me anywhere but here.” My hands circle the yellow paint splashed across my boobs, and his eyes liquefy with excitement. “It hurts like a motherfucker, and I’ll bruise.” That’s what the prick intended.

      “I’m sorry. It hurts?” he asks, sounding like a dick even if his tone is more clueless than disbelieving.

      “You think?” Sarcasm drips from my lips.

      Tony bursts from behind a large wooden structure in his camo gear with his rifle out front; Rambo ready to fire. What the hell is he doing? He’s been out for a while. I got him good in the thigh.

      “Good game, guys,” he says, raising the paint gun in victory.

      “Pip, you all right?” Paige clears the bushes from the other direction, sporting her own yellow battle scars.

      Thick rivers of chocolate hair, wild and free, surround her petite frame. My best friend, we’ve been inseparable since we took our very first steps.

      “I’ll live, but I may never produce milk.”

      My blistering gaze scorches Cole, and he shrinks like he’s burned, arms protective over his chest. Tony and Paige laugh at him, and he joins them nervously.

      “You didn’t have to hit her in the tits!” Tony punches Cole in the bicep, and Paige does the same to the other arm.

      “Pippa, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” Cole raises his hand to my chest. Is he going to try to cop a feel?

      “Back up, buddy.” I slap his impressively solid chest—the one that does nothing for me but would have most girls drooling.

      He’s wanted in my pants for months, and today’s hit is probably payback for shooting down every one of his advances.

      We head into the mess area where our friends are waiting, eager to deliver wisecracks or lewd comments about the shot to my chest. Assholes.

      That’s it; the gloves are off. Next time their balls are fair game. Or maybe that’s too easy. I won’t actually hit the crown jewels but make them think I will.

      My wicked laughter fills the room, and the guys, plus Paige and Ainsley—the only other girls—stop talking and stare at me quizzically.

      “What’s so funny?” Ainsley asks, pouting at our loss. Can’t say I blame her.

      In all the years we’ve been playing the guys, whether it’s darts, curling, hockey, football, or whatever, no matter the team I’m on, I always win. Being the loser is new, and I can’t say I like it.

      “She’s planning her revenge.” Paige hip-checks me, and we laugh. She knows me well.

      Once showered and dressed, Paige and I say goodbye to the gang, heading home for our usual post-game ritual. Pajamas. Netflix. Thai.

      “I can’t believe Drew owns a cottage,” Paige says out of nowhere, shifting the car into drive.

      My heart jerks wildly like the odds-on favorite filly at the Kentucky Derby, eager to break from the gate.

      Drew Hayes.

      My best friend’s older brother and my brother’s closest friend is both my ultimate guy and the only one capable of breaking my heart. I can’t remember a time I didn’t love him.

      I haven’t seen him in over a year, and as much as I’d love to lay eyes on him, what’s the point? He only ignores me or leaves if I’m near. And he’s got a girlfriend, Scarlett. His future wife.

      My stomach aches.

      “Why don’t you come with me?” Paige asks.

      She’s going up north for the weekend to see her brother’s new place, and she’s excited. They adore each other despite their bickering and grilling.

      “You know why.” I fiddle with my phone. “Drew wouldn’t want me there.”

      For as long as I can remember, he’s wanted a cottage. He may be a do-good lawyer in tailored suits and all business, but he’s a hard-core outdoorsman. A cottage is perfect for him and I’m happy his dream has come true.

      “We both know that’s a lie.” She glances my way at a red light. “He needs all the help he can get. Sam and my mom are in Montreal.”

      Olivia Cassidy, Paige and Drew’s mother, has been happily remarried for almost ten years to Samson Beaulieu, a famous chef, or as we know him, Sam. They have an eight-year-old son, Bastien, and spend a good chunk of their time in Montreal, Sam’s home city.

      “He’s got you and Alec,” I say dully.

      I do want to go. I’m curious and eager to see Drew, but it isn’t a good idea.

      “Every bit helps. I’m only there for the weekend and the same with Alec. C’mon, what are you going to do here?”

      “I’ll have our place to myself. Finally,” I joke as if living with her is brutal.

      “Come for the weekend. You’ll have the entire week to veg while I slave away at work.” She shoves at my shoulder teasingly.

      “I doubt Scarlett wants me there.”

      Why’d I bring up his girlfriend? We get along just fine, even if she’s noticed hearts in my eyes every time her boyfriend is near.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Paige wrinkles her nose, tilting her head to the side. “They broke up.”

      “What? Shut the front door!” I blink rapidly, keeping my eyes from bulging out of their sockets.

      They have been together for years. His longest and most serious girlfriend to date.

      “Yup.” She nods. “Please come.”

      My infatuation with Drew isn’t a secret. I’m not sure when it became a thing. For most of my life, he was simply Paige’s big brother. Sweet, funny, and always protective.

      I wasn’t the easiest child. I pushed the boundaries and gave my parents no end of trouble during my teens. Next to Finn, who saved my hide more times than I can count, Drew covered for me.

      Then, overnight, he went from a friend to my ideal man. He may not feel the same way, but he’s always let me down gently. He’s never intentionally hurt me, even with his rejection.

      Paige begs to differ. She thinks Drew wants me. If only.

      “Fine, I’ll come.”

      My heart gallops wildly, banging and bucking against my ribs to break free. I’m going to see Drew—finally.
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      Alec, my step-grandfather, and I hit the road northbound at the crack of dawn. I owe him for the cottage.

      I make a decent living as a lawyer, even working for the Attorney General, but not nearly enough to swing a few million. Not at this stage in my life.

      Alec gave me the money to buy the place. He called the large sum my inheritance, saying I was a part of his legacy and he wanted to be alive to see it. I was speechless and thankful.

      The driveway is a winding trail of gravel lined with dense bushes and opens to a small clearing at the front of the two-and-a-half-story house. I say house, but some would argue it’s a small mansion. It is big.

      I never understood why vacation homes in Muskoka are called cottages when many are bigger than most houses. Either way, my new cottage looks far from new and is in disrepair.

      The inside isn’t much better as I take in the water stains and cracked plaster, but it’s nothing hard work and money can’t fix. And despite the shape it’s in, the mismatched furniture makes it look lived in.

      The thought brings my mom to mind and I shoot her a text, thanking her once again for coming up with the movers earlier this week. To be a smartass, I add a line about my approval of the furniture layout.

      It’s a joke because she’s an interior designer and I trust her judgement implicitly. And truthfully, I’m a guy. I only care about having somewhere to park my ass.

      Mom’s in Montreal, but she wanted to be here. So to lessen her motherly guilt, she insisted on overseeing the movers with setting up everything. After telling her four times that she didn’t have to, I gave up and let her do her thing.

      “She’s got great bones.” Alec jots something in his notepad, having finished his third walkthrough while I unpacked the car.

      “Yeah.” I nod, only seeing all that needs to be done.

      But from the gleam in Alec’s eyes, he sees beneath the surface of this run down place and can only imagine the limitless possibilities. As a retired architect, he can’t wait to help fix it up.

      “Over there.” He points to the glass wall spanning one side of the house with the deck and lake beyond. “We can extend the patio a few feet. And that pier.” He pauses, furrowing his brow. “Hmmm, I’ll have to take a closer look.”

      “It’s pooched. A definite tear-down.” I follow him outside.

      He nods, continuing to note things to work on or plans he envisions, all of which include my wishes and ideas.

      I’m both eager to get started and overwhelmed with all that needs to be done. It’s going to take time and cost a fortune. The time I can live with. I want to move quickly, but I’m also realistic. I don’t have a lot of cash to do it all at once. And that’s where having time to earn and save more is needed.

      Alec shoots down every objection or comment I have about delaying work because of money.

      “You’re right.” He stands before the rickety wooden pier. “This is a tear-down.”

      At first glance, it appears worn by the elements and time, but upon closer inspection, it’s more than that. The beams are cracking and uneven, with some sinking further into the murky depths of the lake than others.

      “I have caution tape.” I fish the yellow roll from the supply crate we took out of the car when we arrived.

      We secure the tape around the posts at the mouth of the pier, chuckling at the crime scene vibe. Then we get into the water for closer inspection of the dock.

      What started as an exploration ends with us swimming around in the lake, clearing away dead pieces of wood from under the dock. Focused on our task, it’s only the crunch of rubber on the stony driveway that gets our attention. Paige is here.

      We’re making our way to land when Ken hollers from the other side of the yard. “Hey D-man, where you at?”

      “We’re out back.” Once out of the lake, I whip off my wet shirt and shorts, and grab a towel, wondering why he’s here.

      Looking every bit the college bum he likes to think he still is, Ken saunters around the house with a toothpick hanging from the side of his mouth, wearing shorts and a ratty t-shirt.

      “Damn, this is sweet.” He whistles long and approvingly, scanning the vista of Lake Rosseau. “You weren’t kidding when you said this place was all that.”

      My ridiculous grin, the one I’ve been sporting for hours, springs to life, and I chuckle, basking in how happy and proud I am to call this place mine.

      “Yeah.” We fist-bump, and he says hello to Alec.

      Without waiting for an invitation, he grabs a beer from the cooler, gulping back half the bottle before finally noticing our wet clothes or lack thereof.

      “What were you boys up to?”

      “We were getting rid of the dead wood in the lake, but it’ll have to wait. We don’t have all we need.” Alec removes his shirt, walking toward the house. “I’m going to shower. Then let’s start dinner.”

      “Sounds good.” I glance at my watch and realize the day is almost done. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to come up later in the week?”

      I pull an old pair of shorts from my hockey bag on the deck and rid myself of the damp towel. I need a shower too.

      “Yeah, I figured I’d make this a long weekend. I can stay until Monday night.” He roams the full length of the deck, inspecting the house. “Put me to work. It looks like you could use it.”

      “Sure can.”

      “I can’t believe this came up for sale. I mean, it’s in bad shape. You need a new roof and those spouts need replacing.” He points to things I already have listed. “But the house is huge and Lake Rosseau… shit, this is sick.”

      “Yeah.” I hang the towel on the deck railing. “I purchased it from the original owners. The father wanted it to stay in the family, but the adult children moved away and never cared for it. When their dad died, they put it on the market.”

      “You got lucky, brother.” He flicks the beer cap, and I raise a brow—not to be a killjoy, but he could slow down. “Where’s Paige?”

      Clenching my jaw, I inhale deeply and force myself to let go of any aggravation. The guy’s a player and is always looking for the women. Always.

      “Knock it off.” I grab a cold one, taking a long pull before adding, “She’s my sister. Off limits.”

      The words burn my throat with the bitter taste of hypocrisy. Finn said the same thing to me years ago after he caught Pippa flirting with me.

      “Relax.” He shakes his head and asks to be put to work.

      The sun slowly dips below the horizon, and we spend the next hour fixing the outside lights. We finally start the barbecue, and I fire off another text to Paige. Where is she?

      “You want a beer?” I motion to Alec chopping vegetables and sliding them onto skewers at the outdoor counter.

      He waves me off, a glass of Chablis beside him. He could easily pass for a Ralph Lauren model. A silver fox, refined no matter what he’s doing, whereas Ken and I are dressed in shorts and faded tees, ready to hit the local hangout after dinner. Alec plans to stay in, but you’d never guess so with his chinos and plaid button-down shirt, with the sleeves rolled to mid-forearm. Classy.

      By the time dinner is ready, there’s still no sign of Paige. Her last text said she was close. I bet she stopped at a friend’s cottage to hang out.

      I love my sister, but she can be selfish. It wouldn’t cross her mind to tell me if she’s changed plans and is no longer coming.

      I get out my phone and send my tenth text in the last two hours.

      Me: Where are you? We’re going to eat in five.

      It’s at that moment we hear a car engine. Finally.

      “Ah, Paige.” Alec beams in anticipation of seeing his only granddaughter.

      A car door slams, then another. I wonder if she’s brought someone with her? With no time to dwell on it, Paige turns the corner, all casual and smiling without any consideration for leaving us waiting. Her hair is wound into a ball on top of her head; she’s wearing no makeup, shorts, and a blouse. She’s both the bratty sister I love to torment and the independent and confident woman I adore.

      Paige bounds into Alec’s arms, laughing, and the old guy squishes her like his favorite teddy bear. I shift toward them but stop, glimpsing someone behind her.

      Pippa.

      Jesus Christ.

      No matter how long it has been since laying eyes on her, nothing has changed. My heart flips like flapjacks, and my abs tighten the way a slipknot does. This girl, no scratch that, this woman, has my heart in her hands and she doesn’t even know it.

      I drink in her thick hair, shimmering like gold, and the sexy white sundress, gloriously showcasing her sunkissed legs and bare shoulders. She’s glowing.

      “Hey, Drew.” Her sweet, sultry voice wrenches my gaze to her mouth.

      Sweet baby Jesus. Pink. Plump. Edible.

      A tiny pert smile graces her glossy lips. It’s innocent enough but carries an edge that suggests she knows exactly what she’s doing to me.

      “Pippa.” Her name sounds strangled, and I clear my throat.

      Before I can say more, Ken wraps his arms around her waist and lifts her clear off the grass. She squeals, gripping his shoulders tightly. My hands curl into fists, like kettlebells ready to swing at his head.

      “Hey, bro.” Paige casually slings an arm around my shoulder, unintentionally jostling me.

      “Hey,” I clip, my lips pressed together, biting my tongue to stop from chewing her out.

      I want to ask why she thought it was okay to bring Pippa. If anything, I was preparing for Pip to come with Finn next weekend. I thought I had time to get my shit together.

      “Why’d you text-bomb me? You’re worse than Mom.”

      With Pippa still very much in his arms, Ken approaches us and he exchanges a quick hello with my sister before catching my eye.

      “That’s enough, perv.”

      I want to grab Pippa from his arms but before I lose all willpower and give into the urge, he releases her. The girls exchange a look and my sister gives her best friend a sly wink before she steps out of the way, making room for Pippa to move closer to my side.

      “Hi,” Pippa says, pushing onto her toes to slide her arms around my neck.

      The sweet fragrance of honeysuckle tickles my nose, heady with warm hints of honey and ripe citrus, and my hands twitch and ache to touch her. I only hope I can keep it together.

      My arms band her slender waist, and I tighten my hold. Any trepidation or awkwardness fades and her soft curves melt against me. My eyes fall shut as I engulf her warm, slender frame and relish in how fucking amazing it feels to have her in my arms.

      Everything else fades away but Pippa.

      Well, except for the small, insistent part of me that’s fighting the sensations and trying to remind me that Pippa in my arms shouldn’t feel this good. She’s my best friend’s little sister.

      “Look who’s the perv now.” Ken breaks our blissful bubble and my eyes snap open.

      I tense, now remembering we have an audience and take in the curious stares from all around us. My sister wears a cheeky smirk and I step away from the warmth of Pippa.

      Frowning, I try to not look back, but fail, sneaking glances at Pippa even when I know I shouldn’t. I should be getting far away from her, but I can’t and I’m unable to look elsewhere. She’s still the brightest person in any space she’s in.

      Tilting her head to the side, Pippa crinkles her nose and worries her pretty bottom lip, now mirroring my frown.

      “Pippa, it’s so lovely to see you.” Alec hugs her.

      “I hope it’s okay I came,” she says, never taking her eyes off me.

      She’s picked up on my hesitation, or uncertainty, or whatever the hell this is, and never one to beat around the bush, she addresses the elephant in the room. All eyes land on me, waiting for my response.

      “Of course it’s okay,” Paige chimes in, glaring at me for my verbal incapacity.

      “Is it?” Pippa folds her arms and squares her shoulders.

      I swallow past my growing unease. My plans for this weekend have gone up in smoke. I wanted to be single-minded, get shit done, but like always, I’m at the mercy of Pippa Raine.

      She’s the sun, and I orbit around her. Unable to go my own way because she’s all I see. Her pull is fierce and immutable.

      Raking my fingers through my hair, I shake my head trying to ease the growing knot between my shoulder blades. This shouldn’t be difficult. It’s Pippa. I’ve known her since the day she was born, so why does she make me tongue-tied and nervous?

      “We’re glad you came.” Alec comes to my rescue, hooking his arm around my shoulder to steer me toward the deck. “Hope you’re hungry. Dinner is ready.”

      He gestures for everyone to head inside while I take the meat off the grill and join them in the kitchen. Everyone is seated at the table, busy preparing their plates except for Pippa. She tracks my every move, nibbling on her bottom lip and deep concentration like I’m a puzzle she must solve.

      She’s still captivated by me. Shit, judging by the tightness of my pants—never mind how her gripping gaze makes it hard to breathe—the feeling is mutual.

      Damn, this weekend will be long and painful.
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      I could spend the night wallowing. No woman would blame me. Drew doesn’t want me here.

      I drilled Paige on the drive up about whether Drew knew I was coming for the weekend. In typical Paige fashion, her silly, adorable expressions flippantly screamed who cares what Drew thinks.

      I do.

      Even after all this time, my feelings for him are as strong as ever. And Paige might be right; Drew might feel something too. I could feel it in the way he hung on to me just a little past friendly or how his nose buried into my hair as we parted, breathing me in.

      But then he gave me the silent treatment all through dinner. Not once acknowledging me even when I asked him a direct question. He’d answer, but to the group, avoiding eye contact with me.

      Screw him.

      I’m not staying in to sulk. It’s a beautiful Saturday night, and we’re on one of the most coveted lakes in Ontario. I’m making the most of it.

      “Pip, you ready?” Paige swings the upper half of her body into the bathroom.

      “Yep, let’s get this party started.” I flip the light off and we link arms.

      On our way outside, we wave goodbye to Alec sitting on the porch and find the boys waiting by the car.

      Within minutes, Drew is parking in front of the Boathouse, a local bar resembling its name. Rustic and laid-back, the establishment is worn but welcoming with sandy floors, and kayaks and paddles hanging on the wooden plank walls. It’s crowded with tan young people looking for a good time. The dance floor is small and lively with everyone bumping and grinding.

      We grab a table in the middle of the room, and our waitress brings us a pitcher of beer. Paige barely sits before she leaves to talk to a few girls she recognizes from university. Uninvited but hungry, Ken follows, eager to meet her pretty friends, leaving Drew and me alone.

      “He’ll never change, will he?” I giggle at Ken already flirting with a cute brunette.

      “Nope, he’s hopeless.” Drew sips his beer.

      Our eyes lock, and he swallows thickly, but he doesn’t squirm or avert his gaze or better yet, leave. Something passes between us, stuck in this moment, and judging by how intense his stare becomes, he feels it too.

      “How’ve you been?” He leans in closer to hear me above the noise.

      “Good. Busy, but good. And you?” I hate small talk, but this feels different.

      It isn’t empty or random. It’s foreplay. We’re warming up, feeling each other out, stimulating each other.

      “Great.” His full, sexy lips slide into a frisky grin. “What are you doing these days?”

      “Pardon?”

      I’m not sure what he’s asking, mesmerized by how hot he is. I didn’t forget. Not possible. But now, he’s here, only inches in front of me, and he’s all I see.

      “Where are you working right now?”

      His fingers slide over the condensation on his glass, and I picture him trailing the moisture over my collarbone, carving a path between my breasts. I shiver pleasurably and rub my thighs together.

      “Pip?” he tries again. “I said, where are you working?”

      My stomach drops. Work is the last thing I want to talk about, but I want to talk to Drew. I want to reconnect.

      “Oh. I’m a physical therapist for the region.”

      For as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to work with athletes and help them recover from their injuries. That’s why I got my kinesiology degree, then went on to grad school, where I also interned with a Canadian Football League team for over a year. Upon graduation, I wanted to stay on, but the team didn’t have an opening.

      “Cool.” His relaxed nature warms my insides. “Is it what you want?”

      “Yeah, for now. It’s experience but temporary. I want a gig on a pro team.” I pour another beer. “A friend of mine has an in with the NFL and says there might be an opportunity opening up soon.”

      “NFL?” His eyes widen.

      “Yup. I’m excited, but competition is tight.”

      “Pip, that’s fantastic.” The tops of his cheeks flush. “You’re doing it.”

      He’s referring to a conversation we had a few years ago, and my chest swells that he’s remembered.

      Days before I left for graduate school, a bunch of us got together to play football, and afterward, Drew and I hung back; he asked me about my plans for school.

      I was unsure about grad school. Torn between getting a job with the degree I had or going back to school, which meant more debt. He listened, asked questions, but never did he tell me what to do. Our conversation helped me realize a graduate degree was right for me.

      “Thanks, Drew. I think I am too.” My hand wraps around his wrist. Strong and warm. “And I’m so happy for you. Your place is beautiful.”

      “Thanks. It needs a lot of work, but I’m good with that.”

      “You’ve wanted a cottage for as long as I can remember, and it’ll look amazing when you’re done. And I want to help.”

      “Seriously?” He studies my face and I welcome his attention.

      “Yeah. I’m off this week. I could stay.” I fidget in my seat, unsure for the first time tonight. “I mean, if you want.” Please say yes.

      Like an elephant walking on a tightrope, my words hang heavy, unbelievably daring and inexplicably mad, between us. His posture is rigid and his expression dark.

      “Well, er… I…” He rubs the back of his neck and averts his gaze.

      “Hey, don’t sweat it. I saw the paint cans and thought you could use a hand. I’ve got a mean stroke.” I flash him an impish smile.

      “Sure, why not.” He chuckles and shrugs.

      “Wow, you don’t need to sound like you’re doing me a favour.”

      His face softens at my sardonic tone, my bite isn’t lost on him.

      “Shit, sorry, Pip. I truly appreciate it.” A lopsided smile spreads across his handsome face.

      We’re doing it again. Our gazes fasten to each other, and the air thickens, suffocating with want, need—or maybe it’s just me.

      Over the speakers, Spirit of the West sings about not feeling their best, sick from the drink, and needing to go home for a rest. My feet tap wildly and my hips sway freely to the addictive fast fiddle of the folk-rock band.

      “Omigod, I love this song.” Now out of my seat, I tug his arm. “Let’s dance.”

      Shaking his head no, he doesn’t budge. He’s an amazing dancer but rarely does. The few times I’ve been lucky enough to indulge and watch his body moving to music—it’s orgasmic. He’s seductive and sensual despite his height and muscular frame. Sexy. He’d be a formidable lover, without a doubt.

      “Ah, no.” He sips his beer. “Go, have fun.”

      “Fine.” I gift him with a flirty pout, hoping to sway him. I want to spend more time with him. Feel his body against mine.

      He doesn’t give in. He’s almost aloof, shooing me away and turning his attention to the TV.

      The dance floor is small and crammed, but I find Paige easily. We dance for hours with Ken, and others come and go. All the while, Drew stays firmly planted at the table watching the playoffs. A few times, I notice he’s not alone.

      One or two women are bold enough to approach, and my stomach clenches as if my insides are being ripped out every time.

      He isn’t mine, but that doesn’t stop the hurt of seeing his casual flirting with another woman. I wish it was me. But he won’t let us go there. Unless I can change his mind.

      Hours later, well past midnight, he pays our bill and heads our way. “Let’s get going.” Drew leads Paige by her elbow from the dance floor.

      “One more song,” she whines, shimmying her ass.

      “It’s okay, Lady Gaga, we’ll go dancing once we’re back in the city.” I hook my arm around her neck, and she laughs.

      “I think you two have had enough. Pippa’s danced with every guy here.” He hooks his thumb aggressively in my direction.

      “What?” I tense, offended by his comment. “What does that mean?”

      “She didn’t,” Paige jumps to my defence. “I did.”

      We laugh, but I’m a fraud. Any joy on my part has been corroded by Drew’s acidic innuendo.

      At the car, we find Ken in the front seat, resting his head back with his eyes closed. He must have struck out tonight. I thought for sure he’d have gone home with some girl.

      Drew holds the back door open, his expression distant, watching Paige scoot in. I’m next and undeterred by the chill rolling off him, I stop to face him with the car door between us.

      “What exactly did you mean in there?” I flick my chin in the direction of the bar.

      “Why’d you always have to make friends with everyone?” His stare is bitter. “You danced with complete strangers.”

      His cold rebuke sears my throat and burns my cheeks. I blink back the prickle in my eyes.

      “You could’ve danced with us. You turned me down. There were plenty of guys willing to help a girl out.”

      His eyes narrow and his lip twitches, edging into a sneer. “Help a girl out?”

      “You don’t need to be a jerk. You. Turned. Me. Down. Deal with it.”

      I slam the door and slump in the seat. I did nothing wrong and refuse to feel shitty for his mood. Sure, one of the guys was handsy, but I handled him.

      “Yikes,” Paige murmurs, leaning into me. “Don’t listen to him. He’s jealous.”

      I glance quizzically at her, wondering just how wasted she is. Drew isn’t jealous. He’s playing big brother because Finn isn’t here. That’s what he does.

      I wrestle with my ingratitude. He’s never let me down. He’s always there for me. But he’s not my babysitter.

      Why is it most guys want to get with me except the one I want?
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      Men flock to Pippa without any effort from her. Her comfortable enthusiasm and daring nature seduce men. They can’t help but feel special and want her, need to be near her. I witnessed it last night. Like cockroaches coming out of nowhere, three guys jockeyed to dance with her. Get their hands on her.

      I can’t really fault them. She was the hottest woman in the bar. The way her body moved, hypnotically swaying to the pulsing music with her golden hair gleaming under the smoky lights like spun gold.

      And her ass.

      Magnificent.

      She was having a good time, and when she laughed at something one of the douchenozzles whispered in her ear, I was equally incensed and entranced. The way she angled her head backward and the elegance of her long neck caught my breath. Tantalizing.

      Almost toppling the stool to the ground, I wrestled with myself to remain seated and not give into my caveman impulse to mow down all the pricks around her.

      Pursue. Conquer. Claim.

      I wanted to sink my teeth into the tender point at the base of her neck and taste her. Feel her throbbing pulse against my tongue. Make my mark in front of the fucking vultures.

      And as if that wasn’t bad enough, I wasn’t the only one captivated—all the guys in her vicinity were dumbstruck. Each vying for a shot, willing to make a deal with the devil.

      Fuck, I gotta stop thinking about her like this, or just tell Finn how I feel about his sister. I’ve been mulling over how best to broach the past with him. What happened long ago is my biggest hurdle. If only I could gauge where his head’s at, and how open he is to the thought of Pippa with me, maybe, just maybe, Pippa and I would have a chance.

      With phone in hand, I fire a text off to Finn.

      Me: Hey, you ever talk to Mario Renzetti? 

      Mario's one of the many guys he cut ties with after the incident years ago. And within seconds my phone vibrates with an incoming call. Finn.

      “Hey,” I say.

      "What the hell, D?" His voice is tight. “Why you asking about that asshole? You bored? What happened to all the work that needs to be done on the cottage?"

      He attempts to keep his tone light with a laugh but fails as his words sound strangled.

      It’s been years since we’ve talked about what happened that night and every time I tried, Finn would always go off on me. 

      “Nah, I got plenty to do." I chuckle, rubbing the back of my neck. "Mario came to mind because of his dad’s cabinetry business. My kitchen needs an overhaul. I was thinking of calling him.” 

      “Fuck, no. That motherfucker would screw our sisters in a heartbeat. No fucking way." He pauses, holding my next breath hostage. "You and Ken are the only friends I need. It’s like I forget.” He pauses, again, and my insides churn. "You’ve got a dick.” He chuckles. "I trust you.”

      Fuck me. 

      I force out a laugh, needing to end the call. “All right, Finn. We’ll talk later.”

      “Drew.” My name is suspended between us like a loaded gun, but I’m not sure which way it’s pointing.

      “Yeah?”

      “You aren’t calling him, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m not. Later.”

      I end the call and get out of bed, feeling worse for having called Finn. Nothing has changed. He’s stuck in the past and any move I make on Pippa could ruin him.

      Grabbing my shorts, I quietly make my way to the kitchen, surprised I’m the last one to wake, and leave all thoughts of Finn behind.

      All the room doors are open and the beds are made. Ken even put the pull-out couch back together in the living room.

      As I step into the kitchen, my thoughts wander to last night. Again. The hours between midnight and dawn have been consumed with reliving moments, some delectably good and others, not so much, from the night before. Most of which featured a sexy blonde and her knock-out bod.

      And now that I come to think of it, Paige wasn’t much better on the dance floor. Between the two, I wanted to beat the shit out of half the bar, and I’m not a violent guy.

      Regrettably, I took my frustration out on Pippa, and once back at the cottage, she bolted to her room. My tipsy sister stayed behind to give me a tongue-lashing, and deserving of her venom, her last words stunned me.

      “Drew, you need to grow a pair and make your goddamn move before it’s too late!” Paige yelled, face twisted, arms swung out, and eyes filled with fury.

      Before I could form a rational thought and respond—I was stuck on the thought of not having a chance with Pippa, of being too late—Paige flew into the house, slamming the door behind her.

      Not for nothing, but my sister loves drama and jumps at any chance to storm off, slam a door, or act like the wounded party.

      We’ve never talked about Pippa and me. Anytime Paige broached it, I’d play it off. I couldn’t explain to myself, much less my sister, how my feelings for Pippa blossomed from friend to treacherously horny and infatuated.

      And Finn’s warning to stay the fuck away from his sister—he knew Pippa had her sights on me—kept me from doing something stupid.

      The smell of coffee draws me to the present, and I pour a cup from the nearly full carafe, then take it with me to admire the serene lakefront view.

      It was this view that sold me on the place. I had reservations about buying the cottage because it was so badly run down with a hefty price tag. There was already an offer in, and I had to decide quickly whether I was going to counter.

      Faced with the decision, I stood in this very spot taking in the tranquil water, lush trees and bushes. Happily, I was able to see past the disrepair and long hours of hard work ahead. I saw summer nights, bonfires, swimming in the lake, and more awesome memories to make with my family than I could count. It sealed the deal.

      Movement pulls me from my thoughts as Pippa cuts into my vision—tiny black shorts and a sports bra. The view of the serene lakeside fades away. No longer holding my attention.

      My eyes rake over her body, following the flex and muscle of her toned back down to the dip of her slender waist. Tight shorts cling to the curves of her ass and hips and thighs.

      Seeing her shouldn’t be enlightening or even give me pause, but it does. I still wonder if this is real. If she is real. It’s been so long since we’ve been this close to one another and she isn’t a daydream.

      She is here.

      She is all I see.

      Her.

      The effervescent woman of my dreams.

      It looks like she’s been running and she’s now cooling down, stopping every step or so to stretch a leg or arm, bending and twisting her lean, sensual body.

      She toes off one sneaker, then the other, taking her socks with them, not once noticing me. Next, she hooks her fingers into the sides of her shorts and strips down to a bikini bottom.

      I nearly spit out the coffee, forcing it down my now dry throat, and my tongue swells, along with other body parts, at the sight of her. Or, more specifically, her ass. I’m an ass man, and Pippa’s ass is the kind poets write sonnets about. Men would fall to their knees willing to give their left nut to squeeze her sumptuous behind.

      The neon orange of her bikini bottom, hugging her firm ass, is phenomenal against her toned, bronzed flesh. I should look away, give her privacy rather than gawk like a creeper. But I can’t.

      All five foot seven inches of curvy, toned muscles stands on the pier. Pippa. My cock jerks and stiffens.

      Dirty thoughts of what I want to do to her, to her ass and tits, to all of her, consume all other thoughts. I’m going to hell.

      I won’t make it through another day with her here. It’s only a matter of time before I do something that I won’t be able to take back. She’s got to go. I’ve got to send her home.

      She’s messing with her hair, gathering it in a knot, and I’m completely taken with her, not once registering something is missing or off.

      She takes a step, then two. The wood shakes. My breath stalls.

      It’s then I notice what’s missing and has been clawing at my subconscious. Where the hell is the caution tape?

      I need to warn her. I should have warned her the instant I saw where she was standing, but all my blood rushed south, and for the past several minutes, I’ve been thinking with my dick.

      The dock vibrates with her every move, and I dash out the door, intent on getting to her before it’s too late.

      “Pippa!” My hands wave like flags in the air. “Get off that thing!” I shout at the same time a loud crack rings out and one side of the pier caves.

      She glances back at me, eyes widening, and yelps. I’ve only got feet to go, but in painstakingly slow motion, it happens. The other pillar gives way, with a sharp crackle and splash, followed by several more, and the entire pier collapses, taking her with it. 

      “Pippa!”

      I’m running faster than ever before as I watch her sink under the water. My sole focus is getting to her. She can swim, and the water isn’t too deep where she went in, but the danger is if she hits her head.

      Diving in, the wet cold binds my chest like an iron grip, and I wrestle to move past the smothering sensation as my hands grasp her waist. The feel of her in my arms loosens something within me and breathing comes easier, the air moves effortlessly through my lungs, as she latches onto me and we break the surface. 

      “Drew.” She’s stunned, blinking back water from her eyes, staring as if unable to comprehend how I’m here.

      Her arms and legs cling to my neck and waist, and a hot current flows through me. My eyes flick to hers, then to her mouth, and she sinks her teeth into her bottom lip; her legs strengthen their hold—vise-like—around my middle. 

      “You okay?” I tighten my grip, and she nods. Wet and safe in my arms.

      “What the hell happened?” Ken calls from the shore.

      I drag my gaze from her, now puzzled as to how this happened. “There was caution tape yesterday. The wood’s rotted.”

      “Shit.” Ken turns away. “I saw part of it lying on the grass and took it down this morning.” He’s waving his hands and looking remorseful. “I figured it was left over from a party or something.”

      Clenching my jaw, I glare. I don’t want to waste words on his stupidity. He gets it was an idiot move. Besides, with Pip in my arms, my anger fizzles fast. She’s okay.

      “It’s wrecked. I’m so sorry,” she says so only I can hear.

      “It’s okay.” We glance at the rubble of wood floating in the water. “I’m just glad you’re not hurt.”

      I reluctantly loosen my hold; I’ve taken this rescue too far. She’s safe. But it’s hard to let her go and she continues to cling to me like a koala to a tree. Does she feel it too?

      “Ken now has a job for the day,” I say loudly enough for him to hear and dip my chin at the mess floating in the water, indicating he can remove the wood.

      “Fine.” He groans, then pauses, eyeing our embrace with a suggestive smirk.

      I try again, pushing at her waist to gain some distance from her, but she doesn’t budge.

      She’s in my arms.

      So close.

      I want to kiss her.

      Kissing her would be so easy and so hard.

      So easy because she’s here and her mouth is what I desire. I want to taste her with abandon. To take without reproach or repercussion.

      So hard because I won’t be able to stop once I start. One kiss will not be enough. I’ll lose all control.

      Then what? How do I explain to Finn that I threw away our life-long friendship for a kiss? And not just any kiss. A kiss with his sister.

      Punching down my desire, I switch gears and give her what I should have hours ago.

      “I was a jerk last night. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, you were.” She pauses, her sky-blue eyes flickering to my mouth. “But it’s forgotten. Apology accepted.”

      “You guys coming? Or are you going to eye-fuck each other all day?” Ken’s holler finally pulls us apart.

      I wiggle free, and she frowns, pausing before swimming to the shore. I follow, and when we’re close to the grassy bank, she deliberately bumps my shoulder, naughtily shoving me under the surface of the lake. She giggles and with a few strokes, she is at the water’s edge and out of my reach.

      Ken laughs, high-fiving her, and Paige lingers close by, with her overnight bag in hand, watching.

      “Hey, keep that up, Raine, and you’ll regret it,” I tease, pulling myself up and out of the lake.

      “You’d have to catch me first.” She winks, squeezing excess water from her hair.

      My eyes flick to her chest and my heart slams into my rib cage. “Shit, Pippa, you’re hurt.”

      Without thinking, I rush to her, my fingers lightly tracing the large blue welt cresting her cleavage. Her skin’s wet and soft. She laughs nervously, trembling at my touch. Upon closer inspection, it dawns on me that the bruise isn’t fresh. It’s neither swollen nor red, but the realization doesn’t stop me from touching her.

      “Oh, this isn’t from now.” She shivers, her eyes darkening. “I got this from paintball a few days ago.”

      Paige clears her throat and my hand falls to my side, still tingling from the feel of Pippa. My sister wears a sly grin that forces me to step back from her friend, but not before fixing my gaze on Pippa, once again.

      I keep my eyes above the neck, not daring to drink in her gorgeous form. I’m not making that mistake again or else I won’t be held accountable for my actions. Ken and Paige be damned.

      “Drew,” Paige’s sharp tone cuts my desire to shreds. “I’m here to help. Tell me what you want me to do.”

      The girls share a furtive glance before Pippa heads to the sliding door.

      Don’t look at her ass.

      “I thought you were leaving.” I motion to her bag, and Ken tosses me a towel.

      “No, I’m just putting our stuff in the car. We don’t have to leave for a few more hours. Is that okay with you?” She glances over her shoulder at Pippa drying off.

      “I meant to tell you. I’m going to stay a few days and help out,” Pippa says.

      “You are?” Paige’s back is to me, but her tone is telling. She wants to know what’s going on and reading way too much into Pippa’s news.

      “Yeah, Pip offered to help since she’s off, but, nah, it’s cool. Go home.” I’m flippant and wince internally at the dimming light in Pippa’s gaze. I didn’t mean it like that.

      “Ohmigod, you’re bleeding,” Paige gasps, going to her friend and blocking my view.

      I eat the few feet to Pippa, but Ken beats me there. His hands are on her, examining a two-inch cut with one hand curled around her inner thigh and the other lightly stretching the wound. My jaw tightens and I cross my arms over my chest to stop myself from pushing him out of the way. He’s helping. Nothing more.

      “It’s not deep. I didn’t even realize it.” Pippa leans over to inspect the scratch. “Nothing antibiotic ointment and a Band-Aid can’t fix.” She shrugs, smiles, and slides the door open

      “Let me take a look.” It’s an order, not a request or a suggestion.

      Paige and Ken swivel their heads in my direction, both with matching expressions of surprise.

      “Nah, it’s cool. I’ve got it.” She echoes my flip tone and some of my words from moments ago.

      Not waiting for my response, Pippa goes inside, and my sister follows. I’m an asshole. Taking out my frustration on others and snapping at them isn’t usually how I deal with things.

      More than ever I want to give into my impulse for Pippa and see where this intensely crazy thing between us goes.

      If only I could talk to Finn and make him see what I feel for his sister is nothing close to his worst fears. Sure, I’m definitely lusting after her. My fucking hard on is proof of that.

      But I fell in love with her the second I laid eyes on her wrapped in her mother’s arms. My love was pure and childlike—I had no clue I’d feel this way then—and over the years, she’s driven me mad more times than I can count, but that’s just one of the many things I love about her.

      She’s bold and determined, but also the first to see the good in any situation and the first to bring people together.

      I’ve got to figure out a way to get through to Finn or walk away from Pippa altogether.

      “What the hell is your problem?” Ken scowls, confirming my own thoughts. I am an asshole. “Did you have to be a dick? Especially to someone you care about?”

      “Back off,” I growl, mad at myself.

      “Or what, you’re gonna tell me to leave too? You don’t have to tell me twice.” He stalks toward the water. “I’ll fix this”—he points to the remnants of the pier floating in the water—“and be gone.”

      “Stop this shit. Stay.” I’m more frustrated than sincere and dig deep to muster my patience. “I was an ass.”

      “What?” He’s loving this. “Say it again.”

      I laugh, and the tension eases from my shoulders if only in this moment. He’s such a goof but a good friend. One who calls me on my crap and makes me laugh.

      “Not a chance. We good now?”

      “Yeah, we’re good.” He dips his chin and wades into the lake to clean up his mess.

      Time to make amends with Pippa. I pass Paige on my way up, heading out the front door with what I’m pretty sure is Pippa’s bag. Once upstairs, I knock on the closed bedroom door and wait.

      She opens it, now fully clothed in a t-shirt and shorts, and her wet hair is piled into a topknot. With barely a glance at me, she’s back to whatever she was doing before I arrived.

      “Can I come in?” I ask, still at the door.

      “Sure. It’s your cottage.” Her voice is flat, and she doesn’t bother with me, gathering her things strewn about.

      It’s amazing how her belongings occupy almost every inch of the room and she’s been here less than twenty-four hours. It feels right, like she fits.

      I don’t bother with preamble and get to the point. “Please stay.”

      She drops a hairbrush on the bed, her contemplative stare is so intimate it’s as if she can see into my soul and knows my deepest desires. I have so much I want to say to her, and I wonder if she already knows. Most of all, I want her to stay. The opposite of what is best for both of us.

      I should let her go even if she’s upset with me. It’s for her own good. For the good of our families. For my friendship with her brother. But right now, none of it is enough to stop me.

      “Why? So you can play big brother?” She crosses her arms, and her usually plump lips thin.

      “No.” I was an ass last night and today. “I want you with me.”
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      Alec and Paige left last night right after dinner. Paige headed home for work, and Alec was going to join Sam and Olivia in Montreal. While he loves spending his summers in his home town, this time he seemed reluctant to leave. So much so, he reminded Drew that he was cutting his Montreal trip short so he could come back and work on the cottage.

      It was a lot quieter today with just the three of us. Drew and I worked on the deck while Ken finished dismantling the pier. The work was bone-tiring, but Drew’s happy with the result, so that makes me happy. So happy all I want to do is curl into a ball and sleep.

      Sprawled on the couch, I’m exhausted from a day of stripping and repainting the deck, and my eyes drift close when Ken bursts through the front door with a bunch of strangers

      He left an hour ago, supposedly on his way to Toronto because he has work tomorrow. But considering the rowdy bunch he has in tow, it looks like his plans changed.

      The women are young and bubbly with low-cut shirts and barely-there shorts. And most of the guys are buff and loud, laughing and dropping f-bombs like raindrops falling from the sky.

      Drew thunders from the kitchen at the noise. His expression cutting, and I sit upright, holding my breath.

      “What the?” His voice slices through the racket and everyone stills. All eyes are on Drew.

      The silence doesn’t last long. Ken’s the first to find his wits. “Hey, I met these guys in town and thought we could hang on the deck.”

      He pats Drew on the shoulder before heading to the doors that lead outside. To the deck.

      “Off limits,” Drew growls.

      He’s pissed, but it’s hard to tell if it’s at Ken’s ignorance; he knows the deck is wet. Or is he livid because Ken took it upon himself to invite seven strangers to his place?

      Drew isn’t an uptight guy, contrary to what these people are witnessing. He knows how to have a good time as much as anyone else, but he doesn’t want to waste his limited time cleaning up or fixing damage caused by drunkards.

      “Shit, yeah, right.” Ken rotates on his heel in the direction of the kitchen.

      Drew follows, and I bound from the couch, ignoring my protesting muscles. I ache everywhere but enter the kitchen, slipping into the corner to watch quietly. 

      “We’ll take it outside.” Ken grabs a six-pack of beer from the fridge.

      By now, two girls have joined us, smiling at both Ken and Drew. Neither acknowledges me, and I’m fine with that. Ken tags the taller of the two around the waist and the other super busty one hesitates, shifting from one foot to the other, watching Drew like a lion would a gazelle.

      “Are you coming, Scott?” she purrs, licking her lips.

      “What?” Drew’s annoyed glance matches his tone.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you look like Scott Eastwood?” She pivots to fully face him, flipping her hair over one shoulder. “Except way hotter.”

      She laughs, blushing and winking, expecting him to gobble it up. Her flattery is lost on him, even if she is right. He does look like the actor, and Clint Eastwood’s son, but hotter, and I’m fed up with her feasting on him even if I can’t say that I blame her.

      Drew doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t acknowledge her. He doesn’t move a muscle. He only has eyes for Ken, and it isn’t in a good way. More in the way the Hulk pulverizes anything that pisses him off.

      Ken isn’t on board with the reality that his college days are behind him. Parties, beer, and sex are constantly on his mind and not particularly in that order. Tomorrow, hungover and wishing he could die, I hope he realizes how much of an asshole he was to drop an impromptu party on Drew.

      “Yeah, join us,” Ken calls from the other room. “You too, Pip.”

      With the mention of my name, Drew’s furious gaze lands on me and softens. “We’ll be out soon,” he says.

      Busty’s desperate gaze lingers, watching us stare at each other, before she takes the hint and leaves.

      “Finally. I thought she’d never go,” Drew says.

      “Me too.” I step from the corner. “I take it Ken didn’t tell you he was coming back with people?”

      “No, he did not. Asshole.” Tension rolls off him in waves.

      “You could tell them to leave, or we could make the most of it.” Going to the fridge, I hand him a beer. “Why don’t we join them for a bit? It’s a nice night, and we can kick them to the curb whenever you want.” 

      A flicker of sunshine finally breaks through his gloom. “Sounds like a plan.”

      He takes my hand, leading the way. My insides flip-flop and I try to slow my galloping heart. I will not read anything into the hand-holding. It isn’t like we haven’t held hands before, it’s just that we were kids then.

      “It’s time for Ken to go home,” he mutters under his breath and suddenly stops.

      A couple is swapping spit on the couch, and Drew sighs. 

      “Take it outside.” He sounds like an admonishing dad, and the couple slowly breaks apart, dazed. The guy does a double take, not sure if he heard right or maybe he’s not even sure where they are.

      “Sure, man.” He stumbles from the couch with the girl.

      I snort, amused, and Drew glances playfully at me. I can’t help but feel slight envy, wishing it was us kissing on the couch.

      Once outside, most of them are in the lake. Naked. Clothes are scattered around the lit firepit and surrounding Muskoka chairs. The couple from inside, the tongue-tied ones, have taken up residence on the grass, still at it.

      The flames glow, giving off both light and heat. We survey the random bikini top or brief lying around, and I giggle.

      “Pippa, join us.” Ken is a voice in the dark.

      “Skinny dipping!” a deep male voice yells, also from the water. “Take it all off, blondie!”

      Drew tightens his grip, his gaze locked on the darkness ahead. “No, Pip, stay here.”

      I’m surprised that he thinks I’d jump at the chance to swim naked with strangers. Well, okay, a few years ago, if I’d been drinking and had a trusted friend with me, namely Paige, I might have. But I’ve grown up.

      “I wasn’t going to,” I snap, sensing big brother mode coming on, and his gaze finds mine. “But if I wanted to, it isn’t your call.”

      “Pip, I didn’t mean it like that.” He runs his hand through his sandy-brown hair. “It’s just… in case you were even thinking about it, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “And why not?” my voice cuts sharply, and the kissers come up for air, their gazes on us as if we’re more interesting than tonsil hockey.

      “Pip.” Drew faces me.

      My irritation fades at his low, soft tone, and a crazy idea pops into my head.

      “Let’s go skinny dipping.” I pull on his hand, wanting to get closer to the water’s edge.

      “No.”

      He yanks his hand from mine and I choose to ignore his move as well as his insistent tone and tense expression because if I react, this won’t end well.

      “C’mon, it’s hot, and I could use a cool-down before bed.”

      I toss my oversized shirt over my head to reveal my black sports bra. The muscles of his jaw twitch, and he glares at the guy staring at my breasts from his perch on the grass. The stranger quickly darts his gaze to the girl in his arms. Really? My bra is like a bikini top.

      Drew now has his back to me as if I’m naked and I roll my eyes, peeling off my shorts and heading to the water. If he doesn’t want me in the lake naked, he can come get me.

      “Pippa,” Drew shouts behind me and judging from the sound of his voice, he hasn’t budged.

      His loss. I walk further away from the pit and the rowdy group of people already in the lake. I have no intention of going anywhere near Ken and the strangers he’s partying with.

      My frustration at Drew clouds my thoughts. I only wish he wouldn’t go along with Finn’s ironclad rule that I’m off limits. I’ve tried to get through to my big brother over the years, but he’s so unreasonable. Sometimes ballistic.

      One particularly volatile encounter flashes through my mind. I’d been openly flirting with Drew at a family dinner and Finn watched for a bit before snapping. No longer able to silently witness our exchange, my brother dragged me away from everyone, fuming. Talk about embarrassing.

      “You're playing with fire.” Finn pushed me into the wall, bending so our noses almost touched. “You're a child. He's a man.”

      “I'm sixteen.” I pushed at his hard chest. “And all we were doing was talking.”

      “I'm not going to always be around to protect you. To save you.” His voice and body shook with rage. And fear. I saw it in his wild glare. 

      “I don't need saving,” I hissed, sprays of my saliva hitting his chin. “You think you're so smart and powerful, don't you?”

      I was young and good at running my mouth off. I was a jerk to him, even if there was some truth to what I said.

      Finn was more than overprotective, more like overbearing. Suffocating. Even my dad, who would rather die than see harm come to any of his kids, wasn’t as smothering as Finn.

      I understood what drove my brother to be like that. What only he had witnessed. But I hated what he had become as a result of it and as time went on, my resentment grew, and my understanding diminished.

      Laughter coming from the lake draws me back to the present. With my bra and panties off, I inhale deeply, working up the courage to dive into the water. It’s dark and hard to see where the land ends and the water begins.

      Even with the dim light of the crescent moon, all I see is a black mass. But it isn’t enough to deter me. The soft, hypnotic lapping of the water beckons to me.

      Dipping my toe in, I shiver. It isn’t freezing but still cold despite the thick, warm May air. Faint rustling behind me causes me to turn and see Drew approaching.

      “Shit, Pippa.” He turns his back to me. “Put your clothes on.”

      He’s vexed, and I battle to keep my emotions in check. He’s taking this big brother thing too far.

      Instead of answering him, I dive in, swimming away from the shore, hoping a cold swim will loosen the knot forming in my stomach. When I come up for air, a fast-moving form splashes and swims toward me. Drew. Or at least I hope it’s him.

      “Pippa.” He reaches out to stop me.

      “What?”

      I tread water beside him and the laughter coming from the group not too far away surrounds us.

      “Let’s head back in.”

      “You can if you want. I’m staying.”

      “There’s no way I’m leaving you out here by yourself.” There’s an edge to his tone. “Let’s get out. I’m not thrilled with freezing my nuts off in this cold water.”

      “It’s cold, isn’t it?” Something long and smooth glides along my back. “Oh my God!”

      I lunge at him, wrapping my arms and legs around his body. My sudden movements cause us to dip our chins below the surface of the water. But he’s a strong swimmer and recovers quickly.  

      “Something just touched my back.”

      I shudder and frantically scan the murky black water as if I have any chance of seeing anything. Dropping his chin to my shoulder, Drew tries to hide the laughter rumbling from his chest.

      “I’m not kidding. Something touched me.”

      “It might have been a black water snake.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      I dig my nails into his back, refusing to even think about a snake in the same water as me. He hisses but doesn’t push me away. Instead, he brings me closer.

      One snake is bad enough, but there could be more than one. Shit.

      “Water snakes? Ohmigod, please tell me you’re kidding?”

      “They’re harmless, but it would be freaky in the dark.”

      I’m not sure if it’s his tone, low and gravelly, or his fingers squeezing my waist, but suddenly I’m hyperaware of how impossibly close we are.

      I’m bare and pressed against him. My breasts rub his hard chest, and my nipples are stiff peaks, sensitive to the slightest movement. Every shift I make while treading water ratchets the aching need growing in my core.

      Speaking of my vagina, it just happens to be molded to his washboard stomach, and I swear the tip of his erect cock is nudging the base of my sex. But we’re not skin to skin. He’s wearing boxers and the fabric rubs the backs of my legs. A little cotton won’t get in my way. 

      If I just shimmied a smidge south, I wonder if I could slide down his shaft. I want his cock inside of me. I’m wet and ready. God, the thought alone could bring me to orgasm.

      Drew’s eyes flicker to the water, where we’re joined, before coming back to me; first our eyes meet, then his travel to my mouth. A moan slides from my lips and his pecs quiver at the scraping of my hard nipples against his flesh. He feels it too.

      “Kiss me,” I whisper only a breath from his lips, so close I could just take what I want.

       He draws his head back and clenches his jaw so tight I hear the grind. “No.” 

      “Why? I want you, and unless I’m mistaken”—I deliberately slide an inch down his stomach, and the crown of his cock presses into my sex—“the feeling is mutual.” I whimper, clenching my thighs, and he releases a harsh breath. 

      “Pippa.” He growls my name like a curse, gliding an arm under my butt to push me up his torso, away from what I want.

      But he doesn’t release me or swim away. He may be saying no but his body wants this as much as I do. Why else would he keep me close? 

      “Drew, my feelings for you are no secret.” 

      “This. Us. We aren’t happening. Ever.” His words are an unforgiving blow to my heart.

      “Why?” I choke, frustrated with this all too familiar song.

      “You’re family, and Paige’s best friend.”

      My stomach churns at his platonic reference. I want to be his family, but not in a ‘we’re stuck together’ kind of way. I want him to choose me.

      “I’m sick and tired of you using that to push me away.” My hands slap at the kettle-black water.

      “Well, it is what it is.”

      I scoff, also fed up with that stupid phrase. It’s such a cop-out.

      “You want to know what I think?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “I think you want me as much as I want you. You’re distancing yourself for fear of losing control. So, instead of giving in to what we both want, you’re running. Running or avoiding is how you handle me.”

      His laugh is hollow. For someone who takes on bad guys in a court of law every day, calling him out like this is tantamount to war.

      “That’s your theory? You’re delusional.” He drops his arm from under my butt and starts to back away, but I keep my grip firmly on him. 

      “Then prove it.”

      His attempted but failed escape hangs between us, as does his hesitancy. If he ignores me or declines, he’s only proving me right.

      His eyes drop to my mouth, and I lick my lips. He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something, but then thinks better of it, snapping his mouth shut and closing his eyes.

      A beat or two, three at the most, passes, but the ominous sense of time without end is smothering. My insides are on fire with want—no, need—for his mouth on mine. Yet I wait impatiently. 

      I’m no fool. As much as I want this and have dreamed about this moment too many times to count, if I dare make the first move, he’ll vanish faster than lightning.

      Finally, his pale eyes open, immediately latching onto mine, and everything slows. One of his large hands slide behind my neck to cup the back of my head, and the other moves fluidly through the water, keeping us afloat. 

      “Fuck,” he mutters repentantly. He hasn’t done anything yet. 

      “Don’t,” is my plea. 

      Don’t stop. Don’t change your mind. Don’t regret this.

      His lips hover over mine. Our hot, choppy breaths mingle and ever so slowly, he leans in, slanting his head, he captures my mouth in a kiss that’s possessive and probing, definitely languid like he has all the time in the world. Whimpering deep in my throat, I match every one of his thrusts and strokes.

      Damn, this is how a first kiss should feel. This isn’t tentative or exploratory, he’s kissing me like I’m his and he never intends to let me go. We suck and nip. Our tongues greedily drink from the other, devouring all the bottled-up emotions we’ve been denied over the years. I consume every groan and grunt, hungry for all of him, stealing every morsel.

      “Goddammit.” He rips his mouth away and rests his forehead against mine, eyes closed, breathing ragged.

      A distressful moan wrenches from my chest and I want to weep at the loss or take charge, cover his mouth with mine. But I do neither.

      Time stands still. An eternity with our heads together. He grips the side of my face, his fingertips pulsing against my scalp. Wordlessly, he releases me. Bereft and stranded, I want to crumple and sink to the bottom of the lake.

      He’s swimming to the shore as if competing in the Olympics and a mass of hurt swells in my throat.

      That was hands down the best kiss of my life. I’d always known Drew and I would be magic together. Our first kiss was everything.

      I’m both lost and found.

      Somehow, in a small but no less painful way, he’s tainted the glory of our kiss by ditching me.

      Leaving me alone. 

      Drew Hayes is a coward.
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      I left her in the lake. I never looked back. I couldn’t. If I had, I’d be balls deep inside her and never want to let her go. 

      This is why I stayed away. There were times in the past when she was drunk, throwing herself at me, and I’d always let her down easy because I knew a taste would never be enough. 

      Now I’m screwed. I’ve had what’s forbidden, and I’m willing to live in sin, accepting any punishment if it means I get to have her. I’m so screwed.

      I resent Finn and his ultimatums. At first, I agreed to him ordering all his friends to stay away from his sisters. I understood what was driving him, what ate at him day and night, and even with my growing attraction to his sister, I didn’t want to destroy our friendship.

      Truthfully, we were young and foolish. The reality of Pippa and I fizzling fast was real. I cared for her, no doubt, but I was also all hormones and not ready to settle down.

      But that was then. Finn has had time to deal with the past, and Pippa and I have grown. I’ve grown up, and I still want her. This doesn’t feel like I’m out to get my rocks off. This feels unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

      After my shower and brooding in my room, I return outside to find most of the people Ken brought here out of the water. Pippa’s sitting near the fire talking to a guy. He has angled his chair to face her and his knee touches hers. His body language says it all. He’s riveted, eyes only for her and looking to get more. 

      Over my dead body.

      What the hell am I thinking? She can do whatever she wants. Be with whomever she wants. I walked away from her.

      I’m not possessive. Never before have I cared if a guy admires the woman I’m with or even talks to her. But Pippa brings out something foreign and overwhelming in me that I don’t like. This ravenous need to lay claim. It’s fucked up, and yet, I can’t help myself.

      That’s why I cut off all contact with her this past year. She messes with my mind and I do things that are so unlike me.

      I finally took the leap and decided to stay away from her the night she walked into Sam’s restaurant with a guy. Her boyfriend at the time. I wanted to beat the shit out of him.

      I’d seen her with boyfriends before, that wasn’t new, but I’d never had to sit through a meal with another guy’s hands all over her. And also, more and more, I realized I wanted that guy to be me.

      I could barely watch them, let alone talk to them. And speaking of screwed up thoughts, I wanted to take him on. Again, I’m not a violent person. I’d rather settle things with words than with fists.

      But that night, all my senses left me. It didn’t matter that her boyfriend was an athlete—he could have put me in the hospital despite being in good shape myself—I seriously thought about taking him on.

      Her melodic laughter lures me back from those disturbing memories. Lively and teasing with the guy, she’s enjoying herself.

      She’s the brightest star in the sky in both sparkle and substance.

      Effervescent.

      Her smile fades the second she spots me and with a glance at the guy, they stand, walking past me toward the house. 

      What the hell? Is she hooking up with that asshole? Before I attempt to stop her, I catch myself. I can’t push her away and also tell her she can’t be with anyone. This is how it has to be, and this is better for Finn too. This is how I want it. Right? 

      Then why can’t I forget our kiss? 

      It was so much more than a kiss. We bared our wants and desires. Both of us giving in. If she had no idea how I felt about her before, I’m pretty sure our kiss cleared that up.

      And her bare body against mine. Sweet mother of Christ, I don’t know how I kept it together. Her hot core rubbing against my stomach. We were so close to going all the way. Another inch or two. My cock twitches at the memory, and I grind my teeth to lock down my fantasies.

      Now more than irritated, I lash out at Ken’s friends, demanding they leave, and luckily, they give no trouble. The group clears out within minutes, including Ken. But not before he gives me a piece of his mind.

      “Hey, what the hell man? I’ve been watching you with Pippa. Does Finn know?”

      “Know what?”

      I deliberately block out the phenomenal kiss with Pippa. Guilt is a fucking bitch.

      “Seriously? This is how you’re gonna play it?” He pulls his shirt over his head. “The lake the other day, then the bar and now this. I saw you two in the water. Nothing may have happened, but you both want it.”

      He pauses, staring me down. When I remain silent, he leans in closer. “Finn's gonna lose his shit.”

      Ken's the joker among us, the last one to take responsibility for anything. If he's concerned and warning me about what’s at stake—like I don’t know—I’m in deep shit.

      Continuing to wait me out, he’s daring me to deny it. My lips thin into a firm line and I cradle the silence as if it’s my only defense. I’m not in the mood to get into this, especially with Ken. After a few seconds of staring, he shakes his head and walks away.

      The next hour is spent collecting beer bottles, cleaning up, and making sure the fire is out. With nothing left for me to do, I reluctantly plod to my room, passing Pippa’s room on my way to bed.

      And as if I haven’t tortured myself enough tonight, still eager to torment myself, I stop and listen at her closed door. Not a sound can be heard. Thank fuck. I couldn’t handle hearing anything sounding remotely close to them having sex. 

      As predicted, the night is endless and cruel. I sleep like shit and am already awake when dawn comes. Bone tired and grumpy, I trudge down to the kitchen for coffee.

      Not long after, Pippa breezes in, honeysuckle filling the air, and I relish her scent even if I shouldn’t. 

      “Morning,” she says in a sing-song voice. “What’s on the docket today?”

      She’s trying too hard. Hard enough for her syrupy mood to make my teeth ache, and her plastic smile makes me wince.

      I’m not much better though. Instead of swallowing her cheery cover-up and leaving last night in the past where it belongs, I dig in for an argument. 

      “Did your friend leave?”

      Her eyes slice bluntly into my equally sugary tone. “Friend?” She tilts her head, and her silky hair tumbles over one shoulder the same way my insides spill to my toes.

      “The guy you slept with last night.” My directness yanks a gasp from her.

      “What?” Her mouth gapes. “You think… you… I…”

      “Pippa, I saw you leave with him. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out.” 

      “Well, you should go back to school because your science is way off. I didn’t sleep with Lance.” 

      “Lance?” That’s the lucky bastard’s name.

      She nods, crossing her arms and tapping her foot on the tiled floor. 

      “Okay, if you say so.” My sardonic tone continues to bite her. “What did you do?”

      “We fooled around.” She winks, twirls, and leaves.

      “Pippa.”

      At my terse tone, she whips around, eyes narrowed, jaw tight, and lips thin.

      “Not that I owe you an explanation, but seeing as you think so little of me… we didn’t do anything. I’m not Lance’s type. I don’t have the anatomy that he craves. If you must know, we talked about the theatre, ballet, and costumes, and I mentioned my mom.”

      Her mother is a costume designer, and from the sounds of it, Lance prefers guys, and most importantly, I’m an ass.

      “Oh, you know what? Who cares.” With an exasperated huff, she makes a beeline for the stairs, but I grab her hand to stop her. I don’t want to leave things like this.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a fool.” She sits beside me on the couch without argument. “Can we just forget last night?”

      She peers at me through her long blonde lashes. “All of it?”

      Our kiss. The lake. Unforgettable. I nod reluctantly and sigh. It’s not what she wants to hear, but it’s best if we move on.

      “Fine.” She bites her bottom lip and wrinkles her brow. “Tell me what to work on. Let me grab breakfast, then I’ll get started.”

      “Could you paint in here? And I’ll do upstairs.”

      “Paint?” She twists to face me. “Does your mom know you’re painting?”

      Her worry eases a smile from me. My mother would kill me if I painted or did any kind of decorating without her permission. I chuckle.

      “Nah, let me rephrase. We’re priming the walls. That’s all Mom would allow. She says this way the walls are ready for whatever she has in mind.”

      “Ah, now that sounds more like it.” Springing to her feet, she saunters into the kitchen, only to pop her head around the corner. “Oh, and Drew, I’ll pretend like nothing happened, but it doesn’t mean it won’t happen again.”

      “Pippa.” Wasn’t I clear enough? “Last night didn’t happen, and nothing is happening in the future.”

      I force myself to look at her, keeping my voice steady despite the growing ache between my breastbone with each word I say. All lightheartedness vanishes from her face, and she retreats into the kitchen.

      Surprisingly, the day goes by fast, although we don’t talk much. We’re exhausted by late afternoon, and I’m ready to call it a day when she breaks through my thoughts.

      “Drew,” she says from the other side of the room.

      “Yeah?” Placing the hammer in the toolbox, I glance at her.

      She furrows her brow and nibbles on her bottom lip, all signs I won’t like what she has to say. This could go in a million directions.

      “Why’d you stay away?” She cocks her head to the side, rays of sunshine dancing through her blonde hair.

      “What do you mean?”

      I have an inkling of what she’s getting at but hope I’m wrong.

      “This past year.” She deposits the paint roller in the tray, stepping from the ladder to fully face me. “You deliberately stayed away from me. Why?”

      “Pip, I’m not sure what you mean. You live with Paige and hang out with my family all the time, I’m sure we saw each other.”

      My voice is deliberately steady, but I don’t quite pull off the lie; the last of my words sound strangled.

      “Drew, don’t lie to me. I’m—”

      Before she can finish the sentence, there’s a knock at the door, and I’m thankful to whoever has saved me from this awkward and embarrassing conversation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Pippa

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew marches to the door like a man granted a stay of execution. He’s not getting off that easily. Hopefully, this won’t take long and we can get back to our conversation. The large door swings open, and my worst nightmare stands in the entry.

      Scarlett.

      Drew’s ex.

      What the hell is she doing here? Did he invite her? Are they back together? Oh my God.

      “Scarlett?” With his back to me, I hear surprise in his voice.

      “Hey.” She kisses his cheek, peering over his shoulder at me. “Hi, Pippa.”

      “Hi,” I manage to push past my heart tripping up my throat.

      “It’s nice to see you.” He shuts the door behind her. “But what are you doing here?”

      “Don’t hold back your excitement at seeing me,” she teases.

      “Shit, I didn’t—” Drew stammers.

      “Relax.” She touches his arm, offering one of her confident and controlled smiles. “I was staying over at the Malones’ for the weekend. Remember Lindy?”

      A manicured hand smooths her long, dark hair and Scarlett takes in the room. He nods, waiting for her to go on.

      “Her parents have a place on Rosseau. Anyway, someone they know mentioned they were at your place the other night.” Her gaze scans like CSI looking for evidence. “I could hardly believe it when she said your name. I had to come see for myself.”

      My heart slides back to where it belongs—he didn’t invite her—but it’s barely beating. Scarlett doesn’t just drop in. There must be a reason, and it’s time for me to make myself scarce.

      “Drew, the house is amazing.” Her brown eyes find his, and it feels intimate. “But it needs work.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I got it for a decent price. But even still, there was a bidding war.”

      I might be imagining it, but his voice takes on a deeper, more authoritative tone, almost as if he has something to prove. She latches onto his comment, and they talk about how crazy real estate is and how he was lucky to come out on top.

      Caught up in each other, neither notices my departure. My stomach is spinning, and I don’t feel so good.

      I met Scarlett a couple years ago and desperately wanted to hate her. I actually did at first or, rather, told myself I did. I mean, I couldn’t compete with her even if I wanted to.

      She’s accomplished and refined but not in a snooty way. An up-and-coming star attorney, even at this early stage in her career, and as if that wasn’t enough, she’s stunning and brunette—everything Drew’s into. Oh, and she’s nice. Even when I acted like a brat, she was kind to me.

      I soon gave up trying to hate her and followed Paige’s lead. It wasn’t hard to be friends, and I didn’t have to see her that often. Only with Drew.

      Closing the room door, I flop onto the bed and text Paige.

      Me: You’ll never guess who stopped by

      Paige: ???

      Me: Scarlett

      Paige: NO WAY!!

      Before I type my response, my phone rings. Paige.

      “Ohmigod, are they getting back together?” She sounds breathless.

      “Way to stab a girl in the heart,” I deadpan. “Does Drew want her back? Who broke up with whom, anyway?” I can’t believe I never asked until now. That little detail is crucial.

      “Aww, I’m sorry, babe. I don’t know. Drew doesn’t tell me shit. The jerk,” she jokes. “I think she broke it off, but he wasn’t upset about it.”

      A crunching sound crackles over the line.

      “What are you eating?”

      “Umm, your caramel popcorn.” Her voice is barely a whisper. She knows better.

      “P, not cool. This is what you do, raid my stash of comfort food, when I’m working my ass off helping your brother and getting my heart ripped out?”

      “Babe, you’d give Drew more than your ass if he’d take it, so don’t lay that on me.” She snorts, and I snicker. “And I’m sorry about your popcorn. I was starving, and we have nothing to eat.”

      “You better replace it before I get home. You know what happens if I’m out when I have a craving.”

      “Gawd, don’t remind me.” I can almost see her rolling her eyes. “There’ll be some in the cupboard before you get home. Speaking of which, when are you coming home? You were vague in your text this morning.”

      “If I could come home now, I would.”

      “Aww, babe, you’re makin’ me feel bad and mad at my big brother.”

      Paige defending me lightens my mood, but it doesn’t last long. Laughter invades the safety of my room, and I curl into myself on the mattress, groaning.

      “Now they’re laughing. Isn’t that special?” Sarcasm tastes nasty on my lips or maybe it’s the sound of their fun. “I’m gonna cry now.”

      I’m trying to be funny, but it isn’t working. Tears prick at my eyes, and I blink them away, balling my fists into the bed. I’m not going to cry over Drew Hayes. I’ve already shed too many tears for that man.

      “Boo!” Paige’s coo pulls me from my funk. “No, don’t go. I wish I was there to hug you, and then I’d punch Drew in the junk. Why’d you have to like my brother anyway?”

      “You know why,” I say at the same time she says, “Don’t answer that. It’s because you want to be closer to me. You love me so much and can’t get enough of me.”

      That does it, and my smile is back. I laugh, wiping at my damp eyelashes, and mentally banish my tears. 

      “Darling, we can’t be any closer than we already are. We practically share everything—well, except for panties and toothbrushes because that’s just eww.”

      “This is true. And we don’t share boys. Thank goodness. Your taste in men is atrocious.”

      “Oh, that’s rich coming from Miss I-hook-up-with-losers.”

      Paige rushes to defend her taste in the opposite sex, or more specifically, the deadbeat bad boys she’s drawn to, when there’s a knock at my door. Before I’m able to sit up on the bed or even think about which one of them it might be, Scarlett walks in, smiling.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were on the phone. I can come back,” she says at the same time she sits on the bed.

      Okay. She wants to talk and she’s willing to wait me out. This should be fun. I’m guessing she’ll ask me to leave. Because, let’s face it, in this situation—we love the same man—three can be a crowd.

      I hold up a finger for Scarlett to wait while Paige rambles on over the phone line, oblivious to my uninvited visitor. When my best friend finally pauses to take a breath, I jump at the opportunity.

      “Babe, I’m going to have to call you back.”

      I end the call before Paige can protest or ask a question. From the looks of things, we’re going to be on the phone for a long time after my tête-à-tête with Scarlett.

      “What’s up?” I arch my brow in question.

      “I just wanted to say hi before I go.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes, I’ve got work. How have you been? It’s been what? Over a year since I’ve seen you.”

      “Has it been that long?” My tone is deliberately disbelieving, counter to the painstaking detail by which I can recall the last time we saw each other, and more importantly, the last time I saw Drew.

      “Yes, hard to believe. It was at Camellia’s and you were with a lacrosse player, Roger or Rex?”

      I remember. My family and Paige’s gather weekly at one of Sam’s restaurants. That time, it was Camellia’s.

      “Rory.”

      I blush, realizing she’s more observant than I gave her credit for, and a knot forms in my stomach; this is definitely more than a great-to-see-you chat.

      “Are you two still together?”

      “No.” I scoot back on the bed, suddenly feeling a little too close. “It wasn’t serious.”

      “Ah, I see. You guys were super cozy if I remember correctly.”

      What is she getting at? Normally, I wouldn’t be fazed by her questions, but my Spidey sense tells me there’s a lot more to this line of questioning. Never one to beat around the bush, I get to the point.

      “What’s this about?”

      My directness startles her, not overtly—as a lawyer she’s used to interrogation—but the slight quirk of her perfectly-shaped brow gives her away.

      “You always were quick and open, weren’t you?” She glances to her flattened palm lightly gliding across the bedspread. “I didn’t think I was that transparent, and to tell you the truth, I didn’t know I was going to do this.”

      Sincerity shades her gaze, sucking me in like quicksand. As uncomfortable as I feel—stuck and unable to escape—I square my shoulders. I’m not doing it to be combative but more out of need. A need to steel myself for whatever this is.

      “Yeah, I’m direct, but so are you,” I counter. “That’s why I’m lost.”

      She laughs at the bold truth. “When I first saw you, I thought you two had finally stopped your stupid dodgeball and got together.” She shakes her head, and her dark locks sway seductively. “But then you slipped away.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s always had a thing for you, even if he won’t admit it. I sometimes wonder if he even knows.”

      “Scarlett…”

      I don’t know what to say.

      My mouth opens and closes. I’d wanted her to be direct, and I’d figured it had to do with Drew, but I never thought she would say it quite like that. She pats my knee gently.

      “I don’t blame you or Drew for the fact we didn’t work out. I ended things. I realized I’d never fully had him. He tried, and he gave me as much of himself as he could, but…” She pauses, glancing to the door with a faraway expression. “You have his heart.”

      My heart knocks wildly against my ribcage and I’m seriously at a loss for words. I can’t believe what she’s saying and more than anything, I want to believe it. More importantly, I wish Drew was saying this to me, not his ex.

      “I’m sorry.” I sound more bewildered than sincere and inwardly cringe, hoping she doesn’t think I'm flippant or cold.

      “I mean, I didn’t know that’s what you thought, or Drew for that matter, although I’m not so sure about that. Either way, if that’s what you think, I feel responsible for your break up.”

      “No, no. Pippa, I didn’t tell you to make you feel bad.” She stands, running a hand down the front of her flawless shift dress. “I’m not sure why I told you.”

      Again, she looks away. I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s usually so in charge and confident, like I imagine she commands a courtroom, but now she seems lost and a little sad.

      “Really?” She turns to me. “I saw your face when Drew and I started talking. It was like I’d stolen your favorite toy, or worse, your boyfriend.”

      My heart sinks into my stomach at how wrong that sounds. I don’t have a claim to Drew, but she’s right. I’m sure that’s exactly the expression I was wearing because that’s how I felt.

      “I hope you know I never made a move on him.”

      I don’t know why I feel the need to explain, but the guilt for something I never did is overwhelming. If I’m being honest, I had wished they’d break up, many times. I’d imagined endless scenarios in which Drew would leave her for me. Realize he was madly in love with me.

      “I know. Neither of you did anything, it was just there. Always there.”

      Her smile is tight but judging by how she reaches out to reassure me with a shoulder squeeze, she’s genuine.

      “I needed to tell you that I’m not a threat. We’re over. I only dropped by to see the place because I know how much he wanted this. That’s all.”

      She steps to the door.

      “I love Drew and want him to find happiness, but we’re friends. And, Pippa.” Her pause is brief, but it feels like I’m on the edge of a cliff, forced to go forward. “I believe that’s with you, so don’t waste any more time. Go get him.”
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      The taillights of Scarlett’s VW fades into the trees, and I feel lighter and, strangely, nothing else. It was good to see her; our first encounter since the breakup is now out of the way, but that’s it.

      We are done, and I’m good with that. There are no lingering regrets or what-ifs, and she seems fine with it too.

      The weird part was Pippa’s disappearance. Scarlett gave me the look. The all-knowing look she was quick to give whenever we disagreed and she vehemently believed she was right. In this case, what the heck is she right about?

      “Hey, Pip,” I call, closing the front door and climbing the stairs. “Why don’t you grab a shower, and I’ll start dinner. Or we could order pizza and wings?”

      At the threshold to her room, my gaze fixes on her slender form sprawled across the bed. Her shapely bronze legs beg to be touched and my palms itch. So incredibly long and so fucking sexy; I can’t help but remember those legs wrapped around me in the lake.

      “Takeout sounds good, but first, let’s finish our conversation from before we were interrupted.”

      “Pippa,” I drawl, lowering my chin to my chest to avoid her gaze and rubbing the back of my neck nervously. 

      “That’s your tell, you know.” 

      “What is?”

      “Scratching your neck like that. It means you’re uncomfortable or you're dodging.”

      “Get out.”

      I chuckle dismissively, ignoring the fact that Mom has said as much before.

       “You should work on that because you do it in the courtroom. Any lawyer worth their salt will pick up on it and eventually use it to their advantage.”

      “How would you know what I do in court?”

      “I’ve seen you.”

      My eyes widen, and the sound of the blood rushing through my body fills my ears. Why am I excited knowing she’s seen me in action? 

      “When?” I challenge, not fully believing but wanting to. 

      “About six months ago. A woman was assaulted by her brother.”

      I remember the case. A really tricky one. It was her word against his despite the photographs of her injuries. The family was divided on whom to believe, and there were no witnesses. We won, but it took its toll on the woman, as if having her brother beat her within an inch of her life wasn’t enough.

      “And what did you think?”

      “I thought you were fucking hot.”

      Her eyes liquefy—large, desirous cobalt irises. I laugh hard, surprised and flattered, and my cock twitches. Down boy. 

      She pushes onto her hands and knees, slinking toward me cat-like. Slow and sultry.

      Heavy-lidded, her long honey eyelashes fan her cheeks, and she licks her lips, casting her gaze up at me. My legs tremble as if I’m at risk of being knocked off my feet.

      “You were so hot,” she whispers huskily, and the crotch of my pants tightens. “All eyes on you. Commanding the room in the name of justice.”

      For a split second, I wonder if she’s mocking me, but she’s charged with admiration, and my chest swells.

      Now pushing onto her knees, her fingers tiptoe up my thigh, skating close to my hardening cock and up my stomach to my chest.

      I’m hypnotized.

      She’s close enough that her unforgettable scent consumes me, and her pretty lips glisten with a grin. I’m ignoring all common sense—we’re skirting the forbidden—and for the life of me, I can’t remember why I should stop this. Stop her. 

      She fists my shirt, inching toward me and I feel her hardening nipples through the thin fabric against my chest. Our faces are so close, and the warmth of her sweet breath caresses my mouth, causing my balls to tighten. 

      “Tell me why you deliberately avoided me for the better part of a year and don’t even try to deny it. Even Scarlett knows that’s what you did.”

      Like a cold slap to the face, the mention of my ex breaks the spell. I jerk out of her grip, and she’s shocked, not anticipating my sudden move. My fingers sink into the silky flesh of her waist and steady her.

      “What? Scarlett said that?” 

      Pippa nods, licking her lips again, and I need to step away. I’m losing my train of thought with all her tongue action and being this close to her. 

      “What did she say?” I back up, and the spark dims in her eyes. 

      “Just what I said. That you deliberately stayed away.” Her voice quivers, and I’m not sure if that’s because she’s fibbing or nervous or both.

      “Why? She told you that just now? Did she say anything else?”

      My questions are rapid-fire, as if I’m trying to confuse a witness and break down their barriers. Pippa is unfazed.

      “Which question do you want me to answer first?” is her cheeky response. 

      “You know what, let’s forget it.”

      I rub at the back of my neck, then stop, spinning on my heel, eager to leave.

      “Since when did you become a coward?”

      She steps off the bed, right into my path.

      “What the?”

      Bumping my chest with hers, Pippa is now in my face, and my irritation peters out, replaced by disbelief but quickly followed by desire.

      “You’re a coward.” She nudges my torso again, and I bite back my amusement at her insult.

      “I’m not.” I clasp her shoulders and dip my head to meet her gaze.

      “Then tell me why you avoided me for so long?”

      Every one of her words is sharp yet vulnerable as if she’s uncertain if she wants me to answer. Or she’s worried she won’t like what I have to say.

      I’m tired of fighting her, and maybe if we talk, she’ll understand and back off. Maybe together, we can figure out a way to be around each other and keep it platonic.

      I don’t want Pippa out of my life. I care about her and want to see every one of her dreams come true.

      “Fine.”

      I release her, then perch on the bed, and she follows suit, sitting and angling her body toward me. She waits patiently while I gather my thoughts.

      “It was too hard to see you with another guy.”

      “What?” Her mouth hangs open for a second too long before she snaps it shut.

      A little too smugly, I smirk and stand, uncomfortable with our proximity.

      “Wait.” She grabs at my forearm, and our gazes drift to where we’re joined. She must feel it too. “You need to explain yourself. I don’t understand.”

      Knots form in my stomach with thoughts of confessing why I ran like a coward. She’s right. I don’t know how to admit my feelings and that I’ve had them for a long time.

      Shoving my hands into my pockets, I study her tense posture. She’s holding her breath, waiting for me to breathe life into her.

      “You were there with Ralph or Roger or—”

      “Rory?”

      “Yeah, and I didn’t like it. No, I fucking hated it, and I had no right to.” Facing the window, I watch as twilight falls.

      “Why? Because of Scarlett?”

      She inches closer, trying to catch my gaze, and I nod, rubbing at the back of my neck, but quickly drop my hand. That is a nasty habit.

      “Yeah. I had a girlfriend and I loved her.”

      Pippa flinches, shoulders hunched with a slight frown. In recent years, Scarlett was just as much a reason why I kept my distance as Finn was, if not more.

      “We’ve had this thing between us for years.” With my first few words, the lump in my throat lessens. “Call it a crush or whatever, but we’ve fought it.”

      Pippa shakes her head, a sly grin creeping across her face.

      “You fought it. I tried to get you to see the connection we have. Give in to it.”

      A rush of air passes my lips and I involuntarily shudder. It’s now or never.

      “Yes. I have feelings for you. Feeling that your brother’s best friend shouldn’t.” With those words, my chest expands as if the elephant just got off me.

      “Drew—” She steps toward me.

      “Let me finish.” I hold up a finger to silence her. “When you first made it known you had a thing for me, I didn’t feel that way, or at least, I told myself I didn’t. We were teenagers, and it was taboo. You were like a sister to me.”

      “Our kiss…” She grimaces sadly and backs away, stopping when her calves hit the mattress.

      “There were, I mean, are, so many reasons why we can’t let this go any further than that kiss.”

      “Name one.”

      “I’ll give you a few. Finn. Our families. Paige.”

      “Paige doesn’t have a problem with us being together, and our mothers already know how I feel about you.” She blinks, trying to keep her tears at bay. “I haven’t exactly been subtle.”

      A lackluster laugh slips from her pretty mouth, but the sound is more anguished than amused and a lone tear slides down her cheek. Before I can stop myself, my thumb wipes it away.

      Touching her is indulgent and she trembles, her lips opening to form a tiny o, and shadows of longing swirl in the depths of her cerulean gaze.

      “Pip, what happens when things go south? What happens to our families then? What would that mean for our Sunday dinners?”

      “You’ve already got us ending before we even begin?” It’s a statement but comes out more like a defeated question.

      Turning on her heel, she walks toward the bathroom, and the knots are back in my gut. Bigger and tighter than before.

      “Pippa.” My voice cracks, and I clear my throat. “What about Finn?”

      We haven’t talked about him and we both don’t want to hurt him. She stops but keeps her back to me.

      Finn is our biggest obstacle.

      “This isn’t the same and you know it. He knows it. What happened in the past has nothing to do with us. It sounds like another excuse.”

      “We need to keep things as they’ve always been. Friends. Can you do that?”

      I hold my breath, not sure what I’ll do if she refuses or, worse, leaves. This is for the best, and in time, she’ll see that, but I don’t want to lose her.

      “Whatever.” She shrugs. “I’m going for a shower.”

      “Okay. I’ll make dinner.”

      She shuts the door, and my appetite is gone.

      Once we’re both clean and changed, we eat and it’s awkward. At first, the conversation is stilted, and I fear we won’t get back to our normal. Fortunately, as we clean up the tension eases, and by the time we settle on the couch, all awkwardness has vanished.

      “Want to watch a movie?” I slump onto the couch, remote in hand.

      “Sure.” She lifts her head from the back of the couch to take me in. “Although I’m not sure how long I’ll last. My body aches, and I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      She curls up beside me, sure to keep a few inches between us, and I find a mindless show to watch.

      Not even ten minutes into the show and she’s dozing. Her body lolls to the side and slowly topples over, her head landing on my shoulder. For the first time all night, oxygen moves freely and smoothly through my lungs.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulders, and she snuggles into my side, releasing a cute little mewl. Within minutes, she’s sound asleep.

      Cars whizz across the TV screen as a larger-than-life police chase unfolds, but I’m not watching. Every single fiber of my being is focused on Pippa.

      Her soft, deep breaths, and her warm, slender palm resting on my stomach—it’s torture. I heat with desire and curse myself. I may have said that we can only be friends, but it doesn’t change how I feel.

      Giving into the creeper vibe and not giving a damn, I bury my nose into the crown of her head and she’s all around me. My heart rate picks up and my eyes drift closed as I memorize the feel of her in my arms. This is all I will allow myself to have. This moment and then for the rest of my life, it will be a precious memory.

      I could stay like this all night, but I don’t want to make this any harder than it is. I flick off the movie and lights and scoop her into my arms. She clings to me, sleeping contently, and I navigate the house in the dark, placing her on the mattress. She curls onto her side and I pull the covers up.

      I watch her. For how long, I can’t say. My chest aches a little more with every one of her exhales. I’m mesmerized. She’s an angel. The angel who burrowed her way into my heart over a decade ago.

      I wish we could have had it all.

      I wish she could be with me all the time.

      But that’s all they can ever be, wishes.

      Wishes that will never come true.
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      Wiping the sweat off my brow, I bend over, hands on my knees and try to catch my breath. It’s not even nine in the morning, and it’s hot and humid. Today is going to be another scorcher.

      To cool down from my run, I walk in large circles, checking out the swanky properties to the left and right and scanning the waterfront for many more.

      A loud banging followed by a crash comes from the dingy boathouse to the side of what was once the dock. Someone is in there. I’m halfway across the yard toward the noise when Drew exits, cursing.

      I haven’t seen him since last night, and my stomach lurches. Is it going to be awkward? Or will it hurt more?

      His light hair is dishevelled, strands sticking in every direction. He hasn’t noticed me and tosses a hammer onto the grass, stomping his foot like a child. Gawd, he’s too cute. I shouldn’t find humor in his distress, but before I can stop myself, I snicker.

      His frustrated gaze searches for the sound, landing on me, and our eyes lock. He’s only in shorts; his bare, muscled chest is slick with sweat. I shamelessly feast on him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him shirtless, and he’s more than grown up. My girly parts cry to touch, lick, smell, taste.

      “What’s so funny?” Drew breaks my reverie.

      The scent of hard-working man and something undeniably Drew hits my nostrils, and my core clenches. If I take another step, my legs may give out. My hands yearn to roam his broad shoulders and hard chest. I can’t get closer to him, or I’ll mess up our new and fragile understanding. Just friends.

      Bile crawls up the back of my throat at the mention of friends. I didn’t agree, nor did I disagree. The truth is, I’ll always be Drew’s friend, even if we did get together and then break up. I can’t think of anything he’d do that would make me mad at him forever.

      “Nothing. What’s got you so upset?”

      “I thought I could fix the side of the boathouse myself, but I’m going to have to call my uncle.” He bends over to pick up the hammer, and the muscles in his back flex and tighten.

      I swallow thickly, gazing elsewhere; thoughts of him carrying me to bed last night flood my sensations, flood my brain, flood my core. I wish I’d woken in his arms. If I had, we might be more than friends today.

      “Can I help?” I force myself to focus on the here and now, not a fantasy that Drew will never indulge.

      “Nah, I’ll arrange for Uncle John to fix it.” He wipes his brow, squinting with the glare of the sun. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll show you what’s next to work on.”

      Like the day before, the hours fly by fast and are filled with physical labour. Luckily, we work well together, and things aren’t tense. We talk and laugh about our childhood with long stretches of comfortable silence.

      Once I’m done priming the last bedroom, I peel off my sweaty clothes and hop into the shower. My soapy hands rake over my body, washing away the grunge and grime, and with a glide over my breast, stomach and between my legs, images of Drew shirtless filter through my mind.

      My body grows heavy with desire and sensitive to the touch. I crave him, and wish it were his hands palming my breast or caressing my hip. Before my hunger gets the better of me, I flip the shower handle all the way to cold. Icy water hits my heated flesh and instantly smother all my fiery thoughts of sex and Drew.

      In my room, I throw on my last clean tank top, forgoing the bra thanks to one already built in, and grab a pair of panties and shorts. The soft silk of my underwear sliding over my sex rekindle the fading, but not dead, embers of my desire as flashes of Drew shirtless, his hair sun-kissed and beads of sweat coating his hard body assault me.

      There’s no way I can face him feeling this way. Hot and needy.

      I’m going to have to take care of things myself and with that thought, I snatch my phone from the bedside table and slip on my earbuds. Playing out my fantasy of being in a world where Drew is mine and I can have him anytime I want should hopefully take the edge off and get me through the night.

      Lying on the bed, my eyes fall shut and I try to squelch my agitation at not being able to have what I want. I’ve survived on the idea of him, but now I’m feverish with want of the real thing.

      With my thighs apart and slick with my arousal, my fingers long to give my body the illusion of him. A hand skates seductively down my stomach and I imagine they are his long fingers touching me between my legs, skimming my engorged clit. My hips jolt off the mattress with the pleasurable sensation and my core aches for more.

      For Drew.

      Yes. I have feelings for you. Feelings that your brother’s best friend shouldn’t.

      Remembering his confession from not too long ago drowns out The Weekend’s provocative “Wicked Games” filtering through my earbuds. Drew’s deep, pained voice didn’t hide his desire.

      I visualize his hot mouth roaming my flushed skin in place of my hands, one of which is rubbing small, lazy circles between my folds, and the other grazes my breast. Fingers pinch a stiff nipple, and I moan, sinking deeper into my daydream.

      I can almost feel the heat of his feathery breaths on my chest as he whispers how much he wants me, how he’s going to make me beg for more, beg for him before he makes me come.

      His lips latch onto my achy breast. Teeth scraping and nipping at my flesh. Marking me. I throb and pulse, my body tightening with a fiercely urgent need to be filled and stretched by his thick cock. Sensations ripple through me, heat vibrating at my core in anticipation of my climax, and I swear I hear Drew’s voice.

      He’s calling me by my name. But it isn’t distant or muffled. Instead, his voice is strong and true. Real.

      Except his tone is wrong. It’s not intimate or seductive. He’s loud and questioning as if searching for me. Reluctantly, my eyes open at the same time the bedroom door opens.

      “Hey, Pip, I was thinking—”

      I mouth his name in shock and our eyes collide, then his rake down my flushed body, widening with each microsecond. Traces of want heat his eyes and then he comes to his senses, closing his eyes and jerking back behind the door.

      “Fuck, sorry,” he groans.

      I whip out an earbud and my skin prickles with the memory of his intense stare.

      “Drew!”

      “Yeah?”

      He stays where he is, behind the door and hidden from my view. I don’t think, only act. Giving in to what I want most.

      “Come here.”

      My racing heartbeat drowns out any music coming from the little white buds. I toss my phone and everything else aside.

      “Pip.” He peeks around the door, scowling. His tone is dangerously low. “What are you doing?”

      I’m still on the bed, my hand buried beneath my panties. My pussy is wet, and the slightest movement of my fingers sends waves of excitement through me.

      I’m at my most vulnerable, bared, and my greatest desire stands only feet away. He owns me with his fierce gaze. His eyes caress me, consume me.

      Drew.

      He may hate me for this, but I’m not letting this chance slip away.

      “You know what I’m doing.” I start to move my hand in slow, measured circles, and he’s fixed on my sex, standing completely still, rigid even.

      His eyes bore into me; his mouth set in a thin line. A soft, pleasurable cry slips from my lips as a shiver runs downs my spine.

      “Stop.” His voice is strangled, and he squeezes his eyes shut. “Why are you torturing me?”

      “Am I?” My fingers continue stroking between my legs. “I could say the same to you.” I keep my tone light and flirty despite feeling like I’ll combust.

      Drew groans, clenching his jaw, and nears me. I doubt he realizes he’s moving in my direction, his sole focus on my hand inside my underwear.

      If looks could bring thoughts to fruition, my panties would catch fire under his molten gaze.

      “What are you thinking of right now?” His voice is raspy, almost pained, and there’s a flicker of lust in his stare.

      “You.” I lick my lips, wishing I could taste him. Have his hands on me.

      His jaw clenches and hands curl. “You’re killing me.”

      His squeezes the back of his neck and shuts his eyes for a fraction of a second, but in a blink, his scorching gaze in on me, again.

      “How so?” I spread my legs an inch wider and he swallows with difficulty. “I think about you a lot. You get me off.”

      It’s true. I haven’t had sex in months, almost a year, but I’ve not been without orgasms, and Drew has had a starring role in every single one of my solo sessions.

      “Am I fingering your pussy right now?” His voice is throaty and a shiver skips down my spine as he leans forward hungrily, his woodsy scent twisting around me.

      The hot, pulsating walls of my core clench picturing his fingers inside me, his body, taste and smell surrounding me.

      One more step toward the bed, then he pauses, no sooner backing up. Considering the small lines creasing his brow, I guess he doesn’t trust himself to keep his hands off me. I only wish he’d come a little closer.

      “You’re touching my clit,” I whisper, and he growls, his eyes flaring like gasoline feeding an already roaring flame.

      He roughly adjusts his growing bulge and doesn’t try to hide it. We’re well past that.

      “Is your pussy wet for me?” He grunts, barely hanging on to his control.

      I nod, somehow having lost my voice, and he licks his lips, his possessing gaze traveling the length of me like a lover’s caress. “Say it,” he orders.

      “Yes, I’m wet for you.”

      He stares at my chest, and without words, I release my grip on the bedspread to palm and squeeze my breast through the cotton of my tank top. My fingers twist my hot, tight bud.

      Drew’s teeth sink into his bottom lip, and his eyes flick to mine. Our attraction, the chemistry, is irrefutable. Dangerously flammable.

      “Slip a finger in your pussy,” he directs.

      Tethered to his voice, my body does as he says. One digit slides into my heat, and my mouth drops open, but no sound releases.

      “Now another,” he groans, gritting his teeth.

      Again, I don’t hesitate, greedily accepting his command. I push another finger into my swollen pussy and a mewl slips from my now parted lips.

      “Good girl.” He inches closer, each word clipped. “Now pump your fingers, in and out, fast and slow.”

      His body is taut, his jaw set, and his fists curl at his sides, but his erotic, electric expression says it all. He’s enjoying this as much as I am. He won’t tell me to stop. We’ve passed a barrier we never dared cross before. Well past the point of no return.

      “I’m filling you, stretching you.”

      I nod at his words. My hand moves faster now, sensations mounting, and I want to bare myself to him fully. Rip off my underwear and top, but I won’t stop now. I’m so close and I don’t want to break this surreal and mind-blowing moment.

      And Drew doesn’t seem to need to have me naked to be turned on. His dark, hooded gaze could set me on fire. My body stiffens, ab muscles clenching with my frantic thrusts and circles, and I flick a finger at my most sensitive spot.

      “Drew,” I moan.

      “Come for me, baby.” His order is deep and gravelly hitting me where I want to feel him.

      Torrents of pleasure bathe over me, and my body is one tingling nerve. My fingers increase in speed, my body arches off the bed, and my lids flutter closed. I quake at the peak of my orgasm, bracing and bucking in bliss.

      “Oh my God, Drew,” I cry over and over.

      I lay sated, eyes closed, trying to catch my breath as my chest heaves and goosebumps pop along my damp skin. There’s a chill in the air that wasn’t there a moment ago and I finally open my eyes to seek out Drew, but he isn’t there. He’s gone.

      It’s disappointing, but not even his departure can diminish or erase my nirvana.

      I clean up, dress, and leave my room, smiling all the while. The sound of running water coming from the master bedroom as I make my way downstairs and I wonder if he’s coming in the shower to thoughts of me. I hope so.

      Not long after, Drew comes down freshly showered, and I refuse to make this uncomfortable. What happened in my bedroom is progress.

      “What do you want for dinner?”

      “Let’s go out.” He stands at the other end of the great room as if he doesn’t trust himself to come any closer to me.

      “I can make a salad, and we could grill chicken.”

      “Let’s go out.” His deep tone carries an edge I’m not used to. “I can’t stay here with you, not right now, or I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?”

      “I won’t be able to keep my hands to myself.” His jaw locks and eyes darken.

      “Who says you have to?”

      I’m going for sultry and Drew smashes his lips together, shaking his head.

      “Pip, we’re going out. Get dressed.” Irritation or something similar blankets his words.

      “You’re no fun.” I pout. “I don’t have anything else to wear. I didn’t exactly pack to stay the week.”

      His eyes flick to my chest and down to my legs before travelling back up again.

      “Do you have a shirt you can put on and pants?”

      “Pants? It’s like a hot soup outside.” I start for the stairs. “Nothing is clean. I’ll have to do laundry tomorrow. What about your clothes?”

      “Mine?” He crunches his brow in adorable confusion. “They’ll be huge on you.”

      “Let me see what I have to work with.”

      “Go for it.” He stretches his hand out in a have-at-it gesture but doesn’t follow me.

      Drew’s room is big and sparse, and I skim the few pieces of clothing hanging in his closet. Nothing sparks an idea. Then I spy an opened bag with shirts and shorts spilling onto the floor in the corner.

      Inside the bag, I find a white linen and a denim button-down shirt; both are too big for me, but either could pass as a shirt dress if I use my belt.

      They are both wrinkled, but not too bad. Going with the denim, I dress, throw on mascara, and braid my hair to one side.

      Drew’s waiting by the front door and his eyes roam my body from head to toe. Under his hooded gaze, my nipples harden as if he can see beneath his shirt, and I’m pretty sure my panties are wet.

      His dark, sensual expression morphs into displeasure the longer he stares, and the warm fuzzy feeling inside my stomach starts to ache like I’ve been kicked in the gut. I think I look pretty good and did the best I could with the limited wardrobe options.

      He releases a long, pained groan and bites the knuckles of his clenched fist.

      “Woman, you’re going to be the death of me.”
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      What the hell was I thinking to suggest going out? Oh yeah, because if I didn’t, I’d be screwing her brains out by now.

      The image of Pippa making herself come with my name on her lips is emblazoned in my mind. Her nipples tight, poking through her thin tank, and her long toned legs spread wide with her hand touching herself like I wish I could. I’m going to hell, and I don’t give a damn.

      We’re at the Boathouse, again, and for a Tuesday night, it’s busy. We enter, and every man in sight stops what they were doing to stare at Pippa. She’s sinful, and I want her to be mine.

      My shirt falls an inch above her knee, and the excess fabric is expertly folded under a thin brown belt, somehow managing to show off her shapely figure. She’s rolled the sleeves and left three front buttons undone, giving a hint of cleavage.

      We weave through the crowd, and I’m pissed at the hungry stares aimed her way. Why’d I think going out would be easier than being alone with her?

      I’m screwed either way.

      “Wow, I’m surprised at how busy this place is.” She taps her fingers on the table to the rhythm of the song.

      “Yeah, cottage season has begun.” Summer is the busiest and when the local businesses make most, if not all, of their coin for the year. “What do you want to drink?”

      “Cranberry and vodka, please.”

      I’m stuck on the way her sexy pink lips move with each word. The tip of her tongue darts out, and my dick hardens, straining against my zipper.

      I hesitate to leave her alone, sensing the wolves circling. My presence is keeping them at bay, but the second I go, all bets are off. I want to mark her as mine, have my scent on her to ward off any advances from these losers.

      The thought of another guy approaching her as if he has a chance makes my blood boil.

      Sure enough, on my way back, I spot two guys at our table flirting with Pippa. She tips her head back, and her raspy, sexy laugh pulls at my gut.

      “What’s so funny?” I say in a deep, booming voice, setting our drinks down.

      Her eyes flare and brows crinkle, not knowing how to take my domineering tone.

      “Nothing. These guys wanted me to join them, but I said no.” Her calculated teasing has the men teetering on edge, uncertain if she’s looking to start something or joking. She’s all fun.

      “Lucky for me.” I wink, playing along.

      “Hey, we didn’t mean—” one guy starts nervously, but she cuts him off.

      “No, lucky me. I told them I’m right where I want to be.”

      We share a blistering gaze, obliterating the guys and our surroundings. Flashes of her fingers sunken into her tiny mint-green panties come to mind. I fucking wanted to lick her fingers clean. Taste her. Then use my fingers on her. Touch her hot, engorged flesh. Feel her slick arousal on my skin.

      One of the guys release a shaky chuckle, unsure what’s going on but wanting to leave.

      “Night, guys.” He gently raps his knuckles on the table top and flees with his friend.

      We laugh and easily forget them, spending the evening eating, drinking, and surprisingly, dancing. Our bodies press together, her head on my shoulder, and we sway to the sultry voice of Margo Timmins singing the country rock lyrics of “Sweet Jane.”

      “You ready to go?” I bend to whisper in her ear, and she trembles.

      “Sure.” She lifts her head, her eyes pinning me. “But not until we talk—”

      “You were fucking hot,” I rush to say. She’s all I’ve thought about all night. In her teeny-tiny tank and panties. “Watching you come on my command was fucking agony and ecstasy.”

      I don’t share with her how I almost blew my load. I still could just thinking about her. Instead, my lips graze the shell of her ear, and she shivers again, so responsive to my touch.

      Her fingers dig into my shoulders as if she may topple over without me and I plant an open-mouthed kiss on her long, delicious neck. She moans, wrapping her arms around me.

      “Drew.” My name slips from her mouth, breathy and reverent, and I’m thankful we’re close or else I wouldn’t have heard her above the music and noise.

      She pulls back slightly, taking my face in her hands and pushing onto her toes. Her sweet lips brush mine—sugar and spice—and before I can react and take more, her soft, wet kisses trail the underside of my jaw and down my neck.

      Her hot tongue flicks at my heated skin and just as quickly, her mouth is gone and she’s sliding back onto her heels.

      My thumb and forefinger pinch the tip of her chin, and the fingers of my other hand curl into the flesh of her hip, making sure she can’t get too far.

      “Drew, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you like me in your arms. Kissing you.” There’s a glimmer of a smile in her tone, matching the mischievous sparkle in her gaze.

      I lower my forehead to hers, our lips almost touching, and her breath hitches. I can almost taste her need.

      “You’d be right. I’ve got you where I want you.” My lips crash onto hers in a bruising kiss. It’s much too hurried and hard, but I’m on the edge of insanity.

      Images of Pippa pleasuring herself and of me rubbing one out in the cold shower afterward hit me, one wave after the other and I need her alone.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I drape my arm over her shoulders, and we leave.

      The car ride to the cottage is quiet and both interminably long and lightning quick. Our silence isn’t fraught with uncertainty. In fact, it’s the opposite. We both know what this is, and we both want it.

      I take the stairs two at a time, willing myself to slow down, get a grip. By the time we reach my room, I’m more focused, less frantic, but my dick is no less hard.

      My heart thunders like a racehorse as my eyes sweep over the beauty of Pippa, one of my closest friends and the hottest woman I’ve ever seen.

      Sleeping with her has the potential to destroy what we have, what our families have, and my friendship with her brother, but none of that is enough to stop us. We want each other, unable to resist the burning ache we have for one another.

      She removes the shirt and her lacy bra. I’d fantasized about her tits and what they’d look like countless times and only had a glimpse in the water, but my imagination pales in comparison to the full, creamy mounds with the rosy pink nipples before me.

      I want to put my mouth on her. To suck and taste her everywhere. I’m rock hard and throbbing for release. But not yet.

      “Fuck, you’re—”

      She kisses me senseless, her arms wrapping around my neck and her soft, slight body rubbing against me. She breaks away, but only long enough to pull my shirt over my head, her eyes hungry for me.

      “Drew, I need you. I want you.”

      Placing her gently on the bed, I hover above, taking her mouth again, and our tongues tangle and explore. I squeeze one breast, my fingers tweaking her stiffened peak. She arches her back, releasing an impatient moan that sends tremors down my spine and straight into my balls.

      I grin against her mouth, sinking my teeth into her lower lip, and my tongue teases the edge of her upper lip, leaving a trail on my way down her face, I pepper kisses along her jaw. Once at the juncture of her neck and collarbone, I greedily suck the soft, warm skin, and she whimpers, rocking against me.

      Her hands roam my chest, travelling toward my waist where her fingers fumble for the button on my jeans.

      “Not yet,” I say. “I need to see you. To taste you first.”

      I slowly peel off her panties, soaking in the sensation of her silky skin against my fingertips, and push her legs apart. Her pussy is perfect. The same pretty shade of pink as her nipples. She truly is something to look at.

      Her eyes flare in response to my hunger, and she opens her legs wider. Instead of shoving my face in between her legs, which I want—soon—I nuzzle her perky tits, my stubble scraping her tender flesh, and lick at her nipples, kissing and playing with her tits. She writhes underneath me and whimpers, clutching at my body.

      “Drew, please.”

      Because I aim to please, I slide down, my hands gripping her thighs, my tongue licking her from opening to clit. Her ass jolts off the bed, and I hold her in place, hand on her stomach, and bury my face in her pussy.

      Her taste explodes on my tongue. Decadent with the right balance of bitter and sweet. I can’t get enough, and every languid lick elicits a breathy sound from her sweet mouth.

      I suck on her clit, pushing one finger inside, and her legs tremble, her inner muscles clamping around my digit. Fuck, she’s tight.

      “Ahhh, Drew. Yes, I’m so close—”

      Her body tightens and stills, her release ripping through her body. Her core spasms and vibrates through my lips, down my throat into my chest. Shuddering, her hands grip my head still between her thighs and she holds me there.

      Don’t worry, baby, I’m not going anywhere.

      I sprinkle soft kisses over her luscious pussy, the top of her mons, and just below her belly button.

      “Oh my God, that was…” She giggles, breathless.

      She’s fucking exquisite. Sexy as hell lying there with her cheeks flushed, eyes heavy-lidded with arousal, and her fair hair mussed in that just-fucked way.

      Pushing to sit, she hooks her fingers into my waistband and unzips me, her long, dainty fingers grasping my steel-hard cock. The tip is swollen and weeping with need. She bends and licks my crown, and my legs wobble.

      “Fuck.”

      “God, I want you inside of me.” Her voice is choppy, as if she’s been running a marathon, and she licks her lips, inflamed from my kisses.

      She strokes up and down with one hand, cupping my balls with the other. My muscles coil and tighten as her tempo increases. As much as it kills me, I step from her grasp, and her eyes widen, but not in a shocked way, rather coy, giving me a knowing smile.

      I open the side table and grab a condom, thankful I always come prepared. Scouts finally paid off.

      “No, I don’t want anything between us.” Her eyes shine. “I’m on the pill and clean. I have to get tested for my job, and I haven’t been with anyone in a long time.”

      I study her, not uncertain about going bare, but more attempting to gain control of my emotions. It’s all over her face, everything I am feeling, have wanted. The lust, the need, the want, the love—the fear.

      “I’ve never had sex without a condom,” Pippa rushes to add, taking my silence as a bad thing, as if I might walk away or change my mind.

      “Me neither,” I say, reassuring her. “I’m clean too.”

      Needing to feel her again, be close, my mouth covers hers and she lies back, my body hovering over hers.

      Everything spins, and it’s too late to go back. I’m lost in her. Desperate never to be found.
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      He lowers his body over mine, one hand on my waist and the other guiding himself to my entrance. Rubbing his cock against my wetness, he coats his shaft before sliding inside in one agonizingly slow stroke. At the hilt, he stops, and his pulsing cock stretches my inner muscles.

      “Oh fuck,” he says through clenched teeth, holding steady, letting me adjust to his size. “You okay?” He studies my face, looking for signs of distress.

      “I’ve never been better.” I smirk, and he laughs, sending a vibration through my body.

      He captures my lips, our tongues circling while he draws out and drives in, causing a trembling burst to race up my spine, spread through my chest, and harden my nipples. Deep, hard thrusts. Everything about us grows hotter, more frenzied as we chase our climax together.

      “Pippa, baby, you feel fucking magnificent.” His words make me wetter.

      He takes my mouth again, and I drown in him and the way his tongue manipulates mine. Our kiss is frantic, passionate and reckless. Tiny beads of sweat bubbling on his upper lip flood my mouth with salty, savoury flavors.

      His taste and his lips overrule my burning ache for something I can’t quite grasp. I’ve never felt a connection like this before. My chest burns and swells with something bigger than me, than us. And by the way his gaze slides over my face, tender and worshipful, there’s no doubt he feels it too.

      My chest heaves, my hands shake, and my moans become cries with each of his hard, deep plunges. So deep. As deep as he can go, hitting a spot I never knew existed, he slowly rotates his hips. I swear he’s tormenting me. Bringing me to within a breath of my release before backing off.

      I meet his eyes; their twinkle confirms my thoughts, and a husky laugh rumbles from his chest.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” I’m unable to contain my silly grin.

      “I sure am. You?” he teases, pinching a nipple before sliding a hand between us, down to flick my clit.

      I cry out, my eyes widening, and as if a switch has been flipped, the sex is now more intense. High octane. Hard and dirty. I wrap my legs around his trim waist, and the new angle means he hits not only the spot on the inside but also my clit with each stroke.

      My orgasm slams into me like a freight train, and I’m gasping for breath, dizzy with pleasure. Drew is right behind me, and we cling to each other, riding out our high.

      Afterward, we lay wrapped together, and he rolls so he’s sprawled on his back with me resting on top.

      “That was…” I mumble into his chest, my lips grazing his hot, slick body.

      He barely releases a “Hmmm?”

      “The best sex ever.”

      His easygoing laughter blooms within me. He untangles himself, goes to the washroom, returns with a warm washcloth, and cleans me up. If I wasn’t already in love with this man, I would be now.

      I force myself from the warmth of the bed, and he grabs my waist, planting a sweet kiss on the top of my head.

      “Where are you going?”

      I’m so happy, I want to pinch myself to make sure this isn’t a dream.

      “I’m going to get water and strawberries.” I reluctantly pull away and pick up the shirt off the floor. “Do you want anything?”

      “I’ll have some of yours.” His sexy smile causes my lady parts to perk up, ready for round two.

      I slip the shirt over my body, and he groans. “We should have a no-clothes rule.”

      “Really?” I arch a brow. “And what about safety?”

      “Safety? What are you talking about?”

      “We’re doing renovations. It isn’t exactly safe to be hammering in the nude.” My tone is low and seductive, and his eyes darken with molten desire at my double entendre.

      “Oh baby, that’s the point. How else do you hammer?” Absurdly adorable dimples pop on either side of his mouth, making his handsome face more delectable, and my insides melt even more if that’s even possible. We both laugh, high on sex and each other. I never want this feeling to end.

      “Hurry back, I’m not done with you.”

      “I hope not!” I reply, already halfway down the stairs, beaming from ear to ear.
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      I’m woken by soft wet kisses along my collarbone, licks and nips between the valley of my breasts; a glow heats my cheeks, but it’s nowhere near the inferno building inside me. I’m dreaming of Drew and the hot as hell sex we had several times last night.

      His hands roam my body, pleasing me, and the sensation of his fingers gliding through my slick folds and circling my most sensitive spot feels glorious… and so real. I arch my back and purr. Damn, yes, I purr like a kitten utterly satisfied.

      A firm, wet tip nudges my entrance, slowly, inch by inch, breaching my sex, and my core clamps down on the long, pulsing erection. Shit, this can’t be a dream. It’s too solid, too big, and too divine to be my imagination.

      My eyes fly open, and Drew looms above me, his chiseled chest inches from mine and his sexy grin on full wattage.

      “So goddamn tight.” He grunts. “Good morning, beautiful.”

      “Morning,” I say, being filled with each slow, lazy stroke of him.

      A pleasurable moan slips past my lips, and my fingers sink into the taut muscles of his waist. My thumbs glide over the defined ridges of his V and I hang on to him while he fucks the ever-living shit out of me.

       I’m delightfully limp and happy once I’ve had multiple orgasms and he has also come. We lie there for a bit before eventually getting up to shower together.

      Once clean, I coax him into a run, and after our workout, we shower again, this time alone, otherwise we’d not be getting much done today.

      Drew makes a hearty breakfast of eggs, bacon, toast, juice, and coffee, and with my final mouthful of eggs, I glance to my phone and grin.

      “Who has you smiling like that?” He stands with our empty plates in hand.

      I place the phone on the table and stare up at him. “Paige. She’s bitching about how she hates work, misses me, and wants to know when I’m coming home.”

      “My sister is needy,” he says, rinsing the plates and placing them in the dishwasher.

      “True, but I love her.” I gather my hair into a bun. “And so do you.”

      “Yes.” He kisses the top of my head. “Did you tell her?”

      His hands cup the back of my neck, and he studies my face. I’m not sure what he’s looking for.

      “I may have.” I exaggerate the coy fluttering of my eyelashes.

      His eyes glitter with laughter. I’m glad he finds me amusing because this could be a touchy subject.

      “And?” He draws out the word, his eyes prompting me to go on.

      “And she’s thrilled. In fact”—I pick up my phone and scroll through our texts—“she says, and I quote, ‘it’s about fucking time my brother gets his head out of his ass!’”

      Drew bursts out laughing, pulling me by the neck toward him. My face lands against his pecs, and I inhale his sexy, spicy smell.

      “Leave it to Paige to be obnoxiously accurate.” Leaning down, he plants another kiss on my head and I bask in his affections. “Let’s get started.”

      I’m surprised by the shift in topic. I thought he was going to mention Finn, but I’m glad that isn’t the case. He’s our biggest obstacle. My brother has to understand Drew and I are nothing like the past.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” I ask.

      “The bathrooms. I want to replace the toilets and get started on ripping out the counter down here.”

      We get to work and the day is a blur, filled with both the highs and lows of renovations. I forget to turn the water off after successfully installing and testing the second new toilet. So when we start working on the third and final one, we end up getting soaked.

      We laugh like idiots, rolling on the wet, dirty floor. But in the end, all three toilets are replaced, and we removed the counter and cabinets in the powder room.

      Before dinner, we swim, then eat on the deck with the sun slowly sinking in the lilac sky.

      “Pip, that was awesome.” He pats his flat stomach after finishing his second helping of my lemon linguine. “Thank you.”

      It’s the one dish I do exceptionally well. So well I’ve been on the hook more than once to cook it for our Sunday gatherings, and Sam, the chef extraordinaire, now has it on his menu. My dish is one of his best sellers, or so he tells me.

      “You’re welcome.” I grab our plates, and he opens the sliding door for me. “I was worried I didn’t cook enough with the way you were chowing down.”

      He chuckles, grabbing my ass with a squeeze. “Cute. Smartass.”

      After dinner, we settle on the couch, arms around each other, and my smile won’t fade. Today has been perfect, and I’m bursting with the promise of more. That’s the thing with wishing for something for so long—now that I have it, I’m not sure it’s real. I’ve pictured this very thing, spending time together just like this, so often that it feels real but also dream-like.

      “Where are you?” he whispers, his head bent close to mine.

      “Right here.” I snuggle into him.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “How long until you go back to work?” I’ve been wondering what happens when we get back to reality. What does that mean for us?

      It’s no secret he’s apprehensive about how our families will take our union, and most importantly, Finn.

      “Two weeks. Why?”

      “Just curious. I go home this weekend. I have work, but I wish I could stay.”

      “So do I, but you’ve helped a lot. I thought I’d be alone this week, so I’m well ahead of schedule thanks to you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” He nods. “And next week, my dad, Uncle John, and some of his crew will get started on Alec’s plans. There isn’t going to be much for you to do anyway.”

      “How so?” I twist to face him. “Because I’m a girl and it’s man’s work?” My snarky tone isn’t lost on him, and he cocks a brow with a droll smirk.

      “Babe, you’re not a girl. You’re my woman.” He leans in and nips at my neck followed by a long suck on my pulse point. I yelp and moan all at once.

      “Nice try.” I push jokingly at his hard chest. “Is that supposed to make me swoon and forget everything? Answer the question. Why can’t I help?”

      “I didn’t say that. These guys will be knocking down walls and stuff. There’s only so much I’ll be able to do.”

      He spent his summers during high school and university on his uncle’s construction sites; he’s downplaying his expertise. For dramatic effect, I roll my eyes, and he chuckles, his boyish dimples—the ones that cause my ovaries to explode—popping. I rub my thighs together hoping to satiate my growing need.

      “Sure,” I say in my most disbelieving tone.

      “Besides, you’d only distract those degenerates. We’d never get any work done. They’d be too busy checking you out.”

      “Whatever.” I pat his chest. “Well, it’s a good thing I won’t be here then.”

      “I wish you could be. But you’ll come up next weekend, right?”

      All I’m able to do is nod. His needy voice and the way he looks down at me—like I’m vital to his well-being—makes my heart swell, and I’m instantly aroused.

      His lips cover mine, and the kiss starts gentle before deepening and intensifying. His tongue works against mine, and before long, his mouth and hands are mapping my body.

      The TV plays in the background, both of us oblivious. My hands rake through his hair, and his mouth burns against my skin, my nipples tight and eager for his attention.
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      Loud banging pulls me from a deep sleep, and I lie there taking in my surroundings. Pippa’s head on my chest reminds me where I am, and memories of sex and the day we spent together tease a smile from me.

      The banging starts again—someone’s at the door—and my bliss fades, replaced with irritation. Who the hell is it?

      Untangling myself from Sleeping Beauty, I throw on shorts and go for the door. Half asleep, I throw it open without checking to see who it is.

      Finn and his girlfriend, Cassandra, stand hand in hand on my doorstep. My heart leaps to my throat. Pippa is in my bed. Shit.

      “Wake up, sleepy head.” Finn slaps my shoulder, barging inside.

      “Hey, Drew.” Cass hugs me before stepping in. “Sorry for waking you. This goofball couldn’t wait to see the place. He had me up before six.”

      I glance outside, searching for Colin or Tamsin, his parents or his other younger siblings, Claire or Tom. But there’s no one else. The light, breezy calm of relief floats over me, but it’s brief. I slept with his sister. I’ve got to tell him.

      “What are you doing here?” The words spill from my lips before I can stop myself.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Finn walks to the kitchen like he owns the place. “I told you we’d come.”

      “Uh, no, I didn’t forget.” I scratch the back of my neck. “Ah, but you said the weekend.”

      “Yes, that was the plan.” Cass rests her hip on the edge of the counter. “But as I said, this goofball couldn’t wait. I’m done with school.” She beams from ear to ear.

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. So Finn took a few days off, and we headed up. You’re okay with that, right?”

      Cass is no dummy and already sensing something could be off.

      “Nah, it’s fine.” Finn fiddles with the coffeemaker, clearly oblivious to any misgivings on my part. “So give us the tour.”

      He unintentionally slams the coffee can on the counter and I grimace, thinking of Pippa sleeping.

      “Hey, easy.” I point to his Tarzan moves. “The counter may need replacing, but I’d like it to last until I get around to it.”

      He laughs, scooping coffee into the machine. Cass examines me more closely and my chest reddens, my insides heat under her watchful gaze.

      “Hey, hon, Drew just got up.” She hits her boyfriend in the arm lightly. “Let him wake up and have a coffee before you—”

      “Drew?” Pippa calls from the hall in a ridiculously cute, sleepy voice, and I glance over my shoulder.

      She has my shirt on and nothing else. Her smooth long legs grab my attention.

      “Pip?” Finn advances. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Finn?” Pippa’s still sluggish from sleep.

      “What do you mean?” I jump in before she says something we can’t take back. “Pip came up with Paige and decided to stay and help out. She planned on catching a ride back with you.”

      My tone is nonchalant, but my heart slams against my ribcage, eyes glued to her chest. She’s not wearing a bra, and it’s hard not to miss. Or more like, her nipples are hard. Shit. Stop looking.

      “Why are you wearing his shirt?”

      Leave it to Finn to notice. His sister could be in a parka and his scrutiny would be razor sharp. Always is if Pippa is alone with me.

      “I gave it to her to sleep in. She didn’t pack enough clothes for the week.”

      “Why—” Tense, he steps toward me.

      Cass intercedes, approaching from behind and resting a hand on his shoulder. “Hon, let these guys get dressed and then the twenty questions.” Her tone is light and joking, but she’s trying to prevent him from jumping to conclusions.

      He wouldn’t be wrong if he assumed a thing or two about his sister and me, but I’m grateful for Cass’s efforts. Pippa’s now alert, arms crossed and tapping her adorable foot, her toenails painted a shocking pink.

      “Finn, what’s your point?” Pip obviously isn’t following Cass’s lead.

      “My point is—” His jaw tenses and he nears his sister, but I interject, knowing once these two get started, it’s game over.

      Pip and Finn love each other and will always have each other’s backs. But if they are on opposite sides of something, look out. The thing is, they’re a lot alike in that way—passionate about their convictions.

      “Pip, go get dressed.” I give her a persuasive look, conveying she’d be doing me a favor if she did.

      She scowls at her brother with a huff before spinning on her heel. I release the breath I was holding and block Finn’s view of his sister’s retreating form. He doesn’t need any more reminders of her in my clothes.

      “I’m going to grab a quick shower. Can you finish making coffee? Maybe some breakfast?” I glance to Cass, and she nods, sensing what a potential powder keg this could be.

      Finn’s lips are set in a tight line, and his brows are furrowed. I don’t wait for a response and leave.

      No surprise, when I get upstairs, I find Pippa stomping around looking for her bra and panties. Both of which are under the bed.

      “What the hell was that?” Skepticism narrows her gaze.

      “We can’t spring this on him…” I pause, fumbling for the right word, and she pounces.

      “What? Us?” She juts her chin out, the upper half of her body leaning toward me. “What exactly are we doing? Can you even say it?”

      “Finn’s never wanted us together.”

      “So?” She arches a brow and starts tapping her foot again. “This is my life. Not Finn’s. Are we together, Drew?”

      Her question ignites a bubbling in the pit of my stomach. The thought of being over before we get started doesn’t sit well with me. But we need to handle Finn with care.

      “We can’t spring this on him. You know that.” My grim stare conveys the weight of that fateful night years ago. Finn is still burdened by the memory like a noose around his neck. “Let me tell him. For now, we say nothing.”

      I might as well have slapped her for the way she rears back, her face twisting. She doesn’t want to be reminded of why Finn is the way he is. It’s in the past and that’s where it belongs, but her brother is still very much mired in it whether either of them want to acknowledge it or not. I understand where they are both coming from.

      “And what exactly are you going to say? I slept with your sister? I’m with your sister, huh?” She crosses her arms and cocks her hip.

      “Pip, please, let’s talk about this later. We need to dress and get downstairs.”

      “Unbelievable.” She unbuttons my shirt aggressively. Any harder or more frenzied and she’ll snap the buttons in two. “You’re unbelievable.”

      Any other circumstance, I’d take her words as a compliment and puff out my chest with pride. But she doesn’t mean it that way.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Giving you your stupid shirt.” The fabric slides off her back and down her arms.

      My throat dries instantly. She’s gloriously naked, and my dick hardens. I want her, and I can’t do a damn thing about it because my best friend—her brother—is downstairs.

      And that’s why she stripped down to her birthday suit. She knows I can’t do a thing. Or more likely, she’s daring me to do something without giving a fuck for Finn the jackass—he’s not supposed to be here until Saturday. He could walk in at any minute. She’s making a point.

      My cock throbs, trapped in my boxers.

      Point taken.

      “And what about me? Don’t I get a say in my life?” she asks, and I swallow hard, the lump swelling in my throat at how shitty this is.

      Hurt is written all over her face, and I’m stuck, wanting to make sure we tell Finn in the right way and at the right time. I rest my hands on her bare shoulders and brush my lips against hers. She’s unmoving. 

      She waits a beat or two and, when she figures out I’m not giving in, she leaves, traipsing down the hall to her room. Naked.

      The slender lines of her back and her firm plump ass are the last things I see, taunting me before she slams the door.

      After my shower, I feel better, ready to face both Pippa and Finn. Much like preparing for a case, I used the time under the hot water to think of what to say to appease Pippa and also give me time to talk to Finn.

      I knock on her closed bedroom door at the same time Cass is coming up the stairs.

      “She’s gone.” Cass runs her fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair.

      “What?” My tone is frantic, and her eyes widen at my stuttered inhale.

      “She went for a jog about twenty minutes ago. She wasn’t happy.” Cass leans against the wall, her eyes scrutinizing every detail. “Finn’s outside.”

      Her brown eyes soften, and a small contented smile blooms across her lips. She has done the math. Two and two equals four.

      “I’ll be damned, it finally happened.” She smirks smugly and I keep my gaze neutral.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Drew Hayes, don’t you dare.” Wagging her finger at me, she gets in my face. “You and Pippa.”

      Her perfectly shaped brows arch upward, suspended, waiting for my reaction or confirmation or something.

      The truth is a tight band around my chest. We’ve never talked about Pippa and me, together. Sure, she would make the odd teasing comment about how Pip’s crushing on me. Or how Finn would shit bricks if anything ever happened. But she’d always do it when Finn was nowhere to be found, and that was it. I would always brush her off and she’d let it go.

      And back then, there wasn’t anything to say. Nothing was going on between us. But things are different now, aren’t they?

      Besides, what if I deny my attraction to Finn’s little sister and she sees right through me? We are good friends, but Cass’s loyalty is to Finn.

      “Cass,” I start, my mouth opening without knowing what I’m going to say next. I won’t lie.

      “Relax.” She rests her hand on my arm. “I won’t say anything to Finn. It’s not my business. It’s for Pippa or you to tell him.”

      I visibly exhale, deeply relieved, and her eyes twinkle.

      “If you ask me, deep down inside, Finn already knows.”

      My forehead furrows and I cock my head in confusion. Beads of sweat form on my upper lip at the thought of Finn confronting me. “What?”

      “A small part of him knows, just like I’ve always known there’s something between you two. You’d have to be blind to not see it, but Finn refuses to see the truth.”

      She pauses, both of us caught in the memories of past events that we both know have shaped and influenced Finn’s inability to see what’s right in front of him.

      “When he does find out, he won’t be happy.” Cass is solemn.

      “Fuck.” I rub the back of my neck and quickly drop my hand. “I know.”

      “Good luck, big guy.” She pats my arm. “Now, where’s the bathroom? The one downstairs looks like a war zone.”

      I chuckle and point to the end of the hall. “Cass.” I peer over my shoulder at her. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m giving Finn and Cass a tour of the place, heading to the master bedroom, when Pippa breezes past us on her way to the shower. Her tanned skin glistens with the sweat from her run.

      “Hey, Pip, don’t go out like that again,” Finn clips, pointing at her running shorts and sports bra. “Put on clothes.”

      She glowers. “They’re my workout clothes. I run like this all the time.” She slams the bathroom door before he can respond.

      “Shit, she’s just asking for trouble looking like that.” Finn grinds his teeth.

      “Hey—” I start, ready to lace into my best friend, but Cass beats me to the punch.

      “You did not just say that.” She slaps his stomach and given his guttural oof, her hit was hard. “She’s running, and what she’s wearing is fine. No woman asks for trouble.”

      Cass is now glaring, grimacing at his offensive comment, and Finn visibly shrinks. I smile on the inside. Finn’s a good guy, but he can be an idiot at times, running his mouth before thinking.

      “Honey, I didn’t mean it like that.” He wraps an arm around her shoulder, and she tries to shrug it off. “I’m just looking out for my sister.”

      “Your sister is a smart woman.” She jabs him in the ribs, this time lighter, more playfully, and her facial expression softens. “You love her, I get it, but don’t ever say that again.”
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        * * *

      

      With the tour over, we lounge on the sofa and Pippa finally joins us, wearing her sundress from Saturday. She stands beside Cass, both of them staring at the lake.

      “Isn’t it spectacular?” She nudges Cass’s shoulder.

      “It’s magnificent.” Cass beams. “Drew”—she casts her glance back at Finn and me on the couch—“this view alone is worth it. Breathtaking.”

      “It sure is.” My gaze is drawn to Pippa at the same time she peers over her shoulder. I only have eyes for her.

      It’s risky with Finn sitting beside me, but he’s busy on his phone, and I feel bold and desperate for any bit of Pippa I can have. I already miss our time alone. Finn and Cass have only been here a couple of hours, and it feels like a couple hours too long.

      Pippa looks away, but I catch the sting of pain in her gaze before it’s gone. My heart slams against my ribs at how much of a dick I was earlier, and regret sours my mouth. I didn’t get a chance to tell her I plan on telling Finn as soon as possible.

      I’ll get him alone and just rip off the Band-Aid. No matter when I tell him, he’s not going to like it, but the sooner he knows, the sooner we can deal with it.

      Of course, nothing goes according to plan.

      “So, now that we’re all here.” Finn stands, shoving his phone in his pocket, and walks to Cass’s side. “There’s a reason why we came up early.”

      He pauses, and the corners of his mouth curve upward into an epic smile. One I’ve only seen on his face a handful of times. Like the time his dad surprised him with tickets to a Miami Dolphins game—in Miami—or the time he lost his virginity to Sarah Pritchard.

      This is going to be big, and it’s not hard to guess his news considering the equally goofy grin on Cass’s face.

      “We’re engaged!” they shout in unison, and Pippa jumps with a squeak.

      We hug and laugh, and all worries, secrets and the past are shelved for the moment. The day is one big celebration where we swim, barbecue for lunch, and for dinner, we go to one of the nicer restaurants in town.

      Pippa oohs and ahhs over the ring throughout the day, bringing Cass to tears a few times with how happy she is, and Finn struts around with his chest out like a proud rooster.

      As for me, I’m happy for them but now have no intentions of shitting on their happiness with news about Pippa and me.

      The next day doesn’t prove to be any better, and as time passes, Pippa becomes more distant. I try talking to her once Cass and Finn go to bed, but when I slip into her room—she made a point of going to bed early—I find her sleeping.

      As much as I want to climb in with her, something tells me she won’t be too happy to find me there in the morning since Finn’s still in the dark.

      Thursday rolls around, and it’s much of the same. Finn is stuck to Pippa. He knows something is wrong, and he thinks she’s upset with him, so he spends every minute joking with and cajoling her, and if that doesn’t work, then downright annoying her.

      “That’s gross!” Pippa runs from Finn, who has just given her a wet willy, wiping at her ear with her shirt. “You’re disgusting. Stay away from me.”

      Finn doubles over in fits of laughter, enjoying every second of discomfort he’s inflicted on his sister. He may be the oldest of the Raine kids, but he’s by far the youngest at heart.

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Cass grabs Finn by the ear and pulls him to the car. “We’re going to get dinner. Any requests?”

      Finn slides into the car, wiping at his eyes, and Pippa gives him the stink-eye. “I’ll get you when you least expect it,” she calls, pointing two fingers at her eyes and then at him in the I’m watching you gesture.

      The second we’re alone, I pounce, hands on Pippa, pulling her into the house and away from prying eyes.

      “As soon as I get Finn alone, we’ll talk.”

      “Really?” She purses her lips. “You had plenty of opportunity.”

      “What?” I rear back and widen my gaze. “I wasn’t going to piss on their parade. Is that what you wanted me to do?”

      Her expression softens, and she shakes her head. “No. Definitely not. But I don’t like this. If you don’t tell Finn, then I will. Or if this isn’t what you want”—she points back and forth between us—“then just say so.”

      “Fuck, no.” I grab at her waist, gripping her tight and drawing her closer. “I want this. Us.”

      We kiss feverishly like two teenagers, grabbing what we can, tempting fate, and hoping we don’t get caught.

      The crunch and pop of tires on the gravelled driveway followed by the slamming of car doors finally force us to end our make-out session. We barely separate, Pippa dashes across the room as Finn bursts through the front door with fish and chips.

      I’m hard as a rock, and my desire for her only grows during dinner. No matter the conversation, or what we’re doing, my gaze drifts to her throughout the evening.

      That night, she sneaks into my room well past midnight, and we have sex. I feast on her like I haven’t tasted or had her in years.
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      Drew is silent at my suggestion that the guys go fishing or into town or golfing or who cares, anything to get them alone. But it doesn’t work. Finn whines about just wanting to relax—like fishing is a hardship. He’s supposed to be up here helping Drew work on the cottage.

      At least Cass is doing her part. She’s stripped the God-awful paisley wallpaper from the hallway, which must be at least a century old, and she’s now filling the holes in the plaster.

      And Drew? He says nothing. Irritation bubbles from my chest, settling in my throat, doubling in size.

      “Seriously? You’re both boring.” Sarcasm laces my voice, and I’m beyond fed up with Drew for being a coward and Finn for being a prick.

      I love my brother, but he’s a control freak and stuck on something that almost happened years ago. Yes, it could have been horrendous, and I shudder every time I think about what if, but that’s not Drew and me. And obviously, his inevitable stance on this has Drew paralyzed.

      Or more to the point, it hurts that Drew thinks I’m not worth fighting for. It’s the only reason why he hasn’t said anything. I’m pissed because I am worth it, and if Drew Hayes can’t see that, then screw him.

      I will tell Finn before this weekend is out—whether Drew and I stay together, Finn will know. And for now, I’m going to make Drew lose his carefully-crafted control.

      

      “Well, I’m not sitting around here and doing nothing.” I wipe my hands on the rag and place it in the bucket. “I’ve cleaned all the windows. I’m going out.”

      “Where are you going?” Drew and Finn ask simultaneously.

      Wordlessly, I climb the stairs in search of Cass to ask her if I can borrow the car. As predicted, Cass wants to come when she hears my plans, and that’ll mean the boys are coming too.

      My shower is quick, and I’m dressed in Drew’s denim shirt again, ready in less than thirty minutes. I didn’t ask to borrow his shirt, which I washed with my things the other day.

      His jaw ticks, the only indication he’s noticed my makeshift shirt-dress, but he doesn’t say a word, because if he did, Finn would have questions. And how on earth would Drew explain I’m wearing his shirt for something more than sleeping.

      In the car, Drew’s in front with Finn, and Cass and I sit in the back chatting about her wedding. I’m ecstatic for my brother. Cass is already like a sister to me, and a wedding only makes her officially part of the family.

      The Boathouse is overflowing with people. Many have started their weekend early, stopping in on their way up from the city. Some still have on their suits and are looking to unwind.

      It’s standing room only, and we’re milling about the edges of the dance floor. I feel the heat of Drew’s pale green eyes lowering to my chest before flicking back to mine. The shirt is loose, but he’s noticed I’ve got an extra button undone. I’m deliberately taunting him, and if this doesn’t spur him into acting, I don’t know what will.

      “Dance with me,” he says, ignoring Finn’s glare and Cass’s bug eyes. Score.

      I bite back the hysterical laughter bubbling inside of me, and place my hand in his, letting him lead the way. Finn calls out, but neither of us stops.

      Drew pulls me close despite the fast tempo of the music, maneuvering us away from Finn’s predatory gaze.

      “My shirt looks better on you.” He winks, and my insides tingle.

      I need to keep my wits about me despite how close he is and how much I’m right where I want to be, in his arms.

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you trying to drive me crazy?” he hisses under his breath.

      “Is that what it takes? A few buttons undone to get you to man up?” I taunt, sashaying my hips to the music.

      Guilt flickers in his eyes, and my stomach tightens. He hasn’t said a word, but I already know what he’ll say. I see it in his stare.

      “Let’s wait until we’re back in Toronto.”

      I stiffen in his hold, no longer dancing. “No. I’m not waiting. If you don’t tell him, I will.”

      His mouth relaxes, tugging upward at my ultimatum. “I’m going to tell him. Just give me time. It feels wrong right now.”

      “Wrong? What are you talking about?”

      “They just got engaged. Finn isn’t going to take it well.” He grips my waist firmly.

      I’m tired of his excuses, and I push from his embrace.

      “Even Cass agrees that he’ll be upset,” he says.

      “Cass knows?” A glimmer of hope warms my insides. If she knows, it means he’s talked to her and does intend to talk to Finn, and his excuses aren’t just stall tactics.

      “Yeah. We talked the day they got here.”

      “And?”

      “And just that, Finn won’t be happy with the news, but she isn’t going to say anything to him. It’s our business. We tell him on our own time.”

      “I hate this,” I blurt out the truth. “It feels like I’m begging for your approval of us.”

      Hearing my anguish makes me cringe inwardly. Everything about this situation sucks. I’m a grown woman. My brother isn’t my keeper, and his baggage has nothing to do with me, so why won’t Drew do something about it?

      “What?” He tightens his hold, drawing me in. “You’ve got me. I want this.” Fingers dig into my backside. “It’s about finding the right way to minimize your brother’s outburst at our news.”

      I raise my head, gazing up at him, when out of the corner of my eye, I spot Finn nearing.

      “That’s the thing, now, isn’t it?” I’m speaking to Drew, but staring at my brother, only feet away. “He’s going to throw a hissy fit no matter what, so what are you waiting for?”

      “What’s going on?” Finn plants a hand on each of our shoulders, prying us apart.

      Neither of us resists, and a wry laugh slips from my lips at how easy it is to tear us apart. Drew’s hands fall to his sides, and I face my brother.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” I pierce Drew with a disturbed stare and leave.

      He calls after me, urgently, but I act like I haven’t heard, which is possible with the blaring tunes, talking, and laughter.

      I’m not up for a lecture or interrogation from Finn—he’s got the look on his face that says he knows best—nor do I care to listen to Drew dodge Finn’s questions.

      “You okay?” Cass asks, meeting me by the entrance.

      “Sure.” I shrug. “Let’s get out of here.”

      She nods, following me outside.

      “I saw Finn make a beeline for you. Everything okay?” She pushes the large wooden door open and the muggy night air blankets us.

      “Everything is fine,” I say flatly, contradicting my words.

      Drew may have talked to her, but she hasn’t said anything to me. The only person I’ve talked to about Finn’s arrival and Drew’s inability to talk to his best friend is Paige. Surprisingly, she’s been Switzerland, which is unusual because Paige is typically the first to tell me how much of a dick Drew can be. This time, she wants me to be patient with her brother. Like all of us, she knows Finn will be the holdout and he’s important to Drew. He’s important to me.

      “Did he say anything about you two?” Cass looks at me as if she already knows the answer.

      I shake my head and twist my hair into a low-slung knot at the nape of my neck. The sun has long since set, but it’s a hot night and the air is sticky and oppressive.

      “Finn’s not stupid, you know. I figured it out and he will, too, if he hasn’t already. He just can’t fathom it even with the truth right in front of him. I sometimes wonder if you’re even trying to hide it with the way you two keep swapping heated glances.” She leans against her car, tucking a few strands behind her ear.

      “I know. Drew was supposed to have said something by now, but he’s worried about ruining your engagement.”

      Cass laughs. “Honey, nothing is going to ruin our engagement. Trust me. Why don’t you tell him?” She’s so matter-of-fact that I pause to think why that is. Why haven’t I said anything to my brother?

      Deep down, the truth is cold and heavy within me. This is Finn’s hang-up and as much as I want him to move past it, and let me be in control of my life, it’s not that simple.

      But if Drew explains it to him, it might be different. He’ll understand. My desire for Drew to be the one to talk to Finn is twofold.

      Drew’s denied us, our attraction, for so long that I want to hear him declare his feelings for me. To tell anybody and everybody who will listen that we’re together.

      I think that’s why I’m holding out, and in the end, I’m making it harder on myself. Am I wishing for something that won’t happen? Is this all we’ll ever have? A few days’ fling that I’ll look back on, years from now, with wistful reverence.

      My heart hurts just thinking about us as temporary. It’s not what I want. It’s not how it’s supposed to be.

      “I want Drew to do it.” My voice is small and shaky because it sounds silly out loud.

      How did I get here? Me, Pippa Raine, still wound up over a boy. And not just any boy, the boy who stole my heart at fourteen, well before he wanted my heart. Well before he wanted me.

      “You want Drew to face Finn and claim you?” Cass’s tone is light, but her expression is solemn. She gets it.

      I nod and giggle at how much of a girl I’m being. And I don’t mean it in a bad way. Girls rule.

      “Well, not claim me. We’ll claim each other.” I sigh. “Just admit what we are to each other. To say it out loud for the world to hear.”

      My heart squeezes, and my stomach churns; that’s it. It’s obvious Drew wants me by the way he looks at me, but he’s been more than vocal about why we can’t be together. I’d like to hear him say the opposite, not because we owe Finn an explanation, but for me.
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      I shift onto my side in bed, burying my nose in her silky hair. Her soft, warm body presses against mine. My front to her back, I squeeze my arm lightly around her slumbering frame, and she burrows deeper into me.

      Past my skin and bones, she has wrapped herself around my heart. My dick twitches, and I desperately want to sink deep inside her. My most favorite place in the world, all other favorites obliterated by her.

      I reach to caress her, but there’s nothing there but cool sheets. She’s gone? My eyes open, and the sunlight blinds me. In the harsh light of day, I remember what happened last night. Pip didn’t sleep with me. She isn’t in my bed. I was dreaming.

      Cass drove her home from the bar and came back for us. Finn and I were waiting in the parking lot. I tense thinking about that conversation with him.

      “What is Pippa’s problem?” He crosses his arms and rests against the wall. “Did she say anything to you?”

      “Nope.” I shrug, kicking my shoe in the dirt for something to do other than look at him.

      “What the hell was going on with you two on the dance floor?” He straightens, stepping closer to me.

      My head snaps up, and our gazes clash. It’s hard to read his face with only the dim florescent light from the Boathouse sign.

      “We were dancing.” I stand to my full height, not to be confrontational but not wanting to be at a disadvantage.

      “Looked like you were groping her.” He pauses, raking a hand through his blond hair. “And it looked like you were enjoying it.”

      I open my mouth, not sure if I’m going to come clean and have it out right now or offer an excuse. My indecision doesn’t matter; he keeps talking.

      “I don’t know if Pip still has a stupid crush on you—I hope not—but stay away. My sister is off limits to any friend, even you. No fucking exceptions.”

      Just then, Cass pulls up to the front of the bar, and I say, “Your sister’s a grown woman and can see who she wants to see.”

      His harsh gaze nails me to the proverbial cross. “Is that it? She’s seeing someone?”

      A lump the size of a boulder sinks to my toes. He’s my best friend and he so easily jumps to Pippa seeing a random guy because he can’t believe I’d ever do anything with his sister. Fuck, when I tell him, I’ll destroy that trust.

      Indecision slices me in two. Do I fight for Pippa and risk losing Finn? Or do I respect my friendship with Finn at the cost of Pippa?

      “Hey, you boys getting in or walking home?” Cass hollers from the car. “I’m tired and want to go to bed.”

      “Not until I’ve had my way with you,” Finn responds, grinning from ear to ear, our conversation momentarily forgotten. My dance floor moves forgotten. The dilemma of his sister forgotten.

      He hops in but gets right back to our conversation.

      “I knew something was off. It’s some guy, isn’t it?” He shifts in his seat to look at Cass, driving, and back to me.

      My gaze is fixed out the passenger window, not wanting to lie. I can feel the heat of Cass’s stare through the rear-view mirror, but I don’t meet her gaze either.

      “What are we talking about?” she asks.

      “Pip and her mood. Did she say anything to you?”

      “Well, if she did, that’s between me and her. You’ll have to ask her yourself,” she says.

      “Why do you always pull that shit?” There’s a smile in his tone. “You’re marrying me, you know. I should have your loyalty.”

      “Honey, I’m loyal to you always. But Pippa’s mood or love life or anything else—unless she’s in danger or as a result of something you did—doesn’t concern you.”

      Now in my driveway, he shifts forward in his seat, ready to bolt. “Fine, I’ll ask her myself.”

      Once the car is parked, he marches into the house, up to Pippa’s room, wanting answers. The guy can be a pain in the ass, but he’s perceptive, when he wants to be, and genuinely cares about his family.

      She isn’t in her room. Cass finds a note on the kitchen counter.

      Don’t wait up.  See you tomorrow. P xo

      I wait for hours for her return before finally falling asleep. She doesn’t come home. Finn convinces himself she’s met someone and is with him. He has no concerns with her sneaking off with a stranger so long as it isn’t one of his friends. Warped but understandable given the past.

      As for me, even an imaginary guy—he doesn’t exist—makes me crazy.
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        * * *

      

      “Can we go home today?” I catch Pippa asking Finn the next morning as she walks out onto the deck.

      She wants to go home? My stomach lurches, and I follow them outside. “Go home? You guys aren’t staying for the weekend?”

      “Yeah, we’re staying.” Finn flicks his wrist in Pippa’s direction. “Miss Grumpy Pants didn’t get enough sleep last night because she was too busy chasing some boy. Who’s the asshole?”

      Pippa raises an eyebrow at her brother before shooting me a cold, indifferent glare. I’m blowing this. My chance with her. Talking with Finn last night only reinforced that his sister will always be forbidden.

      My choice: Pippa or Finn.

      Choosing Pippa means destroying my life-long friendship with Finn. He’s been nothing but clear with how he feels about his sisters with any of his friends. I have a sound argument, but he’ll see this as a betrayal. Nothing else. Can I live with him hating me?

      Not to mention our families. Over the years, jokes have been made about Pippa liking me, and every time, Mom silently watches. Her expression isn’t upset or concerned, just blank. But later she seeks me out and says the same thing, every time.

      “Drew, Pippa cares about you, a lot. I used to think it was a schoolgirl crush, but it’s only gotten more obvious, and most probably stronger, over the years. I know you care about her, but ask yourself, is your attraction curiosity? Or something more? She’s a beautiful girl, and anyone would be flattered to have her attention. Ask yourself, are your feelings true?”

      At first, I took offense. I wasn’t looking to get my rocks off or boost my ego. Then I realized, I’d never admitted my attraction to Pippa or that I thought about acting on it, but Mom saw all of this.

      Pippa is like a daughter to her, and like me, she wonders about the fallout if any kind of relationship with Pippa blows up.

      As for our families, I’m not sure what Tamsin and Colin, Pippa’s parents, would say. I’ve always had a good relationship with them, but sleeping with their daughter changes everything.

      Paige and Cass are the only ones okay with us. Paige has even gone so far as to text me several times this week threatening to castrate me if I hurt Pippa.

      And let’s just say we get together but eventually fizzle, then what? Our families are intricately intertwined. We’d see each other for the rest of our lives.

      Sure, I’ve managed to stay away from her this past year, but it was damn hard. A lot harder than one would think. And then there were the times before that when I avoided her as best as I could.

      I picture myself fleeing over the fence in my mom’s backyard the time Pippa unexpectedly came for dinner. Not my finest moment. Or the time I lied about a work emergency, so Scarlett and I could leave the minute Pippa showed up unannounced.

      With more thoughts about how stressful the last few years have been dodging Pippa, lying to myself about how I feel, and now having to face Finn, are we doing the right thing? Maybe now isn’t the right time for us. Or maybe we’re not meant to be together despite our undeniable attraction.

      “I want to go home,” Pippa says, breaking through my turbulent thoughts. Her words leave me restless.

      “Stay the weekend.” Trampling over caution, I go to her as she looks out over the water, a curtain of blonde hair facing me.

      Suddenly being near her isn’t enough. She’s closed herself to me, and the cold draft chills me to the bones.

      “What the hell is going on?” Finn’s coffee mug makes a clanking sound when it hits the patio table.

      Like a jackhammer, my heart beats faster. “What?”

      Pippa remains still, unresponsive, unmoving.

      “First, she’s moody like she’s on the rag,” Finn snips, and Pippa shakes her head, disgusted. “And you’re off. You okay, buddy?”

      “What?” I’m still puzzled, not sure where he is going with this. Do I grab the reins of our conversation before we get lost or, worse, thrown from the horse?

      “You’ve been, I don’t know, weird. Are you and Scarlett getting back together?”

      “What?” I can’t keep up with him.

      “Would you fucking stop with the what?” The corners of his mouth tug upward. “Are you and Scarlett getting back together? Cass said she was here earlier in the week.”

      Finn waggles his brows, eyes sparkling impishly. How does Cass know about Scarlett’s visit? Pippa must have said something.

      Finn isn’t Scarlett’s number one fan, but they got along, and he knew we were serious.

      “No, we’re not. She came to see the place.” I sip my coffee, hoping the caffeine will clear the cobwebs because I’m out of the loop.

      “Really?” He winks. “Why did you and Scarlett break up? I thought you’d marry her,” Finn pushes, like he knows something.

      “So did I,” is all I say.

      We’ve had this conversation before, and I couldn’t explain it any better then than I can now. Pippa gasps beside me as if my admission is a punch to her chest. I hadn’t thought to clarify my response.

      I didn’t mean I had planned on proposing or anything, it just would have been the next step. Her tortured gaze matches the ache she rubs on her chest.

      “I mean—” I start at the same time she says, “I’m leaving and will come back for you on Sunday.”

      She looks at her brother. I might as well not be here and I grind my molars together, a ball of fire burning my chest.

      “Pip, stay.” I don’t care that my words are a plea.

      Finn’s brows rise to his hairline before he glances to his sister, who is now inside. “Let her go. I think shit went down with her boy last night.”

      Fuck, Finn is clueless. I shake my head and let out an exasperated breath.

      “I’m going to talk to her.”
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      My bags are packed, and I’m glad I put my things together at five this morning because I haven’t slept. I spent most of the night on the lake, wrapped in a blanket in the paddle boat. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was peaceful, just what I needed.

      Restless and reckless after the bar, I was so close to telling Finn about Drew. I was also close to leaving. That surprised me.

      Until now, I hadn’t realized how much I needed Drew to tell Finn, tell the world, tell me what he felt. I suppose the years of crushing on him, my unrequited love, were finally crushing me.

      With only steps to the front door, I’m blocked by Drew. “Pippa, stay. I’ll tell him before the weekend is out.”

      “Whatever.” I scoff. “You know, I get why Finn is the way he is, but I’m tired of having my heart and my life suspended by his guilt. Everyone else in my family has moved on. What I don’t get is you?”

      “What do you mean?” He wrinkles his brow, truly confused.

      “You say you want to be with me and care about me, but I don’t come first.”

      “You do. My happiness is with you.”

      His declaration tugs at my heart and I so want to believe him.

      “Really? Then what are you waiting for?”

      “He’s my best friend. He’ll see this as a betrayal.” His anguish is unmistakable. “I’m trying to lessen the blow, protect him and show him I am loyal.”

      “What if no matter how or when you tell him, he doesn’t see it your way?” He straightens at my challenging tone, still warring with himself, and leaving me to believe I’ll never come first.

      “Why are you carrying his guilt?” I love that he’s such a caring man and his loyalty to my brother is irrefutable, but if Finn can’t see that, he’s an idiot. “And why is it okay to hurt me?” I arch an eyebrow, staring into his stormy gaze.

      With each second, his indecision and my disappointment grow. I know it isn’t an easy choice and either way, someone is going to get hurt. But if he can’t choose me, not because my brother doesn’t matter but because I matter the most to him, then I have my answer.

      “Goodbye, Drew.”

      As I step around him, he grabs my arm and his sea-green eyes burn.

      “You’re not going.”

      Tipping his head, he stops when our noses are touching and he gently rubs his along mine. My breath catches at how much I still want him.

      Here I am, upset and willing to abandon what might be our only chance because it feels like we’re already slipping through my fingers like water. Yet I still want him.

      Dammit, I’ll always want him.

      This is what Drew meant, what he was worried about. What if we can’t make things work but the feelings don’t die? What then?

      “What the fuck is going on?” Finn growls.

      Drew’s blocking my view, and despite the urge to seek out Finn and match what is sure to be his furious stare, I don’t. With trepidation skittering along my spine, my gaze never strays from the man I love. The one I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember.

      This—our chance at a relationship—isn’t about Finn.

      “Finn, I’m in love with Pippa.”

      Drew’s voice is steady and clear, and all the while, his eyes bore into mine. Stunned, I drop my bag, and my mouth hangs open. I can hardly believe what I just heard. I think he told my brother he loved me. He actually said it.

      Am I dreaming?

      “What the fuck did you say?” Finn’s voice is as hard and cold as steel.

      Drew reluctantly pulls back, still staring tenderly at me and then I see it. He wishes we had this moment to ourselves. Not because he doesn’t want to tell Finn, but because it’s the first time he’s said the words to me. With a small but meaningful smile for me, he turns to my brother.

      Finn’s gaze is deadly, and my stomach twists. This will be difficult for him. From that haunting night many years ago, the trauma still weighs on Finn, holding him down like an anchor buried in the ocean floor.

      Sliding up his shirt sleeves as if ready to swing the first punch, he stalks closer, and Cass dumps her phone on the hall table, springing into action with an uh-oh expression.

      “You heard me.” Drew straightens, not backing down despite the obvious threat.

      Instead of keeping his gaze on my brother, he glances at me. His expression is warm and almost pleading, hoping I see just how serious he is. If I wasn’t so concerned that Finn will knock him on his ass, I might actually swoon. Yes, swoon. Until this moment, I thought it was a cheesy word. What woman in her right mind swoons over a man? Well, obviously, this one does.

      “I love Pippa.” Drew’s voice is clear and teeming with conviction.

      “You bastard.” Finn balls his hands, wanting to kill Drew. “You, of all fucking people. I trusted you. You stay the fuck away from her.” He inches dangerously close to Drew’s face with each climbing decibel.

      “I’m not going to apologize for the way I feel. I fought it because you’re my friend.” He wears his inner turmoil like his clothes, for all to see. “But I can’t anymore.” Drew rakes his fingers through his dirty-blond hair. “I love her, and she loves me.”

      “You can’t have her.” My brother is being a bully, refusing to back down.

      “I love you.” I beam at Drew, and tingling warmth spreads through my body. This is the first time I’ve ever said those words out loud. To anyone.

      “I love Drew.” I’m louder, looking at Finn, but he pays me no mind, grabbing Drew by the collar.

      “You motherfucker.”

      Cass and I jump in before fists start flying. Her hands clasp firmly around Finn’s arm mid-air, and she throws all her weight into hanging off him. I do my best to pull Drew back. He barely budges.

      “Finn, we aren’t Claire and Jordan.” Drew is calm and confident yet compassionate, knowing this will be hard on Finn.

      My brother visibly flinches, jerking from Cass. She’s as shocked by his rejection as we all are. He straightens his shirt, his face twisting, angry and hurt.

      “What the fuck do you know? You’re just like Jordan.”

      Finn’s hurting and trapped. His anguish and rage are as strong and clear as they were many years ago. The night Jordan Bannister almost molested our younger sister, Claire.

      Jordan was one of Finn’s high school friends and they ended up rooming together in university. At that point in time, one would say Finn was closer to Jordan than Drew.

      “No, he isn’t.” I step in front of Drew, locking gazes with the brother I love with all my heart.

      Second-year spring break, Finn and Jordan stayed at our house. Jordan was basketball tall, cute and easy-going, with deep belly laughs and wise-cracking jokes. My family liked him.

      One night, Finn was watching Claire and Tom, our youngest siblings, while my parents were working, and I was out with friends. He decided to invite a few people over for drinks.

      Finn doesn’t know why, but he headed upstairs at one point during the party. If you ask him now, he’ll say he went up to check on the kids, although he’d never done that before. He found Jordan in our little sister’s room.

      The door was ajar and Claire’s blankets were off her small sleeping form. Her nightgown was hiked up to reveal her underwear and Jordan was kneeling beside the bed, hands trailing her bare legs. He hadn’t done anything… yet. But his intentions were clear.

      Tears prick the back of my eyes at the anguish on my brother’s face. He, too, is most probably reliving that night.

      “Finn, this isn’t like Jordan. It isn’t the same. I’ve been in love with Drew for ten years. Drew’s never done anything. If anyone’s been the aggressor, obnoxious, or bold, it’s been me. He’s always kept me at arm's length. Always.”

      Finn barely gave Jordan a chance to offer an excuse. It took three guys to pull him off Jordan; Drew was one of them. My brother called the cops, and I arrived around the same time they did. Things got loud and ugly.

      The cops took Jordan, and we later learned he was never brought in for questioning. There was nothing the police could do; no crime was committed despite his intent. No evidence, just a case of one word against another.

      I’m lost in my thoughts, my insides queasy and sick with the memories of seeing Finn that night. I’d cried after learning what he’d saw. My brother bore the brunt of the horrific possibility of that night. He was a madman, eyes wild with fear and fury.

      The silver lining was not only his sixth sense or whatever it was that prompted him to go upstairs, but Claire slept through it all. Unscathed by what might have been.

      After that night, he kicked many of his friends to the curb. If he had any kind of doubt about the guy, Finn wanted him out of his life. He vowed to never bring a predator near our family again.

      “Fuck that shit, not always. Let me guess; he slept with you this week? You two played house?” Finn sneers.

      None of what he says describes his best friend, and if Finn wasn’t blinded with anger, he’d agree. His rapid-fire words strike Drew, riddling him with guilt and shame.

      I’m scared. I’m scared that my brother’s utter disgust for Drew will draw him away from me. That Drew will second-guess our newfound love or stop fighting for us.

      “Finn.” Drew glances at me, imploring me to stop talking. “I love your sister. I have forever. It wasn’t always like this, but I’ve never done anything to break your trust in me, I swear to you.” Drew sinks his fingers into his head of hair, combing front to back a few times.

      “I haven’t seen her in over a year because of my feelings. Because I didn’t want to disrespect your wishes. This is more than physical attraction. I’ve known this for years but fought it.”

      Finn grimaces at Drew’s admission and scoffs, “Right, is that why you broke up with Scarlett?”

      His tone is accusatory like Drew planned all of this. As if his best friend can’t be trusted.

      “No, I didn’t break up with her.” Drew’s frustrated.

      No matter how many times I hear that, it hurts. To think, if Scarlett didn’t break up with Drew, they would still be together and probably planning their wedding.

      “You betrayed me.” Finn’s upper lip curls in distaste.

      “Honey, he didn’t.” Cass steps in, squeezing his shoulder. “Drew would never betray you. He planned to tell you this weekend.”

      “You fucking knew about them.” He stabs his finger in her direction.

      Cass shrinks back, and tears immediately spring to her widening eyes. “Finn, I figured it out this weekend.”

      “Don’t blame Cass,” Drew says harshly. “This is not her fault. She saw what you refused to see. I told her I was going to tell you this weekend. She didn’t betray you. Don’t take this out on Cassandra or your sister.”

      “Who the hell are you to tell me what to do? I fucking can’t even… I can’t… you…” He grapples for words, shaking his head. “I thought you were better than this. I thought you had integrity. I thought you had my back.”

      The horror of that would-be crime is tangled and weighted in not only the act itself but also the betrayal. It was someone Finn had trusted. Finn feels responsible. And he can’t see past that betrayal to see this is nothing like that night.

      Finn takes to the stairs, looking back at us. “Cassandra, Pippa, we’re leaving. Now.”

      He stomps upstairs, and Cass waits until he’s out of sight to speak.

      “Let me talk to him.” She follows the same path he took with tears glistening in her eyes.

      “Fuck,” Drew mutters under his breath, hanging his head low.

      “I’m sorry.” I rest my hand on his arm. “We knew this would be hard, but he’ll come around. He needs time.”

      “He’s right. I should have said something sooner. I was a fucking coward. I didn’t know how to tell him, how to explain this was nothing like Claire. It’s plain to see the two don’t compare.”

      I nod, feeling like a troll for not being more patient with him. This has been hard on all of us, and selfishly, all I wanted was for him to tell everyone how he felt about me.

      In minutes, Finn dashes down the stairs. “Pippa, get in the car.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I say calmly. “Paige will pick me up on Sunday.”

      Finn’s reaction to our news isn’t about Drew or me, and I don’t want to fight with him. I want to give him space. Claire may have no memory of what happened, but he hasn’t gotten over it. He’s still guilt-ridden for bringing Jordan into our house. Tormented by the what-ifs and if-onlys. I don’t think he’s ever moved past that night.

      He storms out the door but not without throwing a hateful look at Drew.

      “He’ll come around,” Cass says, pulling me in for a hug, then Drew, before she’s gone.

      We listen to the car doors shut, the engine start, and it isn’t until the humming of the car is no longer audible that Drew breaks the silence.

      “I meant what I said. I love you.” He takes my hand and pulls me into the living room. “Finn is important to me. He’s my best friend, and I’ll work hard to help him through this. We can’t shove us in his face. Not now, not yet.”

      I nod, nibbling on my lip to keep my smile from popping. Even upset that my brother is hurting, I can’t contain my happiness. We can be there for Finn but we can’t fix him.

      “I’ll help him. We both will. I love Finn, and eventually, he’ll understand.” Taking both of Drew’s hands in mine, I beam up at him. “Say it again.”

      I'm selfish, pushing us past Finn and those troubles. My heart has been shelved long enough and I want to focus on us, even if only for our time here at the cottage.

      We will have many more conversations with Finn, and I’ll do everything in my power to help my brother come to terms with the past and the fact that Drew and I are together.

      Finn will come around. He has to because I can’t imagine what that would mean otherwise.

      Drew crinkles his brow in confusion, but he doesn’t say a word.

      “Do you know how long I’ve wanted to hear you say those words? Say it again!” I bounce impatiently on the balls of my feet.

      “I love you?” An adorable smile flirts with his mouth.

      “Not like that.” I bat at his shoulder, giggling. “Like you mean it.”

      “I love you.” He grins and I jump up, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “I love you more.”

      He laughs. “Not a chance.”

      “I’ve loved you the longest.”

      “No—” He pauses, pulling back to stare down at me tenderly.

      “You know it.”

      “Well, it depends.” His arms circle my waist. “Love is love. I’ve loved you since the day you were born. I loved you like—”

      “Don’t say it!” I slap my hand over his mouth. I don’t want to hear friend or sister even if he’s joking.

      The vibrations of his laughter rumble through my hand, and he tightens his hold, leaning toward me.

      Unable to resist the kiss his full lips promise, I drop my hand from his face and his mouth covers mine.

      His kiss is gentle and firm and for the first time in forever, my future with Drew is no longer a dream. It’s as real as our kiss.
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        Want more of Drew and Pippa?

      

      

      
        
        Check out this bonus epilogue. You’ll get a taste of how Finn’s dealing (or not) with his sister and best friend dating, as well as see what sexy times these two are up to!

        Click here
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