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	Jax

	 

	 

	“Please join me and raise your glass to toast Jamie and April on their engagement, and for finally finishing their house. April, you’re definitely a brave woman, taking him on, and remember, the most handsome Cook male is still single,” I say, waggling my brows.

	The crowd of our friends and family snicker. Jamie narrows his eyes, but his curved lips give him away. My big brother may seem like a moody son of a bitch, but he’s protective and loyal, and he’s always one of the first people I call when I need something.

	This house—the house—almost caused World War Three between us four brothers. There were even times April threatened Jamie with bodily harm if he didn’t finish in time.

	At least now that it’s done, we can start our next project, our most ambitious yet: a two-story ex-bed-and-breakfast that has had years of neglect but holds a whole lot of promise. It’s also pink … everywhere. Every room, every painted surface, even the garage trim—it’s all magenta, fuchsia, and rose.

	It’s going to be a big job. Jamie and I decided before we closed on the property that it would only be possible if we were both working on it. Given I’m teaching a few college classes for the upcoming summer semester, it’s ideal since I’ll have guaranteed income. I won’t have to be out there hustling for photography jobs, which means my time is free to help Jamie with the house, and I can live rent-free for three months. It’s a win-win. Well, it will be.

	After working their way through well-wishers, Jamie and April walk over to where I’m standing, April giving me a big hug when they reach me.

	“Who knew you could give a good speech when you had to?” she says. “Thank you, Jax.”

	I look over her shoulder to where Jamie is smiling at us, a look that soon morphs into a scowl when I run my hand down April’s back toward her ass.

	She giggles, Jamie growls, and I burst out laughing, tucking my soon-to-be sister-in-law under my arm, much to my brother’s annoyance.

	“You sure you want to marry this grump? I’m a lot more fun.”

	Jamie gently pries April out of my hold and back into his side. “Get your own woman.”

	I see April’s lips twitch before she shoots me a wink. She tilts her head toward my brother and lifts a brow. “Your woman? Is that why you’re marrying me? Me man, you woman?” she says, sounding like a caveman.

	Jamie just smirks, hooking his hand around the back of her neck and crushing his mouth to hers, his tried and true way to shut her up when she starts sassing him.

	April’s best friend, Veronica—Ronnie—appears at Jamie’s side, watching the two lovebirds making out and rolling her eyes. “Do they ever stop sucking face?”

	“Nope,” I say, forcing myself to look away from her.

	Over the past year, there have been many family events Ronnie has come along to. And every time, it’s the same thing. I can’t stop watching her. I just can’t help admiring the view every time I see her. Ronnie has her own force field, and it’s larger than life. She lights up a room the second she walks in.

	We met in the front yard of our very first flipped house. I was covered in dirt and sweat, and April, Ronnie, and April’s ex-mother-in-law had set up camp on April’s front porch to watch us work. So naturally, since they wanted a show, I chose to give them one by peeling off my shirt.

	I felt Ronnie’s presence before I even saw her, and the moment I met her eyes, it was like I could see right into her soul.

	Then I found out she was April’s best friend and, well, that was the end of that. I was not going to do anything to cause problems for Jamie and his budding relationship with April. Not after he’d been through so much and finally had what he wanted within his grasp. So every time since that first meeting, I’ve forced myself to either act indifferent around her, or tried to ignore her completely. It’s been a fool’s errand though because she’s not a woman any hot-blooded male could ignore.

	But tonight, Ronnie is the personification of boho beautiful. I’ve tried to avoid her for most of the party, but with her standing here, smelling like summer nights and peaches, she’s becoming harder and harder to resist.

	“How have you been, Jax? It’s been a while,” she says, her warm voice reaching deep inside.

	“Yeah, I’m good.”

	She elbows me gently, her gorgeous face now shining up at me, her smile huge. “It was a good speech. You might’ve just put yourself in the running to be Jamie’s best man.”

	“I have my moments,” I reply with a wink.

	“I bet you do.” The innuendo is definitely on point. “What other talents are you hiding away?” Her sly smile and body leaning close to mine are doing crazy things to my brain, threatening my ability to think rationally. Needing to escape, I scan the yard to spot any other member of my family to use as an excuse to extricate myself from a conversation that could only end in disaster. Thankfully, April and Jamie rejoin the conversation.

	“Ronnie, thank you so much for staying with Axel tonight. He lasted longer than I thought,” April says. Axel is her seven-year-old son, who I secretly want to kidnap. He’s the coolest kid I’ve ever met because he’s like a mini-me. He’s now asleep upstairs in his brand-new aviation-themed room. As the ‘artist’ in the family, Jamie asked me to design a bedroom that would make Axel the coolest kid in school. From the way the kid’s eyes lit up and then filled with tears when he first saw the finished room, I’d say I met that goal. The added bonus is that I’m now his favorite uncle.

	April turns to Ronnie. “How’s school?”

	“School?” I ask, my interest piqued.

	Ronnie offers a small gift of a smile. A pink tinge blooms on her cheeks, which has me imagining other ways to make her blush. “Yeah, I had an ‘I’m turning thirty-one and I don’t like my life’ crisis.”

	Jamie chuckles. “I had one of those at thirty-five. I think they can come at any age.”

	“I’m still so proud of you,” April says, pulling Ronnie in for a hug.

	“Let’s see if it works out first. I may have given up a six-figure salary for nothing.”

	What the hell did she do for a job to earn that kind of money?

	No. I don’t need to know. My attraction to her miles of curves, long legs, dark blonde hair with the golden streaks threaded through, and her ruby-red lips that makes me want to grab her and kiss her senseless, has never been rational. I’ve had to force myself to be outwardly indifferent, being standoffish to stop myself from entertaining thoughts of getting involved with her. With Jamie finally getting what he wants with April, I don’t want to be the cause of any complications if things were to go wrong between Ronnie and myself.

	“I need a drink,” I announce sharply before spinning around and walking away towards the coolers storing all the alcohol.

	I don’t dare look back. That would be tempting fate, and I’ve got enough things to focus on without courting complications like Ronnie.

	An hour later, I’m sitting in a corner by myself, a bottle of Jack and a bottle of cola my companions. The party is still going strong around me, the happy couple moving around the guests, my parents dancing in the middle of an imaginary dance floor, swaying side to side like they’re the only ones in the room.

	“You good?” my twin brother, Bryant, asks as he takes a seat beside me.

	I slowly turn his way. “I’m good.”

	“Doesn’t look like it.”

	I lift my half-full tumbler of whiskey to my mouth. “Jack and I are just fiiiine.”

	He chuckles. “Sounds like it. Give me some of that.”

	I slide the drinks his way and watch him pour the liquor.

	“Cheers then,” he says, knocking his glass to mine. “If you can’t beat them, join them.”

	“Or if you can’t touch them, get drunk and avoid them.”

	“What?” he asks with a startled laugh. “Who can’t you touch and why the fuck not?”

	My eyes drift across the yard to a laughing Ronnie who is standing with a group of Jamie’s friends.

	“Ahhh.”

	Dammit, the one time I wish he couldn’t read me like a book.

	“But why can’t you touch if she wants you to?”

	“What?” I ask, my movements a bit slower now as the Jack starts to take effect.

	“Why can’t that happen?”

	“I don’t need complications, and I definitely don’t need to piss Jamie off by tapping and gapping his fiancée’s best friend.”

	“Why would you tap and gap when you actually like her?”

	“Slam and run?”

	He grins. “How about jerk it and go back to work?” His lips twitch, and we both start chuckling. We’re identical twins, I’m the older one, but there are differences between us. He has short, cropped, well-maintained hair; I lean towards the shaggy, creative, just-rolled-out-of-bed look. He’s an assistant professor in biology; I’m a photographer who shoots sports and events, and takes the occasional road-trip for landscape shots.

	“I think I’ll just stay right here with my friends Jack and Coke, and not entertain thoughts of what might be with Ronnie. Why start something that could cause trouble if it didn’t work out?”

	“But what if it did?”

	I look at him with a skeptical “don’t go there” look.

	He sighs. “Alright. Just don’t overdo it. You’ve got class on Monday, right?” the ever-responsible Bryant says.

	“Yep. Who would’ve thought we’d be teaching at the same college?” I snort. “In fact, who would’ve thought I’d be teaching at all?”

	“You know you underestimate yourself, right? Your photos are amazing. You’re super talented, and you wouldn’t have been asked to teach those classes unless the powers that be thought you had something to offer.”

	I grunt in response, which just makes my brother laugh. “Since you’re the resident sage today, what should I do about the other problem?”

	“I think you should both get it out of your system.”

	“What delusional universe are you living in that makes you think that would actually work?”

	“A normal, adult one?”

	“Ha fucking ha. Give me my Jack back and go be sociable.”

	“Like you are?”

	“Yep. Call me Mr. Social Fucking Butterfly. I’m a ray of sunshine ready to brighten up the night.”

	Bry shakes his head and grins. “Okay. You’ve obviously caught the brood mood from Jamie. Have fun with Jack…” he says, pouring us both another drink before pushing his chair back and standing. “And if you actually want to get over this fixation you have with Miss Ronnie, go make it happen, because take it from me, the way she’s been watching you all night, if you say go, she won’t say no.”

	I frown up at him. “You’re a poet, and you didn’t even know it.”

	“Smartass,” he mutters as he walks away.

	My eyes drift back towards Ronnie, my gaze locking with hers and staying there. So many unspoken, filthy things are exchanged in just that look. She tilts her head toward the house, a sexy smirk playing on her lips. I quirk a brow, and her grin gets wider. Then I watch as she leans in and whispers something to April before skirting the edge of the group and scaling the stairs leading to the deck. Stopping at the back door, she glances over to me and licks her lips before disappearing in the house, and I know in that move that I’m done for.

	Standing, I down my full glass in one go, now feeling decidedly blitzed as I cross the yard to follow her. It may not be a smart move, it may not be a good move, but following Ronnie into the house is the easiest decision I’ve ever made.

	Maybe Bry is right. If we can just screw this lust out of our systems, we can go on like everything’s fine.

	Once and done. Then happy families.

	It should work, right?
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Before I even arrive tonight, I’ve made a decision. The second my eyes land on Jax when I walk into Jamie and April’s backyard to join the party, I know my decision is not only the right one, but a necessity.

	Because eleven months is far too long to lust after someone and have them avoid you, even though you catch them mentally undressing you every single time you’re in the same place. He thinks I don’t see him shooting his camera in my direction, or maybe he thinks I don’t track him almost as much as he tracks me.

	I’ve tried talking to him. I’ve tried initiating situations where he can strike up a conversation with me, and nothing has worked. I know it’s not because he’s shy. In fact, I swear he’s the most outgoing, confident guy I’ve come across in a long time. And of course, that’s exactly the type of guy who ticks my boxes—or gets one particular box to open and ready for delivery—every damn time. April used to say that cocky and me go hand in hand like peanut butter and jelly. I just didn’t count on the cocky guy to get my attention to lose his nerve when it comes to his sister-in-law’s best friend.

	Spotting him across the room, acutely feeling his eyes roam my body like a blow torch scorching my skin, I knew it was now or never. With the party still going strong, if ever he was going to take the bait and let me reel him in, I knew I had to do something. If it ended up with me playing my hand and him folding, then at least I’d have my answer.

	He didn’t fold, he laid his cards on the table and followed me inside.

	I catch his gaze for a split second before I walk up the stairs to where I know there’s a guest bedroom with my name on it—or an empty, unused bed ready to be christened. Hopefully, he’ll follow me, and we can be alone. No pressure; no expectations. But I know that if I don’t kiss him, he’s going to continue to be this big huge ‘what if.’

	The top floor is almost dark. Nobody has a reason to come up here. My only hope is that he walks through the dimly lit hallway and notices the cracked door of the guest room.

	I stand in the middle of the room. Lying on the bed would be a little too brazen.

	I slip off my shoes and push them to the side. Bare feet are suggestive but not as much as being naked. I’m still putting myself out there, just not in a take-me-now kind of way, and it also means if it all turns to custard and someone else walks in, I’m just relaxing, maybe contemplating a nap. Seems legit.

	The longer I wait, the more aware I become of the low hum of music drifting in from outside. I focus on my breathing, halfway between calm and collected, and hyperventilating. What if he wasn’t coming inside for me? What if he mistook my look as just a simple head twitch and my ‘come hither’ eyes from the bottom of the stairs as ‘I’m tipsy and tired.’

	My brain starts running like a gerbil on a running wheel, the myriad of possibilities and eventualities threatening to give me a headache.

	I stop breathing when there are footsteps in the hall, soft thumps getting louder and closer.

	With my eyes pinned to the door, my heart speeds up. My mouth goes dry as time slows to a dead halt.

	I can do this. I can jump him like a spider monkey and hope he catches me. Sure, it’ll be one of the most humiliating experiences of my life if he turns me down, but oh, how good it will be if he takes me and runs with it, horizontally speaking of course.

	The door slowly sweeps open and I go lightheaded at the sight of Jaxon Cook stepping into the room. Just his presence charges the air around me, the electrons snapping at my skin and sending a tremor through my body.

	His eyes are intense, his hazel gaze darker and hungrier than I’ve ever seen on him before. Closing the door quietly behind him, he slowly peruses me, his stare like a physical touch I feel down to my perfectly-painted toes then back up again.

	In the blink of an eye, he’s standing in front of me, getting as close as he can without a single part of him touching a single part of me.

	I let myself take him in. His jaw so square, framing a face so perfect it should be memorialized as a work of art. His strong, broad shoulders, arms my hands would not be able to reach around, a black shirt with an open neck, a chest I have committed to memory, hips that promise power, legs that guarantee stamina, and… bare feet. My head snaps back to his, a muscle in his jaw twitching like mad, his hands clenched into fists at his side.

	Then it happens, without a single word being uttered between us. His arm shoots out, grabbing the back of my neck, the other one grappling my hip and tugging me forward. My palms flatten on his chest, wedged between us as he lowers his mouth and takes my lips like he owns them.

	I flex my fingers to make sure this is real. That his mouth is really devouring me. That his tongue battling with mine is not just a crazy delusion. When his hands start to roam, holding me tighter, his kiss goes deeper. He releases the sexiest deep moan from his throat, and I let myself sink into him, letting him take me.

	I start moving, pulling him with me. His hands go to my ass, and I fly back onto the bed, his body soon following, pressing me into the mattress. I feel him everywhere. Opening my eyes, I see his wide open and watching me as the kiss morphs into something wild and rough, and oh so very hot.

	The atmosphere shifts, a new sense of urgency bouncing between us. I drop my hands down his back, tugging his shirt up his chest. He rips his mouth from mine, lifting up his arms just long enough to tear the offending piece of clothing off and throw it behind us before his hungry gaze drags down my chest. He lowers his lips to the base of my throat, sucking the skin between his teeth before running his tongue down between my breasts and doing the same thing there. My back arches off the bed, my body humming with want and need and growing desperation to feel his skin on mine, head to toe, inside and out.

	Thanking the high heavens I wore a front-clasping bra, I push up on my elbows, peppering kisses on his neck, shoulders, and those pecs I’ve imagined doing things to since I saw them the day we met. Then his body is sliding down mine until he’s on his knees beside the bed and his fingers are dragging my dress up my legs. Needing to be naked now, I lift up and expedite the process, grabbing my dress’s hem, lifting my butt, and ripping the offending fabric over my head so I’m lying there in my bra and underwear—thankfully, a sexy purple matching set—and nothing else.

	He takes over, his lips quirked in a devastatingly sexy smile. His hands hook behind my knees, and with a wicked glint in his eyes, he jerks me down the bed, draping my legs around his shoulders, my silk panties now barely an inch away from his lowered face. His fingers slide up and down my calves, a move that would’ve had me mounting his face if he hadn’t already made that decision for me. He looks up at me as he takes a long, slow breath in, then breathes out, closing his hot mouth over my clit. Warm air collides with wet heat, causing a shudder to contort my entire body from hips to head. Then his fingers slide up the inside of my legs, his nails providing unimaginable friction on their way to the apex of my thighs. His eyes stay locked to mine as he hooks his thumb inside the fabric of my underwear, shifting it out of the way before diving right on in, lips, teeth, tongue, mouth, touching every part of me. Licking, nipping, rolling, sucking… tasting. My head jerks back, digging into the bed. My hands go to my bra, unhooking the front clasp and rushing to tear it off me. Then they separate, one to his hair, one to my breast, his eyes flashing when I pull and twist my pert nipple. His ministrations speed up, his hands joining the party as he drags my arousal up to my clit and back down again before easing his more than capable index finger deep inside me and curling the tip.

	His head rocks against me, his arm down below his waist. Knowing he’s so far gone he can’t stop himself from jacking off while giving me head is almost enough to send me over the edge.

	The longer he keeps up his frenzied attack, the harder it is to keep my wits about me. My vision goes hazy, my give-a-shit meter on whether anyone can hear us rapidly dropping to dangerous levels.

	I feel my climax bearing down on me, my heart galloping forward at an alarmingly fast pace, making me not sure whether it’ll be the heart attack or an orgasm that will be my undoing. I can’t think of a better way to go.

	Then it hits me that there’s only one way I want this to happen.

	My hands drop to his shoulders, firmly pushing him back and his mouth out of reach. His brows bunch together as he meets my desperate gaze. I curve my lips and beckon him back up onto the bed. I quickly shuck my panties off, kicking them to the side as I spread my legs wide for him.

	He rises to his feet at the edge of the mattress, his eyes hooded and hungry as they roam up and down my naked body. My focus is completely transfixed on his long, hard cock pointing straight up from his open jeans, no underwear to be found. I’ve always loved a man going commando.

	His eyes drop to my curved mouth, my tongue licking my bottom lip when he digs into his jeans pocket to pull out a welcome foil packet. He rips it open with his teeth, one hand fisting up and down his shaft before he throws the condom wrapper on the floor and rolls the latex down to the base. Kicking his jeans off and away, he puts a knee to the bed and crawls back over me, his hips wedging between mine as he rests an elbow beside my head and slams his mouth down. I place my hands on either side of his face and hold him in place, tasting myself on his lips. I swirl my tongue around his, the kiss going wild as he notches the head of his cock at my entrance, and with a hard thrust of his hips, buries himself inside me with a deep groan. I cry out, ripping my mouth from his and burying my face in his neck to muffle my moans as we both set a manic pace. My nails rake his back, his teeth grate against my shoulder before latching on to my neck. I drop one hand to his ass, hooking my ankles behind his thighs, wanting to feel the power behind his dizzying thrusts as they drive me higher and higher.

	I run my hands up his back and over his shoulders, cupping his jaw and pouring everything I have into our kiss. He braces himself on one arm, my mouth chasing his, our lips fusing together as he snakes a hand between us, his thumb finding my clit with pinpoint accuracy. Proving he’s a quick study, he circles and rolls over the sensitive nub in just the right way, not missing a single stroke of his cock inside me—in fact, he drives harder and deeper.

	His thrusts get clumsy; his grunts get rougher. My blood pumps faster, pooling deep inside me and making me light-headed as my entire body tingles, ready to spark an inferno that could raze the entire city.

	Then he goes deep, once… twice… and when he plants himself a third and final time, I detonate, screaming his name into his mouth as he groans husky and low into mine, his body stilling, mine clenching him like a vise. He gently glides his cock back and forth, easing us back down to Earth from the heights we just traveled to. I tear my mouth from his, resting my forehead in the crook of his neck as I try to catch my breath and regather my scattered wits about me.

	I was a fool to think I could do this and remain unaffected. An idiot to imagine that something physical between us would be anything short of fucking dynamite.

	And now… I’m scrambling to work out what comes next because with Jax’s lips still placing gentle kisses against my temple, his breathing labored, his cock still throbbing inside me, my mind is blank.

	I’m not sure I even know which way is up.

	Or if I’m ever going to be the same again.

	Cheers to well-meaning plans that backfire.
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	I’m barely starting to think straight before Jax sits bolt upright, his eyes glued to the door.

	He tilts his head to the side for no more than a second before I push his arm hard and shove him off the bed, making him land on the floor with a loud thump. I sit up and scramble under the blankets. He leans over with a wide-eyed, incredulous expression when there’s a creak of a floorboard in the hallway. I cover up just in time to save myself from indecently exposing myself to Mrs. Cook—Jax’s mother—of all people.

	Her mouth drops open when she sees me cowering in the bed, only my head and bare shoulders showing.

	“Oh, Veronica. I didn’t know you were up here. Did I wake you?”

	“No,” I reply a little too quickly, knowing I must look as guilty and embarrassed as I’m feeling right now. My stomach is in knots as she looks around the room. I see the situation she walked in on dawn on her.

	“Oh… oh…” she says with a knowing glint in her eye. “Well, I guess when needs must, you’ve got to take matters into your own hands. Good on you, girl.” She shoots me a wink. “I’ll let you get back to it,” she adds before giving a short wave and pulling the door closed behind her.

	I stare at the space she left in stunned silence, my brain slowly engaging. My eyes bug out of my head, my cheeks bright red.

	Mrs. Cook didn’t spring me post-coitus with her son—that would have been infinite times better. No, she thinks I was up here rubbing the bean… letting my fingers do the walking… and during my best friend’s engagement party! Because apparently when people have a need, they have to run upstairs, get completely naked, and go to town on themselves. Um, NO!

	Before I give it any more thought, or remember what I was going to say to Jax before the unplanned interruption, I jump from the bed, scramble to grab my dress and bra off the floor, and hightail it into the bathroom, locking the door behind me.

	This was supposed to be my chance to act on my crush on Jax and finally make the man talk to me. Instead, I’m locked in the bathroom and too embarrassed to even face Jax, let alone talk to the man.

	However, there is one thing I now know for sure. I can never show my face around these people again.

	The curse that has hexed my love life seems to have struck again.

	And come Monday morning, I can imagine it’s only going to get worse.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	Monday morning, I’m up at the butt crack of dawn for my first day of teaching. My class isn’t until this afternoon, but I’d already planned to meet up with Bry before his nine a.m. class to go over my lesson plan.

	I still can’t get my head around it—the guy who hated school and couldn’t wait to get out of there now being an adjunct professor teaching two photography classes at college.

	Yesterday, I woke up on my couch, my head throbbing, my mouth drier than a kitchen sponge, and a brain full of unanswered questions.

	Like why did Ronnie lock herself in the guest bathroom and not come out again? Why did she leave me standing on the other side of the door, asking—near on begging—for her to talk to me? Why did she shove me off the bed when she thought we were about to get sprung?

	And why, when Mom immediately jumped to the conclusion that Ronnie was in bed ringing her own bell, did the woman not set Mom straight? I’m a big boy, I’ve got a lot of experience facing my mother in embarrassing situations.

	That one is understandable. Maybe she regretted what we’d done. It’s possible she wanted to talk to me before telling my mother she’d just rocked my world. Or, maybe her brain was so scrambled by the hot-as-hell sex we’d just had that she couldn’t think of option A or B, so she went with none of the above.

	Following her up the stairs, I only had a brief moment of indecision. It wasn’t questioning what I wanted—which was Ronnie. It was giving a thought as to what would happen when I found her. Would one of us realize it was a disaster waiting to happen and walk away? Would we be able to stop at just once?

	When I saw her standing there, her eyes shining back at me from the dim light of the hallway, I didn’t care about any of the what if’s. When I saw her bare feet, I’d never seen anything more endearing.

	When I shut the door, crossed the room, and kissed her like it was the last thing I’d ever do on earth, I was done for.

	We didn’t say a single word before we were all over each other. Then momentum took over, and there wasn’t a part of her I didn’t want to touch, taste, kiss, and take.

	Thank fuck she was on the same page as me, because that first kiss was like putting a flame to a fuse. Once it was lit, there was no stopping the explosion.

	When it was over, I was trying to come up with the right words to say other than “let’s do that again until we die” when I heard Mom’s voice. I flew off the bed, landing on the floor with a thump, kind of dazed. Yes, I may have stayed frozen in a ball, naked as the day I was born, condom still stuck to my softening dick, and not exactly in a position to make my presence known. Then again, I didn’t expect the conversation that went down between them, or for the normally bright, bubbly, outspoken Ronnie to barricade herself in the bathroom until I left.

	I didn’t stop once I got dressed, making my way downstairs to grab my camera from the backyard, giving Bryant and Cohen a quick wave goodbye before hightailing it out of there and catching a ride home.

	That brings me to now, using the key to my new office, “Jaxon Cook, Adjunct Professor” on a slide-in name-card beside the door. Swinging the door open and stepping inside, I’m first struck by how small it is then next, how goddamn dusty it is, making me think it’s been empty since last century. Of course it sets my allergies off, one sneeze soon following another, my eyes watering like a girl getting named prom queen. I’m looking for a window, hoping to get some fresh air in the place to give me some chance of breathing freely again when there’s a knock outside. My grinning twin brother pops his head in.

	“Welco—whoa. What died in here?” he says, scrunching his face up.

	“Me, if I don’t clear this dust out.” I sneeze twice in a row, dumping my brown leather messenger bag on the desk and digging inside it for tissues.

	“Shit. Of all the things we don’t share, those death allergies of yours I’m grateful to miss out on.”

	I snicker and look him up and down. “Makes up for everything you missed in the dick department, doesn’t it?”

	He flips me the bird, shuts the door behind him, and takes a seat in front of the desk.

	“I thought we were meeting later?”

	“Oh, we are, but you avoided me yesterday and our lunch meeting is for work. Now, I wanna know why you ran out of Jamie’s with your tail between your legs.”

	“That wasn’t my tail,” I deadpan. He quirks a brow and uses our damn twin-sense trick on me.

	“Asshole,” I mutter, my smirk belying the word.

	“Seriously, though. What happened upstairs?”

	I run my fingers through my hair, shaking my head with a smile on my lips. “You probably wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

	“Try me.”

	“It was incredible until we finished. I went to talk to her to ask what it meant and before I could, I was flying off the bed and she was talking to Mom about masturbation.”

	His eyes almost do that spring motion out of his head. “Say what?” he says with a laugh.

	“Yep. Then when Mom left, Ronnie was up out of bed and locked in the bathroom, refusing to talk to me, let alone come out and face me. So I left and went to the house to sleep it off.”

	“Explains the disappearing act. So now what?”

	“Now what, what?”

	He rolls his eyes and huffs out a breath. “What are you going to do about it?”

	“What can I do? I don’t even have her phone number, and it’s not like I can just call April and ask for it.”

	He rubs his chin and looks out the window. “You could ask Betty for it? You know she’s a sucker for a good romance.” Betty is April’s ex-mother-in-law and until recently, lived with April and Axel. She now stays in April’s old house next to the first Cook Construction house flip.

	I bark out a laugh. “Yeah… but that will raise other questions. Especially if she mentions it to Mom, which is highly likely since those two are almost joined at the hip.”

	“Good point,” he muses. “Well waiting until the next family event might be too long. You’ve gotta strike while the iron is hot. Or while the—”

	“Don’t even finish that sentence.” I smirk and he just rolls his eyes at me.

	“Right. Well, good chat and all that.” He stands and moves to the door. “Let me know if you get lost or fall into a deep pit of despair. Otherwise I’ll see you for lunch at twelve.”

	“Right. And thanks for not giving me shit about Ronnie.”

	“I’m the last person to talk about wanting a woman and not going after her. You made your move. It’s just that our mother had unfortunate timing—as always—and put a kink in your plans. You’ll get your shot again. You’ve just got to be patient. Besides…” he says, pulling the door open. “You’ve waited almost ten months. What’s a few more weeks before the next gathering? Or you could orchestrate another meeting, hold a ‘pot-luck fix-up’ day at the new house. Tell April and Jamie to bring her along,” he says with a shrug. “I’ve gotta get to class. Have fun.”

	He gives me a wave then shuts the door behind him, leaving me alone with the dust and the dingy old desk. I look at the bare walls and decide it needs some colorful landscape photos to brighten it up. Distraction is key. I’ll put Ronnie out of my mind until the next time I see her, but then, it’s on like Donkey Kong. I wanted her, I had her, and she’s definitely not out of my system. I need another chance to do it right… without interruptions. Hopefully I won’t lose the ability to talk next time either.
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	After a productive lunch with Bry at a local coffee shop, I’m really looking forward to this first class. Standing in front of the empty room, watching and waiting for the clock to strike the top of the hour, I’m filled with a nervous excitement. I have a unique, real-life perspective I can offer these thirty-one students in this Introduction to Photography class, something I’ve developed during more than ten years of professional experience.

	Quickly glancing toward the back wall of the room, I watch the hand of the clock count down the last few seconds before five to the hour, and as if a magic gate was opened, so does the door from the corridor. A stream of students—a lot of them wide-eyed and looking terrified—enter the room, taking chairs behind the rows of desks.

	I scan the room, nodding to some students, smiling at others, before taking my own seat and organizing my class plan and notes in front of me. There’s a buzz in the air, electrified with a new, fresh-eyed energy that comes with being green and untouched by professional and industry influences.

	When the room grows quiet, I look at my watch to see it’s go-time.

	Lifting my head, I take Bry’s advice and let my gaze roam the room, finding a few eager freshmen to focus on as I introduce myself.

	“Good afternoon and welcome to your worst nightmare.” That earns a few gasps. I laugh and put them out of their misery. “Just kidding. I’m Jaxon Cook, and I’m going to be introducing you to photogra—” I make the mistake of looking toward the back of the room, meeting the same dazzling amber eyes I’d last seen up close and very personal on Saturday night. I lose my train of thought for a second, and stutter. I look away, shaking my head from side to side to clear my brain. “Sorry, I’m going to be introducing you to photography and everything it encompasses for the next ten weeks.” That earns me a few sighs of relief, a couple of grins, and one or two smirks from a group who I can already pick as the cocky guys.

	I glance back at Ronnie for just a second, searching for any sign of surprise or shock, still rattled by the fact she’s here, and it appears she’s a student in this class. She stares at me; if anything, she looks a little guilty if the glimpse of her trepidation is anything to go by.

	How is it possible that she’s here in my class and isn’t as stunned as I am? Now is not the time to contemplate it though, because I have an employee handbook on my makeshift-nightstand at the pink house with a very clear policy on fraternization—a policy that does not allow for any kind of relationship, physical or otherwise, between faculty members and students.

	I put it out of my mind for the sake of getting through this class and not making a fool out of myself. My eyes do drift her way a few times during the lesson, but never for more than a passing glance.

	At no stage does she act differently or with any familiarity to me so—in turn—I take her lead and just get on with my job. It’s what I’m being paid to do after all. Besides, I have a plan to track her down later and find out exactly what the hell the little minx is playing at.

	“I’ll hand out your first assignment next week. As I explained, there are two individual assignments, and then your portfolio submission, which acts as your final. Can whoever has the sign-in sheet bring it to the front when you leave. Otherwise, that’s it for today. I hope I haven’t scared you off.” That earns me a collective chuckle from the class. “And I’ll see you all next week. Come armed with your camera and a healthy dose of creativity.”

	The quiet room erupts with the sound of scraping chairs and low voices as everyone stands and grabs their bags from the floor. I quickly locate Ronnie, intending to track her and call her over for something, but a rather eager-looking male blocks my view and stops right in front of me.

	“Sir, do you have a minute to discuss which camera we should bring?”

	I nod, giving him my full attention. Unfortunately, this means I lose sight of Ronnie.

	Fifteen minutes and three more students later, I’m free for the day, but the woman who holds the answers to a lot of unanswered questions is nowhere to be found.

	It’s only when I’m packing up my papers that I spot the sign-in sheet. Out of curiosity, I run my finger down the list of names, wondering how I could’ve missed Ronnie’s name when I checked earlier today.

	Then I see it: Veronica Nelson. I didn’t make the connection before now.

	All of a sudden, I’m not frustrated that I missed my chance to talk to her today, because now I have her last name, and I’m a firm believer in ‘have information, get things done.’

	She can try and avoid me for as long as she likes. Good things come to those who wait. I can be patient.

	Besides, rules are made to be broken, lines are meant to be blurred, and innocent stalking is only fun if the other person knows you’re doing it. Suddenly, I’m really looking forward to cracking the nut that is Ronnie, piece by piece, until she lets me in.

	First step… a little group project for the next class. Isn’t it a shame we have an uneven number of people, and someone will have to be paired with Veronica Nelson?

	Playing is only fun if it’s dirty, and it just so happens I like Ronnie’s kind of dirty a whole damn lot. So if playing dirty gets me legitimate time with her, then that’s what I’m going to do.
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	“How was it?” My sister Gillian asks through the speakers of my car. With Jax distracted by freshmen students with questions, I escaped unscathed from the room before he could track me down and interrogate me. I may have some sexy teacher fantasies in my arsenal but ambushing him by appearing in his first class on his first day does not exactly set a good impression.

	“It was good. Next week, we’ve got to bring our cameras, so we’ll start actually getting into the practical side of things.”

	“And how was Professor Cook?” she asks, a teasing lilt in her voice. Where normally I tell both April and Gilly everything to do with my life, for obvious and complicated reasons, Gilly is the only one who I’ve told about being enamored with Jaxon Cook. Twelve months is a long time for a man to keep my attention, having established a reputation for being a serial monogamist with my relationships averaging four to six months in the past.

	But there’s just something about Jax that has me hooked without him even knowing it. We’ve been like two blind sharks circling each other but neither one of us willing to strike first.

	“He was definitely surprised to see me,” I say.

	“Surely he would’ve checked the list of students before starting.”

	“Funny thing about that… he knows me as Ronnie and I’m not sure he even knows my last name. So, when the sign-up sheet was passed around, I had a bit of a laugh when I was listed as Veronica.”

	“How can a man who has a habit of photographing you every chance he gets, and eyeing you up like a juicy piece of steak the rest of the time, not know your full name?”

	“I can only assume he hasn’t wanted to ask obvious questions and get the obvious grilling in return.”

	“It’s not like you’re related to any of them.”

	“They’re a pretty tight bunch, remember? Jamie is very protective of April and—in turn—me. For all I know, he warned Jax off me.”

	“Fat lot of good that did,” she says, making us both giggle.

	“Did he say anything about it? Or Saturday when you—”

	“Nope and nope. I ran out of class while he was talking to other students and rang you as soon as I got out of the parking garage.”

	“So, you chickened out again.”

	“I prefer to call it self-preservation.”

	“Bullshit,” she says, coughing like she’s not calling me out.

	Should I have told him I was his student at the party a few days ago? Yes, but in my defense, I talked about school, and then he did his typical disappearing act like always. Then later on, when he met me in the guest room of my best friend’s house, we didn’t use words to communicate with each other.

	After his mom, me hiding in the bathroom and avoiding him, then him running off without another word, it’s not like I had the chance. I couldn’t just walk up this morning and say, “By the way, sorry for Saturday night, and oh, I’m one of your students now.”

	I have every intention of explaining my little freak out the other night—just not today. Maybe next week. That’ll give him enough time to not yell at me for being stupid enough to sleep with my professor…

	It wasn’t stupid for me. It was spectacular, stupendous, and set the benchmark for all future orgasms.

	I sigh loudly, and Gilly’s laugh fills the air. “Babe, you’re your own worst enemy sometimes. You should’ve asked him out when you first caught him taking photos of you. It probably would’ve been a good idea to talk to him before jumping his bones at April’s engagement party, and you definitely should’ve tried to catch him before class to tell him you’re now officially one of his students.”

	“Hindsight is a wonderful thing,” I reply dryly, knowing she’s right but stubborn enough not to admit it.

	“Or clear thinking. Same thing, I suppose.”

	“Smart-ass,” I say back.

	“With age comes wisdom. I know you love me and my smart-ass ways.”

	“Sometimes… it’s a hard life being the baby sister of the perfect first child,” I tease.

	“Speaking of being the perfect first child, the parents have requested your presence for dinner next week. I said I’d check you didn’t have urgent assignments due.”

	“I love how you already tried to give them an excuse on my behalf.”

	“You forget, I’ve known you all your life. You’ve hated our parents’ formal dinners for as long as you’ve been able to talk.”

	“The food is always good; the company, apart from you, not so much.”

	“Ah well. Tell me what excuse to give and I’ll pass on your apologies.”

	“Love you, Gilly.”

	“Love you too, Ronnie.”

	“Now go home, call April, get Jaxon’s phone number, and talk to the man. It’ll be a hell of a lot easier if you explain it rather than him hunting you down.”

	“Him tracking me down sounds like fun.”

	“God help the man. You’re like a perky puppy that can’t be caught.”

	“Or a cynical cat who wants a guy to do the chasing.”

	“And what happens when he catches you?”

	“He already did on Saturday. But usually, that’s when the fun begins,” I reply, a grin on my face.

	“Keep me updated. But I’ll warn you, non-fraternization policies are rife these days, so you might want to check there isn’t one in play at your institution.”

	“Already checked and covered off. Did you forget I’m a former lawyer, too?”

	“Hard to forget when Dad brings up your betrayal daily.”

	I laugh dryly, his barbs not even touching me anymore. It wasn’t a betrayal; it was a simple decision between leading the life I wanted and the one I was born into. “More like escaping from a life of torture.”

	“Was it so bad?”

	“For my self-worth, dignity, and sanity? Absolutely.”

	“Yeah… anyway, there’s no way I’d let you come back now. I’ve seen your design work; you’re wasted in law.”

	“I’m glad someone in my family thinks so.”

	“I’ll always have your back, babe. Which is why you have to talk to Jax.”

	“Yeah… I will… sometime…”

	“Just think, the sooner you hash things out, the sooner you can get more life-altering orgasms from him.”

	“That’s if he’ll even touch me again. Just my luck, he won’t come near me until summer break.”

	“You think he’s got that much will power? If the sex was that good, I doubt either of you will be able to stay away.”

	“I guess I’ll soon find out. Talk soon. Love you, Gilly bear.”

	“Love you too, Ronnie bear,” she says, smiling at our lifelong nicknames for one another. “Make sure you talk to him,” she says, in her best big-sister-knows-best voice.

	“Yeah, yeah. I will.”

	“Good. Then you can give me a full report afterward.

	“I—”

	“Byeee,” she says before hanging up on me.

	Driving along the freeway, I see April and Jamie’s off-ramp coming up. Making a snap decision, I indicate and shift lanes before turning off.

	I bring up April’s cell number on the car’s display screen and push send, listening as the call tries to connect.

	“Hello, Aunty Ronnie. How are you?” my godson, Axel, says, answering the phone.

	“Hello, Axel Williams. I’m good. How about you?”

	“I’m good. I’m trying to talk Jamie into taking me to the beach this weekend.”

	“It’s January, baby cakes. It’s a bit cold.”

	“That’s okay. I’m big and strong, and so is Jamie. We can handle it.”

	“Axel, baby, have you heard of what cold water does to boys?”

	“What does it do?”

	“It makes you shrink.”

	“What do you mean?” he asks, sounding puzzled. I bite my lip to stop myself from giggling.

	“I’m going to stop by in about five minutes. How about you wait until I get there and then ask Jamie what happens?”

	“Okay…” he says slowly, like he doesn’t believe me. “I think you’re lying. Jamie is so big and so are his brothers, and I bet they’ve been to the beach in January.”

	“Next time we have a BBQ and all the boys are there, we should ask them, too.”

	“Okay,” he says, sounding bubbly. “Are you coming for dinner? Mommy is making tortellini.”

	“That’s sounds yum. I’d love to have some if your Mom says it’s okay.” It’s also what happens at the beach in January, I don’t say. “Okay. See you soon, Ax.”

	“I’ll wait outside for you,” the little charmer says.

	“Maybe wait until I arrive, baby.”

	“Alright.” Then he hangs up on me.

	I realize my mistake as soon as I turn into April and Jamie’s small cul-de-sac because sitting at the curb outside their house is Jax’s motorcycle, and standing on the front porch, both bundled up in coats and scarves, are Axel and the man I didn’t think would be here.

	Is this what karma feels like?

	Axel is waving his gloved hands at me before I’m even out of the car. I park behind the motorbike and get out, making my way to the sidewalk.

	“Aunt Ronnie,” Axel says, waving excitedly. He jumps down the stairs one by one before running toward me, crashing into my legs when I reach the end of the path.

	“Hey, baby. How are you?”

	He looks up at me, his beaming smile worth any awkwardness that’s bound to come with Jax.

	I meet his knowing gaze. “Hey, Jax.”

	“Hello, Veronica,” he says, his eyes crinkling, his expression matching the amusement in his tone. “Fancy seeing you again.” The slight smirk curving his lips spells trouble and my stomach flips at the payback that might be heading my way.

	Deciding to fake it until I make it, I grin as Axel leads me up the stairs and through the front door, Jax following behind us.

	“How was your day?” I ask, hedging my bets. Part of me wants to push him, see whether he just comes out and says something. He doesn’t disappoint.

	“It was enlightening. I had my first photography class at Bry’s university.”

	“Really? That’s funny; so did I.”

	His eyes glitter with amusement, and somehow I know he’s going to try and get me alone. Note to self: keep Ax close.

	Unfortunately, Axel lets go of my hand and runs ahead, leaving me alone with Jax in the entryway.

	I take my coat off and hang it on a spare hook, Jax doing the same beside me. I turn to walk down the hallway, but his fingers wrapped around my bicep stop me in my tracks. He brings his body flush to mine, his chest to my back. I don’t even try to hide the shudder traveling through me at his touch.

	“Did you like the class?” he asks.

	“Yes,” I reply breathlessly. I can’t help it. His heat causes my brain to misfire. All I can think about is Saturday night and the feel of his naked skin sliding against mine.

	His mouth is right by my ear now. My body feels ready to explode with the need to do a hell of a lot more than just touch him. “How was the teacher?”

	“Extremely fuckable.” I turn my head to meet his now heat-filled eyes.

	“And did you know I was your professor on Saturday night when you seduced me?”

	My lips twitch. “I think the seduction was totally mutual.”

	“Touché,” he says, lowering his mouth to the apex of my neck, his lips softly brushing against my skin. “But you still didn’t answer my question.”

	I turn around and look up, locking my eyes with his deep brown ones, trying—and failing—not to get lost in them. I’ve seen them guarded. I’ve seen them intrigued. I’ve seen them roll back in his head as he poured himself into me, and right now, if it was at all possible, that’s exactly how I’d want to see them again.

	As if he can hear my thoughts, his gaze drifts down to my lips just as I bite my teeth into them. A wry smile quirks his mouth as he stares at me once more.

	“We could both get into a lot of trouble if we follow this path,” he says.

	“What path?”

	“The one that leads you right back to my bed. Only this time, I wouldn’t let you lock yourself in the bathroom again.”

	I tilt my head to the side and smirk. “I was accused of being a sex fiend.”

	“You can be my sex fiend in secret. No interruptions allowed. Especially not from my mother.”

	We stand there just watching each other. Letting the words and imagery sink in.

	“Just so you know,” I say quietly, seeing April come toward us, “I submitted a statement advising the college that I had an existing relationship with my professor. So any trouble we may or may not get in to will have nothing to do with any policy you think we might be breaching… although, the thought of a secret rendezvous…”

	He nods, his eyes flashing. I can’t tell whether he’s impressed or turned on, or which one I want it to be. Is it possible to be impressively turned on? Or turned on impressively? Regardless, it seems anything Jax does when he’s turned on is impressive.

	“What are you, a lawyer or something?” he says, his smile widening. I swear I get a little starry-eyed; that look of his making my knees weak. This man is dangerous, and knowing just how good he looks and feels beneath those clothes is making it hard to think straight.

	“Or something,” I say with a sly grin. I lift my hand up, walking my fingers up his chest. “Do you want to play lawyer/client one day? I’m sure we can have fun with a little interrogation…”

	A low groan escapes his throat. His tongue darts out to wet his lips, and I swear my vagina moans too. “We’ll be talking about this when we leave,” he growls, low and deep and orgasm-inducing.

	“We leave? We can’t leave together. Nobody knows what happened on Saturday except you, me, and—”

	“My mother? She thinks you’re a modern, forward-thinking woman who had a need and dealt with it herself.” His lips twitch. “She doesn’t know it was her son who made sure any needs you had were well and truly met and satisfied… so…” His gaze drops to my mouth and his head moves toward mine.

	Two can play at this game. “What if talking isn’t what I want to do?” I whisper.

	He shakes his head. “It’s safe to say there is unfinished business to discuss,” he says, his lips curving up into a knowing smirk. I lean in, his breath fanning across my skin, everything about him drawing me closer.

	It’s then I catch the curious gaze on April’s face as she slowly walks towards us. Saved by the bell—or by my best friend.

	“Hey, babe. Did Ax tell you I was coming over?” I ask her.

	“He did…” she says, switching her eyes from me to Jax. “And Jax arrived just before you did. Isn’t that interesting?”

	Jax looks down at me, his back to April, his smile turning wicked as he winks at me. “To be continued, little menace.” He turns to face his future sister-in-law. ”Hey, gorgeous. I’ve come to steal you away from my brother,” he says as he picks her up and twirls her around.

	“Stop it,” she shrieks, giving him a playful smack on the arm. “He’s not even here to rile up.”

	Jax lowers her back down to the ground. ”Well, then. I can stop pawing at you and go raid your kitchen. It’s no fun unless he’s here.”

	“I’ll try not to be offended by that. Besides, Ronnie and I have some things to discuss.”

	“If it’s about her being my student and not telling me, we’ve totally cleared all of that up,” Jax calls out, walking away from us. April’s eyes bug out at me.

	“I’ve just got to show her something,” April says, pulling me up the stairs and—unfortunately for me—right into the same damn guest room I christened on Saturday.

	“What?” I gasp. “What’s so important?”

	“So how was it?” Oh fuck, here we go.

	I bite my lip, not wanting to meet her eyes. I’m not embarrassed… just unsure of how much of it I should share, or exactly what ‘it’ she’s referring to. ”Um… how was what?” I ask, choosing to hedge my bets.

	“Class. Jax being your teacher. Was it awkward? Easy? Normal? Weird?”

	I let out the breath I was holding, releasing a quiet—and hopefully not that obvious—sigh of relief. “It was fine. The first class is always an information dump. Next week we’ve got to bring our cameras so it’ll get more interesting from there on in.”

	“Good. I was just worried it might be weird, with Jax and all.”

	“It’s fine,” I say, smiling over at her.

	“Okay then. So why was my future mother-in-law acting weirder than normal on Saturday after she came outside?”

	My head jerks back. “What do you mean?”

	Her eyes narrow on mine. “Mmm-hmm, and then ten minutes later, Jax came storming down the stairs, tugging on his shirt and looking a mixture of frustrated and confused before waving goodbye to his brothers and pulling a disappearing act, despite having told us earlier that he was going to sleep in the guest room.”

	Oh, shit. If ever there was a time when I wished the universe would intervene and stop a conversation, now would be it.

	Seriously, any time now.

	“Jamie!” Axel shouts, heavy footsteps running the length of the house.

	“Hey, buddy. Where’s your mom?” Jamie’s deep voice rumbles. Thank God for that.

	April turns her head toward the open door and downstairs before looking back at me. “There’s a story here that you’re not telling me, right?”

	I nod, comfortable in the fact we don’t have time to delve into exactly how my plans for Saturday night went from me being well-laid to everything else being waylaid.

	“Right. Then the first chance we get, you’re gonna tell me because if anyone has your back, it’s me. It’ll also help me smooth the road if there are any obstacles standing in your way…” She quirks a brow at me, her eyes soft and meaningful. “Okay?”

	I lean forward and kiss her cheek. “Yep. But you might not want to know the dirty details about how I’ve already christened this room for you. Jamie might not like that.”

	April’s head drops forward, her shoulders shaking as a giggle escapes her lips. “Deal. Now let’s go downstairs and see what trouble the boys are getting into.”

	“Right. Can I ask one favor?”

	“Always,” she says.

	“Don’t leave me alone with Jax. Send Axel in or something; bribe him with money. Just let me have tonight without Jax cornering me and making me want to jump him.”

	“Oh honey,” she says, hooking an arm around my waist and leading me out of the room and toward the stairs. “That seems to be a Cook man’s M.O. Jamie does that, and I completely lose my head.”

	I snort and shoot her a questioning look. “Just your head?”

	“Nope. That’s the problem.”

	“Doesn’t sound like a problem in my book,” I mutter.

	“You don’t have an almost eight-year-old thinking his new house must be haunted because he heard moaning last night.”

	“Oh my God, he doesn’t.”

	She nods, and I bite my lip to stop myself, but it doesn’t work. I burst out laughing, bending over at the bottom of the stairs to try and recover.

	“Hello, lovely.” Jamie’s voice fills the entryway. Then there are kissing sounds behind my back that I’m totally glad I can’t see.

	“What’s wrong with her?” he asks.

	“Moaning walls,” is all April says, and soon all three of us are laughing.

	“And on that note,” I say, straightening and moving toward the living room, “I’ll go check on the kids.”

	“I can hear you,” Jax calls out. “And us kids are fine.”

	“Yeah, we’re good boys,” Axel adds, earning a new round of laughs.

	Kids. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them. Big kids, like Jax, I can’t damn well resist, and after almost a year of watching and waiting, I don’t want to resist anymore, and I definitely don’t want him to hold back either.

	I just need to tell him that.
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	I’m starting to think Ronnie is a woman who avoids conversation—in particular, talking to me—because as soon as we’ve finished dinner at April and Jamie’s house, she rushes out the door.

	April must know something about what’s gone down because she shoots me a knowing look when Jamie and Axel take the empty dishes into the kitchen.

	“Your best friend has a habit of disappearing,” I say nonchalantly, leaning back in my chair and lifting my wine glass to my lips.

	“She has a lot of habits. That’s just one of them.”

	“Is it some deep-seated love of avoidance?”

	“Something like that,” she says, her lips twitching. “But if anyone can nail her down, I’m thinking it’ll be you.” She smirks and takes a drink. “Anyway, how was your day?”

	“Interesting.”

	“She didn’t know until last Friday… in case you were wondering.”

	“I was, but I was hoping to find that out from her myself.”

	April lifts her fingers to her lips and pretends to lock them shut. “Message received.”

	“It’s not that I won’t be drilling you for information. But in the same situation, would you have wanted me to tell you that Jamie is a grumpy, tunnel-visioned son of a bit—”

	“Swear jar!” Axel and Jamie say in unison, walking into the room. I lift my butt and pull out my wallet, thumbing two twenties and handing them to Axel. “Put me in credit.”

	April’s gaze drifts up to Jamie. “Yes. It’s always helpful putting the jar in credit.”

	“I’ll prove the reasons why later,” my brother says, bending down and kissing her head. I make fake gagging sounds while Axel sighs.

	“Why won’t they ever stop kissing?” Axel asks me, sounding exasperated. “I mean, Justine Cage kissed me at recess, and it was gross. I don’t know why adults do it so much.”

	We all laugh and I reach out, putting a hand on his little shoulder. “In a few years, I’ll remind you of this conversation.”

	“Why?” he asks, tilting his head to the side. “I don’t want to stick my tongue in anyone’s mouth.”

	“Axel!” April gasps. “Where did you see that?”

	He shrugs. “On TV.”

	“That’s it. No more television for you.”

	“What? That’s mean, Mommy.”

	Jamie chuckles and squats down to Axel’s level. “How about, no unsupervised TV so we can make sure no one is going to kiss.”

	“Okay. That’s good. Because it’s sooo gross.” He shakes his head and takes another load of plates out, Jamie following him.

	“So, exactly how long have you liked my best friend?”

	“How long has it been since you introduced her to us again?”

	Her mouth drops open. “Oh.”

	“Yeah. Oh.”

	“And how long has she liked me?”

	April looks around the room, an avoidance tactic if ever I saw one.

	“April…”

	“Since the same day, okay? Jeez. What is it with you Cook men interrogating me?”

	My lips quirk up. “Let’s just say my dad taught us a trick or two about dealing with difficult women.”

	“I’m not difficult,” she shrieks.

	We both turn our heads at the sound of his chuckle. He’s leaning against the doorframe, watching us. “How much of that did you hear?”

	His brows bunch together. “Just my fiancée screeching like a banshee. What did you do?”

	“He called me a difficult woman, the same as your mom. Apparently, your father taught you all some coping mechanisms.” She sits back and crosses her arms over her chest. Jamie’s eyes scan her pose before he laughs again, stalking toward her. “And so far,” he says, grabbing her chair and leaning down so his face is an inch away from hers, “They’re working quite well.”

	“What?” she gasps.

	“Spunk. . .” he says, kissing her cheek. “Sass.” He kisses the corner of her mouth. “Feisty.” He takes her lips hard and fast before standing up and stepping back, grinning down at her.

	“And you,” she says, pointing Jamie’s way, “will be sleeping on the couch.”

	“The day I sleep on the couch will be the day we have the house to ourselves, and you’re lying there with me…”he leans in. “And you definitely won’t be sleeping,” he whispers loudly, before he grabs more dishes and heads back toward the kitchen, laughing when April huffs her displeasure.

	I love their back and forth. They’ve always been like this. Sniping at each other in a good-natured way. I’ve never heard them fight for real but knowing Jamie, if they did, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from shutting her up in other ways. It’s exactly how Dad told us it works with Mom—gross but true. It seems to work every time.

	Given my longest relationship has only been a year, I haven’t exactly had a lot of practice in that department, but watching Jamie in action with April, I’ve realized just how good my father is at handling a woman we’d all call a ‘handful.’ Mom is one, April is another, and Ronnie is already proving she’s trouble—but the good, intriguing, make-a-man-want-more kind.

	“I can hear your brain ticking over from here. I’ll answer one question to help you get in there with her.”

	“I’ve already—”

	“And I’m already rethinking my offer,” she says, her eyes narrowing to slits.

	“Okay, okay. No smartass jokes about—”

	“Jax, you don’t have long before Jamie and/or Axel come back in here, and then you’ll lose your chance. So hit me with what you really want to know and if I can answer, I will.”

	Shit. Only one question. I need to make it count. What do I really want or need to know about Ronnie Nelson to help me understand her better? What’s something I need to know if I’m going to get closer to her?

	“There is something I’m dying to know the answer to.”

	April leans forward in her seat, resting her arms on the table, her hands cradling her wine glass, her eyes locked on mine. “Okay. Hit me with it.”

	I lean back in my chair, lifting my foot to rest on my leg. “Alright. On Saturday, she mentioned leaving behind a six-figure salary for school. Now I have an idea of what she’s doing at school—or part of it…”

	April’s lips curve up at that. “You want to know why she’s doing it?”

	“If I can get away with it, I wanna know what job she left and why she left it.”

	April pushes her chair back and stands, taking her wine with her as she goes. “This is a conversation I need to get comfortable for.”

	“That bad?” I ask, following her to the living room and sitting down on the opposite end of the couch.

	“No. But I’m going to give you need-to-know information rather than the full story because that’s Ronnie’s place to tell you.”

	“You’re scaring me a bit,” I say, earning a giggle and a shake of her head.

	“Not on purpose. It’s just that the fun part of dating is getting to know someone in their own words. I’ll tell you the essentials, but anything else is up to you to extract from her.” She grins, hooking her feet underneath her and taking a sip from her glass.

	“Okay. So the job she left?” I nod. “A little background. I’ve known Ronnie for as long as I can remember. She’s been my constant from pre-teen to now, and that whole time, she has never—not once—done anything for herself unless she consulted with her parents. It’s ingrained in her; you don’t do anything against the family, you don’t want to make them look bad etc.”

	“Um… okay. That’s a bit hardcore… maybe borderline abusive.”

	She shrugs. “Not exactly. Strict, yes. Constricting, absolutely. Suffocating? At first no. But years of it led to what she calls a thirty-year-old life crisis.”

	“Surprised she lasted that long,” I murmur, not correlating the beaten-down Ronnie with the vivacious, sometimes devious, absolutely exhilarating woman I’ve seen for the past twelve months.

	“So am I. She came close to breaking free—so to speak—five years ago. That’s when her dad tried to marry her off to an up-and-coming politician. Thankfully, a week before the wedding, the man was caught up in a prostitution sting and was found strapped to a spanking bench wearing a French maid’s outfit and an Eiffel Tower butt plug up his—”

	I wave my hand in the air. “Gotcha. So, no wedding and her parents gave her some freedom?”

	“Well, she was still working for the family law firm, so they eased off on arranging her future for a while. But finally, a little over a year ago, she finally decided to grab the wheel and jump ship, much to her parents’ disapproval.”

	“Right, so she actually was a lawyer,” I say to myself, chuckling under my breath.

	April’s brows bunch together. “Why is that funny? Or do I not want to know?”

	I roll my eyes. “I don’t know how being a lawyer could be funny. It’s more that she made a comment earlier about being a lawyer ‘or something,’ and I didn’t figure she literally meant that she was one.”

	“Yep. Harvard Law and everything.”

	“Sheesh. Law school. Family firm. Partnership?”

	April smiles. “Her sister Gilly is headed for the partnership. Ronnie is the youngest, so after her parents tried—and failed—to marry her off, she was next in line for the family legacy of a partnership at the firm. She just jumped ship before they pulled the pin.”

	“So, six-figure job, secure future, more money than she could ever need, gone. Then what?”

	April’s expression turns soft. “Then I got my best friend back. She slept on my couch for a week, then bought a plane ticket to Destination Anywhere, did a few pilgrimage walks, and had some adventures to find herself again. She came back bright-eyed, refreshed, and ready to take on whatever life had to throw at her.”

	“And now she’s taking my photography course?”

	“In her words, that was an added bonus.”

	My brows lift up, almost touching my hairline. ”She’s not a photography major though.”

	“No. She’s doing graphic design with a side of marketing and photography for depth.”

	“Wow.” That’s a ‘holy shit, she’s ambitious’ wow.

	“What’s wow?” Axel says, walking into the room and taking a running jump, hoisting himself over the back of the couch and slamming me in the stomach with his elbow.

	“Shi—sheesh, Ax,” I wheeze. “Give a guy some warning next time,” I say with a labored laugh.

	“Axel,” April says, trying to keep a straight face to admonish her son—and failing. ”Fudge, that’s funny.”

	“You’re fire-trucking telling me.” I grin, albeit half-heartedly. Where possible, most of us adults have taken to substituting curse words to save ourselves from having to pay into Axel’s now large swear-jar fund.

	“Are you staying for dessert, Uncle Jax? Gran made apple pie before she left, and Jamie said we could have some if I helped with the dishes.

	“Sounds good, dude.”

	“Then we’ve gotta talk about the house,” Jamie’s deep voice says, joining the conversation.

	I look over my shoulder. “Yep. I suppose I should really know the plan before we start wrecking things.”

	He shoots me a wry smile. “Yeah. It generally helps.” He turns to Axel. “Buddy, how about you and your mom go serve up the pie, and you can sweet talk her into adding a scoop of ice cream with it.”

	That’s all the little legend needs to hear. His puppy-dog eyes turn towards his mom, who laughs at him, but the way her gaze softens, I know he’s got her wrapped around his little finger.

	She sighs, leaning forward to ruffle her son’s hair. “Okay, baby, let’s go get some dessert while Jamie and Jax talk shop.”

	“What’s talking shop? Are they going shopping?” he says, holding April’s hand as she leads him from the room. We all chuckle at that question, not hearing April’s answer but from past experience, I know she’ll have to get creative if she’s going to assuage his curiosity.

	“Right. Follow me. I’ve got the final plans from Ezra and the budget estimates from Matt and Jase. This is gonna be our biggest job yet.” He pushes off the doorframe and, once I reach his side, walks down another hallway to the back of his house where his office—and Cook Construction’s new headquarters—are effectively based.

	“What did you need to talk to April about?” he asks.

	“Nothing important.”

	“Women trouble?” He’s not too far off.

	“More like getting her perspective on signals I’m getting.”

	“Isn’t Abi the first person you call for that kind of stuff?”

	“Somehow I think Abi’s got enough on her plate at the moment, you know, being pregnant with two mini Carsens.”

	“That’s very true. God, she’s always been that lovable pain-in-the-ass sister, and now I feel sorry for her. If she ends up with boys like you and Bry, she’s gonna need a whole lot of help—and I’m talking about the pharmaceutical kind.”

	I shove him with my shoulder, walking ahead of him into his office. “You’re a funny guy, you know that?”

	“My fiancée seems to think so too. Maybe she’s right.”

	“I was being sarcastic.”

	“I just wanted to point out I had a fiancée,” he says, his shit-eating smile shifting from slight to beaming.

	“Asshole.”

	“Why, yes. Yes, I am. So, about the house…”

	“Yep,” I say, leaning over a meeting table where the building plans are spread out. Three floors, five bedrooms, three bathrooms, full site with a garage leading to a rear alleyway. In short, a huge undertaking.

	“You have classes Monday and Thursday, right?”

	“Yep. And maybe some trips on the weekends for contract work. But otherwise, I’m yours to use and abuse.”

	“I’m gonna hold you to that,” he says.

	I look up from the extensive plans and meet his serious eyes. I’m the first brother to come onboard for the physical, on-site side of this house-flipping business. We’re all now equal partners financially, but working alongside Jamie on this project is something I’ve really been looking forward to. “Yeah. You can hold me to it.”

	We stand there, eyes locked. “This is a big job,” he says, breaking the silence.

	“And we’re gonna kick its ass and walk away with our heads held high and our pockets full of profit afterward.”

	“Fuck yeah we are.”

	“Demo day Wednesday?”

	“Yep. Wake up ready to hurt those little hands of yours.”

	“My mommy bought me gloves and a full-body protective suit.”

	“So you don’t damage your pretty face?”

	“Exactly. Some of us have brawn to get us through; some of us, we’re graced with brains and beauty,” I reply with a smirk. “You’re just lucky April likes the meathead look.”

	“Fuck you,” he says, his chuckle softening his words.

	“So, April helped you out with your mixed signals?”

	“Yep. You’ve got yourself a good woman there.”

	“Why do you think I put a ring on it?”

	“If you start humming Beyoncé, I’m gonna walk away.” I speak too soon because he starts humming the tune to “Single Ladies,” and I can’t help but chuckle. “Happiness has made you soft, brother.”

	“Nothing about me is soft. Ask my fiancée.”

	“And that’s my cue to leave,” I say, laughing as I clap him on the shoulder. “See you eight a.m. Wednesday?”

	“Yep. I’ll bring the coffee. Just make sure you’re awake, coherent, and ready to work.”

	“I’m always awake, only sometimes coherent, and I’m ready to work whenever you need me so that won’t be a problem.”

	“Just don’t get drunk and try demo on your own,” he says with a goofy grin.

	“Yeah,” April says from the doorway, her voice warm as we both turn to face her. “Drunk demo ends up with getting schooled by your neighbor. Wait, have we checked the pink house doesn’t have any hot neighbors? You know, just in case…” April narrows her eyes at me. “Actually, it doesn’t matter. You won’t have time for neighbors. Somehow, I think you’re gonna have your hands full already.”

	“I think you might be right,” I reply, nodding in agreement, loving the fact we have a private joke that Jamie doesn’t know about.

	“Wait, why do I get the feeling I’m missing something here? Is this about the women’s advice Jax needed?”

	April walks over and ducks her head under Jamie’s arm, wrapping her arms around his waist. “It’s nothing… yet, anyway. When there’s something to tell, you’ll be the first to know.”

	“Well actually, I kinda hope I’m the first to know… since I’ll be the one… you know… involved and all…” I say with a shrug.

	Jamie looks confused, April rolls her eyes and then suddenly, Axel bounds into the room with wide eyes and a look so guilty, I just know the next thing out of his mouth is going to be entertaining.

	“Soooo… about the delicious, and now possibly eaten apple pie…”

	Looks like dessert is out, but grabbing Ronnie’s phone number from April while Jamie and Axel were in the kitchen was my best idea yet because now I’m armed with information and an empty house tomorrow night, and I know exactly what I’m going to do with it… and with her.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	I’ve been home, showered, checked my emails, and read two chapters of my favorite book when my phone vibrates on my nightstand.

	Unknown number—I think I’m in need of a lawyer.

	Ronnie—I think you have the wrong number. I’m an EX-lawyer.

	Unknown number—Definitely not the wrong number. I think this is exactly who I want to be talking to. The runaway student…

	Ronnie—Your stalking abilities are impressive.

	Jax—If only you knew that my roof was covered in photos of you and that I look at them when I go to sleep at night.

	Ronnie—If I didn’t know you, that message would definitely be creepy. Since I do, I know you’re living in a giant pink house that may not have a ceiling in a few weeks’ time. I think I’m safe.

	Jax—Okay, you got me there. I’ve got them in an album in my man bag. I take them with me wherever I go.

	Ronnie—Now THAT I believe. So how did you steal my number?

	Jax—It’s not stealing or creepy if it’s given willingly.

	Ronnie—Are we still talking about my phone number or something else?

	Jax—Well NOW we’re definitely going to talk about something else, since you brought it up.

	Ronnie—Maybe not over the phone. What about coffee sometime?

	Jax—Are you asking your teacher out on a date?

	Ronnie—Will it get me favorable grades?

	Jax—No, only your work will get you those, and I won’t be the one marking it.

	Ronnie—Well, obviously. I was making a joke Jax. Or should that be Professor Cook?

	Jax—That’s Bryant’s title, not mine. I’m Jax… or Sex God, or maybe even just God… whatever comes out of your mouth at the time…

	Ronnie—Asshole? Bastard, cocky, delusional, egotistical, frustrating…

	Jax—Galant, handsome, intelligent, juicy…

	Ronnie—JUICY?

	Jax—You were working your way through the alphabet, and that was the only word I could think of. I could be juicy… like a peach

	Ronnie—I’m never going to look at a peach the same way again.

	Jax—So coffee?

	Ronnie—Name a time and a place, and I’ll be there.

	Jax—Okay. Tomorrow night at seven. I’ll text you the address?

	Ronnie—Um… is this some kinky sex date where you say it’s coffee and that is actually a code word to get into some top-secret exclusive sex club?

	Ronnie—Because April told me Jamie knows people, and I’m totally intrigued, just maybe not for a first date… or whatever this is.

	Jax—Oh, it’s a date, and no, it’s not Sean’s sex club, but I am making a note of this conversation for future reference. Ronnie is kinky, check.

	Ronnie—Ronnie will not hesitate to kick your ass

	Jax—As long as we’re naked, you can try and kick my ass anytime you like. In fact, I dare you to ;)

	Ronnie—Dammit, now I’m going to have to look up naked wrestling porn online. There goes my night.

	Jax—God, I hope you’re not joking.

	Ronnie—You don’t have a problem with women watching porn?

	Jax—I’ll never have an issue with a woman embracing her sexuality and owning her needs, wants, and desires. And if you just happen to want to watch porn with me… and maybe act out a scene or two…

	Ronnie—Yeah, not so much. But now you’re going to be thinking about me… watching porn… by myself… on my couch… maybe my bed…

	Jax—And there goes MY night. I won’t need porn. I’ll just be running a highlight reel of Saturday night through my mind for the rest of the evening.

	Ronnie—Where are you?

	Jax—Lying in bed.

	Ronnie—I’m in bed too.

	Jax—I won’t ask what you’re wearing.

	Ronnie—I won’t tell you I’m naked.

	Jax—Why is this not weird?

	Ronnie—Because we’re not making it weird.

	Jax—Because it feels natural.

	Ronnie—As natural as me lying naked in bed, my satin sheets smooth against my skin as I squirm watching two men going at each other.

	Jax—Two guys together—that’s what gets you going?

	Ronnie—Does two women together get you going?

	Jax—Well, duh.

	Ronnie—So in lieu of you not being here to drive me crazy as only you know how, I’m indulging in a little fantasy and watching my favorite two stars devour each other.

	Jax doesn’t reply straight away. So much so I have to look at my phone signal to make sure it hasn’t dropped out.

	A good five minutes later, a text message finally comes through, and when it does, he doesn’t disappoint.

	Jax—So how about meeting for coffee tonight instead?

	I burst out laughing.
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	Jax

	 

	Tuesday morning I wake up energized, like I could run twenty miles, or hike a huge mountain. It’s not because I slept well—my brain wouldn’t stop turning—but because tonight I am going to get my first chance to have Ronnie all to myself without any chance of being interrupted or cock-blocked or having my mom walk in just after the deed’s been done.

	Tonight, I may have said coffee, but what I’m really hoping to do is actually talk to Ronnie, find out what makes Veronica Nelson tick. Yes, I’ll serve coffee. I’ll make sure I have beer, a bottle of wine, and even a bottle of whiskey on hand—I texted April and checked what her favorite drink was.

	On Saturday, I thought I wanted to get her out of my system. Now it’s about making sure she sticks.

	I do have one errand I have to make today, and that’s with my mentor and dean of the arts faculty, Joey Blackman. Ronnie may have signed off on a statement to cover any future infraction of the non-fraternization policy, but I want to discuss the ramifications of any relationship, and also the steps I have to take to ensure there are no accusations of impropriety. I’ve never let my dick get in the way of my career, and I’m not about to start now. I’ve worked too damn hard in the past ten years to destroy my credibility.

	So, no run or hike for me. I may get to go for a ride up north and take some candid scenic shots this afternoon, but first, it’s meeting Joey for breakfast and discussing my options.

	I’m already waiting at the diner around the corner from the arts building when Joey walks in.

	The thing that has never changed about Joseph “Joey” Blackman since the day I met him at my own college orientation is his zero-fucks-are-given style. He’s been working in academia for well over twenty years, and one look at him would have you thinking he belonged on the stage as the lead singer of a rock band: he has onyx hair that’s unkempt and in constant disarray, thick-rimmed black glasses that make him look interesting and debonair, and bright blue eyes that are constantly calculating and analyzing. Then there are the clothes: black on black on black, right down to the unlaced black motorcycle boots on his feet and the leather messenger bag slung across his chest.

	I stand as he reaches the table.

	“Jax, good to see you,” he says, pulling me in for a bear hug like he’s done since sophomore year. He saw potential and ran with it, taking me under his wing at the first opportunity and nurturing me ever since. When I told him I was going freelance, he never once tried to talk me out of it. Instead, he stole my portfolio and got me my first client. From there, it grew and grew, a snowball effect the likes of which I’d never anticipated, let alone ever expected to happen. Now, I have the freedom to pick and choose jobs and contracts, and—like I’m doing this semester—return to my alma mater and teach.

	“Good to see you too,” I say, giving him a light-hearted slap on the back as we step apart and sit down. “I didn’t catch you during your office hours and spent yesterday preparing for my Intro class.”

	“I got a little side-tracked last week.”

	“Right. Woman or scenery?” I ask, one brow lifting. He throws his head back and laughs loudly. One thing Joey is known for is the freedom by which he expresses himself. His reactions are honest, his behavior transparent, his emotions as clear as day.

	“Scenery this time, but it was a woman who led me there, so you’re right on both counts,” he says with a chuckle. His eyes crinkle, and he looks me up and down just as a waitress appears beside us to take our order.

	Breakfast instructions given, she leaves us alone again, and it’s then I see that Joey knows exactly why I’m meeting him. There’s a glint in his eye that is a combination of amused and skeptical. I’ve never been in such a position in any professional capacity before. My personal and career lines have never even blurred, let alone been crossed.

	“Tell me, how was class yesterday?” he says.

	I narrow my gaze. “It was good. They all seem eager to get started next week. There were a few questions afterward about equipment and the specs needed, but otherwise, it was relatively straightforward.”

	“Relatively?” he muses, not even trying to hide his enjoyment.

	I roll my eyes at him, unable to stop my lips from quirking. “Yes, relatively. I had no idea Ronnie—I mean, Veronica—was going to be a student in the class.”

	“She didn’t tell you?”

	“It’s a complicated story.”

	He looks toward the open-plan coffee-shop kitchen and the barista, who is still churning out espressos like her life depends on it, and shrugs when he returns to me. “We’ve got time.” His grin widens.

	“You’re totally enjoying this, aren’t you?”

	“The extra paperwork? No. Seeing you squirm? Absolutely. It takes a lot to get you squirrelly and right now, you look like you’d rather be anywhere else than here, telling your longtime friend how your dick has gotten you in trouble.”

	My head jerks back, my throat going tight. “Am I? In trouble, I mean?”

	“Fuck no,” he says loudly. “It’s definitely not your style. Maybe your brother Cohen, but never you. So, I’m curious as to how you ended up in a relationship with a student and did not know.”

	“She didn’t tell me.”

	“She kept her schooling a secret?”

	I grab the back of my neck and look down in my lap as I search for the words to use. Then again, this is Joey, and he’s known me for almost half my life.

	“I had been keeping my distance to preserve… family relations… and in passing, she mentioned school and giving up a big job, but it was a group conversation, and the next time we saw each other there wasn’t—”

	“—wasn’t much talking going on?”

	I chuckle. “You could say that.”

	“Okay. I get that. Although if it was a one-night stand, then that’s probably trickier to manage, but—”

	“Definitely not a one-night stand,” I near on growl.

	Joey’s eyes flash with surprise. “And the female student involved?”

	“I don’t think it’s a one-off thing for her either.”

	“I gathered that by the signed statement in my desk drawer. Ms. Nelson was rather thorough in her explanation of the situation and insistent that there be no ramifications for you should the prior existing relationship be determined to be detrimental.”

	My head jerks back at hearing that, my eyes wide as I whistle through my teeth. “I’m impressed. All she told me was that it was taken care of.”

	Joey nods approvingly. “She’s definitely done that. All that needs to be discussed now is moving her out of your class and—”

	“Is that necessary?” I blurt out. He frowns, opening his mouth as if to say something, then slamming it shut again. “I mean, as long as I don’t grade her work, surely she doesn’t have to change her schedule or wait until the next class is held?”

	Thank God I checked the timetable before coming here today. When I saw she’d need to defer the paper until this time next year if she got kicked out of my class, there was no question in my mind that I was going in to bat for her. I’d wait another year to pursue her if that was the case. Not that I want to. Not that I think I could. But I would find a way.

	Our breakfast arrives at the same time as our coffee does, the waitress apologetic as she puts our plates and cups on the table and leaves us to eat.

	Joey leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest, his grin widening to a ridiculous level. “Ah, this one isn’t just a fly-by-night fling.”

	“Fuck no, she’s not.”

	He nods, his eyes shining with pride and what I’m reading as approval. “So how long have you been involved?”

	“Technically? We’re not officially.”

	His expression turns confused. “Explain?” he asks, his forehead bunched impossibly tight.

	“Well, not to get too detailed, out of respect for her, but we’ve known each other for almost a year, and only acted on our feelings on Saturday.”

	Joey holds up his finger, his gaze lifting toward the ceiling, his lips counting out numbers. “She submitted her statement to my office on Friday.” I nod, still surprised Ronnie preempted anything that might’ve happened between us before anything actually happened.

	“I haven’t had the opportunity to discuss this situation with her in detail—”

	“But you acted on your feelings without talking?” he asks, lifting a brow, his lips twitching. “That’s impressive even for you, Jax. I’ve seen you work fast before, but it always involved you talking. You could charm the pants off any available female within a ten-mile radius in your heyday.”

	I laugh at that before digging in to my pancakes and bacon. “Not that you can talk. Remember that trip to Miami for that fashion shoot and—”

	“And,” he says, spearing me with a look, “what went on between me and those two models shall never be spoken of again. What happens on location, stays on location.” His smirk proves he’s so full of shit.

	“So, about Ronnie. What can we do to ensure whatever happens between us doesn’t affect her progress?”

	He studies me from over the top of his coffee cup. I match his stare, hoping he’ll see just how serious I am about this.

	He sighs, shaking his head and putting his mug back on the table. Sitting up straight, he leans down to rummage in his bag before pulling out a piece of paper and holding it and a pen toward me. He leans forward on his elbows, pointing to the document in my hand.

	“Complete that, agree to the conditions, and I’ll personally grade every one of her assignments. There will be no room for any accusation of impropriety or favoritism, and once she’s passed the semester—if she passes—then you two can go on to live a happy life together.” He grins wryly as he meets my eyes. “Just make sure I get an invite to the wedding.”

	My eyes bug out of my head, my mouth dropping open as my chest seizes. Who fucking said anything about marriage?

	“Joey, I haven’t even taken her out on a date.”

	He shrugs, returning his attention to the omelet on his plate. “I have a good feeling about this one. She’s smart, she got one past you, and she’s not afraid to put herself and her future on the line for whatever may or may not happen between the two of you. That takes balls.”

	He’s not wrong. Now, I’m feeling the pressure of making all that effort worth it.

	Lucky for me—and Ronnie—that’s a challenge I’m more than up for, because if she’s that certain about us, then I’m damn well going to make sure I give her something to be certain about.

	 

	
[image: Image]

	 

	 

	Ronnie

	 

	 

	I’d received a text from Jax mid-afternoon while I was running on my treadmill, giving me an address for coffee. I am under no illusion that we’ll actually drink coffee, nor do I actually want to—drink coffee that is. It has only been three days since I took the bull by the horns, so to speak, and already, I am ready for another ride.

	I went six months without sex and somehow, three days after having Jax, I need another fix.

	However, having entered his address into my car’s GPS, what I don’t expect to pull up to is a giant Barbie-pink monstrosity that looks like a wonky castle—a wonky, seen-better-days eyesore that should be leveled instead of flipped.

	I’ve been to each of the houses Jamie and his brothers have worked on so far, and none of them ever came close to being this rundown before they were renovated. I knew Jax was living in the “pink house,” as it was slated by Jamie and April, but I didn’t know it was this bad.

	Putting my Prius in park, I look out my window and take a minute to try and see whatever potential the guys must’ve conjured up when they bought this place.

	The trim is pink, the porch is pink, the damn door is fuchsia and the turrets—yes, it even has two freaking towers on either side—are too-much-sun-in-summer pink. It’s so bright and garish it’s giving me flashbacks of my childhood when my mom would make Gilly and I wear matching froufrou dresses to church every Sunday, the kind that would enter the building before we did.

	My perusal is interrupted when my phone vibrates on the passenger seat.

	Jax—Are you going to sit out there and admire Her Majesty or come inside and get a private tour?

	Ronnie—I’m too scared to come any closer in case Barbie and her merry minions hold me captive and roll me in pink glitter.

	Jax—Now, now, don’t besmirch the house without seeing her in all her grand, blushing beauty.

	Ronnie—She’s blushing alright, with embarrassment. Barbie called, she wants her Dream House back.

	Jax—Barbie is too busy getting porked by Ken. She’s moved on to a beach house in Malibu, playing happy polygamy with Ken and his transgender lover, Kendra.

	Ronnie—You seem to know a lot about Barbie.

	Jax—Just get your ass out of that prissy Prius and come inside.

	Ronnie—If I start turning blonde and saying like in every sentence, promise you’ll take me out the back and put me out of my misery.

	Jax—Veronica…

	Ronnie—Yeah, yeah. I’m coming, Ken.

	Jax—Fucking finally, Barbie.

	Ronnie—Call me that again, and you’ll start sounding like my prissy Prius.

	I grab my purse and get out of the car, locking it behind me and walking through—you guessed it—the pink picket-fence gate toward the front door. He appears just as I step onto the porch.

	“Did you find the place okay?” he says with a grin.

	“NASA called, said I couldn’t miss the massive pink pimple called your house.”

	He throws his head back and laughs, giving me pause as my eyes take in the beautiful sight. When he moves on to a deep, rumbling chuckle, I meet his amused brown eyes.

	“Come here, beautiful.” He holds out his hand for mine. As soon as my palm slides against his, he tangles our fingers, tugs on my arm, and pulls me into him. His mouth descends for a soft and sweet kiss, leaving tingles in its wake when he pulls back disappointingly quickly.

	Part of me was hoping coffee was code for giving me a belated round two of mind-blowingly hot sex, but when he leads me inside, shutting the door behind us, he doesn’t pick up where he so promisingly left off. Instead, he lets go of my hand and holds out his arms.

	I stare up at him, dumbfounded, not exactly sure what is going on.

	“Your coat, beautiful.”

	Oh… ohhhh. Gentleman Jax is in the house. I slip it off and hand it to him, watching as he opens a closet and hangs it up.

	“I promise it will come out the same color it went in,” he says.

	“Can you make me the same promise?”

	“Depends on what you’re into.”

	I quirk a brow, my lips twitching as I unsubtly run my eyes over his body. He’s wearing a pair of low-slung jeans and a plain black tee that looks like it was made to be worn by him and him alone. His hair is disheveled in his own styled way, and his jaw is covered in short stubble that is giving me so many great ideas of how I could fully enjoy its texture and friction on certain sensitive parts of my body.

	“Fuck, you look sexy when you’re checking me out.”

	My eyes snap back to his. “What?” I say with an awkward ‘I’ve been sprung’ laugh.

	Closing the distance between us, he rests his hands on my hips, his fingers biting into my skin through my skirt. He dips his head so he’s all I can see, his hooded gaze dropping to the low V of my shirt. “When you’re turned on, your eyes get darker, and you bite your lip…” He lifts one hand to my cheek and runs his thumb over my skin to release the firm hold of my top teeth. “You give me ideas I said I wouldn’t entertain tonight.”

	I jerk back at that. “Why not?” I ask without thinking, totally giving myself away.

	A slow-growing smirk curves his lips. “Because we started this thing off between us with a bang—”

	That makes me snort and his eyes crinkle at the sides.

	“And I’d like to get to know the woman behind the fucking fantastic body, amazing smile, and smart mouth before we get back to the—”

	“Banging? I’m all for that. More banging, I say.”

	He lowers his mouth to mine, chuckling against my lips, which just serves to make me want him more. I melt into him, wrapping my arms around his back and pulling him in tight. Our teeth clash, our tongues tangle, and when I lift up on my toes, I run my fingers up into the back of his hair, gripping tight and deepening the kiss. His answering guttural groan is so damn sexy I near-on climax right there in the pink entryway of the very pink house.

	Just as I’m thinking this ‘coffee’ is going in the right direction, Jax ends said great kiss and takes a step back, unabashedly reaching down to readjust himself before grinning at me. “That’s definitely a good way to say hello,” he says, grabbing my hand and leading me through a white wooden, rather eccentric-looking doorway into a garishly blush living room.

	I stop dead in my tracks, my eyes wide as I take in the pink velvet, the gold trim, the sparkling, textured white ceiling, and the collection of art on every wall that looks like it has come straight out of the 70s. “You bought this house furnished?” I squeak, unable to stop myself.

	Jax shakes his head, his lips quirked. “It was take it or walk away. It was a deceased estate, so it was in all parties’ interest to have a quick close and an all-encompassing sale. That means tomorrow, it’s all hands on deck to move anything of value or worth keeping to our storage unit. Everything else is being donated to co-op shops.”

	“Wow,” I whisper, lost for words. This is more than just a pink house. It’s a damn fuchsia fun land. “This could be a museum to Strawberry Shortcake or Pinkie Pie.”

	“Strawberry who-now?”

	My head twists Exorcist-style toward Jax, my brows bunched. “I thought you have a sister.”

	“I do.”

	“And did she not get a chance to watch anything other than baseball, car racing, or boobs for her entire childhood?”

	He chuckles. “Well there was one TV, and she had four brothers and her father to contend with. Let’s just say her and Mom used to escape the testosterone by going next door to the Bakers, where there were two girls and a Mrs. Baker, and Ezra would come join the locker room known as our house.”

	I shake my head in disbelief. “I have so much more respect for Abi and your mom now. To come out of that a well-adjusted, happy woman—”

	He barks out a laugh. “Have you met my sister?”

	“Well, your mom at least. Although she thinks I’m a sex addict who had to frig herself off in the middle of an engagement party because I couldn’t bear to wait another minute.”

	His gaze turns so hot, I swear I’m burning up on the spot. “I don’t think you could wait any longer,” he says, taking one step toward me. “I think you had to walk away with the hope I’d follow you.” He takes another step. “And the moment I saw you…” He moves closer again. “. . . the moment I knew you wanted me…” One of his hands goes to my hip, my legs walking backward as he pushes me until my back meets the wall. Then his body is pressing into mine—every hard inch from chest to pelvis—and his mouth dipping to mine. “When I saw that you were aching for me as much as I was craving you…” My chest is heaving, my limbs trembling, my heart thundering, and my thighs are clenched tight to quell my soaked core. “When I knew this dance of ours was coming to a climax… it was a miracle I waited long enough to close the damn door before throwing you on the bed.”

	I turn my head, his lips ghosting over my jaw as he moves down to my neck, peppering my sensitive skin with soft, open-mouthed kisses.

	“Is this… what you meant by coffee?” I breathe, my legs turning to mush. “Because if it is, I’m definitely in need of a caffeine injection.”

	He chuckles against my collarbone, and it’s a close second to him laughing against my lips. With one final kiss to my neck—this time with suction and a gentle scrape of his teeth—he lifts his head, his hands holding me in place on my hip and bicep. “Tonight isn’t about—”

	“Coffee?” I ask, biting my lip.

	“Yes, but tonight’s invitation, it wasn’t an excuse to get you naked again.”

	I look up at him, pressing my breasts into his chest and running my fingers around his neck. “I’m not complaining if it was the means to get me here. I wanted to be with you on Saturday, and I want to be with you again.”

	His eyes burn into mine, and it’s the most serious I’ve seen him. “I know you handed in that piece of paper, but if anything changes, I want you to know I get how much is at stake.”

	Wow. I mean… my lips part as my breath catches. Sincere, honest, completely selfless Jax is a sight to behold. I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience because no one close to me has ever put me first. Never. I’ve always been the one who had to do what I was told, follow the family rules, meet their expectations, or else suffer the unspoken wrath of my father.

	Tears sting my eyes. I quickly move my arms back, swipe at my cheeks, and then duck my head down to hide my completely unexpected reaction to his words.

	Jax isn’t having a bar of that though. He glides his hand from my shoulder to my jaw, tilting my face up to his. His jaw ticks before I’m moving, and not of my own volition. Jax bends down, lifts me up—bridal-style—and carries me over to a plastic-sheet-covered antique couch. In the blink of an eye, I’m positioned in the seat beside him, my legs hooked over his, with one arm around my waist pulling me close.

	“What are those tears for?” he says softly, sweeping his thumb across my cheek.

	I rest my hands on his waist, trying to formulate the words to explain what I’m feeling without sounding like a crackpot. In the end, I decide to just go with the truth.

	“This feels more than just physical attraction to me. I know I should’ve told you about the class, but we didn’t exactly talk the other night. Being proactive, I read the non-frat policy and decided to take a stand ahead of time in case what I wanted to happen actually did happen.” I take a deep breath and lose myself in his soft eyes. “If you want to take this slow, I’m totally onboard with that. If you want to wait until the semester is over, that’s okay too. I just need you to know that I want to see where this—us—could go.”

	“Beautiful,” he says, a lazy grin curving his lips. He wraps his arm around my back and pulls me closer. “I wanted you the day we met, and I have ever since then. Saturday was destined to happen. It was a certainty, not a maybe.” His gaze roams my face before locking with mine once more. “I don’t want to have to wait until after this semester, but I do want to make sure we do this right.”

	“So, dating?” I ask. His smile turns coy, and I almost swear he blushes a little.

	“Dating. Spending time together. Publicly. Privately. With people and without. Dating.”

	I open my mouth to ask whether it includes naked time together, but his index finger against my lips stops me. The amused gleam in his eyes tells me he knows exactly what I was going to say.

	“But, I want to keep it off-campus. This is between us and only us. We’ve covered the administration side so we’re not at risk of breaching any policies. That’s not to say there wouldn’t be questions asked and eyebrows raised by fellow students.”

	I nod, my hormones taking a back seat in light of Jax’s level-headed and logical thought process. Whoever thought he’d be the sensible one out of the two of us? Here I am, all pent up and ready to jump his bones at every turn, and he’s all ‘slow and steady wins the race.’ Then again, I’ve always been a fan of being chased.

	“Okay. But two questions before I agree to go steady.”

	His lips twitch, a slow-growing half-grin making my stomach do somersaults in the best possible way.

	“Hit me,” he replies.

	“How will the class be affected? I can’t exactly have my boyf—guy I’m dating….”

	His eyes crinkle at the sides at my self-censor. “Man-servant, sex slave, whipping boy…”

	“Guy I’m dating… mark my portfolio.”

	“Well, no. That’s why Professor Blackman will be doing it.”

	I stop breathing. “The dean? Jax, I’m not sure about that.”

	His face softens. “He’s my friend and has been my mentor since the start of my career. There’s no tougher critic but no one else I trust more than Joey.” He reaches for my hand and laces his fingers with mine. “You’ll learn more in a semester than some people do over their whole degree.”

	“As long as it’s not going to be a problem.”

	“Better a problem than you having to defer the course until next year,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to my temple. “Besides, I’m still your professor. I still get to teach you everything I know.”

	I snort, burying my face in his shoulder as I succumb to an immature giggling fit.

	When my laughter slows to a snicker, Jax’s hand loosely grips the side of my head, gently easing me back so he can look at me. His eyes dance; his mouth is curved.

	“Damn, beautiful. Your laugh is almost as sexy as your moan when I’m deep inside you.” That makes me whimper, and his eyes darken with heat.

	“There’s one…” I say, my voice a low rasp. “One more question. Remember?” I clear my throat, Jax’s gaze roaming down my front as I do. I place the tip of an index finger under his chin and push up until he’s staring at me again. He shakes his head as if to clear the lust-fueled haze.

	“Right,” he says, sitting up straight but not setting me aside or separating us at all. “The second question.”

	I swing my body over his so I’m straddling his thighs. His hands glide around my hips to grip my ass. Jax’s eyes drop to my lap, my dress now riding obscenely high.

	“Ahem,” I say. His head snaps up faster than a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Not that I’d complain if he wanted to put his—

	“Your second question, Ronnie?” he says, using my name for the first time tonight.

	“This dating idea…” I say quietly, slowly walking the fingers of my right hand up his arm, over his shoulder, and down his chest. “Does that mean sex is off the table completely?”

	His hand reaches between us, wrapping around my wrist just as I reach his navel, a groan escaping his lips. He drops his head back to the couch, his eyes scrunched closed, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “This is gonna sound lame.”

	I rest the weight of my torso against his. “How about you let me decide that?” I ask, meeting his gaze with a quirked brow.

	He opens his crystal-clear amber eyes, and the absolute sincerity I see shining back at me has my breath catching in my throat.

	“So, we’re going to date,” he says.

	“Yes.”

	“We’ll go out and stay in, and be official in private, friendly in public.”

	“Mmm hmm…” I hum. His eyes drift to my mouth, and I subconsciously lick my lips at his focused attention.

	“But how about we let everything else happen organically. When the time is right…”

	 

	I catch a sliver of uncertainty in his eyes, and I make a decision to drop the subject for the moment. “I think you’re right in that we should maybe take it one day at a time.”

	I drop my mouth to his for a slow, soft, lazy kiss, one that isn’t going anywhere. It’s an expression of interest and a promise of what may come in future. Not tonight, though. Tonight, I’ll give Jax his coffee date. But there’s one thing I want after that.

	Pulling back, I grin down at him as our eyes meet. “Okay. Now that we’ve got the heavy stuff out of the way, I want a guided tour of Barbie’s disaster house.” I swing my leg back and shift so I’m sitting on the couch beside him. “After coffee, of course. Actually, was there ever actually coffee on tonight’s menu?”

	He straightens, and after running a hand through his hair and huffing out a laugh, he stands and holds out his hand for mine. “Yes, there’s coffee. I’ve even got cookies and a bottle of wine as backup.”

	I beam up at him. “I’m impressed.”

	“And I’ll have you know,” he says, looking around the room, “we plan on turning this dilapidated dame into someone else’s dream house within four months. This old bird will be shiny and new, with just a few splashes of her pink history scattered about.”

	I slide my hand into his and let him pull me to my feet. “Just remember, less is more… especially when it comes to pink.”

	“Just remember, less now doesn’t mean more won’t come in future,” he says. I don’t think we’re talking about the house anymore.

	He kisses my forehead and flexes his fingers in mine before leading me out of the prima donna living room and into an equally fabulous pink dining area. From there I’m shown the surprisingly bland kitchen, which has definitely seen better days, a filled-to-the-roof office, five bedrooms which are all different shades of—you guessed it—pink, and finally, we return to the bottom of the fuchsia carpeted staircase with its pink and dark wood banister.

	“How was your tour, madam?” Jax asks, the cutest of grins on his lips. We’ve had coffee, and chatted a little more about my classes and his.

	“It was satisfactory. I could do with a top-up though.” I’m deliberately vague, interested to see which way he takes it. His eyes burn into mine, and the tightening of his fingers around mine gives me my clue. My back hits the front door, his hard body holding me hostage and giving me my answer.

	When he kisses me breathless, mindless, and legless by way of goodbye, I know for sure I’m more than willing to take this as slowly as he needs us to go, especially if it means getting kissed so thoroughly. He kisses like he owns me, and I’m just a willing participant.

	Tonight has shown me there are hidden depths to this man, and I am itching to explore every single one of them.

	How did I wait a year for this? For him? Oh, that’s right; I wanted him to chase me. Now, he’s got me on the hook and wants to reel me in. Who am I to complain about that? Especially if I’m waiting to jump whenever we’re both ready for it.

	He wants slow and steady and controlled, and I’ve just made it my life’s mission to make him break his rules and jump me as soon as he can’t take it anymore.

	Yep. This is definitely going to be a lot of fun.

	Now I can’t freaking wait to date Jaxon Cook.
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	Bright and early Wednesday morning, I’m sitting on the plastic-covered couch in the living room, my feet up on the dark wood coffee table, coffee in hand, when Jamie walks through the front door.

	“Whoa, you’re actually awake,” he says by way of greeting. I snort and take another sip of my drink, making a show of lifting my arm to look at my watch.

	“You’re actually five minutes late. What did Dad teach us about being punctual?”

	Jamie rolls his eyes, his lips twitching as he walks into the room with his own travel mug in hand. “So how’s the pink lady been treating you? No ghosts determined to make our lives miserable?”

	“Well, apart from the delightfully cheerful color scheme giving me Barbie nightmares, I slept like a baby.”

	“Good. It’s going to get a bit dusty, messy, and chaotic from now on, but we’ll just leave your room until another one is finished and move you around when needed. Take it from me, it’s hard to live, work, and breathe in a shell of a house.”

	Shrugging, I look around the room and meet his eyes again. “The place has a certain charm. I think we should try and keep as much of it as possible.”

	“That’s the plan. But any ideas you’ve got, let us all know when we do the walk-through.”

	I nod in agreement. “And when’s that?”

	“This afternoon, once we get through the trash-or-stash process.”

	“Sounds good. How many hands on deck do we have?”

	He looks toward the front door just as Bryant appears in the entryway.

	Bryant says, “Well, I have two, but Cohen only has the use of one, since the other one is always on his di—”

	“I’m right behind you, asshole,” our youngest brother Cohen announces, narrowing his eyes at Bryant.

	“Oh hey, Co. Didn’t see you there,” my twin replies with a smirk.

	“My ass!” Cohen frowns then shoulders past Bryant into the room, dropping into a pale pink recliner beside me. “Got any more of that?” he asks, nodding to my cup.

	“Yep, in the kitchen. I’ve only got two mugs at the moment, so it’s first in, first served,” I reply.

	“Hey, be a good brother and get me a drink,” Co says, resting his head back on the chair and closing his eyes. “I’ve just finished an overnight. I’m beat.”

	“How about I show you what being beat really means?” Bry mutters, earning a one-eyed shit-eating grin from Co.

	“Boys, boys, boys. No need to put on a show on our account,” Ezra announces, him and our builder friend Jase appearing out of nowhere in the doorway. Ezra has been like an honorary fifth brother since we moved next door to his family when we were all kids. He’s also Jamie’s best friend and partner in crime, and—good and cheap for us—an architect.

	“Yeah. Keep it up. It might put me off the idea of having kids for a bit longer,” Jase says.

	That makes me laugh. “The way you and your wife go at it, it’s not when, it’s how many at once you’ll be having.”

	“My wife does like multiples,” Jase says with a smirk.

	“And on that TMI note, I will go get Cohen a coffee, if for no other reason than to get away from the ‘I’m a newlywed getting too much sex’ conversation,” Bryant says before leaving for the kitchen.

	“It’s not just newlyweds,” says Jamie under his breath. My head snaps his way, my eyes bugging out of my head at the revealing comment from my normally private big brother.

	“Who knew April was a wildcat?” I muse, quiet enough for his ears only. Except Cohen, who I thought was dozing, gives a side-glance Jamie’s way, a knowing grin curving his lips.

	Jamie’s eyes narrow at first me, then Co. Ezra sits between us and averts a disaster.

	“So, are we going through it room by room to formulate a plan so I can finalize the drawings?” Ezra asks. Jamie nods, his expression morphing from annoyance to all business.

	“Yep. We’ve got the moving truck ready to be picked up in a few hours and a jumbo dumpster being delivered at nine a.m., so if we go through rooms now and mark down what furniture and fittings are worth keeping, then we can make a start and get things moved out.”

	We all stand just as Bryant comes back with Cohen’s coffee.

	“I’m yours till twelve. Then I need to go home and crash. I’m not working tonight, but I doubt I’m going to be any use to you this afternoon,” Cohen says, taking the mug from our brother.

	“Nice for some,” I tease, earning the finger. I stand and walk over to Bryant’s side. “That’s okay, Co. Your famous talented twin brothers will cover for you.”

	The group starts laughing, Jamie and Ezra more than the others. “Since when has anyone called you two the ‘talented twins,’” Ez says with air quotes.

	Normally, I’d reply with, “That’s not what insert woman’s name here said Saturday night,” but I don’t want to share what happened with my brothers right now.

	Bryant turns his head as if expecting a smart-ass quip, and when it doesn’t come, he lifts a brow, his expression one of confusion. “Later,” I mouth, which just makes his frown deepen. I swear, this twin thing can be really fucking cool sometimes, but also, it makes it impossible for me to keep something to myself. It’s a blessing and a curse.

	“Okay. Are we going to sit here with our fingers up our asses or are we actually going to get this show on the road?” Jase says, now leaning against the doorframe. “Because time is money, and I’ve got less time, and you guys should have less money. Let’s talk shit while we do inventory on the furniture and fittings. Then we can get to work.”

	The rest of the guys stand, Cohen downing his coffee and placing his cup in my outstretched hand, and everyone except me moving toward Jase, who is holding out clipboards and strips of colored stickers. I quickly dump the mugs in the kitchen sink and return to the living room to find Bry waiting for me, clipboard and pen in hand and a wry smile on his dial. “Looks like we’re partners…”

	“Again? Yeah, let’s team the twins together. Do they not think we spend enough time together?”

	“I love you too, brother,” he says with a laugh. “This time, I volunteered to cover your ass so we can start in the attic and you can tell me what the fuck happened before.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I hedge, walking past him toward the big, sweeping staircase. “Man, I can’t wait to get rid of this pink.”

	“You’re changing the subject,” he says, his voice full of amusement.

	“And when I’m ready to tell you anything, you’ll be the first to know.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	“And neither does the color scheme of this Barbie Dream House. But you like what you like, right?” And right now, I’m wondering what my Barbie might be up to right now… or later. Maybe I should see if she wants to meet up for dinner or a drink. Maybe a drink is less of a big deal, to start with I mean.

	“I can hear your brain turning from here. What’s up with you?”

	I stop at the first landing and turn to meet his eyes. “It’s Ronnie, but this time, I want space to navigate the start of an adult relationship without pressure from Mom, Dad, our other brothers or friends. You’ll probably end up being my sounding board and voice of sanity when I need it, but until then, can you just—”

	“Absolutely,” Bryant says. There’s absolutely no amusement or joking in his tone. “Just one thing though…”

	I sigh, knowing it was too good to be true. “Yeah?”

	“Can I at least laugh at the fact you said ‘adult relationship’ and were referring to yourself?” he asks, his lips twitching.

	“Asshole,” I mutter, unable to hide the mirth in my voice.

	“The asshole who always has your back,” he says, walking past me. “Now, let’s get this shit started.”

	And that is all I needed to say, apparently, to get him off my back.

	Twin brother, and best fucking friend ever.
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	It’s mid-afternoon, and between the now five of us—Cohen left at noon—we’ve chucked out all of the bad. All of the stuff deemed reusable or recyclable after a little love, is now packed in a moving truck for Bry and I to drive to the storage unit. My back is killing me, my arms have never been so tight, and my legs feel like jelly, but I feel alive. I’m actually really looking forward to getting stuck into demo with Jamie and Jase tomorrow after my morning class.

	Thinking of school has me thinking about Ronnie, and how we didn’t make plans for seeing each other again. I know she’ll be in my Intro to Photography class on Monday, I just don’t want to wait that long.

	With that in mind, I grab the truck keys from my pocket. “Bry, you’re driving. Catch,” I say, just before I throw them in his direction.

	“Whoa, why am I driving now?”

	“Because I’m tired and sore, and I need to catch up on emails,” I lie, hoping our twin sense isn’t activated right now.

	Thankfully, he just shrugs and calls me a lightweight under his breath as he walks around the back of the truck to the driver’s side. Once we’re both inside the cab and buckled in, Bry starts up the engine, and a few moments later, we’re on our way to Cook Construction’s storage unit.

	While Bry plays around with the radio, settling on a modern-rock station, I grab my phone and bring up Ronnie’s number.

	Jax—Hey, Barbie.

	Ronnie—Hey, Ken. How’s my Dream House?

	Jax—Empty now. Bry and I are just transporting a truckload of things we’re keeping to our storage unit.

	Ronnie—Did you keep the plastic-covered couch? I kind of had plans for that thing.

	Jax—We did. Do tell me about these plans…

	Ronnie—But we’re taking things slow, remember?

	Jax—I didn’t say snail speed, and not acting on it doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it.

	Ronnie—Is that all it takes? Suggestive texts?

	Jax—All it takes is the thought of you naked on said couch and I’m done for.

	Ronnie—I didn’t say naked… I could’ve meant cuddling while watching a movie.

	Jax—Naked cuddling is a thing.

	Ronnie—Let me guess, and the movie would be one of the adult variety.

	Jax—Chick flick it is.

	Ronnie—Of course. We can’t be corrupting the ambience of my Dream House.

	I chuckle, earning Bry’s attention. “Who’s making you smile like an idiot?”

	“Your mom.”

	He snorts. “You know that comeback doesn’t work since she’s your mom too.”

	I shrug but can’t stop myself from joining in his quiet laughter.

	“Ready for class tomorrow?” he asks, changing the subject just as another text comes in.

	Ronnie—What does a girl have to do to get her hot professor to ask her on a date?

	You just breathing seems to do that.

	I lick my lips, watching out the windscreen as we move from a residential to a commercial area.

	“God, your attitude is positively nauseating,” Bry groans. “You’re smiling like it’s Christmas morning and you’ve already snuck a peek at the presents.”

	Oh, if only you knew just how fantastic Ronnie’s present was under her wrapping.

	“You’re just jealous you haven’t got a gorgeous woman texting you.”

	“So, it’s a woman. That’s a good step forward for you. Maybe by the time you’re thirty-four you can lose that pesky virginity of yours.”

	I flip him the bird, but that doesn’t stop me from smiling. “If you must know, it’s Ronnie.”

	“Mmm hmm…”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I wondered how long it would take you to realize she went to our campus.”

	My head jerks back and snaps in an Exorcist-esque twist toward my twin. “You knew?”

	“Of course. Maybe if you’d actually talked to her before Saturday—”

	“We weren’t exactly talking…”

	“I mean since we first met her. You know she’s just upped her course load and added a few electives to round out her degree.”

	“And you didn’t think it was important to tell me that one of those extra courses was photography?”

	“I saw the class lists last week. I thought it would be more fun for you to find out for yourself.”

	I wait for him to pull off the road and into the storage facility before I punch him in the arm.

	He gives me the side-eye. “Ouch. What was that for?”

	“You throwing me under the bus.”

	“Since Ronnie has a legal background, I have no doubt she would’ve known about the non-frat policy—if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	“Again, how do you know this? I only found out from April on Monday night,” I say, huffing out a breath. “Am I the only one in the dark here?”

	He brings the truck to a stop in the driveway outside our storage unit, then turns the wheel all the way to one side and hits reverse, expertly backing around. Shutting down the engine, he leans against the dash and spins to face me. “Okay, reality check, brother. You have been avoiding her for as long as you’ve known her. Either because she scares you or you didn’t want to rock the boat Jamie and April were building. Now that vessel is well and truly unsinkable, I thought you’d make your move, but no, you were running and hiding again at the engagement party.”

	“So you decided to push me toward an inevitable complication?”

	“I gave you a well-overdue push and honestly,” he says, quirking a brow, “it didn’t take much more than a poke.”

	“Well something was—”

	He levels me with a ‘really?’ glare. “You finally gave in to what the rest of us have been watching for months now, and you’re worried about being her teacher?” He sighs. “There are ways around that, Jax. Talk to Joey.”

	My cheeks heat, which is so unlike me, because I’m not one to blush. “I already have,” I mumble.

	“I’m sorry. Did I hear you say you already have?”

	I square my shoulders and meet his amused gaze. “I met with him yesterday.”

	“Then pull your hand off your dick, stop coming up with excuses and just fucking do something about it before some cocky freshman goes all out to fulfill their cougar fantasy with her.”

	That makes me growl—loudly—and his grin turns huge. He poked the bear and got the reaction he wanted. “Asshole,” I mutter.

	“Bet you’ll reply to her text now though,” he says, nodding to the phone in my hand. “Or are you gonna run and hide from someone who is into you, isn’t photog-pussy, and likes you for you and your small, ineffectual cock?”

	I go to punch him but the fucker is already shutting the truck door before I can react, his laughter filling the air.

	Jax—What does a Ken have to do to get the gorgeous Barbie to go out with him?

	Her response comes a few minutes later, those scrolling three dots on our message string driving me insane the more time passes without an answer. When it comes through—as per usual—she doesn’t disappoint.

	Ronnie—Chase her until he’s caught her.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Monday afternoon, and I’m in my chair at the back of the class, my eyes glued to the door. I’ve never been the girl who pines after a guy, but everything about Jaxon Cook draws me in.

	Case in point: my body overheating at the sight of him walking in the room. Butterflies make my stomach their home as his gaze sweeps the room, a dazzling smile curving his lips when he locks eyes with me.

	Today he’s wearing navy dress pants, a white open-neck linen shirt, and a grey tweed blazer over the top. On most other men, it would be stuffy and almost nerdy. On Jax, with his black thick-rimmed reading glasses, stylishly tousled hair, and bright, all-seeing amber eyes, it looks damn hot. Geeky hot, read-me-a-textbook-and-I-won’t-hear-a-word-of-it-because-I’m-too-busy-imagining-you-naked hot. He-asks-you-a-question-and-you-sit-there-all starry-eyed-looking-like-an-idiot hot.

	Shit, that actually just happened.

	“Ms. Nelson?” he calls out.

	Shaking my head to clear the lust-fueled haze, I don’t miss the twitch of his lips before he quickly schools his expression. The same can’t be said of my classmates, all of whom have twisted in their seats to look at me.

	“Yes, Professor Cook?” I reply, my tone saccharine-sweet. Last class he told us to call him Jax, but I’ve never been one to do what people want me to. My father and my abandoned law career can attest to that.

	My cheeks feel like they’re on fire, but pride refuses to let me acknowledge my embarrassment. I square my shoulders and lift my chin with an edge of defiance.

	“I asked everyone if they’d brought their cameras today as requested.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	His eyes flash at the salutation before he breaks my gaze and returns his attention back to the class. I, however, let go of the breath I’m holding while trying to quell the rising ache between my legs.

	“Before I give you your first class assignment, let’s go over the different parts of the camera and their function,” he says, pulling up his own Canon from the desk. “This will most likely be revision for some of you, but you never know; you might learn something you didn’t know.”

	For the next twenty minutes, he brings up slides on the projector and methodically works his way through the different features of the equipment, stopping to answer questions when students raise their hands, and not paying any further obvious attention to me. There’s a group of girls—I can call them that because they’re more than ten years younger than me—sitting in the front row, doing everything possible to get Jax’s attention. I don’t blame them, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel an unwelcome clench in my gut every time he smiles at them or turns on the Jax Cook charm when he answers.

	We agreed to keep whatever it is between us to ourselves when we’re on campus, but part of me really wishes I could stake my claim. I can just imagine the shocked look on the girls’ faces if I stormed to the front of the class and slammed my mouth against those soft, perfect lips of his. Their reaction would almost make the ramifications worth it. Almost.

	He finishes with his explanation, putting his camera down on the table in front of him and looking back to the class.

	“Now, for the fun stuff,” he says, a wicked smile curving his mouth, “the first assignment is worth ten percent of your grade and requires you to work in pairs.”

	Straight away, students look to their friends in the class or their neighbor next to them, nods, high fives, and handshakes being shared as the quiet classroom morphs into a hum of conversation.

	Jax shakes his head before knocking the wood in front of him to regain control of the class. “Before you go arranging your own partners, I’ve taken the liberty of selecting your partners for you. The aim is to challenge you to work with someone you may not know and hopefully, learn something from one another. I’ll call you down in pairs, and then you can go meet somewhere around campus to discuss the project and brainstorm. The theme is portraits, so I want you to carefully read the assignment brief and note down the key points we expect to see. If there’s nothing else, I’ll see you all again next Monday.”

	Then, two by two, Jax calls out everyone until the last pair of giggling female fans—I mean, students—walk out of the room, closing the door behind them, leaving just the two of us. “Veronica Nelson,” he says with a smirk. His eyes are filled with amusement as I stand, pulling my bag over my shoulder, and make my way down the stairs toward him.

	“Am I paired with someone away from class today?” I ask.

	He glances to the closed door then back to me. “Fortunately, there is an odd number of people in class so that means you’re going to have to work with me for the project.”

	I open my mouth to protest, unease rising inside of me at how this might look.

	“But, I will only be there in an observational capacity. There can’t be any misunderstanding that you might be getting an unfair advantage by working with your professor.”

	I let out the breath I was holding, my shoulders lowering with my exhale. “Thank you,” I whisper.

	He grins, lifting his arm as if to sweep a loose tendril of my hair away, but catches himself. “I said I wasn’t going to jeopardize your grade in this class because of our personal involvement and so I won’t. This was an opportunity I wasn’t going to give up though.”

	I tilt my head. “Why?”

	“You need to ask?”

	“I said to chase me, and I haven’t heard from you since then. This,” I say, sweeping my hand out, “isn’t part of the chase. You haven’t even asked me out on a date yet.”

	His lips twitch. “Barbie,” he says, deep and low. “Was showing you the Dream House not a date?”

	I bark out a laugh, throwing my head back. “If you think that’s a date, you have a lot to learn, sir.”

	His gaze drops to my mouth and my wide smile, his eyes darkening when my breath hitches and I subconsciously run my tongue along my bottom lip, earning a rumbling growl in his throat.

	“Care to teach me?” His voice is rough and reminds me of the way he sounded when he was turned on and driving deep inside me. I shudder, and it’s my turn to lock my arms at my sides to stop myself from acting on the memories flashing through my brain.

	“We better get out of here and go somewhere around people. Then I won’t have to fight every instinct I have. I want to grab hold of that ponytail, tug your head back, and kiss that mouth of yours to shut you up.”

	I step back to put much-needed distance between us. “But you like my smart mouth.”

	“I also like what it does to me in my fantasies right now, so I think it’s best we go to a coffee shop off-campus to discuss your ideas for the assignment.”

	I breathe a sigh of relief. Not that I don’t like the idea of his fantasies and what I might be doing in them, but if we’re going to get through the semester unscathed—professionally, of course—then letting him kiss me and do other things to me in the classroom where he teaches, and I have to concentrate, would not be a wise move.

	“Lead the way,” I say.

	He walks to the door and swings it wide. “After you, Ms. Nelson. I do believe I’m the one doing the chasing. Remember?”

	“You’re learning, Ken,” I whisper, a sly smile on my lips.

	“Sometimes teachers need to be taught too,” he murmurs, shutting the door behind us before walking down the hall at my side.

	Ten minutes later, Jax is pulling out a chair for me at the back of a quaint little coffee shop a few blocks away.

	Once we’ve ordered and I’m seated, he sits opposite me, pulling his phone and wallet out of his pocket and sliding them inside the front compartment of his leather satchel.

	“Do you come here often?” I ask. His eyes crinkle, his lips quirking on one side as it occurs to me how it sounds. I shrug. “Two birds, one stone.”

	“Indeed. But wasn’t it you who insisted we keep this professional?”

	“Only on-campus. I figure we can call this a pre-date/pre-assignment meeting. That way, I can brainstorm ideas for the project, and also educate you on the fine art of the chase.”

	“I’m quite adept at going after what I want.”

	“Is that so?” I ask, tilting my head to study him. “Because if I recall, it was you who actively avoided me at all family functions for the best part of a year.”

	“I was—”

	“Not chasing.”

	“I didn’t want to complicate anything,” he says, his expression filled with sincerity.

	“I guessed that. It’s not like you to be shy.”

	“No, that’s my doppelgänger.”

	“He’s not shy either.”

	“Around his family and friends, no, but he takes a while to let his guard down around strangers. He was burned once, so he can be rather introspective sometimes.”

	“The yin to your yang?”

	“In some ways. In others, we’re like two peas in a pod,” he says with a soft smile.

	“So, like twins then?”

	“Exactly.” His grin widens just as the server delivers our coffees.

	I cup my hands around the mug and bring it up to my lips, letting out a moan and closing my eyes at that first hit of caffeine. When I open them again, I find him frozen mid cup-lift, his attention now one hundred percent on me and my mouth.

	I frown, nodding to his suspended coffee. “You going to drink that, or just sit there and imagine me moaning during other activities?”

	That snaps him out of it.

	“Yeah. That sounds like a good idea to me. As your professor, I insist we do that instead.”

	I giggle and shake my head, watching him smirk. “Somehow, I don’t think that’ll help.”

	“You never know,” he says with a wink. “I didn’t say the portraits couldn’t be action shots. Especially if you’re the subject and I’m taking them of you mid-orgasm.”

	Someone clears their throat, breaking the moment. Jax and I turn our heads and meet the disapproving eyes of an elderly couple looking truly scandalized.

	“I’m so sorry for my friend here. He seems to be under the impression coffee shops are the ideal places to proposition students,” I tell them, trying to hold back a laugh when they both glare at Jax. One look at my professor and I find his eyes wide before narrowing when he meets mine.

	“Actually,” he says to them, “my student just offered me sexual favors for a good mark. As an upstanding member of the teaching fraternity, I couldn’t possibly consider her request.”

	They gasp again, their heads turning between us like they’re watching a tennis volley.

	“Kids these days,” the woman mutters before they both stand and leave the coffee shop.

	“That wasn’t very nice of you,” Jax says they’re gone.

	“And saying I’m swapping sex for grades was?” My lips twitch, as he at least has the decency to look guilty—only for a second though. “So, should we actually talk about the assignment now?”

	He nods, reaching into his satchel and pulling out a piece of paper. He hands it over the table to me, his fingers brushing mine as I take it from him. My eyes snap to his when he doesn’t let it go straight away.

	“I won’t swap sex for an A, but I’m open to sampling the goods,” he murmurs.

	I tug the assignment brief from his hold. “Don’t you remember, I’ve sampled already, and it will forever be associated with the most embarrassing moment of my adult life. Your mom thinks I was getting myself off while everyone was downstairs.”

	“Well… not everyone.”

	He reaches out and grabs my hand again, tangling his fingers with mine, sending jolts of lust straight to my core. “One day I’ll erase that memory for you and show you exactly what I was about to do before I was rudely shoved off the bed and onto the floor.”

	“Oh, really?” I scoff. “How about I keep that as spank-bank fodder for later, and before you make me squirm any more in my seat, we talk about the assignment.”

	“You’re no fun,” he grumbles half-heartedly as I chuckle at his pouting lip.

	“We both know that’s not true, but I’ll make sure to prove to myself later tonight just how much fun I really can be.”

	His head drops down, and a pained groan escapes his lips. “Barbie is a cock tease.”

	“And Ken has no fucking idea yet, but he will,” I say with a beaming smile.

	An hour and another coffee later, I’ve got a better idea of what Jax expects for this assignment, and a few concepts to work with. Having paid the check, Jax stands and rounds the table to pull out my chair, before sliding his hand to rest on the small of my back and leading me toward the front door. Walking in at the same time we’re walking out is one of the girls I recognize from class. I freeze, my body tensing up. Jax is seemingly oblivious, his hand pressing against my shirt.

	The student looks from me to Jax then back to me again. She scans me up and down with what looks like a bitter taste in her mouth before turning to Jax. I step sideways and out of his reach.

	“Bar—”

	“Professor Cook, I didn’t expect to see you here,” she says, moving in front of him.

	Jax, being Jax, appears unaffected by this turn of events. “Ah, Chelsea, is it? Did you decide to go off-campus too?”

	Chelsea’s head jerks back. “My partner and I have finished our meeting already. I was just coming here to grab a brownie. I’ve been told it’s the best for miles.”

	“Good to know,” he replies with a half-grin. “Veronica is without a partner for this assignment so I’ve offered my services.”

	“Oh,” she says, her eyes widening. “I didn’t know that was a possibility. If I had, I might’ve volunteered to work alone.”

	Oh, hell no, bitch. I bite my lip to control the green monster sparking to life inside of me.

	Jax laughs. “Maybe next time, Chelsea. We were just leaving so I’ll see you in class next week?”

	Chelsea steps aside, giving us room to pass by. “Absolutely. Have a good day.”

	Jax nods and again rests his hand on the small of my back to usher me outside.

	My body is still tense as we begin the walk back to campus.

	“Does this class as a date?” he asks, turning toward me. “And if so, how many dates does it take for me to see you naked again? Preferably horizontal and underneath me.” His voice is laced with sex, and a weaker woman would fold there and then and beg him to take her, anywhere and everywhere.

	Thankfully, I’ve never been described as weak or meek, for that matter. My mother would call me stubborn. My father would say strong-willed. Gilly would describe me as brave, whereas I just like to think of myself as a woman who knows what she wants and will no longer settle for anything less. I want a man to make an effort for me. Someone who won’t shy away at the challenge of making me theirs.

	Jax may have followed me upstairs at the engagement party, but he didn’t require any further instruction whatsoever after he walked into that room. He definitely hasn’t let the complication of me being his student assuage his interest in me. So, either I have a magic vagina and he’s pussy whipped, or he’s going to prove what I saw that first day I met him. He loves the challenge and he likes to come out on top. Although that’s a position I like as well, so we may have to compromise.

	“What are you thinking, Barbie?” he asks, putting his hand on my arm and moving us out of the middle of the sidewalk and into the entrance of a narrow alley between buildings.

	“I’m wondering if this clueless act is all a ruse and you actually know what you’re doing after all.”

	“Why’s that?” he asks, his eyes showing a glint of amusement. He totally knows what he’s doing.

	“Because you may have kept your distance before last weekend, but now… you’re actively working on driving me crazy.”

	“In a good way?” he says, his lips twitching.

	“In a ‘we should stick to crowded places or else I’m never going to be able to keep my hands to myself’ kind of way.”

	He leans closer. “And that’s a problem?”

	“Lewd acts in a public place won’t look good on my record.”

	He drops his head, his shoulders shaking with his quiet laughter. Unfortunately, it also brings him just that little bit closer, and I catch the scent of his woody cologne.

	“But maybe getting together near campus isn’t a good idea either. That Chelsea isn’t dumb. I doubt she bought your excuse about us meeting just for the assignment.”

	His expression turns serious. “We’re covered in that regard, beautiful. There’s nothing anyone can do to us.”

	“Nothing official. It doesn’t mean they can’t ruffle some feathers and poke some bears,” I say.

	He lifts his chin, his amber eyes capturing me as they bore into mine. “I’ll make you a promise,” he says. “In all meetings relating to school, we’ll make sure we’re around people.” He steps in so we’re almost touching. “In all matters relating to us and me winning you over…” he looks down between us, his perusing gaze like scorching flames licking first down, then back up my body, “. . . all bets are off. Hold on to your panties, Barbie. Ken’s got his eyes on the prize.”

	He meets my eyes, and the look of absolute determination in them makes my breath catch.

	“I’m not about to drop the ball now when everything I want is finally within reach. But I will say that while we are taking things slow, it doesn’t mean I’m not gonna enjoy driving you crazy by telling you all the things we’re going to do once we get there.” With a dazzling smile that has me near-on dripping with need, he lifts his chin and steps back, turning around and walking away.

	My eyes drop to his mighty fine ass and I watch him go, letting out a long, slow breath as my lips curve up.

	Yes, I definitely think I’ve met my match with Jax, and I can’t wait to see what his next move will be.

	I also can’t wait to see what he’s going to do to win the chase because he’s halfway there already.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Jax—What are you doing on Saturday night?

	Ronnie—Washing my hair?

	Jax—Can you do that after I cook you dinner?

	Ronnie—You can cook?

	Jax—Have you met my mother? There was no way she was going to raise four sons and a daughter without all of us being able to cook, clean, and look after ourselves.

	Ronnie—Doesn’t Cohen live at home?

	Jax—Co left home then returned. He’s a work in progress.

	Ronnie—I’ll reserve my decision on whether to accept your kind invitation or not based on whether your version of cooking is hot dogs or fine dining.

	Jax—Don’t knock hot dogs. They can be very delicious when done right.

	Ronnie—Important and vital question: hot dogs with or without ketchup?

	Jax—What are you, an animal? No ketchup can go anywhere near a Chicago hot dog. That’s sacrilege and warrants immediate eviction from the city limits.

	Ronnie—So does that mean you’re NOT cooking me hot dogs?

	Jax—I’m cooking dinner, not a seventh-inning snack… unless eating you as a snack is on the table?

	Ronnie—Does my Dream House still have a table for me to put my snack on?

	Jax—And now I need a cold shower. A man can only take so much. Saturday, 7 p.m. Come prepared to eat.

	Ronnie—Oh, I’m always ready for that; it’s you who took THAT off the table.

	Jax—I’m trying to be well-behaved here.

	Ronnie—I know. And it’s so much fun. Just don’t have too much of it without me. I prefer being an active participant.

	Seven o’clock Saturday night, I’m once again on the doorstep of the glorious pink lady. She’s starting to be stripped bare though, which is both sad and exciting. The idea of such a majestic queen reclaiming her former glory is appealing just as much as the idea of her being made over to continue her reign for years to come. I’m excited to see her transformation.

	When the door swings open, Jax fills the void with his matching beauty. I’ve dated extensively in the past: a lot of suitable future husbands in my parents’ eyes and a few antichrists dressed up in Tom Ford, but also some ruggedly handsome men who I’ve been genuinely attracted to. None of them hold a torch to the palpable chemistry I’ve found with the man standing in front of me. It’s part of the reason I wanted him to work to get me.

	He gives me butterflies at the mere thought of seeing him. A message with his name on my phone makes my heart skip a beat, and his touch sets my body on fire until I’m sure I’ll explode.

	But it’s not purely physical, which makes it all the more special to me. He cares about me, about school and relationships and future dynamics. I haven’t had to set any rules because he thought ahead and made sure that nothing could happen between us that will hurt me or what I’m working towards. April told me he had already asked her about my former career, the one I walked away from, and she explained exactly what she said and in what detail. I’ve been pleasantly surprised that he hasn’t broached the subject as yet, as if he knows it’s something that should be brought up by me.

	He’s giving me a level of control over this thing between us that I have not felt in my past, and the freedom that he is gifting me is as attractive as that gorgeous smile he’s sending my way.

	“Are you just going to stand there and ogle me like you did in class? Or are you going to grace me with your presence in the kitchen?” he says, holding his hand out with a smirk.

	I lace my fingers with his and step inside when he gives me room and shuts the door behind us. “You mean there is still a kitchen to cook in?”

	“Only a stove. And I may have called by mom and dad’s house this afternoon to borrow some dishes and utensils.”

	“Aren’t we a good boy scout.”

	“Well I couldn’t exactly set up a fire and cook fine dining for you in the living room. That would make Jamie’s head explode.”

	“And dating his fiancée’s best friend hasn’t already?”

	“Ah… I haven’t exactly brought it up, and neither has he, so I’m guessing April hasn’t told him.”

	“You don’t think telling him yourself would be better?” I ask, surprised at this revelation.

	We reach the end of the hallway—which looks more like a building site than it did on my last visit—and enter the kitchen. This room is not as broken down as I had expected. There’s still a countertop and cabinets, minus their doors. The freestanding stove has two saucepans on top, one big and one not so big but deep, and the smell that hits me is divine.

	“You weren’t lying about being able to cook.”

	He releases my hand and moves to the counter. He lifts a wooden spoon in one hand while taking the lid off one of the pots. “Nope. It relaxes me. It helps quiet the mind.”

	I cross the room, standing to the side and peeking over his shoulder. “So tell me, what gastronomic creation do I get to try tonight?”

	“Spaghetti bolognese a la Jax.”

	“I seem to recall liking the taste of Jax,” I quip, nuzzling his shoulder through his tee and giggling when he groans in amused frustration.

	He looks down, his eyes filled with heat—and it’s not from the stovetop. “You’re killing the gentleman in me.”

	I rest a splayed hand on his abs, lifting up on my toes, bringing my mouth to his ear. “A gentleman in the street and a freak in the sheets is my favorite kind of Jax.” I brush my lips against the hinge of his jaw before ending his misery and stepping back, putting some much-needed distance between us. “Do you need help with anything?”

	“Nope. I just needed to stir the sauce then let it simmer for a little longer,” he says, replacing the lid and putting the spoon down on top of a folded kitchen towel. “Now, let’s go get comfortable.”

	“Yes,” I cheer, making a show out of doing a fist pump.

	Jax chuckles, shaking his head at me, his eyes shining with amusement. “I hope you’re not too disappointed with my cooking.”

	“I’m not sure anything you do could ever leave me wanting,” I reply suggestively.

	“You’re killing me, Barbie.”

	“The feeling’s mutual,” I hum as he sweeps his arm out, ushering me through the door leading toward the living room.

	Stepping inside, I stop dead in my tracks, and it’s not just because of the numerous candles lining the room, their light flickering against the bare walls. There’s also a plush, grey blanket spread out on the floor in the middle of the big space. Sitting beside it are two large wine glasses and a bottle of white.

	A pair of strong arms circle my waist as Jax stops behind me. His warmth cloaks my back when he moves in close and rests his chin on my shoulder.

	We stand there for a while, comfortable silence stretching between us.

	“What are you thinking?” he asks, his breath warm against my skin.

	“I’m thinking I’ve grossly underestimated you.”

	He chuckles and presses a kiss to my neck. “I guess you like it then?”

	“I think I’m losing the battle to resist the chase.”

	“Don’t resist,” he murmurs, soft and rough. “Just go with the flow. I meant it when I said I want to build this. It’s not just about sex and physical attraction. It’s more.” Jax’s tone is stronger now, and his emphasis on the word ‘more’ sparks those butterflies of mine to life.

	“I like that,” I say, turning my head.

	He smiles against my lips. “Good. Because there’s so much more where that came from.”

	We’re so close now I can barely think straight, especially with his heat at my back, his lips on my neck, peppering barely there pecks.

	“Does more include sex?” I rasp. “Because I’m all onboard for the sex.”

	He chuckles as he straightens, putting his hand on my shoulder and turning me around. Then his mouth crashes down on mine and he kisses me long and deep—just how I like it. He eases his lips off mine, and I unashamedly chase them, not wanting to stop.

	His amused gaze drops to my pout. “All in good time, Barbie. I’m enjoying the challenge of the chase.”

	Pulling back, I tilt my head. “Is it really a challenge if you’ve already had me?”

	He dips down so he’s all I can see, his eyes a darker, deeper brown now. “I’m not going to stop until I know you’re not going anywhere. When I know there’s nowhere else you ever want to be.”

	I stop breathing. That’s the only explanation. Because five long seconds later, my eyes roll back and I lose my legs from under me.

	“Shit,” Jax curses before I sag against him and everything goes black.
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	“Ronnie… Ronnie… dammit… Co? Yeah, Ronnie just fainted. It’s been two minutes and she’s still out.”

	I’m not… well, not really. My limbs feel heavy but warm. Jax’s heartbeat thrums against my side.

	I slowly open my eyes to find my head resting on his shoulder, his arm wrapped tightly around my back, his hand on my hip, and his deep voice rumbling in his throat. “Wait. I think she’s waking up,” he says, obviously on the phone to his EMT brother, Cohen. I try to move into a sitting position but a wave of dizziness hits me. Great, a dash of vertigo. Just what I need. “Yeah, I’ll call you back if I need you… or I could take her to the ER. I know. Thanks, brother. Talk soon. Bye,” he says, ending the call.

	His hand comes to cup my face as he shifts sideways on the couch where I now realize we’re both sitting.

	“Hi,” I whisper.

	He smiles, and I feel like I could move mountains and scale tall buildings—light-headed or not—as long as he keeps looking at me the way he is right now. I snuggle in closer and shift so my head is nestled in the crook of his neck. When I sigh in complete contentment, he chuckles and rubs his hand up and down my back.

	“I didn’t expect you to literally fall at my feet, beautiful,” he says.

	“What can I say? You blew me away,” I reply with a smile, pressing my lips to the pulse in his throat and staying there.

	“Do I need to take you to the ER? I caught you, so you didn’t hit your head, but if you want to go get checked out, I can drive you. Or see if Cade can call ’round here? Even Cohen said he’d come over.”

	I lean my head back and meet his eyes. “I forgot to eat. I’ve always been a fainter. Ever since I was a kid.”

	“Like one of those goats you see falling over on the internet?” he asks, his lips twitching.

	“Yep. That’s me. Freak me out with romantic gestures and I’ll literally swoon at your feet,” I say, giggling.

	He runs his index finger down the side of my head, the tip tracing my hairline and hooking a loose piece of hair behind my ear. “I wanted to knock your socks off but not like that.”

	I shake my head, closing my eyes when he dips his chin to brush his lips against mine.

	“The last thing I want to do is move, but I really need to go turn dinner off. Can I get you a glass of water? We’ll save the wine for another night.”

	“Okay,” I reply softly, meeting his warm gaze.

	God, I could fall for this man.

	He gently moves me off his lap and stands, bending over to put me back where he was sitting against the arm of the sofa. Then he does the unexpected, reaching down and grabbing the grey blanket from the floor and draping it over me.

	Too late. I’ve already fallen.

	“Call out if you need me, and if dinner isn’t ruined, I’m going to feed you then put you to bed.”

	I smirk but his narrowed eyes tell me it’s not adult playtime.

	“To sleep. I don’t want you driving home by yourself, and I’d rather hold you all night and make sure you’re okay.”

	“I’m fine, Jax. Honestly, it’s happened before. I just need to get my sugar levels up.”

	“Can you do this… for me?” There’s absolutely no arguing with the look on his face. If all I have to do is stay the night in bed with him—not a hardship—to make him feel better and wipe the worry out of his eyes, then there’s no question.

	“Yes. And water would be lovely. Oh, and if dinner is ruined, I’ll order takeout. Just being here with you is enough. The candles, the wine, and picnic were awesome though. We’ll have to do that next time,” I say, smiling up at him.

	“Fuck it,” he says, bracing one hand on the couch by my shoulder, the other tangling in my hair. Then he’s kissing me, or devouring me, to be more accurate, and I may feel weak and a little light-headed, but I give as good as I can until I melt into the couch. He kissed me pliant. And he can do that any damn day he wants in the future.

	Fainting and burned dinner aside, as far as first official dates go—or maybe it’s our second—it’s absolutely perfect. There’s absolutely nowhere else I’d rather be and no one else I would want to be with. So to me, it’s a win—win.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	After ordering Chinese takeout, we camp out on the couch, sitting side by side, our legs entwined. Then I offer her some clothes and the shower, and I meet her in my still pink bedroom upstairs.

	I crawl in behind her in my boxer shorts—sleeping naked would’ve been far too tempting—and she is asleep within minutes of me spooning her.

	Opening my eyes on Sunday morning, the first thing I do is smile. That’s because in my arms is a sleeping Ronnie but also, her fingers are laced with mine around her chest. Even in our sleep we’re drawn to each other, having not moved overnight. I lie there, not willing to move because I don’t want to lose this moment.

	“I know you’re awake,” Ronnie murmurs sleepily, squeezing her grip on my hand, but not letting go.

	“Only just. I was lying here enjoying the moment.”

	“It is a very enjoyable moment.” She pushes her back against my front, making me groan as my morning wood is cradled by her ass. “Part of you feels like you have other ideas on how to make it even better,” she teases.

	“We agreed to take it slow,” I say roughly, unable to stop from rolling my hips with hers.

	“This is slow,” she says breathlessly, grabbing my hand at her waist and moving it under my T-shirt she’s wearing.

	When my hand touches the soft skin of her breast, I curse. “Damn. Doesn’t feel slow,” I say, my body taking over as I roll onto my back, bringing her with me so she’s lying on top. With two hands free, I cup her face and turn it to the side, craning my neck to kiss her lips and thrust my tongue between them.

	When she moans into my mouth, my hips piston up, slipping between her legs and gliding against her damp underwear. “Fuckkkk,” I groan when she clenches her thighs together, tightening the grip on my cock.

	“Definitely… not… slow… now,” she pants, her tongue rubbing against mine. I need to stop this before I give in and slide into that wet heat I’ve been craving since I first pushed inside her two weeks ago.

	I release her mouth, and my hands drop to her waist. I lift her up my body so her legs are spread over my shoulders. I shift down the bed, hooking one arm over her hip to shove her underwear to the side. My fingers find her clit just as I dip my tongue inside of her and take my fill.

	Her back arches, one hand slamming against the headboard. I press back and forth, moving her hips and growling when she starts riding my face. Her scent drives me on, her raspy moans making my cock as hard as stone. She’s all I can taste and smell, and like an addict, I can’t get enough.

	When she leans forward and wraps her fist around my cock, moving up and down the shaft in firm, long strokes, I know it’s going to be a race to the finish, and I’m not a man who likes to lose.

	I suck and lick, my fingers circling her clit faster. I push my tongue deeper inside, my hips bucking up into her hand. When cold air hits my skin and her hot, wet mouth surrounds the head of my cock, she shows me she’s willing to play dirty to win.

	Then again, so am I.

	I tip her pelvis and flick over her swollen bundle of nerves at rapid speed, pressing my index finger into her and curling the tip against her G-spot. Her body stills as she takes me to the root then she explodes, her body rocking with her orgasm, my mouth dipping to her sex to lap it all up. That’s all it takes for me to climax, my muscles contracting with every pulse as she continues to glide her lips up and down my cock.

	When we’re finally spent, she rolls onto her side, collapsing against me with a kiss to my chest. “Such a good morning,” she says with a smile against my skin.

	I look over at her, my eyes hooded, my body so relaxed I have doubts I’ll ever be able to walk again.

	And we didn’t even go the whole hog.

	That would’ve damn near killed me. Again.

	I roll onto my side so we’re facing each other. Moving her leg over mine, I glide my hand up and down her thigh. “I really did want to take this slow.”

	“Slow is overrated,” she says, brushing her lips against mine. “And that was so much more fun.”

	When she tries to move away, I press a hand between her shoulder blades and hold her there, staring into her addictive blue eyes. “You make it so hard to be good.”

	“Sometimes being good is overrated,” she says with a mischievous grin.

	I cup her jaw. “I meant what I said. I won’t be inside you again until I know you’re mine.” I tangle my fingers in her rumpled hair and kiss her again, this time deeper, longer, and full of everything I’m feeling in this moment, hoping like hell I’m not the only one falling harder than I ever have before. It’s like the year of avoiding her was the most prolonged foreplay of my life and now that I’ve had her, my body is catching up with my heart.

	When we finally pull apart, she settles back down on my chest and we lie there in satisfied silence. She runs her hand up and down my chest.

	“Can I ask you something?” I say, looking down to look at her.

	“Anything.”

	“Why did you go back to school?”

	“How much did April tell you?” she asks, her lips tipping up. Ah, sprung!

	“That you flew the coop and escaped the locked family cage of expectation.”

	Lifting her head, she quirks her brow at me. “She said that?”

	My lips twitch. “Not exactly.”

	She smiles and drops back down, settling in again. “Well, eighteen months ago, I chose to take the bull by the horns and quit my job, sever professional ties with my somewhat overbearing parents, and take a bet on myself.”

	“Kind of like what Jamie did with this house-flipping business.”

	“Yeah,” she says softly. “Probably why I like the guy.”

	“Then I’m lucky he’s taken, and you chose me.”

	“Well, there are two of you, remember,” she says, a smirk curving her lips. “But I was drawn to you almost instantly. There was something there that I couldn’t ignore.”

	“I was just the idiot who thought I should ignore it.”

	“And how do you feel about that decision now, Ken?”

	“Pretty fucking stupid.”

	“I agree,” she says with a laugh.

	“So, you left your job, your career…”

	Her fingers roam my skin mindlessly as she continues. “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve been artistic. The creative side of my brain was always more dominant, and despite this being glaringly obvious to my teachers as I moved through school, it was drilled into me that Nelsons worked hard to get into Harvard Law. ‘Oh, you’re top of the class in Art and Design; that’s okay. It’ll look good in your law school application.’ ‘You’ve painted an amazing mural on your bedroom wall while we were away? That’s cute, and a good way to channel your teenage rebellion.’ That sort of thing.”

	Not wanting to interrupt her, I continue to rub her back, enjoying the closeness and intimacy of the moment.

	“I even managed to talk my parents into letting me complete a conjoint Arts and Business degree before Harvard. The only certainty and indisputable part of the equation was that I must go to Law school regardless.” She pauses for a moment. “I continued my dutiful daughter role, working for my father’s firm here in Chicago when I came back from Boston. But I was never fulfilled like I was whenever I did something like paint, or sketch, or muck around with photos and designs on my computer.”

	“It was your passion.”

	She nods. “After lulling me into a false sense of acceptance, they started pressuring me to settle down with someone, I think that was the last straw. I felt suffocated and was desperate for fresh air.”

	“You’re strong and needed room to be you.”

	I dip my head and meet her gaze. “How can other people see that yet my own parents never could? They still can’t.”

	I cup her jaw, sweeping my thumb over her cheek. “Because anyone who takes the time to get to know you—to see the real you—will only ever want you to be happy. Whatever you need to do to get there.”

	“I’m going to be me.” She takes a deep breath and slowly exhales. “My father has still not accepted nor forgiven me. We’re cordial, but our relationship has never been sunshine and roses, and probably won’t be again.”

	“I’m sure your parents love you.”

	“My father only cares about success, money, and appearances,” she says, her tone laced with bitterness. Breathing deep, she exhales slowly and the tension leeches out of her.

	“So, having taken back my life and feeling a sense of freedom I hadn’t had before, I embarked on the most important project of my life—becoming who I was always meant to be.”

	“What did you do?”

	“I started with a month-long holiday in Bali with a lot of soul-searching, yoga, meditation, and cocktails on the beach, then a few self-discovery pilgrimages through Europe where I came up with a plan.”

	“Going back to school?”

	“Yeah. Graphic design, graduate marketing classes, and photography—which you already know about. Once I finish, I’m going to intern for a few of my old legal clients who have stuck by me, and then work for myself.”

	“Mm-hmm,” I say, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “That sounds like a very good plan.”

	“And that brings me to now, sleeping with a man I never knew would end up being my professor, but not wanting to be anywhere else—in life or in this bed.”

	She looks up at me, her eyes glistening, and in this moment, I know I’m done for. She owns me; whether she knows that yet, I’m not sure. She didn’t even need to try and work her way into my heart because I think she’s had me since that first day I met her in the driveway.

	She must see something in my expression. Her lips part and, unable to resist, I dip down and kiss her, a soft, languid touch that has her body melting against mine. She sighs contentedly, leaning her cheek on my shoulder, our faces still close.

	“I’m happy,” she says, lifting a hand to run her fingers through my hair. “I thought I was before, but I think I was missing one thing.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Not what, but who.” She swallows hard, closing her eyes for a second before opening them again and staring straight into mine. “I think I was missing you.”

	My heart jumps, “Damn… how do you expect me not to want to make love to you now that you’ve said that?”

	“Wishful thinking?”

	“We need to get out of this bed. Somewhere public where I can’t jump you.”

	“You sure about that?” she says, bracing herself on one arm and hovering above me.

	I lift my head, knowing exactly what will happen if I kiss her again. I get to within an inch of her lips before ducking underneath her arm and rolling off the bed, chuckling as she drops back onto the mattress with a frustrated growl.

	I stop and lean against the doorframe. “C’mon, Barbie. I’m taking you on an adventure.”

	She lifts her head and quirks a brow, biting her lip, and it takes everything in me not to rejoin her again. “Adventure?”

	“Just to a few vintage building shops and a recycling plant. Nothing too exotic. I’ll leave you to get dressed and I’ll go make us coffee. We can call by your place on the way if you want to change clothes.”

	“It better be better than sex,” she grumbles. “Otherwise you owe me another orgasm.”

	This time, I grin. “That’s a debt I’ll happily pay. Now get up, and I’ll see you downstairs.”

	“Clit tease,” she mumbles.

	I leave the room and make my way downstairs, laughing as I go.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	Two weeks of juggling classes, office hours on-campus, and working on the pink lady, and I’m running on empty. I’ve also never felt so alive. It’s a contradiction I never thought I’d ever feel, but I think it’s the kick in the ass I needed to get me out of the Groundhog Day rut I had found myself in.

	I’ve seen Ronnie in class, and last Thursday, she knocked on my door at the end of office hours and together, we broke our own rule about keeping our relationship private in public. It was behind my closed door, but risky all the same. I managed to somehow keep it PG, purely a make-out session with Ronnie’s back flat on my desk. But the temptation to take her then and there was real and very hard to resist. Thankfully, that Chelsea girl didn’t say or act any differently from any other student. But I’m not naïve enough to believe she isn’t a potential threat. Then she surprised me by taking me out to dinner at my favorite burger joint, something she confessed she’d found out by ringing Bryant. It made me feel good and was definitely a sign that we are on the right path to where I want to be.

	I can’t think of that right now though because tonight, I’m going to tell Jamie that I’m dating his fiancée’s best friend.

	Ronnie is adamant he already knows but Jamie is not a man to bottle stuff up. He used to carry the world on his shoulders—he still does, to some extent—but he’s seen the light when it comes to not communicating with those he cares about and those who care about him. If April or Bryant had let it slip that Ronnie and I had become involved, at the very least I would have gotten the “don’t fuck this up” speech. That hasn’t happened.

	So tonight, at our two-weekly golf night with us four brothers—myself, Bryant, Cohen, and Jamie—and Jamie’s best friend, Ezra, I’m going to tell him. Especially since tomorrow, we’re all going to be at Axel’s eighth birthday party and it’s going to be the first family event Ronnie and I will attend together as a couple.

	That’s if Jamie doesn’t throw me off the top deck of the driving range when I tell him.

	Bryant picks me up in his truck. I put my seat belt on and manage a “hey” before my phone rings and Ronnie’s name shows on the screen.

	“Hey, Barbie. You’re on speaker, so don’t say anything too inappropriate.”

	“Um… is it Bryant or Cohen that can hear me? ’Cause it wouldn’t be Jamie,” she says awkwardly—and adorably.

	Bry and I both chuckle. “No need to answer. I know that laugh anywhere.”

	“We’re not that identical, Ronnie. You know that, right?”

	“I’ve always wondered if—”

	“Beautiful, if you ever want to see any part of mine again, you won’t ask my brother if our dicks are the same size.”

	“I just want to know. It’s important for all womankind,” she adds, and I can imagine her sitting down, pouting at the phone like we can actually see her.

	Bryant gives me a side glance, his lips quirking up. “I’ll tell you next time I see you, Ronnie. Maybe even show you—ow! What was that for?” Bry asks, rubbing his arm where my fist punched it—hard.

	“You offered to show my girlfriend your dick,” I growl.

	Bryant laughs. “She asked to see it!”

	“For the record, you didn’t let me finish my question so you can’t exactly prove I was going to ask whether you have identical penises… penii… whatever multiple dicks are,” she rambles. “But since you guys have brought it up… are they?”

	“Are they what, Barbie? Identical? It’s been at least twenty-five years since I last saw my brother’s dick.”

	“Damn. Okay then. I’ll just have to dream,” she says wistfully.

	Now she’s succeeded in getting a reaction out of me. “What do you mean dream?”

	“Never mind.”

	“Now I really want to know too,” Bry says.

	The little minx giggles. “I’m just winding you up, Ken.”

	“And you fucking love it too, don’t you?” I say with a laugh.

	“You know it. Besides, who else will rile you up?” Ronnie replies.

	Bryant raises one hand. “I will.”

	Ronnie laughs. “Apart from your brothers.”

	“Mom and Dad too,” I confirm.

	“And Abi,” Bry adds.

	“Definitely Abi,” I say in agreement.

	“Is there anyone who doesn’t give me shit?” I ask.

	“Maybe Axel?” Bry says with a shrug.

	Ronnie giggles. “Only because Uncle Jax is his new favorite.”

	I smirk. “Damn straight I am.”

	“You bought your way into the top spot with that bedroom you decorated for him. That shouldn’t count. It’s bribery,” Bryant says.

	I snort. “And I’m damn proud of it. Whatever it takes. I have competition with Harry. Axel was fresh blood I could claim favorite uncle status with.”

	“Bryant is totally going to steal Ax from you,” Ronnie says with a laugh. “I can hear it in his voice.”

	“You do remember I’m your professor, right?” I ask, my lips curved up. “You should be taking my side in all things.”

	“You do know your brother is a professor too,” she points out. “I’m sure he can make my life equally difficult. Just not in as many enjoyable ways as you can.”

	“You two know that it’s all fun and games until this conversation turns into sex talk, and then I will literally kick Jax out of my truck. My poor speakers will not cope with any deviant teacher-student role-play shenanigans, okay?”

	Ronnie and I both burst out laughing. Bryant tries to look stern with his eyes narrowed and his pursed mouth, but he’s soon chuckling along with us.

	“Okay, enough of the chitchat. Let me know how it goes with Jamie and if I have to come rescue you. He may be a lot bigger than me, but I’m fast and agile and could weave around his legs as a distraction while you run to safety.”

	“Beautiful, exactly how much have you been thinking about this?”

	“Maybe one bottle of wine with April. That long…”

	“Hang on, so April has just heard your question about identical dicks and teacher-student fantasies? “I ask, dumbfounded.

	April enters the conversation. “Yeah, that was hot. Maybe I could get Jamie to dress up as—”

	“No!” Bryant and I say in unison.

	“I don’t even want to think of Jamie doing anything remotely sexual,” I say, shaking my head and screwing up my face.

	“I just mean he could—” she continues.

	“No, April. Just no,” I say, the cab of the truck now filled with April and Ronnie’s laughter.

	“We’re almost at golf so we should end the call. Barbie, take it off speaker for a minute?” I do the same and hold the handset to my ear, the phone jostling as Ronnie takes the call private.

	“Oooh,” Bryant says like an immature teenager. I roll my eyes and ignore him.

	“It’s just me,” she says softly. Damn, that voice could have me hard in the blink of an eye—and it does.

	“It’s just me too,” I say. Bryant changes to making gagging noises. “Just ignore him; I do. He’s jealous you chose the better-looking twin.”

	Bryant shoots his arm out and shoves me with a laugh. “We’re identical, dumbass.”

	Ronnie giggles down the phone. “Tell him you won me over with your seductive charm, sharp wit, and spectacular cock.”

	“Hey, Bry,” I say, a huge grin on my face.

	“No! I was joking,” she says hurriedly.

	“You were joking about my charm, wit, and massive penis? The one you said was the biggest you’d ever seen?” I tease.

	“I did not say that,” she squeaks.

	Bryant snorts. “You sure she didn’t say minuscule, tiny, underwhelming—”

	“There’s nothing underwhelming about my junk,” I snap, narrowing my eyes at him.

	“Hello? Girlfriend here,” Ronnie says, her tone full of amusement.

	“Yes, I could never forget that,” I muse.

	“Good. I kind of like the idea of being your girlfriend.”

	“I like it too,” I reply, unable to stop the stupid grin on my face.

	“Good. So, something else interesting happened this afternoon…”

	“Do tell.”

	“Gilly called,” she says.

	I frown, wondering why her sister calling is anything out of the ordinary. “Is she okay?”

	“Yeah, of course. Just busy. She actually invited us to dinner at Mom and Dad’s.”

	“Sure.”

	She goes quiet.

	“Beautiful, are you still there?”

	“Yeah. I’m just wondering if I’m still talking to Jax.”

	“Why? I like you; I like where this is going. You’ve met my parents.”

	“Your mom more intimately,” she says with a laugh.

	“I promise you, she’s probably forgotten all about that.”

	“Would you?” she asks.

	“Well, no. But I like seeing you naked and thinking about you—”

	“Okay, that’s enough of that. What I mean is, are you really okay with meeting my mom and dad? I’ve told you what they’re like.”

	“You have, but they also created you, so I’m going in with an open mind. From what you’ve told me, your sister sounds like good people. Regardless of how your parents might be, we’ll at least have her there.”

	“This is true…” she says, sounding cautious.

	I grin, shaking my head. How can a woman as confident and outgoing as Veronica Nelson be so worried about a simple dinner with her parents? If they’re rude or unwelcoming, we’ll leave. It’s as simple as that. Life is too short to be around people who don’t appreciate their children and how amazing they are. “Ronnie, it’ll be fine. Just let me know when the dinner will be, and I’ll prepare accordingly.”

	“Don’t hate me if you hate them,” she says. Now her hesitation makes sense.

	“I don’t think I could ever hate you, but I’ll promise anyway.”

	“Thank you,” she replies softly, and I feel that goodness in my chest.

	“So, are you actually worried about Jamie? Because April assures me you’re worrying about nothing.”

	“Jamie is… protective…” I say.

	“Yeah, but he also knows you better than anyone.”

	Of course she’s right. “Very true.”

	“So why are you nervous?” she asks.

	“I’m not.”

	She snickers. “Yes, you are. And it’s cute.”

	“I’m not cute.”

	“Are you going to repeat everything I say?”

	“Are you going to make me repeat everything you say?” My grin widens.

	“Ugh. Jaxon Cook, you’re infuriating,” she says with a half-hearted growl.

	“And you, Veronica Nelson, are adorable when pretending to be mad.”

	She laughs. “You’re just lucky your seductive charm, sharp wit and spectacular cock make your smart mouth worth putting up with.”

	“My spectacular cock is off the table, remember?”

	“Only until you win the chase.”

	God, I can’t wait for us to get to that point. “You bet your ass,” I say.

	“Well I didn’t, but that’s an interesting proposition worthy of further discussion.”

	“Fuck,” I spit out, my dick pulsing at the thought. Something she is all too aware of, because her laugh is all-knowing.

	“I better let you go before Bry gets proof your cock is bigger.”

	That makes me laugh. A quick glance at my brother catches him frowning. “I’ll message you when I get home if you want.”

	“Okay,” she says softly. “Have fun.”

	“You too. Well, maybe not too much since I’m not there to take advantage.”

	“Eyes on the prize, professor. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m sleeping in the guest room tonight…” She doesn’t need to say anything else because I know exactly what she’ll be thinking about when she slips between those sheets.

	“Scrap that. I’ll call you when I get home, and be prepared to be descriptive,” I say quietly, turning my head away from my brother.

	“I look forward to it,” she breathes. “Talk then.”

	“Definitely. Now go before Bry gathers more ammunition to use against me.”

	She laughs. “Bye, Ken.”

	“Bye, Barbie,” I say with a chuckle, ending the call.

	“If she’s Barbie, can I be GI Joe? Because we all know she doesn’t come with Ken,” Bry says. Another punch to his arm later, and I’m laughing, and he’s grumbling about not being able to take a joke.

	Good times.

	[image: Image]

	Carrying our golf bags over our shoulders, we walk along the top deck at the driving range toward Cohen, Jamie, and Ezra.

	“You gonna save me if he tries to throw me off the side?” I mutter, earning a snort from Bry.

	“He’s not the lord high commander of all of us. You know that, right?”

	“He’s pretty freaking scary though,” I say.

	Bry throws his head back and laughs, and is still going when we reach the rest of the guys.

	“What’s wrong with him?” Jamie asks, his lips twitching.

	“Oh nothing, Lord High Commander,” he says with a mock salute. Jamie’s brows bunch together and Cohen and Ezra smirk.

	I roll my eyes. “Hey, Ezra. Good to see you.”

	“Because it’s been so long,” Jamie says dryly.

	“Are we here to hit balls or stand around with our hands in our pants?” Co says, a three-wood in hand.

	“Depends. I don’t need to play with my balls. Mine are well played with at the moment,” Ez says with a shit-eating grin.

	Jamie barks out a laugh. “Which model did you con this time?”

	Ez clutches his chest in mock offense. “She’s not a model. She’s a hostess.”

	“Riiight. So, a wannabe model then?” I grin at him as he flips me the bird.

	“Fuck you all. I’m teeing off first,” Cohen says, dropping a ball down and getting into position.

	“It’s because Co doesn’t have a hostess to play with him.”

	“Maybe not a hostess,” he murmurs. When none of the others acknowledge the comment, I realize I must be the only one who heard it. Other than Bryant, who keeps his sexual exploits pretty close to his chest, Cohen would be the most private out of all of us. For him to let something that juicy slip means there’s a lot more to the story. I make a note to ask him about it the next time I get him alone.

	“I guess Co wants to get on with the job of losing,” Bry says, taking a seat. He grabs an unopened beer from the table, and leans back, watching our youngest brother take a couple of practice swings.

	“Hey, that was mine,” Jamie says, pointing a finger at the bottle in my twin’s hand.

	“That must mean this one is mine,” I say, picking up the only other unopened Corona on the table and meeting Ezra’s amused eyes head on. He nods. “See? Ezra is like the big brother I should’ve had.”

	“Watch it, asshole,” Jamie says, his lips curving up.

	“Don’t worry, James. You can still be my big brother. Especially since you let me kick your ass at golf every week,” Cohen says, walking up to Jamie and wrapping his arm around his shoulders.

	Jamie pushes him off and steals the club from his hands. “Ever think I let you win? You know, being the youngest and all.”

	“Yeah. It’s to make up for all the times we picked on you as a kid,” Bryant says.

	Cohen laughs. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, twin two.”

	“Jax, you’re up next, and if you don’t beat my shot, you owe me a beer,” Jamie says, shooting me a grin and bending down to place a ball on the tee.

	He takes a big swing and hits the ball past the 150-yard mark, earning a round of applause from the rest of the guys. I finish my bottle and place it back on the table before standing and pulling out my golf club.

	I get myself ready and with a smirk back at my audience. I take my shot, coming in exactly where I wanted, just past 140.

	“Ooooh.”

	“Dayum.”

	“Looks like drinks are on twin one,” Jamie says, his smile as big as his shot was. I shrug and walk back to my bag, sliding my driver back inside.

	“I guess so,” I say with a shake of my head.

	Bryant steps up, getting ready to take his shot.

	“Hey, Bry?” Jamie asks.

	“Yeah,” my twin says, sounding distracted as he places his green golf ball on the tee.

	“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to do it, and you can rip me a new asshole later, okay?”

	Now that gets everyone’s attention, because there has never been a time when Jamie has offered any of us that opportunity willingly—and in advance.

	Bryant’s back goes ramrod straight, his shoulders tense and his jaw tight as he turns his head and shifts his eyes from Jamie to Ezra then back to our big brother again. Then he shocks the shit out of even me.

	“She’s coming back for the wedding, isn’t she,” he says matter-of-factly.

	To his credit, Jamie doesn’t look comfortable. “Yeah. We sent an obligatory invitation not expecting her to RSVP.”

	Bryant switches his gaze to Ezra since it’s his sister, Faith—Bryant’s very much estranged childhood girlfriend—who is the topic of this conversation.

	“Flying visit or back to stay?” he says, sounding unaffected, but I can tell he’s anything but.

	Ezra actually gulps and grabs the back of his neck, looking just as uneasy as Jamie. “That I’m not sure about.”

	Bry nods before turning back to Jamie. “Thanks for the heads up but it doesn’t change a thing. It’s been twelve years. It’s water under the bridge.”

	He returns his attention to the golf club in his hand and the ball still sitting on the tee. Jamie, Ez, and Cohen start talking between themselves, but my eyes are on my twin. Sometimes this twin sense of ours sucks because I feel his happiness and his pain, and right now all I’m feeling is anger, confusion—and weirdly—determination. What any of that means, I don’t know.

	“Well, I need a beer and since I lost the bet, I guess I’m buying. Wanna come with, big guy?” I ask Jamie, lifting a brow and tilting my head in Bryant’s direction. “I think we could all do with a new round.”

	“Sure.” He walks over and together we make our way along the deck and downstairs to the bar.

	“You all set for the party tomorrow?” I ask, waiting in line behind two others.

	“Yeah. It’s construction-themed. Who would’ve thought.” Jamie beams. I have never seen him as happy as he has been these past twelve months since April and Axel came into his life. I can’t blame him; Axel is the coolest almost eight-year-old I know.

	“Do we get to build stuff?” I ask, pretending to be a super-excited kid.

	“You’re such a dick,” he says with a laugh.

	“I like building. Working on the house has been good. Don’t get me wrong; I’m happy the pink is almost gone.”

	“Except your bedroom.”

	I shrug. “It lulls me to sleep. What can I say?”

	“At least the place isn’t haunted,” Jamie muses.

	“Tell that to Mabel.”

	He jerks back. “Say what now?”

	I shoot him a smirk. “Just fucking with you. She’s harmless.”

	He shakes his head. “Don’t you start with that shit. We don’t want to incite any bad karma with this house. She’ll set us up for the next two flips if we do it right.”

	We move forward to the front of the line, the owner, Gabe, grinning when he recognizes us. “Bob the Builders. What will it be?”

	“Five Coronas, thanks.”

	“Coming right up.” Gabe knocks on the bar top before moving down to the fridge for the drinks.

	“You gonna tell me why I’m really helping you with the drinks?” Jamie asks.

	“What?” I ask, my head snapping his way.

	“Cut the bullshit. Spit it out.” Jamie has never been one to fuck around. It’s straight out or get out. Which is why I don’t go with a soft sell.

	“I’m dating Ronnie.”

	“No shit,” he says, matter-of-factly. It’s not a question. That’s twice in a minute he’s surprised me. It’s like I’ve been transported into the twilight zone.

	“You knew?” I ask, handing over cash when Gabe returns with our beers. He goes to get my change and I wave him off, pushing two bottles in Jamie’s direction and grabbing the remaining three.

	We both turn and I follow Jamie to a circular table off to the side. I put the drinks down and face my brother.

	“You think April could keep that shit to herself? She’s over the fucking moon.”

	“She is?”

	“Yep. She just wants her best friend and soon-to-be brother-in-law to be happy. If that’s being together, then it’s two birds, one stone.” I blink, wondering why I ever thought this might go badly. He continues. “You know Ronnie has been through some shit?”

	“With her family? I just found out they’ve invited me over for dinner.”

	Jamie’s eyes widen. “That’s serious.”

	I shrug. “They’re still in her life, whatever part she lets them play, so I’m going with an open mind. But I won’t take any shit or let them dump any on her.”

	“Good,” he says. “April just wants her happy. Heck, she wants everyone to be happy, and apparently Ronnie is that with you.” He lifts a beer bottle to his mouth and takes a long swig. “Besides, I know you won’t fuck it up.”

	“You do?” Why do I sound like an imbecile right now? This conversation is going better than I ever could’ve imagined. I didn’t really think he’d throw me off the top deck, but a man should always be prepared.

	Jamie puts a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “Are you happy?”

	“She’s amazing.”

	“Good. You deserve that too. And school?”

	I take a drink and grin. “It seems my former lawyer is not just a pretty face. She advised the faculty of our relationship before there was even a relationship to exist.”

	Jamie’s eyes go wide before he nods approvingly.

	“And Joey Blackman is presiding over her grades to ensure there’s no room for any accusation of favoritism.”

	“That simple?”

	“Well, we’re not getting it on in the middle of campus.” Just making out in my office. “But as long as we get through this semester while I’m her teacher, there shouldn’t be any issues.”

	“Good,” he says, with a nod. “So nice talk and all, but I’m itching to wipe that cocky grin off Cohen’s face.” His grin is huge.

	“He is a confident wee sprite, isn’t he?” I reply with a smirk. “I might even take pleasure in knocking him down a few pegs.”

	“We can call it fulfilling our brotherly duty,” he says, holding out his bottle and touching it to mine. His expression turns serious for a second, our eyes locked. “Let me just say one thing, then we can forget we ever had this gossip session.”

	“It’s not exactly a—” I stop talking because Jamie isn’t smiling anymore. Guess it’s time for him to impart some big brother wisdom, something he’s done numerous times during my life.

	“Just take your time. There’s no rush to go from zero to one hundred in the blink of an eye.”

	“Too late for that,” I mutter.

	His eyes flash. “Yeah, I know. And thanks for that. You christened the guest room before we could. You owe me.”

	“I’m hoping April told you and not Mom, because—”

	“Mom?” he asks, his brows shooting so high they almost touch his hairline. “Do I wanna know?”

	“Probably not.”

	“It was April. Those two women tell each other everything. But Ronnie’s parents are a piece of work. She was under their thumb for so long, and I get the impression they don’t like her being out from their control. So if this is going in the direction I hope it goes for you…” Damn, I love the big oaf. “…then just keep that in mind. April admires the hell out of Ronnie for living her own life now, and we want you both to be happy. If it’s with each other, then that’s an added bonus, and you’ll have our full support whatever happens.”

	Needing to break the mood, I lean forward. “Are we done pretending we have vaginas now? ’Cause I dig it, and I appreciate it, but this is getting kind of ‘Kum-bay-ya-esque,’ and I’m gonna feel the need to build stuff or smash stuff to reclaim my masculinity soon.”

	He throws his head back and barks out a laugh. “Alright. Let’s go kick some ass.”

	“Now that I can do.”

	I grab the beers and turn toward the stairs.

	Jamie’s hand on my shoulder stops me in my tracks. “Oh, and a message from April. Don’t fuck it up or she’ll have your balls for breakfast. And take it from me—she absolutely will.” He tightens his grip and I swallow hard, nodding my agreement.

	“Sure thing. But for the record, Ronnie is the best thing that’s happened to me, and I’m an idiot for avoiding her for as long as I did so I can promise you—and April—I’m not planning on fucking anything up, especially this.”

	He releases me and steps back. “Right. Good talk. Let’s go,” he says, walking ahead and starting up the stairs.

	We end up coming first and second, Ezra and Bryant getting onboard with our plan as soon as they realize we are determined to beat the golf shark baby brother once and for all. Especially since that means it is Cohen’s turn to pay for dinner afterward.

	A win–win for the rest of us.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	“Why are you nervous?” I ask a tense Ronnie from the driver’s seat of her Prius as I drive us to Axel’s eighth birthday party. I had offered to take her on my motorcycle but she’s been on edge all morning, so I made the executive decision that today would not be a good day for our first bike ride together.

	“I’m not nervous,” she replies, sounding far more indignant than she should.

	I reach over and give her leg a gentle squeeze, and she jumps like a jackrabbit on edge. I shoot her a skeptical side glance which earns me slumped shoulders and a sigh.

	“How do you know me so well already?” She huffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

	“Ah… confession time?”

	“Okay…”

	“I may have been avoiding you for almost a year, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t watching.”

	“What?” she gasps.

	“Shit. I mean, it sounds creepy, but it’s not as bad as that. It’s just I—”

	A snort escapes her mouth as I bring the car to a stop just down the road from Jamie and April’s house, the street already filling up.

	I turn toward her and freeze at her beaming grin. When I narrow my eyes, she bursts out laughing. I’m talking about the folded-over, rocking-back-and-forth, losing-it kind of giggling.

	“What’s so funny?” I ask, leaning against the steering wheel and eyeing her suspiciously.

	She eventually sobers to a snicker, shaking her head and wiping her cheeks before facing toward me. She lifts a brow and smirks at me. “Jaxon Cook, do you think I don’t know that you took photos of me when you thought I wasn’t watching?”

	My eyes bug out, my mouth dropping open. I would’ve guessed she knew I’d watched her—I’m sure I’ve admitted as much before—but the photos? Only Bry knows about those… or so I thought. “Did Bry rat me out?”

	“No,” she says with a giggle. “But now I wanna know how he knows.”

	“It’s a—”

	“Twin thing?”

	“And he’s caught me and told me I’m a perverted old man, and that people have been arrested for less,” I say, my lips twitching.

	She releases her seat belt and leans over, tapping my cheek like an adult does to a child. “It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone, but only if you show them to me later. It’s kinda hot.”

	“Really?” I splutter.

	“Yeah,” she says with a nod. “Are there any upskirt shots?”

	“Fuck no. But if you’re offering now…”

	She tilts her head and gives me a “duh” look. “I’ve never been photographed by a professional before. I think showing his photos to me is definitely something my professor should do.”

	“Do you know what this professor really wishes he could do to you right now?” I say.

	Her eyes drop to my lips before she slowly meets my gaze again. She’s close to panting. “You said not until you knew you’d won the chase,” she whispers roughly.

	“And I won’t. But that doesn’t mean I can’t go out of my way to drive you absolutely crazy with want.” I inch closer and place my hand on her bare knee. “And need.” I bring my mouth to the corner of her lips, causing her to whimper. “Until you do have to go upstairs…” I sit back and grin. “Then Mom will really think you’re a sex fiend,” I say with a shit-eating grin.

	Her mouth drops open. She releases a small gasp, then narrows her eyes at me. “You wouldn’t.”

	I shrug. “Try me. I’ll have a lot of fun teasing you.”

	“And I’ll have a lot of fun teasing myself next time we have a sleepover and I’m in the shower… alone.”

	If she didn’t already have me riled up, that would’ve done it. Images of her naked and moaning and playing in my shower when I’m a room away and not able to help her out? That would be the most painful torture.

	I need to stop this before we drive each other crazy. “Truce?” I ask, holding my hand out for her and accepting defeat. She’s far better at this game.

	“I’ll think about it,” she says quickly, before turning away and jumping out of the car.

	I growl, making her laugh, but I’m the one smiling as I round the truck and meet her on the sidewalk because all the tension she was carrying has disappeared.

	Once I win the chase, I’ll work out her nerves in far more enjoyable ways, but engaging her in an entertaining back and forth works just as well, since my physical remedies aren’t yet on the table.
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	The moment we step onto the path leading up to the house, I realize Jamie wasn’t kidding when he said they were ready for the party.

	Over the stairs is a big hand-painted, totally awesome sign saying “Axel Construction.” On the patio beside the door is a rack of plastic hard hats with names on them.

	I ring the doorbell and a few moments later, a grinning April and a fully kitted out Axel are standing in front of us, April holding a clipboard and pen in her hand.

	“Hi. I’m Axel, the site foreman for my eighth birthday flipping party.”

	Ronnie burrows into my side, giggling as she wraps her arm around my waist.

	“Hey! Aunt Ronnie is my girlfriend. Get your hands off her,” Axel says with a frown.

	“Ax,” April says, “Jamie and I told you that Uncle Jax and Aunt Ronnie are dating now. Like when Mommy and Jamie started going out to dinner and golf and stuff.”

	Axel’s eyes widen in understanding. “Oh. Like sleepovers and stuff? When Jamie was in your bed with his big-boy boxers on?”

	April snorts and I burst out laughing. Ronnie lets me go and bends down, putting her hand on a disgruntled Axel’s shoulder. “Don’t tell Jax, but you’re still my favorite.”

	The boy’s face transforms in an instant, his eyes bright, his smile beaming. He leans in and kisses Ronnie’s cheek. “Good. Because Mommy says I need to learn to share but I don’t wanna share you.”

	“Awwww,” both girls say in unison as I shake my head, grinning down at the little charmer.

	Ronnie straightens, and I point my fingers at Axel. “I’m watching you, mister.”

	Axel puffs his chest out. “I’m not worried. Mommy says I’m handsome and when I’m older I can marry any person I love, and I love Aunt Ronnie so I’m gonna marry her and Mommy.”

	“Yeah, buddy, not sure I can let you marry Mommy because I’m doing that soon. Remember?” Jamie’s deep voice announces as he comes up behind April. His hand reaches out to ruffle Axel’s hair, and his amused eyes meet mine. “But unless Uncle Jax puts a ring on it, Aunt Ronnie is fair game.”

	“Yes,” Ax says with a fist pump. The girls giggle, while I fight the urge to flip my big brother the bird.

	“Has everyone signed in? You know they can’t come in until they do,” Jamie asks. Ax nods and takes the clipboard from his mom.

	“Can you please sign in? Everyone has to sign in and the kids get to wear hard hats,” he says, looking all business with furrowed brows and a serious expression.

	“Sounds good to me,” I say, taking the clipboard off his hands and writing our names down.

	April and Jamie step aside just as Axel grabs hold of Ronnie’s hand and tugs her into the house.

	“I’m watching you, Ax,” I call out as they walk away. Turning to my brother and his soon-to-be wife, I narrow my eyes. “Stop trying to steal my girlfriend for your son,” I joke.

	“Oooh, girlfriend,” Cohen says, coming up behind me and slapping me on the back.

	I shake my head, my lips twitching as I turn to look at our not-so-baby brother. “What are you, twelve?”

	“No, but some parts come close.”

	“I meant years.”

	“I meant inches.”

	I roll my eyes, letting him pass before following him inside.

	“Where is Ronnie? I need to check she’s still of sound mind. I mean, she could’ve had Bryant or myself and she chose you,” Cohen asks.

	“You’re an asshole, you know that?” I say with a laugh.

	“Swear jar,” Cohen, April, and Jamie say in unison.

	I roll my eyes. “I’m in credit.”

	“Not anymore,” April says. “Swearing at an eight-year-old’s birthday party, pay the price.”

	My head jerks back. “Says who?”

	“We do,” Jamie replies. “And I’m the boss, don’t you know.” He grins, and I wonder whether I’ve ever seen him this happy. Thirty-six with a successful and growing business, a gorgeous fiancée on his arm, and her now eight-year-old son, both of whom we’ve adopted as one of our own.

	Cohen and April move ahead, leaving Jamie and me behind. “Ready for the ‘meet the parents’ experience?” he asks.

	“They already know her. It’s not like introducing a stranger.”

	His lips quirk up, his eyes amused. “No. But not everyone has their now-boyfriend slash teacher’s mom walk in just after—”

	“Shit.”

	“Yeah.”

	“And that is my cue to go save her.”

	“Good talk,” Jamie says, chuckling behind my back as I rush off on a rescue mission. Knowing Mom, she’ll have a sex-toy catalog to give Ronnie for future inspiration.

	A few hours of wrangling ten more eight-year-old boys later, the makeshift treehouse Jamie and I built for Axel during the week is covered in multiple colors and covered in wood offcuts, which us Cook boys helped them hammer in.

	I make my way toward the women who are sitting around a big table covered in leftover party food. Walking around the back, I come up behind Ronnie, bend down and wrap my arms around her. I press a kiss to her cheek and pull away, straightening and looking down at her upturned face. “Hey.”

	“Hey,” she says with a smile.

	I look over at my mom, who is grinning at us. “Mom behaving herself?”

	“I heard that, Jaxon James Cook.”

	“Ooh, she full-named you,” Abi says, rubbing her baby bump. “She means business.”

	Ronnie looks over at me. “Your mom is lovely.”

	“I am,” Mom says, taking a sip of wine. “Besides, Ronnie and I are kindred spirits.”

	My head jerks back. “What?”

	Mom shoots Ronnie a wink. “Sometimes we have to take matters into our own hands.”

	April snickers and Abi’s brows bunch.

	“Mom…” I warn.

	Her eyes jerk up to mine. “I bet you know all about that. Don’t you, son?”

	Ronnie giggles and I breathe a sigh of relief.

	Thankfully, Abi wades in. “Mom, leave Ronnie alone. I have it on good authority she wasn’t playing downtown DJ.”

	April’s wise eyes dart to Ronnie before she bursts out laughing.

	“Abi,” I groan. “You’re not helping.”

	“I feel like we’re all missing something here,” my brother-in-law, Cade, says, taking a seat beside his wife.

	“Never mind,” Mom, Abi, Ronnie, April, and myself all say in unison.

	“Women,” he says, shaking his head with a knowing smirk.

	Abi gasps. “Men who don’t want to ever get la—”

	He quickly covers her mouth to shut her up. “Anyway. April, how’s the wedding plans coming along?”

	“This conversation must be bad if Cade is willing to talk about my upcoming nuptials,” Jamie muses, wrapping his arms around April.

	“Everything is on track,” April replies, her eyes going across the table to Ronnie. “All that’s left is finalizing our bachelorette weekend in Vegas.”

	“Vegas?” Jamie and I say at the same time.

	Ronnie shrugs. “It’s her last chance to live it up as a single woman.”

	“In Vegas?” Jamie asks again, his disbelief leading me to think this is the first he’s heard of it. That makes two of us.

	“So Bry, Cade, Cohen, Jamie, Vegas sounds good,” I call out, getting my brothers’ attention.

	“I thought we were—”

	Jamie’s face morphs into a huge smile. “Nope. Vegas it is.”

	“Hey!” April says, turning around to face him. “That’s not fair.”

	“It was our idea first,” Ronnie huffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

	I lean down so my mouth is by her ear. “Jase told me about this amazing sex club he went to in Vegas with Natalie. He says it has—”

	“Oh alright,” she says, trying to sound annoyed but instead it comes out breathy.

	Mom claps her hands excitedly. “And we’ll have the kids. Harry and Axel can have a sleepover at Nana Marcy’s house.”

	My sister turns to her husband, reaching out to lace her fingers with his. “Vegas babymoon.”

	“Saves money on a push present,” he says, unwisely.

	“Oh no, buddy. You make babies with big heads. You better be getting me a token of your love and appreciation for my vagina if these girls are anything like their brother.”

	The group goes quiet, the only sound Cade’s low chuckle, soon followed by Abi’s shocked gasp.

	“So, girls then?” I say with a proud smile. Abi’s eyes go glassy as we all start clapping and cheering. The first Cook granddaughters and nieces are something to celebrate after all.

	Ronnie stands and wraps her arms around my waist. Never one to miss an opportunity, I dip my head and brush my lips against her smiling ones.

	“Girls?” she asks.

	“Yeah. Another princess to spoil.” I smile down at her, loving the flash in her eyes.

	Ronnie’s lips curve up. “I’m a queen, thank you very much.”

	“Wanna sit on my throne?” I say, waggling my brows. She snorts and shakes her head. I cradle her jaw with one hand and kiss her again, longer and deeper this time. “Vegas then?” I murmur, still lust-drunk.

	“Looks like it.”

	“When is that going to be?” I ask, wondering whether we’ll have the house finished by then. It’ll be close at least

	“We leave two weeks after I hand in my portfolio.”

	“Eight weeks then?”

	“The professor is a stickler for deadlines,” she says with a smirk.

	My smile widens. “He sounds horrible.”

	She pulls herself closer. “He’s a tyrant,” she sighs.

	“Must be.”

	“Lucky he’s hot,” she murmurs against my lips.

	“He’s lucky in other ways.”

	“He obviously thinks he’ll be getting lucky in Vegas.”

	“He knows he’ll be getting some way before then.”

	She jerks her head back and quirks a brow. “Does he now?” Her lips twitch.

	I slide my hands down to her ass and give a gentle squeeze. “Yep. Because he’s going to win the chase and get the girl by then.”

	Her eyes shine with amusement. “Is that so?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Does she get a say in this?” Ronnie asks.

	Of course, that’s when Bry decides to make his presence known. “This is hot and all. But I believe you both already know there’s a guest room upstairs. With a bed,” he says with a knowing grin.

	“Oh my God,” Mom gasps as the penny drops. I groan, burying my face in Ronnie’s shoulder as she starts giggling like a loon along with everyone else within hearing distance.

	At least she’s not nervous anymore.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Friday night following Axel’s birthday, I’m at my condo, half-dressed with full hair and makeup, trying to prepare myself for dinner with my parents. A quick glance at the time on my phone tells me I’ve got fifteen minutes before Jax is due to pick me up.

	Gilly—Are you prepared to meet your makers?

	Ronnie—Are you ready to cover me if I need to save Jax from them and run away?

	Gilly—Have I ever NOT had your back?

	Ronnie—Never.

	Gilly—Exactly. Just get a few wines down you so you relax a bit and think positive thoughts about how they’ll see your hot professor and fall at his feet.

	Ronnie—I don’t think I’ve ever seen our father impressed with any man either one of us have brought home.

	Gilly—To be fair, YOU have never brought anyone home with the purpose of introducing them to our parents.

	Ronnie—By the way, I got an A- on my first photography assignment.

	Gilly—Jeez, what did you do? Sleep with the teacher?

	Ronnie—Ha ha, very funny. He didn’t mark it. The dean did.

	Gilly—Wow. Friends in high places.

	Ronnie—Or a boyfriend who doesn’t want anyone to question his ethics or my achievements.

	Gilly—I really can’t wait to meet the man now. I want to shake his hand for looking out for my baby sister.

	Ronnie—Not such a baby anymore.

	Gilly—You’ll always be that to me. Now, go. Drink. Get loose—but not TOO loose—and I’ll see you in an hour or so.

	Ronnie—Yes, ma’am.

	Ten minutes later and right on time, my doorbell rings. With one last glance in the mirror to make sure my navy sheer blouse, black pencil skirt, and matching navy heels all look perfect, I make my way down the short hallway.

	I open the door and instantly, my mouth waters. I’ve seen Jax in nothing, I’ve seen him in smart-casual when he’s on-campus, and I’ve seen him in variations of wife-beaters or tees and jeans. But I’ve never seen him in a grey open-neck button-down, tailored slacks, and so-shiny-I-can-see-my-face-in-them black dress shoes. His eyes meet mine. They’re so full of hunger, I’m forced to lock my knees to stay standing.

	“Fuck,” he says, taking me in head to toe before he advances on me. His hands go to my hips, the door slamming behind him as he walks me backward until my ass hits my dining table.

	His head begins to descend. Thankfully, I have enough forethought to lift my fingers to press against his mouth and stop him.

	“Wait,” I rush out. His eyes flash. “My lipstick.”

	“You’ll need to reapply it,” he says, his voice rasping.

	My lips curve on one side. “Oh, really?”

	He reaches up and grabs my wrist, dragging it down and around my back. “Yep.” Then he’s roughly pulling me in for a hard, spine-tingling kiss that I feel through every part of my body. His hips rolling against mine tell me he really likes my outfit.

	Fifteen minutes after he walked through my front door, my hair and makeup are fixed, and we’re pulling away from the curb outside my building. Forty minutes later, we’re driving down my parents’ street.

	“I think Cade’s parents live near here,” Jax says, looking out his window.

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. I’m sure of it. His dad was the ex-mayor.”

	“Mayor Carsen?” I ask. Then I remember why I know that. “He’s the one who got caught diddling his secretary, right?”

	Jax nods, a huge grin on his face. “Only you could make the word ‘diddling’ sound hot.”

	I roll my eyes but lean his way to whisper “diddling” as seductively as possible, earning a deep chuckle.

	“Did you grow up here then?” he asks as the GPS instructs him to turn right into the large sweeping driveway of my parents’ Lake Forest mansion.

	“No. This is just where we ended up after the firm grew bigger. Otherwise there’s no way I would’ve met April. All the kids around here are born with twenty-four-carat-gold spoons in their mouths.”

	Jax brings his truck to a stop next to Gilly’s BMW by the side of the house.

	I look out my window before turning back to face Jax. “Please don’t judge me for whatever happens in there.”

	He reaches over for my hand and lifts it to his lips. “Nothing could change the way I feel about you, beautiful.”

	My brows lift. “Nothing?”

	“Nope. As I’ve said, they raised you.”

	“Or the nanny did.”

	“Okay, then the nanny deserves a medal of commendation because she did a fucking fantastic job,” he says with a grin. “Besides, if your mom’s a knockout, it means good things for my future.”

	That makes my lips twitch. “Your future? You sound pretty confident there.”

	“I am. That’s because I know you’re hot for your teacher.”

	“He is pretty damn special to me,” I say softly.

	His eyes soften and he reaches over to give my leg a gentle squeeze. “A man is only as good as the woman at his side, and from where I’m sitting, she’s pretty damn special too.”

	The air between us crackles with sexual tension—something that we don’t have time to give in to right now, which is probably why Jax puts his hand up to stop me getting closer.

	“If we start something, there’s no chance you’ll be able to fix what I wreck,” he says with a lascivious smirk.

	I laugh, my smile widening. “Cocky.”

	“It’s not being cocky if I know I’m right.”

	I sigh and shift back in my seat. “Oh alright then.” I cross my arms over my chest for added effect.

	Jax chuckles and gives my leg a gentle squeeze. “Wait there. I’ll come around and get you.”

	When he reaches the passenger side, I’m already halfway out. He holds his hand out to me, and I love the feel of my skin sliding against his as I lace our fingers together.

	“You ready for this?” I ask, suddenly feeling wary.

	“I’ve got you by my side. I could move mountains right now.”

	My gaze drops to Jax’s tanned, muscular arms. “Now I’m having mountain man fantasies.”

	He drops his head and groans. “Ronnie, don’t make me meet your parents with a hard-on. It wouldn’t make a good impression.”

	I meet his gaze and breathe a silent sigh of relief that I have him by my side.

	His eyes flash with heat as he shifts to stand between me and the house. Lifting his hand to cup my jaw, he sweeps his thumb over my cheek. I lean into his touch. “You’re absolutely fucking spectacular, and I’m in awe of your strength, determination, and the balls it took for you to draw your line in the sand and go after the life you truly want.” My eyes sting with tears. “You’re amazing, Veronica Nelson, and that’s all you. No one can ever take that away.”

	My breath hitches and I try to duck my head, but he flexes his fingers to stop me. “Thank you,” I whisper.

	He dips his chin and brushes his lips against mine. “I’ll always look out for you, Barbie. That’s my job.”

	“I thought GI Joe was the protective one. Didn’t Bry volunteer?” I smirk, and his eyes narrow, a look I know probably means he’s contemplating kissing me again—and not a quick, appropriate peck.

	He shakes his head. “One twin is not enough?”

	“Oh, you’re more than enough. Although, it has been a while. Maybe I need a reminder of what you’re bringing to the table.” My smile broadens when he groans.

	“You love to torture me, don’t you?”

	“I like to think of it as motivation.”

	“Glad it’s appreciated,” he muses.

	“I appreciate everything about you, Jax. Now, we better go inside before they send out a search party.”

	“Let them,” he says with a grin. “Maybe I want to appreciate you a little more.”

	I roll my eyes but smile at the same time. He sighs and shakes his head, something I’ve noticed he often does when he’s around me.

	He steps back so he’s standing beside me again. “Lead the way, Barbie.”

	“Sure thing, Ken.”

	We make our way up the opulent—expensive—steps leading to the front door and ring the doorbell.

	Jax looks over the front of the house. It’s more modern than the pink lady but there are definitely features that I’m sure would work well on the Dream House too. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his cell phone just as the giant slab of wood in front of us swings open to a smiling, brunette, and ever so slightly older version of me.

	“Ronnie bear,” Gilly says excitedly, stepping forward and pulling me in for a big hug.

	I squeeze her tight. “Long time no see.”

	When we finally pull away, my sister’s eyes turn to Jax. “And you must be the naughty professor,” she says with a wink.

	“Behave,” I warn, half-heartedly. I reach out my hand, which Jax takes willingly. “Gilly, meet Jax.”

	“Hi. I’ve heard a lot about you,” she says with a laugh. I sigh and roll my eyes at my not-so-subtle sister. Jax chuckles and wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me in close.

	“Is that right?” he asks, sounding more than a little amused.

	“Yep. By the way, I’d love to see the not-so-sneaky photos you took of her when you thought she wasn’t looking. They tortured her for so long. I thought she was going to spontaneously combust with curiosity and frustration by the end of it.”

	“What can I say?” He looks down at me with a half-smirk. “She’s a captivating subject.”

	We stare at each other, and I almost forget we have an audience until that audience starts making gagging noises.

	“When you guys are finished eye-fucking each other, we can go inside.” Gilly taps her foot expectantly, her hand on her hip in a way reminiscent of our mother.

	“Yeah, yeah,” I say, stepping forward and holding my hand back for Jax. Something about having him by my side buoys me and makes me feel impervious to any barbs that may be thrown my way tonight.

	“I’ve got you, Barbie,” he murmurs for my ears only.

	I tilt my head his way. “You’re about to find out exactly what you’re getting yourself into.”

	As soon as we enter the formal dining room, my mother jumps into her role as the dutiful wife and hostess.

	“Veronica, you’re here,” she says, all smiles and warmth. She comes toward me, puts her hands on my shoulders, and gives me air kisses on either side of my face. “You look well.”

	“You too, Sheila,” I say. I don’t need to turn around to imagine Jax’s expression. It’s probably the same one I’ve seen many times when people find out I call my parents by their first names.

	My parents stopped being Mom and Dad to me at age nine when I was firmly instructed to call them Sheila and Vincent when in the company of others. Me being a surly, sassy, and strong-willed almost-teen decided to take it further and immediately stopped thinking of them as my mother and father. From that point on, there was an unseen separation between myself and the people who brought me into the world.

	If it weren’t for Gilly and my previously held, misguided obligation to my parents, I would have left them behind a long time ago, and wouldn’t have wasted years living a life I never wanted in the first place.

	“How are you?” I ask, my posture shifting instinctively, as if a string is being pulled tight between my shoulder blades, my head held so high and still I could rest a book on it.

	“I’m well. You’re looking good. Have you lost weight?” Sheila says. I feel Jax at my side, his arm snaking around my waist. His body is tense and a glance his way finds a jaw so tight he’s likely in danger of snapping something.

	“Must be my outfit,” I say, fighting the instinct to offer a snarky reply. My mother isn’t nasty; she’s just clueless when it comes to being considerate of other people’s feelings. Though she has always been appreciative of platitudes. “Thank you, Sheila. You’re looking good. Are you still seeing Julian the trainer?”

	Julian the trainer has been working out with her in a number of horizontal ways I don’t care to think of for at least ten years.

	“I am. He’s a miracle worker.” Finally, she acknowledges the man at my side. “And you must be Jaxon. We’ve heard absolutely nothing about you.”

	“Subtle, Sheila,” I mutter under my breath.

	Her eyes snap to mine. “Veronica. Manners,” she scolds.

	I quirk a brow, wondering why I’d expected anything more. If they treat Jax badly, there won’t be any decorum left for me to uphold because I will not stand by and let them belittle him for any reason.

	“Sheila,” I say, pointedly. “Jax and I are your guests, and we deserve to be spoken and referred to as such.”

	Her silent gasp and narrow eyes bounce off me as I step sideways to get past her, grabbing Jax’s hand and walking past her toward the obnoxiously large dining table. Unfortunately, this brings us into my father’s domain.

	“Vincent,” I say with a nod, ignoring my mother’s posturing behind our backs.

	“Veronica. Jaxon.” My father sweeps his arm out like a ruling king on his throne. “Please take a seat. Dinner will be served shortly.” He pins Jax with a stare. “Jaxon, what can we get you to drink?”

	Jax pulls out a chair for me right next to Gilly before pushing it back in once I’m seated. He takes his place beside me before answering. “A white wine if Ronnie is having one. Otherwise, water will be fine.”

	I want to pump my fist at Jax calling me Ronnie. Vincent nods and waves his hand to their waiter, Richard, waiting by the kitchen door.

	Richard turns toward us and shoots me a wink before leaving the room.

	Jax elbows me, gaining my attention and quirks a brow.

	“Long story,” I mouth.

	His lips twitch. “Dirty story?” he mouths back.

	A scrunched up face is my answer. Eww, no. Richard is more like a much older brother. But just Jax asking the question has eased the tension that was holding my body hostage.

	Sheila takes her place at the opposite end of the table from her husband.

	From Jax’s perspective, this entire scene must seem comical. His family dinners are survival of the fittest. It’s first in, first served where food is concerned, a far cry from the stale and cold situation we’re in now.

	So grateful to have him by my side, I reach out and rest my hand on his leg. I smile when he covers my fingers with his own and gives them a gentle squeeze.

	We sit there in awkward silence, nobody saying a single word. I find myself holding my breath until Richard re-enters the room with two glasses of white wine on his tray.

	He rounds the table and places them in front of us before moving back to the edge of the room. “Mr. Nelson, Mrs. Nelson, Ms. Nelson, would you also like refreshments?”

	“I’m fine,” Gilly pipes up.

	My gaze goes from Vincent to Sheila, then back to Vincent. “Not right now, Richard. Please advise the chef we are ready for dinner to be served.”

	Richard nods and leaves once more, the room falling quiet again.

	“Jaxon, tell us about yourself. How did you meet Veronica?” Vincent asks, cradling his half-drunk tumbler.

	“His brother is engaged to April,” I say, hoping to divert what I sense is going to be a deep interrogation. Even more likely is the fact that Vincent knows the answer to this question already, thanks to the inevitable and mandatory background check he performs on anyone connected to the family. I should’ve warned Jax that he’d likely be treated like an opposing client by my father.

	This round of questioning is thankfully interrupted by two of the kitchen staff distributing plates in front of each of us.

	Once they’ve left the room, Vincent grabs his glass and holds it up in the air. “Let’s make a toast before we start our meal. To family and successful futures.”

	I make the mistake of glancing his way, a gleam in his eye and curved up corner of his mouth confirming he knows his barb scores a hit.

	Going by the flex of Jax’s fingers against my knee, it was subtle but definitely not missed. To his credit, he doesn’t say anything; I half expected him to speak, and if he had, it wouldn’t have helped matters. Vincent thrives on confrontation—one of the reasons I spent years not reacting, and when I did, he never saw it coming or had time to stop it.

	I played the long game with my father. Years of this exact treatment and their ‘looking down their noses’ mentality helped me make up my mind about quitting the firm and following my passion. Gilly and I used to joke that I was dropped off at the wrong house by the stork because my attitude, my empathy, my view of the world, and my loyalty to my friends and family does not come from my parents. Gilly is like me in all of those respects but she honestly enjoys being a lawyer and working for our father’s firm. Part of me wonders if she still plays the big sister role to this day. She’s always had my back and always will, defending me to my father is just one of many ways she does this.

	At thirty, I didn’t want my big sister to have to do that anymore. At thirty-one, I know she’ll do it regardless.

	I focus on the dinner plate in front of me, tilting my head toward Jax and meeting his warm eyes, sending him a half-smirk when he winks at me.

	“Dad, how did that mediation go this afternoon? You were still in the conference room when I left,” Gilly asks,

	“You mean when you left early?” Vincent says, lifting one perfectly arched brow.

	“Indeed. Early starts mean occasionally, one should be allowed an early finish, right Dad?” If there was ever a woman to challenge my father, it’s my big sister.

	After a staring match, my father bows out rather quickly, giving Gilly a curt nod before he returns to his meal while circling back to Jax. “Jaxon, you were telling us about meeting our daughter?” Vincent says.

	“You can call me Jax.”

	My father nods. “Jax, then.”

	“I met her through April, who is marrying my brother Jamie.”

	“And you’re teaching at Veronica’s college I hear.” Or your investigator told you.

	“I am. She’s in one of my photography classes.”

	“Is that something not frowned upon by the faculty?” my mother asks, injecting herself into the conversation for the first time.

	“There is a fraternization policy, but relationships that begin before a student starts are allowed as long as they are disclosed,” Jax replies, sounding cool, calm, and collected. He’s a quick study, because any sign of weakness or uncertainty will not be missed by either one of my parents, and will certainly be pounced on.

	“I see,” Sheila murmurs, staring across the table at her husband, so many unspoken words shared in that look.

	“And during your spare time?” Vincent continues after a beat, turning back to Jax.

	“I’m a freelance photographer, and I’m also working with my three brothers in the property-development field.”

	He nods. “Ah yes, I had heard you were flipping houses.”

	“That’s the one,” Jax replies. “We’ve been doing that for almost fourteen months now.”

	“It can be quite lucrative if it’s done right.”

	My body grows tense, my father’s tone holding an edge that I recognize and do not like when it’s being used toward a man I care about.

	Jax chuckles, not looking away from my father’s pointed gaze. “We’re doing quite well so far. We’re learning more and more with every new project we work on.”

	Vincent nods and seemingly lets it go. A tense silence fills the room as we focus on eating the delicious yet very pretentious meal served to us.

	“How’s work?” I ask Gilly, shifting my body to face her.

	“Good. Busy, but good. Lots of big cases are coming through.”

	“Putting in long hours again, then?”

	“Yep. But you know I love it,” she says with an indulgent smile. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t miss Vegas for the world.”

	“Vegas?” Sheila asks, placing her cutlery on her plate and lifting her crisp white napkin to her mouth. “Why on earth would you both be going to Vegas?” She says it like it’s the most disgusting place on earth. “Gillian, I wouldn’t have thought it was your sort of place.”

	Oh, but definitely mine… I open my mouth, but Gilly gets in first.

	“I love Las Vegas. It’s not all about getting drunk, getting married, and gambling, Mom. We’re going for April and Jamie’s joint bachelor and bachelorette weekend.”

	Sheila tuts but wisely drops the subject, instead turning her attention to the man at my side once again. “And Jaxon, what do you think about Veronica abandoning her successful career on a whim?”

	I drop my fork onto the plate, the clanging sound of metal hitting the expensive dinnerware bouncing off the stale walls. Oh, she did not just say that.

	“I think she’s very brave to have the conviction to go after what she wants,” Jax replies without missing a beat. I look over at him, the pride shining back at me so touching. It hits me then just how totally head over heels I am for the man.

	I dip my head, murmuring a soft “thank you” for his ears only. He drops his arm and brushes his thumb over the top of my knee, and I know he heard me.

	“She was a force to be reckoned with in negotiations,” my father says, surprising me with his praise. He’s always been a ‘criticize in order to motivate’ kind of man.

	“That force has definitely not gone away, Mr. Nelson. Your daughter is one of the most tenacious, focused, and self-motivated women I’ve ever met.”

	“Yet she walked away from a very good position and future partnership on a whim,” my father says, holding firm and unequivocal in his belief that he is right and I was very much wrong in making the decision I did.

	I glare at him, the tension in my head increasing. “It was not a whim, Vincent. I left to follow my own interests, something I had communicated to you many times.”

	“Does anyone want another drink?” Gilly says, stepping into the fray, but I’ve had enough.

	“I don’t think you’ll ever accept the fact that after years of toeing the family line, I made a decision for me. I finally had enough of doing things that made me miserable and, considering I’m not getting any younger, decided it was high time I went out on my own in search of the me I’ve always wanted to be.”

	“At the expense of your family, has it really been worth it? You’re living in a condo in a neighborhood that’s far beneath any child of mine, and you’re studying photography with a professor who you’re now dating, which is questionable and could cause issues with you completing your qualification. That is not the kind of life I envisioned for any daughter of mine, and this man is not the kind of future I wanted you to have either,” Vincent says, shouting by the end of his rant.

	I jump when Jax dumps his cutlery onto his plate and pushes his chair back from the table with a loud scrape. My head snaps his way and then up, meeting his angry eyes before he turns his tight expression to my father.

	“You have absolutely no idea who Ronnie is or the type of person she is now. She is happy; she lights up any room she walks into. She’s also determined and ambitious and loyal. So loyal, in fact, she brought me into your home knowing this would be the kind of reception we would get. She did it for Gilly and she did it for me, because that’s the kind of person she is. She did it knowing you would belittle and criticize her and try to get one up on me. I will not ever stand by and let anyone…” his voice is low, menacing, and absolutely resolute now, “. . . tear her apart or bring her down when she is far too good for the likes of you and your wife. I may not be the man you wanted your daughter to be with, but your opinion of me will not keep me up at night. The only person whose opinion of me I care about is Ronnie. If she’s happy—if I make her happy—that is all that matters.”

	He moves his now soft eyes to me, arm outstretched. “Beautiful, would you like to leave?” he asks, his question meaning almost as much as the praise he just lavished on me while defending me to my father.

	I push my chair back and calmly rise, placing my hand in his and turning to my sister. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	Her apologetic gaze is almost my undoing, but my determination to walk out with my head held high, my emotional bodyguard by my side, holds me together. She grabs my hand and gives me a gentle squeeze before letting me go.

	Without another glance at either of my parents, I follow Jax as he leads me out of the room and through the front door.

	My chest tightens, and my eyes sting as we get to the truck. Jax helps me inside before walking around the hood to get behind the wheel. He reaches over and gives my leg a reassuring rub, then starts the engine and drives out onto the road.

	My mind is in overdrive. I should’ve known better. My parents are the very definition of polar opposites of Jax’s mom and dad. My family’s dynamic is so cold and restrictive compared to his family’s free, warm, and loving one.

	Gilly was a godsend and tried her best to deflect their jabs and show her support for me, but going by Jax’s abrupt decision to stand up for me, hold out his hand for me, and then lead me out of the hornet’s nest, he’d had enough.

	Other than my sister, no one has stood up to my parents to defend me like the man beside me just did. That makes my embarrassed heart beat faster. Before the day I walked out of my comfortable albeit unfulfilled life, I would’ve made excuses for their behavior. Since then, I’ve avoided any unnecessary contact with my parents.

	That is why I feel the need to explain what just happened to Jax.

	I don’t get the chance.

	“I hope I don’t offend you when I say that I will never stand by and let anyone run you down, especially people who are meant to love and support you unconditionally.”

	“I’m not offended,” I say quietly.

	He brings the truck to a stop at a red light. “And I will always defend you. I know you’re a strong-minded, independent woman who can hold your own against anyone and everyone but I had—”

	I lean over, cup his jaw, and turn his face to the side, then press my lips to his, holding them there as everything I’m feeling swirls around inside me, forming a warm burn in my chest. With this man by my side, I feel like the luckiest girl in the world, and that’s all Jax’s doing. Screw the chase, he’s already won.

	A car honks behind us, breaking the moment, but as I lean back into my seat, his hand finding mine, I look through the windscreen and smile. If anything has come out of tonight, it’s the absolute clarity that I don’t ever want to let this man go.

	And judging by his firm grip and his unwavering support of me tonight, I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual.
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	I’m furious and sad, disappointed, and grateful. So many warring emotions are swirling inside of me even though it’s been more than a week since I experienced Ronnie’s parents.

	What that dinner showed me is how strong and determined she is to forge her own path, and make sure she’s living her best life. Any man in their right mind would find that attractive as hell.

	It’s just another part to the Ronnie puzzle that I’ve discovered. Another piece that makes me want her even more, and given it’s been almost two months since we became an us—a dating us—I’m definitely of the mind that there’s nothing about the woman that I do not like.

	Her smile is huge when I hand out the marking sheets to the class. It was to be expected considering she scored another A. When I walk back toward the front, I catch Chelsea tracking me. It makes me glad I didn’t do anything more than smile at Ronnie because there’s something about the gleam in that girl’s eye that doesn’t sit right with me. Mainly because I’ve known girls like her. They’re the type who will do anything and everything—morals and ethics be damned—to get ahead in life. And given her marks are definitely middle of the class and so far, her submitted work has been nothing extraordinary, I find myself on edge for the rest of the class as I run through the assignments and show some of the top-marked examples on the projector screen.

	“See this one from Ben,” I say, nodding toward the long-haired, smiling guy sitting in the middle of the class, slouched in his seat with a confidence about him I can’t appreciate because it’s exactly how I was in college. You know you’ve got something special and you wear it like a badge of honor, waiting for all the women to come to you. In this situation, I’m Joey, trying to manage the cockiness and balance it with making him realize he still has a lot to learn.

	“Ben has positioned his model so the light streaming in from the window cascades across the right side of her face, highlighting her most captivating features. Your eyes are drawn to hers, the bright blue refusing to let you go. We marked highly for the lens he chose using a shallow depth of field to ensure the subject was the only focus. And you know what they say; the eyes are the window to the soul.”

	“I wouldn’t mind looking into his soul,” I hear whispered from the group of girls in the front row, their ringleader being none other than Chelsea Barnes.

	I don’t acknowledge the comment but whoever said it wasn’t as discreet as they thought they might be if the murderous gaze on Ronnie’s face is anything to go by.

	“And I’ve got one more image to show you by Veronica Nelson.” I fight off a smile when her expression changes to one of wide-eyed shock. I turn back to click on my laptop and bring up Ronnie’s absolutely stunning image of a homeless person sitting down against a stone wall at an L station downtown.

	I face the class again. “Now, I want you to call out any feeling or emotion this photo invokes when you look at it.”

	“Powerful.”

	I nod at an adult student sitting near the middle of the class.

	“Also, powerless,” another student says.

	“That’s a good one,” I say, and the answers keep coming.

	“Sadness.”

	“Loss.”

	“Hurt.”

	“Someone needs a sandwich.”

	My eyes snap to one of the girls sitting with Chelsea. “Monique, is it?”

	She nods, her smirk belying her tense body language.

	“How does this image make you feel like ‘someone needs a sandwich’? I’m sure the rest of the class who actually care about photography, are interested in how you would get such a feeling looking at such a hard-hitting image?”

	To her credit, she slouches down in her seat, as if wishing she could crawl into a hole and disappear. But one of the perks of being a professor is not making things easy for students. My job is to challenge them, after all.

	She opens her mouth but wisely chooses to close it, opting for silence.

	“No insight? Okay. Maybe we should think about our observations and how they might sound before shouting them out next time,” I say to her, earning a meek nod before I turn back to the class.

	Feeling my phone vibrate in my back pocket, I discreetly glance to the back of the class and find a certain student with her phone in her hand.

	I return to the task at hand. “One of the first things I’ll say about this image is the decision to go black and white with this photo. Black-and-white images often aid in evoking emotions and feelings more than full-color ones. The subject just by himself is interesting and his stance—albeit in his natural, unposed state—also helps in telling the story. Lastly, the wide aperture creates a shallow depth of field where the man, his emotions and expression are our sole focus, and everything else around him is blurred, which is a reversal of some of the realities of life. How often do people like this blur into the background, with our own lives in full focus?” I let out a breath because I may have gone a little overboard with my description, but Ronnie’s vision, was fucking inspired. I wasn’t with her when she took it, and I hadn’t even seen the image until earlier today when Joey called me to pick up her assignment and showed it to me.

	I look at the clock on the wall and see there’s only a minute to go.

	“Okay, that’s your two assignments done for the class, and now all that’s left to do is complete your portfolio tasks and hand them in on the last Monday of the semester. We’re out of time, but if anyone has any questions, you’re welcome to meet with me during my office hours from three till five today. Otherwise, have a great afternoon, and I’ll see you next week.”

	The quiet room gets louder with scraping chairs and the hum of conversation. Remembering I have a message waiting for me, I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone. I swipe the screen and bring up Ronnie’s mid-class text, wondering what I could’ve done to make her have to message me.

	Ronnie—When we do resume those bedroom activities we both desperately want to but are stupidly holding back on, can growly professor and naughty student be one of our role-plays? Because damn, sir, that was HOT.

	I bite my lip to hold back a groan before looking up, hoping to catch her somewhere—anywhere—before she exits the room, but of course her seat is empty, and she obviously chose to leave me wondering exactly how hot she found my student chastisement.

	Jax—Nice disappearing act, naughty student. Do you know how inappropriate my reaction to your text is?

	Ronnie—I’m sure you’ll enjoy acting it out in future, sir. I look forward to it. I’ll even wear a short skirt and bend over for you.

	Jax—I’m still standing at the front of the room!

	Ronnie—And I’m heading to the computer lab for a few hours. If you’re lucky, I’ll swing by your office after five and you can channel your frustration then.

	Jax—If only.

	Ronnie—You’re getting closer, Ken. If there was a medal for most improved in the art of chasing, you’d be the proud recipient.

	Jax—I’m looking forward to the prize when I win.

	I can’t help but smile when her reply comes through.

	Ronnie—Good things come to those who wait… also those who masturbate.

	That makes me bark out a laugh, earning weird looks from the last few stragglers heading out the classroom door.

	Jax—If there was a prize for THAT, I’d be first in class.

	Ronnie—That’s a competition where we’re evenly matched.

	That definitely doesn’t help my current physical predicament, and it’s a good few minutes until I can get up out of my chair and leave the room after that.

	Although, all I can think about is how fucking fantastic it’s going to be—and how long we’ll need to lock ourselves away—when I do win the chase.

	I’m thinking a whole week at this rate.
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	Working alongside my brothers on a hot summer Saturday is exactly what I need to clear my head.

	“Are you working or mooning over your girlfriend? Because you’ve been sanding that same spot for almost ten minutes.”

	I blink and turn toward Jamie’s smirk.

	“Barbie?” I blurt out, unwisely. Jamie’s eyes widen, and Bry, Cohen, and Ezra stop what they’re doing and turn to me before all four of them start laughing.

	“You call her Barbie?” Cohen splutters. “Just when I thought I’d heard it all.”

	“It’s a long story,” I mutter.

	“Let’s make it a short one,” Ez says.

	“It’s to do with the house. It looks like Barbie’s Dream House. The name kind of stuck.”

	“And let me guess: you’re Ken?” Jamie says with a grin.

	“And I’m GI Joe,” Bryant announces with a smirk.

	I narrow my gaze at my twin. “Like hell you are.”

	“Please tell me that it’s not some twisted, dirty role-play you two have got going on?” Jamie says, returning to the trim he’s sanding.

	“You wish,” I retort.

	“Nope. Really don’t,” he groans. “TMI, brother. There are things I really don’t need to know.”

	“Well, you’ll be pleased to know it’s not some kinky cosplay we do, because we’re not sleeping together,” I say, before realizing what I’ve said and who I’ve said it to. Again, all four of them freeze and spin their heads around like I’ve just declared I’m Barney the fucking dinosaur.

	“Say what now?” Bryant asks.

	“Can’t deal the deal, young Jaxon?” Ez says, his lips twitching as he crosses his arms over his chest.

	Co snorts and shakes his head. “How is that possible? This is Jax the closer. He’s never met a woman he wants who he can’t close the deal with.

	“It’s not that we haven’t; we have. Once.”

	“In my guest room,” Jamie rumbles.

	I chuckle. “Okay, yes, at the engagement party.”

	“Already sterilized it,” Jamie announces.

	I sigh, shaking my head. “What I mean to say is that we’re taking things slow.”

	“Meeting her parents isn’t taking things slow,” Jamie adds.

	I look first to Bryant and then to Jamie, both of them conspicuously quiet.

	Jamie studies me before a slow-growing half-grin appears. “She’s making you work for it, isn’t she?”

	“She’s making him chase her,” Bryant says, finally entering the conversation.

	I narrow my eyes at my twin. “So much for having my back.”

	“I have your back, big brother,” he says. “Just not at the expense of everyone else being able to give you shit.”

	I flip him the bird. “Thanks, Bry.”

	“Any time.” His grin is fucking huge now.

	“And nothing since then?” Ez presses. Usually I don’t have an issue with sharing things with the guys, but not about Ronnie. Just like how Jamie has never talked about April in that way. Maybe he’s talked about her with Ez, just like I’d consider talking about Ronnie with Bry or Cohen, one-on-one, but not like this.

	“Let’s say she likes to be pursued, and it just so happens that I get off on doing the pursuing. But only because it’s her.”

	“It’s not like you don’t know each other,” Co says. “Exactly how much chasing is really necessary? She’s been around us for more than a year.”

	“And Jax stupidly avoided anything other than polite conversation that entire time until he had a few Jacks under his belt at Jamie and April’s engagement party and I gave him the push he needed,” Bry explains.

	I sigh and shake my head, waving my arm his way. “Should I just let you tell everyone how it went down? I mean, you seem to know everything,” I say with a laugh.

	He chuckles. “I’m done now. As you were.”

	“What I wanna know is how will you know if you’ve won? I mean, what’s the prize gonna be?” Ez says. “Because it sounds like you already claimed her trophy.”

	That makes all of us laugh again.

	“And this is why you’ve got how many ex-wives now?” I muse.

	Ez chucks a clean paintbrush at my head, which I thankfully duck just in time.

	“Maybe I’ve just got shit taste,” he says, walking over to the cooler in the middle of the room and lifting the lid. He pulls out a beer and hands it to Jamie.

	“Or good taste and bad decision-making skills,” Jamie says, nodding and taking the offered bottle from Ez’s hand.

	“Or I’m just going to stay single and play the mid-life crisis angle.” He grabs another and another, until all five of us are standing in a wide circle, taking a much-needed drinks break.

	“Right. Good luck with that one,” Co says. “Women are just trouble, full stop. Hard to understand. Hard to make happy. Just hard.”

	That piques my attention. Cohen is the most tight-lipped one out of all of us, whereas Abi and I are the loud, outgoing ones. Bry is somewhere in the middle, and Jamie and Co are the more brooding, introspective, quietly intense ones. They do have their moments when they let the rest of us in though, and apparently, this is one of those times. I’m reminded about how Cohen grumbled about women in general at golf a few weeks ago, and I meant to talk to him about it whenever I next saw him alone. Turns out I had a bad brother moment and never followed up.

	“Wanna talk about it?” I ask, turning serious for a spell.

	“Nah,” he says, taking another swig of his beer. “It’s just a communication breakdown. Or more like a lack of communication.” He pauses and I think he’s done. But he’s not. “I mean, you think you’re on the same page, and then suddenly it seems you’re reading an entirely different book.”

	“I didn’t even know you were seeing someone?” Jamie says.

	“I’m not. Don’t worry about it. I’m just venting.”

	“Well, whenever you wanna unload, you know where we are,” Bry adds, saying it for all of us.

	“Right. Well, if we’re done with the brotherly bonding portion of this break, should we get back to it?” Ezra says, changing the subject.

	“I do have one thing I need to ask you about. Not Ronnie-related. It’s more unwanted attention from a student.” That gets Bryant’s attention.

	“And you didn’t tell me about this because?” he asks, quirking a brow.

	“Because I’ve been trying to ignore it but my gut feeling about it isn’t going away.”

	“Okay. So, what has she done?” he asks,

	“Nothing much. Yet. She called in during my office hours on Thursday to ask questions about her grade for the last assignment. I know it comes with the job, and both you and Joey warned me about being aware of certain situations and avoiding others. It’s hard to explain. She made it clear that she really wanted to do well in the class and would love any chance to earn extra credit and improve on her performance.”

	“Okay…”

	I swallow hard before continuing, because this is the part that concerns me the most. “She also mentioned being willing to meet me off-campus for one-on-one help like I gave Ronnie.”

	“Shit,” Cohen says, shaking his head.

	“What’s her name?” Bryant asks, grabbing my attention.

	“Chelsea B—”

	“Ah, yep. She’s a real piece of work, and you might wanna tread carefully,” he says.

	“Really? What do you know?”

	“Nothing, except she was in one of my classes last year and she was rather obvious in her intentions where I was involved.”

	My eyes widen. “You never said anything.”

	Bry shrugs. “There wasn’t much to say. I shut it and her down straight away and let the dean know in case anything came of it. But all you can do is make sure that everything you do is beyond reproach.” He narrows his gaze. “And not to say you’re not doing it already, but that includes anything to do with Ronnie.”

	“We’ve done everything right in that regard. It was probably just unfortunate that Ronnie happened to call by my office when Chelsea was leaving on Thursday.”

	“And did she say anything to Ronnie?”

	“No. I think the look she gave her said it all. I had to dismiss Ronnie and text her later to explain.”

	“Was she okay with that?” Jamie asks.

	I smile now. “Yeah. She read the situation, and even said she noticed Chelsea watching her in our class on Monday and in another class they have together.”

	“Well, the semester is almost over, right?” Ez says. “So not long to go.”

	“Nope. Three weeks until portfolios are handed in. Five weeks until the end of the semester. Joey is grading Ronnie’s submission and I’ve got the rest of the class, then he’s offered to quickly go through all of them to ensure consistency. Five weeks till Vegas.”

	“Good. So soon, you won’t be secretly—but legally—fraternizing with your student, and no one will be able to question anything.”

	“Pretty much,” I reply, a comfortable silence stretching between us.

	I lift my beer and drain the rest before walking over to the cooler and placing the empty bottle inside. The rest of the guys follow suit.

	“Any other problems we need to discuss? I mean, we’ve covered Co and Ken; what about you, GI Joe? Or Ezra ‘many wives’ Baker?” Jamie asks hilariously.

	“Do we need to discuss the bachelor party?” Bry asks.

	“Nope. That’s all taken care of. Tickets are booked. Hotels are arranged. Entertainment is pending approval,” Ez says, quirking a brow Jamie’s way.

	“April’s approval?” he says, quite wisely I feel.

	“Yep. Learn from my past mistakes,” Ez says, smirking at Jamie.

	I chuckle. “You mean, accidentally booking a Mexican prostitute instead of a stripper isn’t the norm?”

	Co, Bry, and I all look at each other and burst out laughing. We all remember our shocked expressions when the woman’s pimp turned up and demanded more money for the apparent orgy. It took Jamie and a lot of pesos to calm the guy down and get both him and the working girl to leave, services unrendered.

	“I’m never gonna live that one down, am I?” Ez says, his lips twitching.

	“Nope. And for the record, no strippers,” Jamie says, pointing his finger at each one of us.

	“Aye, aye, captain,” us brothers say in unison. Ez is conspicuously quiet.

	Jamie spears him with a don’t-fuck-with-me look. “I mean it, Ez.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” he relents. “If I hadn’t known you almost my entire life, I’d swear you were no fun.”

	Jamie throws his head back and barks out a laugh. “I’ll be a hell of lot more fun with my balls still attached to my body.”

	That gets us all laughing, and as we get back to what we were working on before our break, I’m thankful for having these four guys at my back.

	One thing I am sure of is Ronnie and I being on the same page, and with the semester’s finish line in sight, we’ll both be home and free with our academic reputations intact.

	And that’s definitely something I’m looking forward to.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Five dresses in, and I decide this is the perfect time to tease my favorite professor.

	April disappeared with the bridal shop owner thirty minutes ago with her own clothing rack’s worth of wedding gown options. That just left Abi and me with the task of choosing a dress that suits our style and body type, so long as it fits within her color scheme. Abi’s dress has to be pregnancy-friendly. Mine can be whatever tickles my fancy.

	Having stayed at my place last night, I dropped Jax off at the house earlier so the guys can all start the mammoth job of tiling and painting, so I’m not expecting to hear back from him until later.

	The first photo I send him is an artful angular pic of my bare shoulder which I took while getting undressed right at the start. When there’s no reply for five minutes, I send the next one. This time, it’s a slightly more risqué shot of a bright fuchsia dress with a very high split on one leg, and my strategically placed hand.

	Then I decide to really make his head explode, and naked as the day I was born, phone camera pointing over one shoulder, I take a full-length body shot from the back.

	That does the trick and gets me a phone call.

	“Are you trying to kill me?”

	“Hello to you, too,” I say with a smile.

	“I was trying to paint primer and I heard a text notification. I made the mistake of opening the first message in view of Bry, who then tried to grab the phone from me. Thankfully, I abandoned the painting and I’m now sitting outside on the back steps because someone succeeded in thoroughly distracting me.”

	“Should I stop?”

	“Fuck no,” he says.

	“Good, because I thought I’d put my extensive contortionist training to good use for the next one.”

	“Jesus,” he rasps. “Wait… you trained as a contortionist?”

	“No, but I always wanted to try some of those cool silk tricks in the air.”

	“Naked? Because that could definitely be interesting.”

	That makes me giggle. “So apart from expressing your gratitude for the photos, for what do I owe the pleasure of this phone call?”

	“I wanted to check whether we had plans tonight?”

	“We could have dinner and watch movies. I figure we deserve a night of mindless relaxation.”

	“I would’ve said yes before you sent the first pic. The last photo is now my new screensaver.”

	“You’re joking,” I hiss.

	“Yeah. But only because I don’t want anyone else to experience the absolute fucking perfection that is your naked ass.”

	“Why, thank you. You say the sweetest things,” I say in a fake Southern drawl.

	“I aim to please, Ms. Nelson.”

	“You always do, Professor Cook.” I smile to myself in the mirror at his answering groan.

	“Takeout and movies at your place it is. I’ll pick up the food on my way over.”

	“How about I grab some groceries on the way home and I can make you dinner. You’ve been working on the house all day, you deserve a little pampering, Ronnie style. I’ll even let you sleep over,” I say.

	“Beautiful, I’m not gonna turn down a home cooked meal, especially from you,” he says, his voice so soft and warm I want to wrap myself up in it. “And since we just moved out the last of the furniture from the house, I’d say us sleeping here isn’t really an option for a few weeks.”

	“You can stay here if you want.”

	“We’re a bit too new to move in together, beautiful.”

	“I meant temporarily.”

	“I know you did and I love that you offered, but how about we stick to occasional sleepovers like we’ve been doing and move towards that? We’ve gotta learn to walk before we can run, right?”

	“Or chase before you jump me?”

	“Barbie…” he growls.

	“So dinner, are you on the menu?” His voice is low and smooth.

	My lips twitch. “You’re the one who took me off it.”

	“And you’ll be back on it soon enough. Once I’ve earned the right to eat it.”

	Damn. Is it getting hot in here? “Is that a threat or a promise?”

	“That’s all promise, beautiful. So much damn promise.” And I don’t miss the certainty in his voice. Confidence in a man is so damn sexy, it’s a wonder I haven’t tried to use my feminine wiles to break this enforced abstinence of ours. . .again. I appreciate why he put the no-sex rule in play, but it doesn’t help the frustration I’m feeling or the number of batteries I’m going through on a weekly basis. Weekly.

	“What are your plans for tomorrow?” I ask, staring at myself in the mirror. This is definitely the dress I’m going to choose. I’m currently wearing a classic, V-neck, satin, A-line gown. I snap a photo of the front then turn around and take a photo of the strappy crisscross back detailing leading down to the figure-hugging bodice.

	“Actually, both of my ideas depend on your plans…” he says, suggestively.

	The gown is simple but fitting, showcasing all my favorite body parts. It’s the perfect dress to wear while I stand by and witness my best friend marrying the love of her life.

	“The only thing I was going to do was work on my portfolio. Maybe take some more shots.”

	“Hmm… I can definitely help with that.”

	“Oh yeah?” I finger the edge of the fabric framing my bust. “I’m not sure my professor would approve of a collection of nudes.”

	His deep, husky laugh fills my ear. “He’d absolutely approve of that. Especially if you were the subject. Joey might not appreciate having to grade it though, considering I’d have to beat him up for seeing you naked.”

	I giggle. “Probably not a good idea then.”

	“But there are creative ways to portray the human form.” My interest is definitely piqued now, my mind contemplating the multitude of possibilities.

	“Ronnie?” Abi calls out from outside the changing room.

	“I have to go. I need to show everyone this dress.”

	“I wish I could see you in—and out—of that dress.”

	“I can’t wait until I get to see you in—and out—of your suit.”

	“I’m already imagining how good it’s going to be when you pop my maid-of-honor cherry too.” His raspy voice almost distracts me from what he just said. Almost.

	I gasp in surprise. “You mean to say you, a man who’s probably shot a few weddings where you would’ve been the object of attention for many a bridesmaid, has never ticked that achievement off his bucket list?”

	“I said maid of honor…”

	I giggle. “Very sneaky, professor. Five weeks and you can pop whatever cherry you want.” His answering groan in my ear is worth the sexual frustration I’m feeling. “Besides, you seem to be a fan of delayed gratification lately.”

	“Mmm hmm. Anticipation can be the best foreplay.”

	“So can a blow job,” I deadpan. He bursts out laughing. My smile in the mirror is huge as I enjoy the sound.

	“I’ll let you go then, beautiful. Send me a text when you’re finished up and we’ll finalize our plans then.”

	“I’ll look forward to it.”

	“I just look forward to you,” he says, softly. God, this man!

	“Bye, Jax,” I say with a smile, ending the call just as Abi calls my name again. “Coming.”

	I step out of the changing room and walk down the short hallway to the big fitting room where Marcy, Betty, and Abi are already waiting. Abi’s standing in the middle of the room wearing a gorgeous dress in the same luminescent navy blue as mine, but in a different, more baby-bump-accommodating style from the bust down. She’s nearly six months and is more than showing, and since the wedding isn’t for another six weeks, April said to the bridal boutique owner that they needed to have pregnant-friendly dresses available. Looking at Abi, the woman more than delivered.

	“Damn, girl,” I say, walking toward her with a huge smile, waving towards her very voluptuous boobage. “You might need to hold Cade back when he sees those beauties.”

	She giggles and shoots me a wicked smirk, rubbing her hand over her round stomach. “How do you think I got into this position in the first place?”

	“And twins. Your husband is potent.”

	“Oh, you have no idea.”

	Marcy clears her throat, her amused gaze switching between Abi and myself. “You two look beautiful. I love how the color complements both of you in different ways.”

	Betty nods in agreement.

	“Absolutely stunning. And if we can get ties in the same color for the guys, it’ll work so well,” she says, rubbing her hands together.

	Then her eyes drift past us and fill with tears, a soft gasp escaping her. I turn around and bite my lip to quell my own emotions at the sight of a resplendent April in an absolutely stunning ivory bridal gown. It has thin spaghetti straps, which fan out across her décolletage and down into a deep V, the bodice tapering at the waist then falling down in a full skirt to the floor. It’s understated and elegant, and as she walks towards us on the small elevated runway, hands in two discreet pockets, it’s totally April. She’s pulled her hair out and the chocolate-brown strands spread over her shoulders.

	“Jamie is gonna lose his shit at first sight,” Abi blurts out. She’s not wrong.

	April’s gaze goes from Abi to me, her expression soft and mushy.

	I point my finger at her. “Don’t you dare cry. Because if you cry, then I’ll start.” I wave my hand over my shoulder. “Then Abi will cry even more than she is now, and then the moms will get going, and we all know what that means.”

	April snorts and shakes her head. “I’m getting my fairytale ending. He’s giving me that.”

	I close the distance between us, putting my hands on her shoulders when I reach her. “Yes, he is, but you are also giving him the same thing. It’s you who stayed strong and worked your ass off to get to this point in your life, and all of us cannot wait,” I whisper, flexing my fingers gently, “to see you walk down the aisle to your prince.”

	“Just saying,” Abi adds, “I can’t wait to see my big brooding brother cry because in that dress, I’m laying bets he’ll be blubbering at first sight.”

	We all start quietly laughing. Abi is right though, Jamie is going to lose it, and it will be just one of the many anticipated highlights of their wedding.

	“So do we pass inspection?” I say, giving April a slow-motion twirl. She looks me over then does the same to Abi—who turns around, just slowly and very carefully.

	“It’s perfect. You both look beautiful,” she says softly, meeting my eyes. “I’m getting married,” she whispers.

	“Yes, you are.”

	“Mrs. Jamie Cook,” April whispers.

	“It’s got a nice ring to it,” Betty says, joining with Marcy, Abi and I to make a semi-circle around April. Betty steps forward and lifts her hands to cup April’s face. “You’re the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen.”

	April bites her lip, tears falling down her cheeks. “You, Jamie, and Axel are the best thing to ever happen to me. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”

	Betty’s forced to wipe her own tears away, the rest of us doing the same. “My son was an idiot, and your parents should never have walked away from you either. But you have me for life, sweetheart. Whatever you need, whenever you need it, I’ll be there.”

	“Thank you. For everything,” April whispers. She pulls Betty in for a hug before they pull apart, taking a few deep breaths to compose themselves. Betty is worth her weight in gold, and I’m so glad April has her.

	“Who knows?” Marcy says, looking across at me and winking. “We might have another Mrs. Cook soon enough if my son doesn’t stuff it up.”

	I choke and start coughing, a hand patting me on the back as I bend over and try to recover. With Betty and Marcy in my life, I don’t think I’m ever going to be short of loving mother figures, and I love that April and Jax have given that to me.

	“Mom, don’t scare her off. Who knows if Jax will ever find another woman who’d put up with him?” Abi asks.

	That makes me choke again, but this time it’s not the I’m-gonna-die kind; it’s more the laugh-my-ass-off kind.

	“You guys are so mean,” I squeak as I straighten. Looking around the group, I’m met with four wide grins.

	“You owe me twenty bucks, Mom,” Abi says.

	“Dammit,” she mutters, all the while I’m switching my attention between Jax’s Mom and sister.

	“You bet on me liking your son?” I ask incredulously. Granted, it would be shocking if it was Sheila and my sister, but not so much the two female members of the Cook family.

	“I bet you would hold out for a while longer,” April says with a shrug. I look toward Betty who just snickers and shakes her head.

	“Let’s get back to the dresses, shall we?” I suggest, redirecting the conversation.

	April looks between Abi and me, then smooths her hands over the sides of her own dress, lifting her head as a radiant smile curves her lips. “What was it again? I say yes to the dress!” she says, lifting her arms in the air dramatically and ushering us all in for a rather complicated group hug.

	“Can we go eat now?” Abi asks when we finally pull apart. “Because I have two mini Cook-Carsens inside me who are ravenous. And we all know what happens when a Cook gets hungry.”

	“Oh yes we do,” April and Marcy say in unison.

	“Right. Then before I go all crazy, pregnant lady, let’s go do that.”

	I grin at Abi and shake my head. “The mama-to-be has spoken. Undress, then food.”

	“Well, preferably get dressed again before the food, but each to their own. Rick and I often go nak—”

	“Mom!” Abi groans.

	“Marcy!” Betty giggles.

	April and I just look at each other and burst out laughing again.

	With females like this in my life, with family like this in my life, it brings home how much I’ve missed out on growing up as a Nelson—Gilly being the exception.

	The good news is, with the way I feel about Jax, the future is looking a hell of a lot brighter.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	I get up early and make Ronnie breakfast before bringing it up to the bedroom and sitting beside her, gently waking her with my arm on her shoulder.

	“Hmm,” she says, slowly opening her eyes and looking up at me. “Why are you not in here with me?”

	“Because waking up with you wearing a tank and underwear that I can’t strip you out of is torture for a man like me.”

	Her lips quirk up. “And what kind of man are you?”

	“One who can’t think straight when you press your hips back into mine all night.”

	“Oh.”

	“Mmm hmm,” I say, leaning down and brushing my lips against hers. She hooks her hand around my neck and deepens the kiss.

	I’ve got my eyes on the prize though so I pull back when her other hand starts heading south.

	“Uh-uh-uh,” I say, standing out of arm’s reach. “None of that, otherwise you know exactly what’ll happen.”

	“I’ll win, then hopefully you’ll win?” she says, waggling her brows.

	I chuckle, meeting her hopeful gaze. “Not yet. Soon,” I murmur promisingly. “I don’t quite think I’m ready to win. Not until I know I’ve well and truly earned it.”

	She licks her lips and makes everything harder when she slowly looks me up and down. “Oh, I’ll make you earn it.”

	“I don’t doubt that for a second. Now, drink your coffee and eat your toast. We’ve got plans.”

	She slowly sits and leans her back up against the headboard. Grabbing the mug, she cradles it in her hands and takes a slow sip, closing her eyes and moaning, deep and low and torturous. A growl rumbles in my chest and her eyes snap open.

	“Plans?” she says, sounding very happy for herself.

	“We’re going to the hardware store, then we’re going to the house.”

	She frowns, looking adorably confused. “Okay…”

	“You’ll need your camera, old clothes, and an open mind,” I say with a slow-growing grin.

	She arches a brow. “I’m now suitably intrigued.”

	“Good.” I lean a hand into the headboard and place open-mouthed pecks on her cheek, her jaw, and then her neck. “Now drink up, get up, suit up, and we can begin our day,” I whisper.

	“I can think of more fun ways to begin the day.”

	Cupping her jaw, I tilt her face to meet mine. I press my lips to hers for a soft, achingly slow kiss, caressing her tongue with teasing strokes until every atom in my body is begging me to jump back on to the mattress and join her.

	Definitely need to get out of the room with the bed.

	I stand up rather suddenly, earning a shocked gasp and wide eyes from Ronnie until her gaze looks straight ahead—crotch level—and her expression turns knowing and amused.

	“If you want me to get up then you need to get out.” She lifts off the blankets to reveal her long, bare legs and her pair of skimpy black underwear that I’d almost forgotten about. Definitely need to leave.

	Without another word, I spin on my heels and walk out of the room and make myself at home in her living room. I grip the armrest of the recliner when I hear her shower turn on. I turn the volume up when I hear her start humming “I Wanna Sex You Up,” and I near-on leave the condo when I swear I hear her moan.

	It’s not surprising that by the time she walks out of her bedroom, she’s looking radiant and very happy for herself, and I’m grumpy, frustrated, and ready to knock a wall out with my erection.

	Ninety minutes later, my truck is parked in the driveway of the no-longer-pink Dream House, and I’m helping Ronnie as she exits the vehicle.

	“So, what are we painting then?” she asks, her camera bag slung over one shoulder, her golden hair slightly curled and running wild. Watching her stand there, the sunlight cascading over her face, I wish I had my camera in hand. Since I stopped ignoring the beautiful woman standing beside me, I haven’t needed to take covert photos in order to enjoy the sight of her. I can do it whenever I like now, but sometimes, I have to figuratively slap myself out of a daze just from looking at her. A definite first for me.

	I lead her ’round to the back of the truck and drop down the tailgate. Once we have the supplies from the hardware store, I quickly lock everything up. I seek out Ronnie’s hand, then walk down the side of the house and around the back towards the former second garage, soon-to-be renovated studio.

	I lead her inside the paint-ready room, letting go of her hand to close the door behind us.

	“Wow, this is awesome. It would make an amazing darkroom and office,” she says, bending down to place her bags on the ground as I do the same with my own supplies. She turns around to face me. “Maybe this was Barbie’s secret hideaway from all the mini Kens?”

	I snort and shake my head. “What about the mini divas? The boys would be heathens, but the girls would be killer on a man’s sanity and his wallet.”

	Her pink lips quirk. “Heathens and divas, huh? Are you saying you wanna have babies with me, Jaxon Cook?”

	My mouth gapes, my heart stops dead, and my entire body is frozen in place. Her smile widens as her amused gaze takes in my stunned reaction, which is obviously written all over me.

	“I knew I’d get you with that one,” she says with a giggle.

	I narrow my eyes at her. “One day, I’ll know when you’re fucking with me.”

	Her smile turns sexy as she traces the tip of her tongue along her bottom lip. “Soon, Jax… very soon.”

	“We better change the subject otherwise we’ll both be in trouble. Are we doing some painting?” she asks, looking at the bags at my feet.

	I close the distance between us and rest my hands on her hips as she puts her palms flat on my chest. I hook a loose curl behind her ear, rubbing my fingertip down her cheek and over her jaw. “We aren’t painting, but we do need paint.”

	“Okay. That makes no sense because I’d be all up for a naked paint party, but there are certain parts of my body where paint does not need to go. Paint is like sand; there’s such a thing as too much,” she says with a grin.

	“I’ve got water-based paint and this room can be cleaned up easy enough afterward…”

	She beams. “Is this a big effort to win the chase? ’Cause you might be on to something.”

	I drop my head back and bark out a laugh. “I probably am but I swear this time, my intentions are far too honorable for my own good. You’ve been working on the human form for your portfolio, and I figure, I’m a man, and my form isn’t too bad…”

	“Not too bad is a big understatement,” she says. “Massive,” she leans in and whispers.

	I smirk because I doubt there’s a man on the planet who doesn’t like to hear the word massive in relation to his male form.

	“You’re going to be my model?” She runs her hands over my shoulders and presses her breasts against me.

	“Yeah,” I reply, sounding far too affected. At this rate, this arty portrait shoot might be more pornographic than I intended. Fighting my instinct to pull her closer, I brush my mouth against hers before moving out of reach.

	Her lips part and her eyes widen before recognition dawns, and amusement prevails.

	“It’s gonna be hard enough to keep this G-rated when I’ve got your hands on me without giving my cock ideas before we’ve even started.”

	She pouts. “But I like giving it ideas,” she says, her voice saccharine-sweet.

	I arch my brow. “Saying things like that does not help, beautiful.”

	Her eyes go soft like they do whenever I call her beautiful, and fuck, if I don’t like that a whole damn lot too.

	She holds her hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, I’ll behave.”

	The gleam in her eyes says otherwise. She takes a few steps back and peruses me, tapping an index finger against her lips as she looks me up and down. “Hmm, I can definitely work with this. No faces though.”

	I nod. “That goes without saying. Joey and I may be close, but he doesn’t need to see that much of me.”

	“No one gets to see that but me,” she says, sounding possessive. Fuck, I like that.

	“Okay, so treat this as your first official studio shoot. I’m your model to do with what you will.”

	“And the paint?”

	I shrug. “You don’t have to use it, but there’s plastic sheeting to cover the ground, and this room is due to be painted by me anyway.”

	“So, a naked paint party,” she says, waggling her brows with a satisfied grin, making me chuckle.

	“Yep. It just won’t have the kind of happy ending I’d really appreciate.”

	She walks over and crushes her lips to mine, wrapping her arms around my neck and giving me everything. My hands go to her daisy duke-covered ass, holding her in place and giving her as good as I’m getting.

	Needing distance—again—I slowly ease back until I’m staring into her eyes. “No direction, no suggestions. This is all you, beautiful. Do with me what you will.”

	She smacks my lips with a kiss one more time before untangling her arms and moving back. “This may be one of the coolest things anyone has ever done for me,” she says, her voice breaking.

	“And just knowing that makes me over the fucking moon that I’m the one giving it to you.”

	Her eyes mist over. “Thank you, Jax.”

	“Anytime, Ronnie.”

	“Now,” she says, clapping her hands. “Chop, chop. Get your clothes off while I decide where the best light might be.”

	I point to the back wall of the room. “You’ll find any gear you may need over there. What’s mine is yours: lights, backdrops, tripods, my cameras, lenses, you name it. I know you can do amazing work; I’m just giving you added tools to take it to the next level, and since I’m not grading you, I don’t see it as a conflict of interest. This is all you.”

	Her gaze softens, and she opens her mouth as if to say something but seems to stop herself. “This is amazing.” She jumps up and lets out an excited squeal. “My mind is racing with all the things.”

	I laugh at her infectious enthusiasm. “Lucky for us, we’ve got all day.”

	She nods, her expression morphing from fun to all business. “Right. Let’s get to work then.”

	Three hours, two battery packs, and five different light and lens combinations later, and my body is sore from pulling and holding poses for longer than I thought I was capable of. Ronnie bends and carefully places her camera on top of her bag.

	“I think we’re done,” she says, walking over toward me. “How are you doing down there?” she asks.

	Lying on my side, I’m fully stretched out with one leg bent forward onto the plastic-covered floor, and I have splashes of blue, green, and yellow paint everywhere.

	I roll to my back and look up at a radiant Ronnie. Her eyes are tired but bright, her smile huge. She holds out her hand and I lift my arm to lace my fingers with hers.

	“Do you like those clothes?” I ask, just as I tighten my grip and tug her down on top of me. She shrieks, my body cushioning her fall. Her messy bun of hair on top of her head protects her blonde locks from the paint, but her hands, chest, and legs don’t fare as well.

	“Now we’re both dirty,” she says on a giggle. I lift a blue and green hand to her cheek, pressing my palm to her skin and pulling her down for a long deep kiss. Just as she’s melting into me, I bend my leg and roll us over, my naked paint-covered front draped all over her now. But still I don’t break the kiss. Her arms wrap around my back, her hands roaming my skin as my hips grind against hers.

	Then her body goes stock still and her nails bite into my shoulders. I freeze, lifting my head to check on her, but find her eyes glued toward the door… the unlocked door. Dammit!

	“Well, then, I guess you don’t need help painting today,” my father announces.

	I turn my head to meet the far-too-amused eyes of my dad.

	“Rick, why have you sto—ohhhh,” my mom says, coming up behind him. I look over his shoulder and find my mom covering her mouth and giggling but—I note—not looking like she’s moving anytime soon.

	“Ah… hi guys,” Ronnie says, snort-laughing the words.

	“Hi, Ronnie. We’ve gotta stop meeting like this,” Mom says.

	“Um, love you lots, guys, and all, but do you think we could continue this conversation when I’m dressed?” I ask.

	“Nice tushie, Jaxon,” Mom says. “I haven’t seen it since you were a kid, but once a good butt, always a good butt, right?”

	“Mom…” I groan.

	“You get that from your father. He has a nice, tight ass. Especially when I—”

	“Mom!” I shout.

	“Woman!” Dad growls, and through all of this, what does the woman beneath me do?

	She laughs. And laughs. And she’s still giggling about it twenty minutes later when I rejoin them all downstairs in the main house after cleaning myself up.

	Watching them, one thing rings true.

	She fits, and as long as she wants to fit and whatever life may throw at us, I’m not letting her go. Mom always told us kids, “When you know, you know.”

	Well, I knew the moment I first met Ronnie.

	All that’s left is to let her know.

	That’s the fun part.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	The last few weeks have been so busy, I’ve barely had time to think about anything other than school, the wedding, and—of course—the man currently sitting next to me. He’s not a man easy to forget.

	All that’s left to do for my intro to photography class is to finish putting my portfolio together and hand it in next Wednesday. Then, in two weeks’ time, we all fly to Vegas for April and Jamie’s joint bachelor and bachelorette party.

	Today, Jax has decided to up his game—his words, not mine. I think he’s done more than enough—and he’s taking me out on a surprise Sunday outing. What I did like this morning was the look on his face when I gave him a frame with a picture of the two of us in it from our paint-covered photo shoot. When he unwrapped the gift, his eyes went wide then soft. Then he placed the frame on my nightstand, rolled over on top of me and pressed his palm to my cheek, looking at me like I was his entire world. That is a moment I’ll remember forever. It’s also the moment I made my decision that Jax never had to chase me because he’d always had me. I just need to find the right moment to tell him.

	Between dress fittings, maid-of-honor duties, organizing the bachelorette weekend, and the guys working long hours renovating the Barbie Dream House to get it finished either before or just after the wedding, it’s been hard to spend quality time together without being interrupted or having to multi-task.

	That’s why I’ve been looking forward to this surprise date for the past week, since Jax told me that my Sunday was his. Like I would ever complain about him wanting to spend the day with me. When it comes to us, I don’t care what we do, as long as we’re doing it together.

	We’re driving downtown in Jax’s truck. He hasn’t given me any clues about what we’re doing or where we’re going. All I knew was to dress comfortably and be prepared to be out all day.

	I decide it’s time to pull out the big guns. Leaning over from the passenger seat, I slide my hand over his jean-clad thigh and slowly glide it up towards the Promised Land. I’ve taken to calling it that because Jax wasn’t joking when he said sex was off the table. There’s been a hell of a lot of kissing and groping, but our sleepovers have remained strictly PG…maybe M… but definitely not X-rated.

	I love that he’s still determined to win the chase before we take things all the way again.

	What woman wouldn’t like that kind of restraint and only slightly wavering resolve? He wants to earn the right to claim his woman once and for all.

	“Beautiful, I love your hands on me, but if you don’t want me to wreck the truck, you might wanna stop,” Jax says roughly.

	I love the effect I have on him. It can be just words in a text or whispered in his ear and his voice will turn low and husky, which does it for me more than he probably knows.

	Inching closer, my fingers brush over the inseam of his jeans. I wish I could press my lips to his neck and let my hands roam all over his body without risking an accident. It would all be a lot more fun without clothes, but I’ll make do while he has to concentrate and isn’t in a position to distract me with moves of his own.

	His hand covers mine, his lips twitching as he moves it to a safer location, resting on top of his thigh.

	I sigh. “This date, where are we going?” I lean back against the seat and study his profile, something I like to do when he’s not watching. It’s almost creepy the number of times I catch myself doing it. Even though I watched him for near-on a year whenever I’d go with April to BBQs, birthdays, or just her house, knowing he knows I’m watching him now, knowing he’s mine to touch and kiss and soon do all the things with, makes it different.

	I also appreciate the way he has been hands-off with anything related to our photography class. He’s more than happy to answer any questions I might have, and he even let me play around with his super-duper expensive Canon and lens around the house. It’s refreshing having someone support my passion, and believe in what I’m trying to do—live my best, most fulfilling professional life.

	“Ronnie? Where did you just go?”

	I shake my head, not realizing I’d been daydreaming. “Sorry. I kind of went off on a mental tangent.”

	“And where did that take you?”

	“I was thinking about how you’re letting me be me.”

	“I kind of like the me you are.” He lifts my hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss there before returning it back to his leg and giving my fingers a squeeze.

	“I like the me I am now too. I also like you. And the flowers.”

	“They reminded me of your perfume.”

	My lips part. “Even Alistair, the man I was supposed to marry, would never have bought me flowers because they reminded him of me,” I say, swallowing hard as my voice breaks. “He’d buy me things, but they’d be an afterthought. There was no feeling behind them. Our dates were perfunctory, a means to an end. There would be charity dinners and benefit galas, dinners for the law firm, and family meals, but most of them were where my father was the center of attention, not me, the woman he was supposed to marry.” Thinking back, I wonder how I didn’t stand up for myself and my own happiness sooner.

	“I would never do something because I thought you’d expect it. I didn’t even do it to sweeten you up.” His cheeks blush, and by God, it’s endearing. “I went to the florist and looked through all of the bouquets until I saw that one. It was all yellows and reds and it smelt like summer. It was you,” he says. We pull to a stop at a red light, and when he turns toward me and our eyes meet, his face softens. “God, you’re beautiful when I say something you like.”

	“I look different?”

	“Your features go soft and you take my goddamn breath away.”

	Oh, fuck. Woman down.

	“You know what I’d really like?” I flex my fingers on his thigh. We sit there, staring at each other. I match my breathing to his, and the air turns thick. He quirks a brow.

	“S.E.X,” I whisper.

	He chuckles and shakes his head, squeezing my hand and returning his attention to the road as the light turns green. “No can do, Barbie. We’ve got places to see and things to do.”

	“What about people to do and places to do it?” I watch a sexy smirk curve his lips.

	“So not going there while I’m driving. I’m already hard and you being so close, thinking about me when you’re all I can think about, is making it near impossible to concentrate on anything other than kissing and doing other things that aren’t on the schedule today.”

	“Schedules should be flexible,” I say, leaning closer to whisper, “just like I am.”

	“Fuuuck,” he curses, banging the back of his head on his seat a few times.

	I sit up straight, deciding he’s had enough torture for one car trip. “Okay. Let’s talk about something else other than sex, kissing, the way I smell, and how flexible I am.”

	“Not helping.”

	“Okay. How’s the studio design going? Are we getting closer to painting?”

	His brows lift. “I told you I would take care of that room we messed up,” he says, reminding me of that mind-blowing gesture and even better afternoon. The photos I took came out even better than I could have imagined, and Jax has given me permission to use whichever ones I want. Thankfully none of them show our faces but that makes them all the more intimate. I’ve done a few different studio shoots with a bunch of random models since starting Jax’s course, but that one will forever be a firm favorite.

	“I know. But I love painting,” I say. He quirks a brow, his lips tipping up. “I definitely enjoyed that kind of painting, but I mean it. I’d love to help you guys wherever I can. I change my color scheme in my condo at least once a year.”

	“I like your condo. It’s you.”

	“It’s very me. But different colors give me inspiration, so when the mood strikes, I change it up.”

	“You want to help me pick colors for the pink lady?”

	“Oh my God, are you serious? I’d love that. We could do blue–greys downstairs and move lighter upstairs. Then there are the bathrooms, where we could. . .”

	Jax starts laughing. At first, it’s a chuckle, but the more I get lost in all the options and color combinations, the more he loses it.

	“What?” I ask.

	“So fucking cute,” he murmurs, flicking the turning signal and driving into a parking garage wedged between two city buildings.

	He parks the truck and turns the engine off, then spins in his seat to face me. “Come here,” he says, reaching over and releasing my seat belt before grabbing my hip and sliding me closer. Then my face is in his hands, and he’s brushing his lips against mine in barely-there touches before opening his mouth and caressing my tongue as he deepens the connection. It’s a slow-burn kiss, one that I feel warming me up from the tips of my toes all the way through my body.

	When we finally pull apart, the windows are starting to fog up and Jax’s eyes are blown. “We need to get out of here before we give the security cameras a good show.”

	I pout and he grins, but I know he’s right.

	“Okay then,” I say, moving back and putting some much-needed distance between us. “Where are we going?”

	“Circus school,” he says, like that’s an everyday activity.

	My eyes go wide. “Say what now?”

	He chuckles. “There’s a company that does circus classes and training, and they have a taster session on Sundays for anyone who wants to come along and give it a go.”

	“Okay…”

	“And they have silks. I remember you mentioned you had always wanted to have a go on them.”

	I smile at him, biting my lip as a lump grows in my throat. I reach up and rest my palm against his jaw. “Those silks take years of practice and a lot more flexibility than I have, but I can’t wait to have a look. Thank you.”

	He leans into my hand. “You’re welcome. I told you, I like putting that look on your face. The look that says you really, really like me.”

	I nod, my lips stuck in a permanent beaming smile. “That’s because I really, really do.”

	“Good. And hopefully after today, you’ll never forget it.” He leans forward, giving me a hard and fast kiss before letting me go and reaching for the door handle. “Now, let’s get going. Who knows? Maybe I can go to clown school if this photography/teaching/house-flipping gig doesn’t work out.”

	I giggle. “I think you’d make a great clown. You’re already halfway there.”

	His head jerks back. “How?”

	I nod down to his shoes. “Big feet.” My smile is lascivious, and his eyes dance at the implication.

	“Well I am the bigger twin, remember?” He closes the door and rounds the back of the truck to help me out of the passenger side. I’m still laughing when he reaches me.
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	Two hours later, you can’t wipe the grin off my face, and if his look of stunned wonder is anything to go by, Jax has a new appreciation for circus arts.

	If I was excited about our day date before, I’m buzzing now. “What’s next?” I ask, walking hand in hand down the street towards the parking garage.

	He glances my way, his lips twitching. “I’m not sure I can top that now.”

	“There are plenty of ways you can top that.”

	He drops his head and groans, moving our joined hands to my hip and pushing me up against a building. He crushes his mouth to mine and kisses the life out of me. I’m in a haze when we finally pull apart, his eyes full of heat when they meet mine.

	“Are you hungry? I thought we could take a walk and get a hot dog in Millennium Park.”

	“That sounds perfect.” I thread my fingers into his hair and tug his face down, giving him a soft, slow kiss this time. “Lead the way.”

	Thirty minutes later, we’re standing by the Bean, having just demolished a classic Chicago hot dog each while watching swarms of tourists walking around and under it, cell phones in hand, in selfie heaven.

	I pull my phone out of my purse. “I want to take a photo with you,” I say, shaking my phone in front of him.

	He screws his nose up. “Not exactly the kind of equipment a professor of photography should be encouraging a student to use.”

	I shoulder bump him. “C’mon. You’re not my professor today. Unless you want to role-play later, of course,” I say, loud enough to earn a gasp from a middle-aged woman I knew would be eavesdropping. “But only if you bring that hard wooden ruler again. That leaves a mar—”

	He covers my mouth, his eyes wide as he shakes his head. “I’m starting to think you don’t know how to behave in public.”

	“You have no idea how bad I can be.”

	A sexy smile curves his lips. “I look forward to many years of finding out.”

	Straight out. No second-guessing. Not a sliver of doubt in his expression when he says it. Years.

	God, I’m totally head over heels for Jaxon Cook.

	One year, ten weeks after first laying eyes on him. Ten weeks, one day since I laid a trail of breadcrumbs and hoped he’d follow my lead. Six weeks of surprises—him—and chasing—him again—and I can’t even try to play hard to get because it’s taking everything I have not to give myself up to this.

	He doesn’t have to work hard because he’s already in so far in there I don’t ever want him to get out.

	“Ronnie?” he asks, knocking me from my thoughts. “You disappeared on me again.”

	I run a hand over his shoulder and bring it to rest on the back of his neck. I meet his amber eyes and decide then and there I want to spend a lifetime looking into them. I want to make babies with his eyes so I can spend a lifetime looking at them too.

	I want it all, and I want it all with this man.

	“This may freak you out, but I vowed to live my life with no regrets.” I lift up on my toes to bring us closer. I quickly flick my cell camera on and hold it up between us.

	He looks to the camera, scrunching his brows together in adorable confusion. “What is it, beautiful?”

	I take a deep breath and on the exhale, I say my truth. “I’ve fallen in love with you,” I whisper, pressing my thumb down to snap photo after photo of his wide eyes, his parted lips, and then the hungry kiss he gives me after the words leave my mouth.

	It’s the best kiss of my life, so good I’m forced to wrap my arm around his back to stay standing. When he lets me up for air, he drops his forehead to mine and we stand there, just breathing each other in.

	“I love you too. It’s crazy, it’s fast, but it’s so damn true.”

	I kiss him again. This time, it’s soft and slow and full of meaning.

	Then he jerks his head back and quirks a brow. “Did you just take photos of my reaction?”

	“Yep,” I say, beaming up at him.

	“You’re one of a kind.”

	“I know. And so are you.”

	He tilts his head. “Why’s that?”

	“Because I could never fall in love with someone who wasn’t.”

	He bites his lip, his eyes so warm and bright. “Ronnie. . .”

	“Now can we take a photo with the Bean?”

	He nods, shooting me what can only be described as a panty-melting grin. “Only if I can do it while kissing you. Fair’s fair.”

	I hand him my phone without a second thought. “Deal.”

	Suffice to say, Jax’s plans for the rest of the afternoon are all but forgotten. His promise was to only be inside me again once he knew he’d won the chase. Which leaves only one question left to be asked, which I do as soon as we’re sitting back in the truck.

	“Your place or mine?” I ask.

	“But we still have a few things left to do on our date.”

	“I have one thing I want to do and that’s you. So, your place or mine?” I ask, leaving no doubt in my determination to end the date early. “You’ve definitely won the chase. Now it’s time to claim your prize.”

	“Your place it is.”
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	We hold hands the entire drive back to my condo. I didn’t dare start something in the truck. I’m so on edge, I’m likely to spontaneously combust, and if I’m reading Jax’s body language correctly, he’s struggling too. So much has led us to this moment and now that it’s here—now that we’re actually going to do this—I’m kind of nervous. I’ve never had sex with a man I’m in love with. Is it different? Does it feel different? I’ve had good sex, bad sex, and absolutely regrettable sex, and then there was the one time I had absolutely unforgettable, mind-blowing, life-altering sex with Jax… will it be just as good this time? What if we’ve built it up for so long, denying ourselves for a big, giant over-anticipated disappointment?

	I fell in love with Jax without sex clouding my judgment. Now, I’m worried about everything and nothing and overthinking it.

	Is performance anxiety a thing for women? Shit. Maybe it is. I read an article once about anxiety manifesting itself in your pelvic-floor muscles. What if mine clamp shut and refuse to let me even have sex? All this waiting would’ve been in vain.

	“Ronnie?”

	I slowly turn my head toward the man of the hour.

	“You’ve gotta stop spacing out on me. It gives me a complex,” he says with a gentle grin.

	“Sorry, just being a typical woman. Overthinking stuff and scenarios and wasted opportunities.”

	His brows bunch together. “Care to unravel that for me?”

	“Here?”

	“Why not?”

	“Now?” I squeak.

	He gives my hand a squeeze, not breaking eye contact. “Yeah, beautiful. Because I have a feeling once we get inside, there won’t be much talking going on. You’re wound up so tight, I’m scared you’re going to explode into a million tiny pieces.” He lifts his fingers to run down my face. “I’d kind of like you whole. I have lots of plans.”

	I lean toward him, gliding my hand up his arm to wrap around his neck. “What kind of plans?”

	He shifts back so my hand slips down. “Plans I’ll tell you about after you explain what you’re overthinking and why?”

	I cross my arms over my chest with a huff, pouting and looking at his gorgeous profile. He quirks a brow but doesn’t budge. Dammit.

	“I was just having a freak-out over what happens if the sex we’re about to have is bad.”

	He shoots me a questioning look. “Was it bad the first time?”

	“Well, no…”

	“And that morning when you seduced me and we ended up—”

	“Hell no. That was hot.”

	His mouth quirks up. His hand comes to rest on the top of my leg, his fingers stretched out over the inside of my denim-covered thigh. “So… do you think, after all this time, and with you turning me on at just the thought of getting you naked and underneath me again, that there’s even a chance it will be anything other than mind-blowing?”

	I bite my lip, my breathing faster now. “You’re not worried?”

	“The only thing bugging me is why we’re still sitting in my truck and not naked in your bed?” His eyes flash with so much heat, I’m surprised I’m not scorched here and now.

	“Then what are we waiting for?” I ask, my breath hitching when his fingers curve in and glide between my legs.

	His other hand curves over my hip and slides me across the seat so he can cup me, his mouth going to my neck. He presses his lips to my sensitive skin and bites; my head dropping back as a low moan escapes me. He can mark me head to toe if he wants, I’m his completely now. Moving to my ear, he sucks the lobe between his teeth before whispering, “I think I’ll make you come on the floor just inside your condo. Then I’ll lay you out on the kitchen counter and taste you all over again…” He groans against my skin as my palm finds the straining bulge in his jeans. “Then I’m chaining you to the bed until we both get our fill.”

	I drag a hand through his hair and jerk his mouth to mine, meeting his hooded gaze. “Promise?”

	“You bet your ass.”

	I grin against his lips. “Plenty of time for that later.”

	“Upstairs. Now,” he growls, and I feel it right down in my toes and everywhere in between.

	Then we’re moving, jumping out of the truck and near-on running up the path to the front door of my building.

	He presses me up against the elevator wall as soon as we’re inside. With a groan, he’s kissing the life out of me with his hand toying between my legs when we reach my floor.

	I struggle to get the key in my lock when we reach my apartment. He’s hard and heavy behind me, groaning against my neck as he grinds himself against my hips.

	I sigh and sag into him when he takes over, opening the door and walking me through it. As soon as we’re closed off from the outside world, the air turns electric.

	I spin around to face him, throwing my purse in the direction of the couch but not looking—or caring—if it lands. Instead, my hands go to the hem of my tee. Jax nods and I cross my arms and ease the piece of clothing over my head before meeting his eyes and letting the top slip from my fingers to the floor.

	“That’s a good start,” he rasps, stalking me slowly.

	“Your turn,” I smirk, toying with the waistband of my jeans.

	“I believe I had plans for when we got inside.”

	“My plans are flexible.” I turn around and rip my jeans off before bending over, taking my time to untie my sneakers and pull them and my socks off. His hips meet mine from behind, his hands gliding up the side of my legs, lifting the fabric with them. He roams the bare skin of my ass cheeks, a finger hooking under my thong at each side and dragging it down achingly slowly until it drops at my feet.

	I move to straighten.

	Jax’s flattened palm in the middle of my back halts me. “Stay like that. Stay just like that and spread your legs a little.”

	My breath quickens as I follow his command, stopping completely when he shifts and his tongue trails a line up the inside of my thigh. Then warm air rushes over my center and his mouth is there, his lips covering me, his tongue flicking over the engorged nub with a dedication women dream about.

	I reach an arm out, grabbing hold of the back of my couch and gripping it tight as he relentlessly devours me, one hand moving in. He spears me with first one finger, then two. The sounds coming out of my mouth are wanton and desperate. It’s been far too long since I’ve felt Jax’s mouth on me. Definitely too long since I’ve had an orgasm at the hands of someone other than myself. Luckily for me, the star of my flick reel is the leading man ravaging me right now.

	“Jax…” I moan, my fingers biting into his scalp as I grip his head and rock my hips against his hungry mouth.

	“Get there, beautiful,” he mumbles against my skin. His heavy breathing and my strained whimpers are joined by the sound of a zipper being pulled and a low growl that vibrates my clit as Jax rocks back and forth. I don’t need to see to know he’s stroking himself.

	“First round, quick,” he says, gently biting the inside of my leg, his wet tongue soothing the sting left in his wake. “Next one, I’m taking my time.”

	“Whatever… you… say… Jesus. Just get me there,” I moan.

	“Fuck I love you,” he groans before moving into overdrive, three fingers, long strokes, his tongue circling me and then the master stroke. A hard rake of his teeth on my clit sets me off, and there’s no way to stop the climax barreling down on me. I lock my knees and roll my pelvis against his face, screaming a myriad of obscenities as wave after wave of red-hot pleasure courses through me. He growls out my name and jerks against me, splashes of his release hitting my calves, setting me off again.

	Jax gently pulls me back and down until I’m sitting in his lap, realizing belatedly that his jeans may be mid-thigh, but he’s still wearing his tee, whereas I’m in a bra and nothing else.

	I press my hand to his jaw and kiss him, tasting myself as I stroke his tongue with mine. His cock twitches against my hip, making my lips curve against his.

	Pulling back, I meet his still-hooded eyes, the flames of lust still burning bright.

	“First round?” I ask, lifting a brow.

	“Oh, yeah,” he says, licking his lips before smirking at me.

	“Pretty confident there.” My wide smile matches his and totally gives me away.

	He lies back on the floor and reaches around my hip, pulling me down until I’m straddling him. My hands go to his chest to hold myself up as his rock-hard cock presses against my sensitive core.

	I lean down, resting on an arm braced by his head. “You must be pretty pent up to be raring to go again.”

	His grin is absolutely filthy. His hand cradles my jaw before he pulls me down, slanting his head to give me a spine-tingling, deep and dirty kiss that leaves me with absolutely no doubt that round two will just be the start of our night of debauchery.

	I nip his bottom lip, loving the rumbling groan in his chest.

	“Should we move to the bedroom?” I murmur, turning my head as his mouth explores my throat.

	He runs a hand into my hair and gently holds me in place as he locks eyes with mine. “Do we need to? I’m clean and I’d love to feel you bare and wrapped around my cock.

	“I’m covered. Besides, you’re a really good pillow.”

	“Good,” he says. “Let’s see how I do as a mattress.” He bucks his hips, lifting me up, his hand going between us before he positions himself at my entrance and I drive myself home.

	He laces our fingers together as he slows the pace, pushing inside me in long strokes. Gripping his hands tightly, I dip my head to mesh my lips with his, loving the feel of his muscles tensing and releasing beneath me with every thrust up. I moan into his mouth, every atom in my body attuned to his. My impending climax threatens to tear me apart in what I know will be the most devastating pleasure. I arch my back to welcome it, rolling my hips against his over and over. Our kiss turns savage, his groans rough, my whimpers louder. I drop my head back, squeezing his hand and tightening my thighs against his hips as I cry out my release. In the blink of an eye, he rolls me over. He thrusts into me harshly, once, twice, three more times. Opening my eyes, I watch him fall over the edge, our gazes locked, his mouth devouring mine as his strokes slow to a gentle rocking.

	His lips roam my face, peppering kisses on my nose, my cheek, and jaw, then he buries his face in my neck. He presses his weight down on me in a way that I love, and I feel cocooned by him as I float back down to Earth. My lips are curved in a smile I don’t think will ever wane.

	He worked for it—and for me. He won me over, yet I’m the winner.

	“I love you, beautiful. In a way I know I’ll never stop,” his whispers, sealing his oath with a kiss.

	“I love you too,” I whisper, holding him tight and knowing I’m not ever going to need to let him go.

	I’ve come to the end of my journey. I’ve found myself. Not in a man, like my parents always told me I needed, but by standing strong and putting my expectations for myself and others out into the world. I got back exactly what I wanted and needed.

	Jax is my reward, my pot of gold at the end of my rainbow.

	A reward I look forward to enjoying for a long time.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	I glance at the clock, willing the time to speed up so I can close my office door and get to the house for a late night tiling session. My brothers and I have been working every spare hour on the pink lady, trying to save money and do whatever work we can do ourselves. We’re about two weeks away from finishing. The aim is to get the staging company in after we get back from Vegas and then cross fingers, toes, eyes, and legs that we get a good sale.

	I’m looking over my notes for my last intro to photography class, in four days time, when my cell phone vibrates on my desk.

	Ronnie—Dear Professor, I’m writing to ask that I be excused from class today due to the fact I cannot walk straight. Many thanks, Well Fucked and Still Can’t Get Enough.

	Jax—Dear Well Fucked and Still Can’t Get Enough, the answer is no because if I have to go to class instead of crawling back into bed with my sexy AF girlfriend, then you can walk bow-legged.

	Ronnie—But Professor, I’ll do ANYTHING not to leave the soft, warm, silky-smooth sheets of my bed. They feel so comforting against my skin.

	Jax—I must insist that you grace my class with your presence. If not, I’ll be forced to order you to my office for disciplinary action.

	Ronnie—Excuse my candor, sir, but what exactly would such disciplinary action involve? I have been known to be a little on the adventurous side.

	Jax—And now I’m threatening to punch a hole through my desk. Thanks for that.

	Ronnie—I’ve been told I’m good with wood.

	I chuckle and turn the phone over, returning my attention to the papers in front of me.

	A knock on my office door echoes through the room.

	“Come in.”

	A meek-looking Chelsea steps inside, her hand grabbing the door and pushing it closed.

	“We need to leave the door open,” I say.

	“Sorry, Professor Cook. I just thought student matters were private.”

	I lean back in my chair and lock eyes with hers. “They are, but I also prefer to have the door open to avoid any situations that can be misconstrued.” I pick up my phone and hold it in my hand while sweeping my arm over my desk. “Please take a seat,” I say, watching while she sits down and crosses her legs. I lean into my desk. “How can I help you today, Chelsea?”

	“Um…” She looks down and even bites her lip. Is she honestly going for the good girl/innocent student angle?

	“Okay, so I’ve been working hard on my portfolio, but I’m still a few pieces short, so I need an extension to the deadline. My dad said that if I asked, you would be able to grant me more time.”

	I slide my chair back and reach over to my bookcase, pulling out a folder labeled academic policy.

	Moving back to the desk, I stand and lean over the desk, open the file, and flip through the pages until I find what I’m looking for—the section on extensions.

	I read through the words, not missing her fidgeting in her seat, flipping her hair, and running her hands over her clothes as if to straighten them.

	Putting my index finger at the top of the page, I draw it down until I find what I’m looking for. I look up and see her smiling at me.

	“Chelsea, how long have you known about the requirement to submit a portfolio of photographic work which makes up half of your semester grade for this paper?” I ask, one brow quirked.

	“First day of class, Professor Cook.”

	I would normally tell a student to call me Jax, but my gut is telling me I need to keep this as formal as possible. Knowing my luck, this girl probably gets off on the teacher-student fantasy.

	“Correct,” I say, sitting back down and rereading the document in front of me.

	My phone vibrates again, but I ignore it.

	“The student handbook and college policy state that deadline extensions are at the discretion of the teacher, and are to be given only in the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the control of the student. For example,” I say, referring to the guide, “bereavement, serious illness, or a natural disaster.” I close the book and cross my arms over my chest, placing my forearms on the desk. “If any of those reasons apply in your case, I’d be happy to offer you a deadline extension.”

	She pales ever so slightly but then steels herself, the change almost instant as she goes from friendly to flirty.

	She stands and leans forward over the desk, causing her loose-necked top to gape open. She licks her lips and her gaze turns hooded. Even if I were single and hard up for it, this little act wouldn’t get a twitch. “Surely you can make an exception… just this once.” Her tone is faux sweet as if she’s attempting to be… sexy?

	I keep my eyes glued to hers and my expression blank.

	There’s no way I’m letting this little vixen complete her mission to compromise my job or my relationship. I’ve worked too hard for both, but Ronnie is everything to me. I can freelance again. I could just flip houses with Jamie. Hell, I could start over and combine the two and do real estate photography.

	But I won’t ever find another Ronnie.

	I don’t want to. She’s one of a kind.

	“Chelsea, this is highly inappropriate. I think you should leave.”

	She straightens and proves her balls are bigger than mine when she feigns offense, one hand on her heart, her mouth gaping open in a shocking gasp. “I’m not sure what you are insinuating, Professor. I only came in here to request the extension.”

	I’m now bored with this entire situation. After pushing my chair back, I stand and round the desk, walk straight to the door, and hold it, looking over at her expectantly. She huffs and turns toward me just as my phone vibrates a-fucking-gain, and it takes everything in me not to groan in frustration. If the text is from who I think it’s from, I may have just lost the upper hand.

	Unfortunately for me, Chelsea glances down and sees my screen light up. Even worse, the first two lines of the message too.

	When she moves toward me and the door, her mouth is curved up in a grin that would make the Cheshire cat proud.

	“Thank you for your time, Professor… or should that be Ken.” To describe her tone as smug is a massive understatement. That tells me everything I need to know.

	There’s one thing people like Chelsea don’t seem to realize about someone like me. I may be the fun guy, the live life-by-the-seat-of-his-pants guy, the joker, the player, the heartbreaker, a guy’s best friend, or a girl’s crush, but I’m staunchly protective of everyone important to me. My brothers and sister, my parents, April, Axel, and Betty, and Ronnie.

	I close my door—official office hours be damned—and walk over to my desk, grabbing my phone and swiping the screen to read the message and see what the damage is.

	Ronnie—Hey Ken, let me know when this Barbie can bring you dinner at the pink house. I can’t wait to see how much has been done already. Love you.

	I’m more determined than ever. If Chelsea gets any ideas about doing something to get her way, it’s not gonna fly.

	And I’m going to take preemptive steps to make sure of it.

	Locking my office door, I bring the phone to my ear, listening to the ringtone as I wait for the call to connect.

	“Hello, Jaxon,” Joey answers cheerfully.

	“Hey, Joey. How are you?”

	“I can’t complain. Far too much work, and not enough vacation, but I’m booked on a Caribbean cruise in three weeks’ time, so that’s something to look forward to.”

	I laugh. “Are you actually gonna make it on the cruise this time?” When Joey tried to go away last year, he broke his leg four days before he was due to leave. The time before that, he got shingles.”

	“Young folk these days. Laughing at an old man’s misfortune.”

	“Laughing with you, not at you. There’s a huge difference,” I reply.

	“Right. Now tell me this is just a social call, and I won’t believe you. So what’s up?”

	“Portfolios are due in four days for Intro to Photography. I’ve just had a visit from a student requesting an extension, which I have denied due to the lack of a compelling reason to give her one.”

	“Let me guess; she tried it on?”

	My eyes bug out and I literally stop dead in my tracks, halfway to my destination. “Should I admit to being shocked that you guessed correctly? I mean, is this a common occurrence in the world of academia?”

	“Yes, and no,” he sighs. “The freshmen are very timid when they attempt it. The seniors can get quite sneaky and can vaguely intimate it, but nothing overt is ever said.”

	“Oh, this is definitely a senior.”

	“Right. So unless you took her up on the offer—which I know you’d never do—you’re calling to cover your ass?”

	“It gets worse…”

	“Jax. Do I have to drag this out of you? There’s a bottle of Belvedere with my name on it.”

	“She saw a text from Ronnie pop up on-screen just as she was leaving.”

	“Hmm,” he says, humming down the phone. “Was it incriminating?”

	“Not in the way you’re thinking. But it was more than obvious that she means something to me.”

	“So this is you using your get-out-of-jail-free card?”

	“I don’t want this to blow up in my face.”

	“Good. Because it won’t,” he says, unequivocally. “You’ve done everything right. I haven’t had any complaints and until I do, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

	“It’s not me who will get burned here, Joey, and we both know that.”

	He goes quiet, and if it wasn’t for the low hum of jazz music in the background, I might’ve thought he’d hung up on me.

	“I never thought I’d see the day that Jaxon Cook fell in love. I bet you glow with that shit too, don’t you?” he muses, and I burst out laughing, earning curious glances from students as I pass by.

	“So don’t worry until you tell me there’s something to worry about?” I ask, needing confirmation that I’m stressing over nothing. There’s far too much to do in the next two weeks before Vegas, then the four weeks after that before the wedding. There’s also the house, not to mention the decision I need to make about the permanent contract I’ve been offered to continue working at the college that’s sitting in my messenger bag.

	The four-day break in Vegas can’t come quickly enough.

	“Yep. Don’t worry until I’m worried. Just get through your final classes and then sign that damn contract for me so I can relax in the knowledge I will have a full teaching staff for the fall semester. Then I can go cruising, you can go send the bachelorhood of that big brother of yours off in style, and hopefully, if Veronica’s portfolio is as good as I’m anticipating, she’ll have her own graduation to celebrate.”

	“Fingers crossed.”

	“Somehow, I don’t think she’ll need it. That woman of yours has one of the best eyes I’ve ever seen, other than yours.” Damn. It still feels good whenever he dishes out praise, mainly because Joey Blackman doesn’t placate or blow smoke up your ass. He calls a spade a spade.

	“Should I tell her that?” I tease.

	“Don’t you dare,” he growls.

	I round the corner and stop outside Bryant’s office door. “I knew you’d say that. Don’t worry, Joey, your secret admiration for her is safe with me.”

	“Go away, Jax. You’re keeping me from a well-earned drink. Finals are coming up and that always makes me grumpy.”

	“You’re grumpy anyway. Finals week just gives you an excuse.”

	“Goodbye, Jax.” He ends the call before I can continue riling him up. It’s one of the perks of having Joey as my mentor. He loves me regardless of the shit I say to him.

	My hand goes to turn the handle of Bry’s office just as the man himself swings open the door, his eyes wide when he sees me.

	“Well, fancy seeing you here. I was coming to see whether you wanted to grab a drink. I’ve had a shit day and going by the look on your face, you have too. One drink before we get our tiling on?” he says, arching a brow.

	“That’s the best thing I’ve heard all afternoon.”

	“Care to share?” Bry asks as he locks his door and we make our way off-campus.

	“Let’s get a beer in our hands first. I definitely need alcohol for this conversation.”

	Then I remember I never responded to Ronnie’s text, and now I don’t know what to say or whether I even should say anything to her about this. There isn’t even a this to explain right now. This might be nothing, and she’s got her portfolio to finish and two finals next week in other classes. She doesn’t need the distraction. I’m the study break, not the study brake.

	I pull my phone out of my pocket and send a reply. But even being told not to worry doesn’t stop the little niggle of doubt in my gut that’s telling me it won’t be the last we’ll hear from Chelsea.

	All I can do is try and put her out of my mind for tonight.

	Easier said than done. But the cold beer certainly helps.
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	I wake up to an empty bed. Jax’s side is cold, meaning he’s been up for a while. This isn’t unusual though. Between end-of-semester grading, finals, and early starts at the house on his days off, he often gets up early. Since the Pink Lady is so close to completion, I offered he move in with me temporarily, especially since we’ve been spending near on every night together anyway.

	We have nothing to do today except catch a plane, so there’s no good reason for him not to be lying next to me. Except after disappearing outside for a long phone call last night, Jax told me something urgent had popped up and, along with Bryant, he’d fly out on Friday morning to meet up with the rest of us. It’s disappointing and has dampened my excitement a bit, but I know he wouldn’t do it unless it were important.

	The whole group of us—sans Cook twins—are due to fly out of O’Hare at lunchtime for an epic four-day weekend without work, school, tradesmen, or children to wrangle. It’s an adults-only vacation with booze, strippers, and debaucherous sex with my boyfriend. What could be better?

	The plan is to fly together, but separate once we get there: guys in one limo, girls in the other. Since the couples in the group are sharing hotel rooms, we’ll meet up at night. Jamie, Cade, and Jax all said they weren’t sleeping alone if their ‘women’ were within grabbing distance. They earned glares from all three ‘women’ for using the caveman term, but when Jax leaned my way and whispered, “I waited weeks to get to do everything I want to you. If you think I’m going to Sin City for three days and not sinning with, on, and in you, then you really don’t know the man you love,” I damn near combusted on the spot before conceding instantly. Who wouldn’t want to sin with Jaxon Cook?

	It was hard leaving him and Bryant behind at the airport as Abi and Cade, Jamie and April, Ezra, Cohen, Gilly, and myself made our way through security. After getting pulled aside for not one but two pat-downs and an explosives check. My phone vibrates in my back jeans pocket.

	Jax—Enjoy the pat-downs.

	I gasp and snap my head up, searching left, right, and behind me, half-expecting him to be standing there watching me. More like wishful thinking. God, I’ve got it bad for that man. I’m filled with a need to sass him just to get back on an even keel.

	Ronnie—What did you do?

	Jax—Do you think so little of me?

	Ronnie—Maybe…

	Jax—I just know that if I was your TSA agent, I’d be taking a few liberties.

	Ronnie—I’ll be taking my own liberties on myself tonight in my big, empty Vegas hotel room.

	Jax—Is video calling on the table?

	Ronnie—I’ll take that request into consideration.

	Jax—Have a safe flight, beautiful.

	Ronnie—I’ve got Co and Ezra flanking me. They’re my personal bodyguards apparently.

	Jax—Good. I might have threatened bodily harm if anything happened to you.

	Ronnie—As a strong, independent, modern woman, I should be offended.

	Jax—But really, you find my protectiveness super-hot and you’ll show me just how much tomorrow?

	I giggle and shake my head, earning weird looks from my two escorts.

	“I bet Jax is being an idiot. That’s probably why she’s laughing. She’s wondering why she didn’t go for the youngest, better-looking Cook brother,” Co says with a smirk. Damn, that look is gonna get some woman in trouble one day.

	“I don’t think so, young Cohen. A woman like Barbie here is looking for a suave wolf-in-sheep’s-clothing kind of architect,” Ezra counters, seeming to put his imaginary hat in the ring too.

	Ronnie—You might wanna fire your bodyguards. They’re arguing over who is better than you.

	Barely two seconds later, Cohen’s phone starts ringing from his pocket.

	“Yes, Jax?” he says.

	“Mmm hmm… right… I see…” he says, nodding with the phone up to his ear. His grin widens. “Ever think Ezra and I said that shit because we knew Ronnie would tease you with it? That woman likes ribbing you almost as much as we do.

	“Right… yep… Already said we would…” He looks down at me and winks. “Okay. Yep. No one will touch her. Not unless she asks nicely.”

	“Oh, God,” I say, covering my mouth to stifle my laughter. Ezra just chuckles, clearly not giving a shit if Jax hears.

	“Yes, Jax. Stop worrying your pretty little head about it and let us go to our gate. Bye, twin one. Say hi to twin two,” Cohen says before ending the call and sliding his phone back into his pocket.

	“You’re terrible,” I say with a laugh.

	Co leans in. “I’ve got many a reference saying I’m far from bad.”

	Sheesh. Is it getting hot in here?

	He straightens. “But I never miss an opportunity to mess with Jax. It’s far too much fun.”

	I shake my head and send one last text.

	Ronnie—Love you. And yes, I think a video call sounds like a very good use of my hotel bed tonight. Especially if I’m a little drunk. Drunk Barbie might do some dirty, dirty things while thinking of Ken.

	Then I turn my phone off straight afterward because any reply Jax sends me will be punishment. Besides, what did he once say about anticipation?
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	Once we step out of the airport in Vegas, we’re escorted in two Hummer limos to the Sovereign Hotel. Ezra’s called in some favors with an ex-girlfriend who now owns the hotel with her husband.

	Once we’re checked in and have found our rooms, we all meet up in Jamie and April’s penthouse suite before the guys say their goodbyes. Jamie and Cade make Jax’s absence all the more conspicuous with the particular way they farewell their women.

	“So, what’s on the agenda?” Gilly asks once the men have left.

	The second we walked into the rather large living area of April’s room, Gilly and I set about getting the champagne poured for April and the two of us, and fetched orange juice for Abi. Then we all made ourselves at home on the huge L-shaped couch that’s so soft, I’d quite happily live on it forever.

	“April has to get changed,” Abi announces, looking over to me and shooting a conspiratorial wink.

	April’s head snaps my way, her eyes narrowed in her best mom glare.

	I point my finger. “Oh, don’t you try and sass me, future Mrs. Cook. You agreed to a Vegas bachelorette weekend, so you have to go along with anything we have planned for you,” I say with a proud smirk. If only she knew.

	With a loud sigh, her shoulders slump, and although she may seem to be against the idea, I know my best friend better than anyone. She didn’t get a good send-off the first time she married and this time—her last being single—I’m not letting her get married without some good old-fashioned raucous fun.

	I stand and rub my hands together, Abi chuckling quietly opposite me, putting her hands up and feigning innocence when April swings a glare her sister-in-law’s way.

	I bend down to pick up the innocuous brown paper bag I brought with me from Chicago. “Oh, this is gonna be fun if Ronnie has been shopping,” Gilly says, almost sounding gleeful.

	I look down at my big sister and grin. “You have no idea just how much fun we’re all gonna have.”

	Gilly’s eyes flash with fear before she quickly lifts her champagne glass to her mouth and takes a hearty sip.

	I reach into the bag and look up to give April a knowing smirk, then pull out a French maid’s uniform, complete with a golden bride-to-be sash and gold tiara with a short white veil attached. What sets it apart from other ensembles is the thirty different penis decals I’ve had sewn onto the fabric, the plastic phalluses I’ve glued to the front of the crown, and the little cock key-rings tied to the hem of the veil.

	“What is that?” April asks, her eyes bugging out as she takes in the outfit hanging from my hand.

	“It’s your cock-stume,” I declare in a happy, uber-proud-of-myself voice.

	“You expect me to wear that in public?” Her voice has a high shrill by the end of the question.

	“It’s the Vegas way,” I say with a shrug, staring at Abi and waiting for her to back me up.

	“I wore something equally fabulous for my bachelorette party, and I was in Chicago.” She waves her hand toward the short, tight, dick-centric dress still in my hand. “That’s probably mild by Sin City standards.”

	April’s expression tells me she’s still not convinced.

	“We’ve all got cock-stumes too,” I say. It’s not a lie; we do. They’re just not as overtly penis-centric as the bride-to-be’s.

	Her eyes dart from Abi to Gilly, and finally, to me before she lets out a loud sigh. She downs the rest of her glass then leans forward to grab the champagne bottle off the coffee table for a top-up.

	If it’s good enough for her, then it’s good enough for me. I follow suit, downing the rest of my drink and holding the flute out to April, Gilly following suit.

	“You’re actually on board with this?” Abi asks, quirking a brow at her soon-to-be sister-in-law.

	April shrugs, a smile tugging at her lips. “A few more of these and I’ll be up for anything. Besides, this will definitely be my last bachelorette party, so why not go out with a bang?”

	“That’s later. I’ve already told Jamie he’ll get drunken, dirty sex. You’re welcome, by the way.” I wink at her.

	Her head jerks back. “Why?”

	“Just wait till you see the presents we bought you to help with the drunken, dirty sex. Why else did you think my grumpy big brother was grinning so much?” Abi asks.

	“I just thought he was happy,” April says with a giggle.

	“Oh, he will be… and so will you. Therefore, you’re welcome,” I repeat, holding up my glass in the air for a toast.

	“To grumpy men, hot professors”—I nod to Abi—“hot doctors and…” I turn to Gilly, the only single one in the group. “And hopefully hot men we find this weekend?” I say enthusiastically, earning a snort from my sister.

	“To drunken, dirty sex,” April says, clinking her glass around the group.

	We all take a sip before the bride-to-be stands and grabs her outfit from the couch beside me.

	“Where are you going?” I ask, knowing it’s far too early for us to hit the bars yet. Then again, two bottles of champagne won’t last long between the three of us either.

	She shoots me a glassy, amused look, her lips quirked on one side. “I’m going to get all cocked-up of course. As you said, this is the last time I’m doing this, and I’m gonna do it in style. Cock-stume and all. Viva Las fucking Vegas, baby,” she calls out as she grabs her French maid outfit and walks out of the room, swinging her hips like she owns the place.

	One thing is for sure. Tonight is gonna rock.
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	By nine o’clock that night, the three of us who can drink have definitely done the night in drunken style. We met up with the guys half an hour ago, after cocktails, mechanical bull-riding, and a hilarious trip on the high-roller Ferris wheel. Now, we’re stumbling back to the hotel, a greatly amused Jamie holding up a giggling April, Cohen on my arm keeping me upright, and Ezra doing the same to my rather flirtatious sister. My fuzzy mind is focused on one thing—getting back to my room and putting on a video show for my absent boyfriend.

	I wave a smirking Cohen off at my door and shut it behind me, kicking off my shoes and pulling my Vegas bachelorette-party-worthy dress over my head before dropping down onto the bed starfish style. I rummage through my purse and pull out my phone, throwing my bag onto the floor before rolling onto my stomach. As I bring up Jax’s number, my eyes drift out to the dazzling lights of the Strip through my window while I wait for the call to connect.

	“Hey, beautiful,” he answers.

	“Ken,” I say with a sigh.

	He chuckles, and I swear I get instantly wet at the sound. “Sounds like you’ve been having a good time.”

	“I’d be having more fun if you were here,” I say with a grin, thoughts of exactly what I’d do to him if he were here flashing through my mind.

	His voice drops low and deep, just how I like it. “Is that right? You did promise me a video call…”

	“I did, and I’m already naked and spread-eagled on the bed too.”

	He groans and I feel that everywhere too. Even seventeen hundred miles away, he turns me on like no other man. It’s good to know I do the exact same to him.

	“Turn on your video,” he says gruffly. “I wanna see you.”

	I pull the phone from my ear and find the right button on my third attempt. When the camera turns on, I’m met by a close-up frame of the gorgeous gaze of the man I love.

	“Hey,” I breathe.

	“Hey,” he says, his gaze dropping to the tease of my bare chest at the bottom of the screen. God, he looks good. “Damn, Ronnie. That is a fine sight to see.”

	“I’m so drunk,” I say with a giggle. “I wore a dress covered in cocks and balls, and got April suitably drunk so she can have her own dirty fun with—”

	Jax chuckles, shaking his head. “Really don’t need to know my brother is having sex when I can’t.”

	I roll onto my back, holding the phone above me and giving him a really good view of the ladies.

	“Damn,” he curses. “Fuck, I wish I was there.”

	I drop one hand to my chest, dragging my fingers across my skin and slowly moving them down, tracking the movement with the phone.

	“Fuck!”

	I’m totally in the zone with what I’m doing to my nipple when there’s a knock at the door, totally breaking my concentration.

	I jerk the camera back to my face. “Someone’s at the door,” I whisper.

	“Expecting someone?” he asks.

	“No, but I better see who it is,” I say, slowly getting off the bed and moving toward the noise.

	“Ah, you wanna put a robe on?” Jax asks.

	“Nah, I’m not going to actually answer it.”

	He smirks. “Then why are you going to check?”

	“Call me curious.”

	“Curiosity killed the cat, and I’m a big fan of your pu—”

	“Shhh,” I hiss.

	I reach the door and lean up on my toes to look by the peephole, going still when I do.

	Everything else is forgotten when I step back and turn the lock.

	A now laughing Jax is on me as soon as we’re face-to-face and in the flesh. His arms wrap around my back and lifting me up, he walks me inside the room, slamming the door closed with his foot as his mouth crushes down on mine.

	When we reach the bed, he throws me on to it, standing there and looking down at me.

	“Hi,” he says with a grin.

	“Hey,” I whisper.

	“Miss me?”

	“Always.”

	“Good.”

	“But why are you here now? I thought you were flying in tomorrow?”

	“I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”

	“Why not now?” I ask. I lift my hands to my chest, my fingers roaming over the curve of my breasts as I cup them.

	“Because there’s something far more important to do,” he rasps, his voice rough and low and so laced with pure sex, I feel my body burning up inside and out.

	He puts a knee to the bed and lowers himself on top of me.

	“Operation Drunken, Dirty Sex can now commence,” he announces just before kissing me hard and deep and long.

	Being a man of his word, he doesn’t waste time in getting down and into my business.

	By the end of the night, lying naked in his arms in our big Las Vegas hotel room bed, there’s only one thing going through my mind. If this is sinning, then lead me to hell.

	Suffice to say, I drift off to sleep with a huge grin on my face because as far as finishing a night off goes, I can’t imagine it getting any better than this.

	But I am wrong.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	Ten hours earlier in Chicago

	Once we’ve seen everyone off at the airport, Bry and I both head to his place to get changed.

	I hated having to change our flights to Vegas, but a phone call from Joey three days earlier had made it necessary.

	Now, with Bryant by my side to act as a witness, I’m ready to do anything required for the woman I love. Chelsea Burns lodged a complaint against me for unfair treatment and violating the college’s non-fraternization policy.

	As a direct consequence of the complaint, Ronnie’s final grade for the paper—the only thing she needs to confirm completion of her degree—has been put on hold, pending the outcome of the meeting I’m just about to walk into. I’ll willingly rip up my signed employment contract right now if that’s what it takes.

	The thing is, as much as I wish I were in Vegas with everyone—especially Ronnie—I vowed that absolutely nothing would affect her finishing the class or her degree. I’d walk over hot coals, climb mountains, and ask my brother to take my back against his employer and mine to keep that promise.

	I do feel guilty for keeping the complaint and today’s meeting from her, but my original intention was for her to never have to find out.

	Bryant told me that was idiotic and even though he disagrees with me effectively lying to my girlfriend—despite having the best of intentions—he near-on smacked me around the back of the head when I was contemplating not telling her at all.

	But as always, he was right, and now my plan is to get this stupid complaint ironed out and dealt with, then jump on the first flight available to Vegas to surprise her.

	The only other person who knows what is going on is Jamie. For the record, he was Switzerland when it came to whether keeping this from Ronnie was a good idea or not. He said I was stupid but admitted he’d do the exact same thing if it were April. He also said there would be hell to pay when I did tell Ronnie the truth—whatever the outcome—and I’d have to work hard to make up for it.

	That doesn’t bother me though, because I’m doing this to protect her and make sure she never has to sacrifice a damn thing ever again.

	Taking a deep, fortifying breath, I enter the office of the vice president for academic affairs and let her secretary know I’m here.

	Five minutes later, the phone rings, and Bryant and I are ushered through the formidable double doors standing between us and Ronnie’s degree.

	Part of me fears it could also determine our future together.

	“Remember what Joey said,” Bry says under his breath. “Don’t worry until I’m worried.”

	As always, my brother knows exactly what to say and when to say it. Except any issue requiring a meeting such as this is always of concern.

	The VP stands and walks around her desk, extending her hand for us to shake. She swings her arm out toward the two empty chairs facing her.

	“I’m Heather Kingsley. Take a seat, Professors. You both know Dean Blackman,” she adds, nodding Joey’s way. No handshakes are required this time, but when Joey sends a cursory nod and then a discreet wink my way, I physically feel at least some of the tension leach out of my body. A quick glance at Bryant helps calm me a little more. Knowing he’s at my back means everything.

	Once Heather is seated behind her desk, her gaze sweeps through all of us before stopping on me.

	“I understand Dean Blackman explained the purpose of today’s meeting? I do apologize for the short notice, but given Dr. Blackman’s upcoming vacation, it was important we attempt to settle this matter before the weekend.”

	We’ve done everything right. I know this. But I’m still a little worried just the same?

	“So, as you know, a student has come forward and made a complaint of nepotism against you. The complainant has asked to remain anonymous, and college policy dictates that we must honor that wish.”

	“I understand,” I reply, knowing full well who the complaining student must be.

	“Given the correct steps were taken by both yourself and Ms. Nelson before the class in question began, I am confident that this matter can be resolved quickly. However, policy does require us to hold this meeting today to determine whether this complaint needs to be heard in front of the college’s ethics committee.”

	I glance toward Joey who looks so relaxed, it’s like he’s started his vacation already.

	Don’t worry until I’m worried.

	“To start off with, I understand you and Ms. Nelson are in a relationship—one which started…” She looks down at papers spread out in front of her, “. . . before the start of the introduction to photography class.”

	“Yes, that is correct.”

	She looks up, removing her glasses and sparing me with a look that states she means business. “Did you not think it would have been pertinent for you to advise the administration of this conflict of interest and remove Ms. Nelson from the paper?”

	“I was not aware that Ms. Nelson was going to be a student in my class until the day the semester started. At that late stage, I contacted and met with Dean Blackman at the first opportunity possible to discuss the situation. Having discussed the consequences involved with removing Ron—Ms. Nelson—from this particular class, and the delay it would cause in the completion of her degree, Dean Blackman and I agreed that he would grade all of Ms. Nelson’s assignments and her portfolio, and also compare the grades against those in the class to ensure consistency in marking.”

	“If I may add my confirmation that this is exactly what we discussed and what has taken place over the duration of the semester,” Joey adds.

	Professor Kingsley looks Joey’s way and nods her acknowledgment.

	“Professor Cook,” she says. Both Bryant and I look at her, earning a small twitch of her lips. “Professor Jaxon Cook, in this instance.” I fight off my own grin. “Can you confirm that no favoritism was shown, or extra help was given, to Ms. Nelson, for any of the class tasks or assignments?”

	I take a moment to run through anything that may be construed as extra help. “There was one instance where I assigned a task to be completed in pairs, and as there was an odd number of students in the class, Ms. Nelson and I were paired up. This involved a meeting at a cafe off-campus where we discussed the task, and Ms. Nelson bounced ideas off me.”

	“And would you determine that she had an advantage by being paired with you for that task?”

	“No, I don’t. If any other student approached me with questions, I would—and did—give them the same level of assistance.”

	She studies me for what seems like forever before grabbing hold of a pen and writing on the papers in front of her. “Are there any other instances or situations similar to that?”

	“I did model for Ms. Nelson for a studio shoot. However, she did not use any images from that day in her final portfolio and I did not offer any suggestions or guidance in the techniques used or images taken.”

	I feel Bryant’s eyes boring into mine, and I can just imagine what he must be thinking. He probably wants to see the photos but that will never happen.

	“I see,” she says, making another note. “And Dean Blackman, when comparing the marks given to Ms. Nelson with the rest of the class grades, did you find any discrepancies?”

	“No, Professor Kingsley. The student’s work was of a very high standard but it was in line with that of three other students in the class who scored similar or higher overall grades.”

	She nods but doesn’t say anything, making more notations and not giving any indication as to whether anything we have said will have a positive or negative bearing on Ronnie.

	I glance over at Joey, whose lips quirk slightly before he looks back to the woman who holds Ronnie’s immediate future in her hands. A flash of guilt cuts through me. I should have told Ronnie what was going on and about this meeting. She would’ve wanted to be here to defend the two of us. I know she’s not going to be a happy camper when I confess to wanting to protect her and deal with the issue on her behalf.

	In my defense, it’s her best friend’s bachelorette weekend, and Ronnie has been looking forward to the Las Vegas trip for weeks now.

	“Okay,” Professor Kingsley says, grabbing everyone’s attention. I hold my breath, knowing this is a make-or-break moment. “I’ve listened to and read everything yourself and Dean Blackman have stated on record, and looked over Ms. Nelson’s spotless academic record. I’ve also taken into account the fact that this situation is unlikely to happen again, given Ms. Nelson’s forthcoming completion of studies.”

	My heart stops dead in my chest. She said forthcoming, that’s positive right?

	“I see no reason to continue an investigation into this matter, and I’m happy to close this file at this juncture with no further action required.”

	I let out a huge sigh of relief, unable to stop the relieved smile covering my face. I turn to Bryant, who looks equally pleased, and Joey, who simply winks at me again before standing. Bryant and I join him, with each of us stepping forward and shaking Professor Kingsley’s hand. “I’m looking forward to having you on our permanent staff, Jaxon.”

	“Thank you. I can promise you, this will never happen again.”

	“Good to hear.”

	There’s just one thing bugging me. “Professor Kingsley, if I may, can I ask what will happen to the student who made this complaint?”

	Her brows bunch together. “The student—whose identity must remain anonymous—has established a history of unacceptable behavior, and this is not the first complaint that has been made that has not required any further action. I can assure you that you will not be seeing her around campus any longer as her continued enrolment has been declined.”

	Oh, thank God.

	“Dean Blackman has advised you’ve accepted his employment offer. I’m glad we’ll be seeing you in the fall, Professor Cook.” With that, she smiles and I turn around and leave the office, following behind Bryant and Joey.

	Once we reach the corridor outside, I take a moment to let all of the tension I’d been holding completely leave my body. Bry walks up and cups my shoulder, giving a reassuring squeeze. I’m so relieved but also nervous.

	“Hey Joey, can you tell me Ronnie’s grade so I can give her the good news? It might help lessen the blow when she nails me to the wall for leaving her out of all this.”

	“She got an A minus. And for the record, I find flowers, jewelry, or both go a long way in earning forgiveness.”

	I arch my brow. “Have you met Ronnie?”

	He chuckles. “No. But to handle you, she must be a real firecracker. I look forward to getting acquainted with the woman who turned your world on its head.”

	I open my mouth to speak. “Maybe it was me who—”

	Both Bry and Joey’s eyes widen before they burst out laughing.

	“That’s a good one, Jax. But even you know that’s bullshit. She’s got you wound so tight around her, it’s a wonder she can still breathe,” Bry says, still chuckling.

	“And there’s no other place I’d rather be.”

	“Not even Vegas?” he says, mirroring my quirked brow.

	“Fuck yeah. Let’s go.”

	“Have fun, boys,” Joey says, moving backward. “And Jax, I look forward to hearing how you groveled your way back into Veronica’s good graces.” His grin is huge as he gives us a short wave before turning around and walking away.

	I look at my twin brother. “So, Vegas? Tonight?”

	“Sounds like a plan.”

	“I’ve just got one more thing I have to do.”

	He narrows his gaze. “Care to share?”

	“I’ll tell you on the way. But this is one meeting I’m definitely not going to miss.”

	“Now I’m curious,” he says.

	“As I said, I’ll explain on the way.”

	He shrugs. “Whatever you say, brother. As long as we make it in time for drinks and golf, Vegas style, I don’t care what we do.”

	“Let’s go then.”
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	Jax and I didn’t exactly do much talking last night. After two orgasms for me, and one for Jax—courtesy of my best reverse-cowgirl moves—I was out for the count.

	When the bright light of the early Vegas sun shines through the open curtains, searing pain stabs my brain, serving as a reminder as to why bachelorette parties are a one-time thing. I try to move toward the edge of the mattress, but Jax’s arms around my waist hold me captive.

	“Where are you going?” he murmurs sleepily, his lips pressing softly against the back of my neck.

	“Bathroom and Tylenol, in that order,” I whisper.

	“I’m sorry. I couldn’t quite hear you,” he says, loudly, sounding like a herd of elephants in my head.

	I drive my elbow back, getting him in the ribs, gaining my freedom from his hold.

	“Ouch,” he says, chuckling. “No need to beat me up.”

	I turn around, putting my hands on my hips and glaring down at him, not caring that I’m as naked as the day I was born. “No need to be mean to your girlfriend when she’s got the hangover from hell.”

	He rolls over onto his back and holds his arms up in surrender. “Point taken, Barbie. Now keep those elbow weapons of yours to yourself.”

	I narrow my eyes and point my finger at him. “Then don’t give me a reason to use them again.” My warning loses its power when my lips start twitching before I’ve even finished giving it.

	He quirks a brow. “So, toilet and Tylenol?”

	“Yes,” I say, spinning on my heels and running toward the bathroom and shutting the door behind me.

	Ten minutes later, after adding in a shower to help me feel at least semi-human again, I walk back into the bedroom wearing a towel. My smile widens when I find Jax still in bed, the white sheet riding deliciously low on his hips, and those amber eyes of his locked on mine.

	Except there’s something in them that isn’t all sunshine and roses. No, there’s a little bit of unease there. His teeth worrying his bottom lip is another dead giveaway that not all is good in our hotel-room bubble, and now my plan for morning sex is going to be delayed so that I can get to the bottom of why he doesn’t seem his normal carefree self.

	I sit down on the mattress and hook my knees underneath me. “What’s wrong?”

	He rolls onto his side and moves closer, wrapping an arm around my legs and resting his other hand on my hip. “I’ve got a few things to tell you,” he says, his gaze locked with mine.

	“Okay. So wanna tell me, so I don’t think worst-case scenario?”

	His brows bunch together. “Like what?”

	“Like you meeting a flight attendant named GI Josephine on the way here, and you’re running away with her?”

	His hands still, his eyes going wide before he drops his head back and barks out a laugh. After I enjoy the show for a while, he looks at me again, his hand rubbing slow circles on my bare thigh. His eyes drop to the now parted towel, his jaw clenching before he lifts his gaze.

	When he doesn’t say anything, I cover his hand with mine, giving him a gentle squeeze. “Pull off the Band-Aid, Jax.”

	He swallows hard but doesn’t make me wait any longer. “So first, the reason I had to stay behind had to do with both me and you.”

	“Okay…”

	“The final grades for the entire intro to photography class were being held back due to a complaint made about me showing favoritism toward you.”

	I freeze for barely a second as his words sink in before I explode, jumping off the bed and out of reach. I walk toward the bathroom. The old Ronnie—the pre-Jax, pre-breaking free me—would lock herself behind the door and hide her emotions until she was composed enough to come back out again. But that’s not the me I am now. This version of Ronnie stops halfway across the room, spins back around, and storms to the edge of the bed.

	“Look, beautiful. I’m sorry—”

	“You said first.”

	His head jerks back and his eyes widen even farther. “What?”

	“You said ‘first.’ As in, more than one thing. You only said the first thing. What’s the rest?”

	“Sit down. I’m gonna tell you everything.”

	“Damn right you are, Jaxon Cook. But first, you’re going to tell me everything, then you start the mammoth job of groveling.”

	“Mammoth, huh?” he asks, his lips quirking, which is normally hot, but not in my current state of mind.

	“Huge,” I say holding my arms apart to show him just how big we’re talking here.

	Of course, I’m probably being completely dramatic, and I don’t even know what he did or didn’t do. Maybe I should sit down—away from him—and actually give him a chance to explain.

	I lift my hands up, not caring if my towel decides to take a flying leap. I’m too annoyed to care. Maybe it would be the best kind of punishment to make him confess his sins while staring at me naked. It would serve him right.

	 

	I tighten my towel, deciding against giving him a show right now and take a seat in the chair facing the mattress and the end of the bed, crossing my legs and not missing the way his eyes track the movement. When I clear my throat, his gaze jumps back to meet mine.

	“You were saying,” I prompt.

	“Damn. Is it wrong that you might be even hotter when you’re pissed off?”

	I actually growl. “Jax…”

	He holds his hands up in surrender, but the grin that was there when we first woke up is now nowhere to be found. “Okay. Can I at least touch you while I talk?”

	“I’ll take your request under advisement,” I say, matter-of-factly. I cross my arms over my chest and lift one eyebrow expectantly.

	“Damn, you’re a tough nut to crack.”

	“It won’t be my nuts getting cracked in a minute.”

	He visibly winces, and I notice his legs closing slightly under the sheet. “Okay. I’ll talk. Just don’t threaten the boys again.” When he gets no further reaction from me, he sighs and pulls himself up so he’s leaning against the headboard. “A complaint was made against me, accusing me of favoritism toward you. I didn’t want to worry you if your grade was delayed, but it wasn’t until Wednesday night, when Joey called me, that I knew that this complaint was the reason.”

	“That’s who called you when you went outside last night?”

	He nods and keeps going. “I changed my flight, and Bryant offered to come with me to be my witness. We met with the vice president for academic affairs and Joey yesterday. After hearing from Joey, and then me, and being told about everything we’d done to avoid any semblance of nepotism, she was more than happy to close the file and not proceed any further with the complaint. So now the grades have been released and Joey gave you an A-minus, which means—”

	“I passed?” My shoulders slump as I release a huge breath. I did it.

	“Yeah, beautiful. I never had a doubt,” he says, his eyes blazing with pride, and it’s all for me. Jax didn’t help me; he had my back and let me fly all by myself. Could I love this man any more than I already do?

	Wait, aren’t I supposed to be making him work for it?

	“Who made the complaint?” I ask.

	He sighs. “The student must remain anonymous, but I think it was that girl Chelsea. She’s the one who—”

	“Came to your office and wanted an extension and even offered to make it worth your while?” He nods as another realization hits me. “She saw us at the cafe that day,” I say.

	“Yeah, and was probably watching us in class.”

	My head jerks back. “But we didn’t do anything in class. We were always on our best behavior.”

	“I don’t think I ever did a good job of hiding how I felt about you, Ronnie. I don’t think I ever could if I tried.”

	Again, that feels so damn good. “So all this—almost stopping me from graduating—was because she couldn’t sleep her way into a better grade?” I shriek. Then it hits me. She couldn’t blow Jax to pass the class. I have blown Jax and didn’t need to for a grade; it was purely voluntary on my part.

	I start giggling. It begins as a snort but ends up as me almost rolling around in uncontrollable laughter. Jax watches me, a careful, amused expression on his face.

	“With that one out of the way, I’ve got one more confession to make, then my conscience will be completely clear,” he says.

	I tense up, my limbs turning to stone. My body had thought it was time to relax; I must be giving myself whiplash.

	He winces and turns away, a muscle in his jaw ticking as he looks out the window. “I went to see your father.”

	I don’t freeze at that. I jump out of the chair, not believing what I’m hearing. “You what?”

	“I made a last-minute appointment with your dad.”

	“Oh no, he’s not Dad. He stopped being Daddy when I was four years old.”

	“Vincent. I met with him at his office yesterday afternoon.”

	“Why on earth would you do that?” I ask, staring at him in disbelief. This is the man who stood at my back after having enough of my parents talking down to me—and him—and who supported me in my decision to leave the dinner and their house and never look back.

	“I wanted to make sure he knew just how spectacular his daughter was.”

	I scoff and start pacing back and forth beside the bed. “And why did you ever think he’d care about that, given I no longer—and will never again—work for the family firm?”

	“Because he needed to know just how wonderful, and talented, and absolutely amazing his youngest daughter is, and how she owns whatever she puts her mind to, having just completed another degree, this time doing what she has always wanted to do.”

	I don’t realize that I’ve stopped pacing until I find myself standing next to Jax, looking down at him.

	“You stood there, in front of the coldest man I’ve probably ever met, and said that?”

	“I did, and I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat if I thought it would change anything.”

	“But why?” I whisper, my heart beating impossibly fast.

	He doesn’t say anything. Instead, his arms shoot out, whip off my towel and pull me down so I’m lying on top of him.

	“I wanted his blessing, not that he gave it to me,” he says softly.

	I frown. “Why on earth would you need his blessing?”

	“Because I want you to be my wife.”

	My breath hitches, my heart jumping into my throat. Of all the things I thought he might say, that was not even in the top one hundred.

	Not even fucking close.

	“Say what?”
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	Jax

	 

	 

	“Are you proposing to me while I’m naked and lying on top of you?” she asks.

	“Just continuing in the same way we began,” I say with a grin.

	“And how you plan to keep going?”

	“You bet your ass.”

	“What would you do if I said no while naked and lying on top of you?”

	My heart jumps into my throat. “You’re saying no?”

	She shakes her head. “I’m asking what you’d do if I did say no.”

	“I’d switch to plan B.”

	“Which is?” she asks, lifting a brow.

	I smirk. “Using my masculine wiles to persuade you to change your mind.”

	“Masculine wiles?”

	I shrug. “It sounded good in my head.”

	She dips her chin and brushes her lips against mine before whispering, “So does being called Mrs. Jaxon Cook.”

	I freeze, unable to move. Then her words sink in. Holy fuck, she said yes.

	“Yes?” I ask, wanting to make absolutely sure.

	“How about fuck yes,” she says, her huge smile blinding me with its brightness. I wrap my hand around her neck and I crush her lips to mine, holding her in place as I pillage and plunder her mouth, not ever wanting to let her go and knowing now that I’ll never have to.

	An hour later, we lie in bed, Ronnie still naked on top of me. I’ve worked out her hangover in thoroughly enjoyable ways.

	“Wait there,” I say, gently moving her off me and getting up. I find my discarded jeans at the corner of the room and rummage through the pockets, wrapping my hand around the black velvet box I put there last night before arriving at the airport.

	Returning to the bed, I don’t miss the way her eyes roam over my naked body, her appreciation written all over her expression.

	I kneel down and lean my arms on the mattress, crocking a finger and calling her in close. When she moves forward, I reach for her hand.

	“I want to do this right,” I say.

	She looks me up and down. “The man I love is kneeling on the floor, naked in front of me. That’s the very definition of right,” she says with a smirk.

	My lips twitch as I flick the box open and hold it up in front of her. Ronnie’s eyes glisten with unshed tears as she looks down at the gold diamond-cluster engagement ring.

	“Veronica Nelson, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

	She nods furiously and I bring her hand to my mouth, pressing my lips to her knuckles. After pulling the ring out, I slowly slide it onto her finger, a surge of satisfaction and achievement coursing through me.

	Pressing my chest into the side of the bed, I lift my hands up, and run my fingers through her hair, sweeping it away from her face. Her eyes are bright and sparkling as her soft gaze meets mine. She bites her lip, drawing my attention to it.

	“What are you thinking, beautiful?” I ask.

	“I’m thinking that life is short.”

	I nod, my mouth quirking. “It definitely is.”

	“And I’ve already wasted so much of it trying to be what my parents wanted me to be and sacrificing my own happiness for others.”

	I smooth my hands over her shoulders and down her back. “That’s something you’re not ever going to do again.”

	“Never,” she whispers. “Not for a single second.” She looks down, her brows bunching together. “I want to do it today.”

	I frown, not knowing where she’s going with this. “What’s that?”

	When she meets my eyes again, they’re blazing with love and heat and absolute determination. The last time I saw such resolve in Ronnie was the night we walked out of dinner at her parents’ house.

	She braces herself on one arm and leans into me. “I don’t want to wait a single day not being your wife. Let’s get married today. Here. In Vegas.”

	My breath catches in my chest. “What?”

	She lowers her mouth to mine so she’s all I can see, smell, and feel. Everything is Ronnie right now, and everything is perfect. “Marry me, Jaxon Cook. Professor. Ken. Marry me today.” Her grin is so big and bright she could light up the entire Strip with that smile. “I don’t care if it’s Liberace or Elvis, as long as I’m Mrs. Jaxon Cook by tonight.”

	My heart flips. My cup is full to bursting.

	“You’ve given me so much. You gave me hope, you gave me love, you gave me independence, and you gave me your respect. Your family feels like my family now. I want to be tied to you forever. I want to be with you forever. I want—”

	“Fuck yes,” I say, reaching out and flipping her over onto her back, covering her with my body and crushing my mouth to hers.

	When we finally part, I’m breathing heavy and fighting the urge to bury myself deep inside her for a third time today.

	“God, you’re beautiful,” I rasp. Her eyes soften, her hand lifting to cup my jaw. She sweeps her thumb over my lips, her gentle smile my new favorite. I’m gonna work my ass off to have her look at me like this every day.

	“I love you,” she says, and this time when we kiss, it’s a slow, languid one, full of feeling and gratitude. Thank God I followed her upstairs.

	When I lift up and see her this time, she’s frowning.

	“Not exactly the expression a man wants to see after kissing his fiancée,” I muse.

	“We have a slight problem.”

	I roll my hips down against hers. “Some more than others,” I say, earning a giggle and a playful slap against my chest.

	“No, pervert. What I meant was, we’re here for Jamie and April. Getting married would kind of take away their thunder. Don’t you think?” When I don’t answer, she continues on. “We can come back and do it. Maybe after the wedding and—”

	“Do you want to marry me today?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“No buts. We’ll talk to Jamie and April. We’ll make sure we have their blessing.”

	Hope fills her eyes. “Really?”

	“I don’t wanna wait. I wasted a year not chasing you. Now I’m claiming you as mine once and for all.” I dip my head to whisper against her lips, “By the end of the day, you will be Mrs. Jaxon Cook.”

	Then she kisses me like she owns me, and it’s absolutely fitting because she does, and has done since the day I first laid eyes on her.

	And in a few hours, it’ll be official.

	Mr. and Mrs. Jaxon Cook. It has a nice ring to it.
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	A thoroughly enjoyable shower later, we’re both dressed and, having called Jamie and April’s room half an hour ago, we’re on our way to meet them for breakfast.

	We searched up how to get a Nevada marriage license online, and depending on how breakfast goes, we’ll head straight to the Clark County Marriage License Bureau afterward.

	Ronnie and I are sitting side by side, our heads close, my hand holding hers, my lips pressed to her ring when April and Jamie arrive.

	“Coffee. Stat,” April says, collapsing into the chair opposite us.

	“Sure thing, lovely,” Jamie says, taking a seat beside her and waving to a nearby waitress.

	With drinks ordered, I look over to find April studying me.

	“When did you get in?” she asks.

	“Last night. I met up with the guys, then waited in Cohen’s room for Ronnie to get back.”

	My fiancée gasps beside me. I turn my head, my lips twitching as she whacks my arm with her left hand.

	“Oh my God,” April shrieks. “What. Is. That?” Her eyes are glued to Ronnie’s engagement ring. She leans over the table and grabs Ronnie’s hand, jerking it free from my hold.

	“Oh my God,” she says again. I wrap my arm around Ronnie’s shoulders and pull her into my side as she giggles. Jamie’s eyes crinkle as he watches April gushing over the ring.

	He stands and walks around the table. I get up to meet him, shaking his offered hand before he pulls me in for a hug.

	“You sealed the deal,” he murmurs in my ear.

	I chuckle as we move apart. “Sure did. When you know, you know.”

	My brother looks down at April and grins. “Mom was definitely right about that one.”

	“Let’s not tell her that, though. We’ll never hear the end of it,” I say with a laugh.

	We take our seats, joining the girls who are still smiling and giggling.

	I place my arm around Ronnie and pull her back into me. When she tilts her head and looks up, I kiss her softly, my eyes locked with hers.

	“This is so cool!” April says. “We’ll both be Mrs. Cook.”

	Jamie and I just look at each other and shrug. “Ax will probably never speak to you again,” he muses. I laugh at that, remembering the last time Ax was dirty at me for just dating his aunt. Now I’m marrying her, the kid will probably disown me.

	“If we weren’t getting married in four weeks, I’d say we should have a double wedding,” April continues. Jamie frowns at that suggestion, and I don’t blame him. I love my brother and his fiancée but my wedding day is not something I wanna share, and his reaction tells me he’s of the same thought.

	“Lovely,” he says, turning to April. “I love you and I wanna make you happy, but our day will be about me, you and Ax.”

	Her eyes soften and she nods, giving him a quick kiss on the lips before facing us. “Okay, sorry. No double wedding.”

	Ronnie laughs. “Yeah, so about that. We actually have something to ask you both…”

	“Yeah?” Jamie says, quirking a brow.

	Ronnie looks at me and I nod. “We actually want to get married here. In Vegas. Today…” she says.

	Both of their eyes go wide as saucers before Jamie drops his head back and bursts out laughing. April’s eyes fill with tears as she jumps out of her seat and draws Ronnie in for a huge bear hug.

	“This is awesome!” she says as they move apart and grin at each other. “I’ve never been to a Vegas wedding.” She claps excitedly but stops and narrows her eyes. “Wait. You didn’t knock her up, did you? This isn’t a shotgun wedding?”

	Now I bark out a laugh, shaking my head. “No. She’s not pregnant.”

	“It’s an I-don’t-wanna-wait-any-longer-to-start-my-life-with-him wedding,” Ronnie says, looking over at me and giving me a soft smile that makes me wanna do dirty things to her.

	“But this is your weekend, and we wouldn’t ever want to take that away from you.” I glance down at Ronnie. “We’re happy to come back after your wedding to do it at a later date.”

	“Fuck that,” Jamie says. “We’re here already. If you guys want to be the crazy kids that you are and get married in Vegas, then that’s exactly what you’re gonna do.” He laughs and points his finger at me. “Besides, you’re the one having to deal with Mom when you get back, and that’s something that will be totally worth seeing because Mom will kill you.”

	Oh shit. My eyes are bugging out of my head when Co, Ezra, Gilly, and Bryant approach the table. Gilly’s eyes latch on to Ronnie instantly and within seconds, the women in the group are standing and engaging in a three-way giggling hug.

	“What’s Mom gonna kill Jax for?” Bryant says, taking the seat beside me and grabbing my coffee cup, taking a big swig.

	“Jax is getting married,” Jamie says with a proud smirk.

	Bryant turns to me, his eyes crinkling. “She said yes? Awesome,” he says. Bryant was the only one who knew I was going to propose because we went ring shopping after seeing Ronnie’s father. Wait, he thought she’d say no?!?

	“Congrats, brother,” Cohen says, leaning over the table and shaking my hand. “Another Cook bites the dust.”

	Ezra just locks eyes with me and grins, his approving nod saying everything.

	“Where are Abi and Cade?” I ask, looking around the restaurant. Glancing over at Ronnie, I see her still engaged in a three-way huddle with April and Gilly.

	“They didn’t answer their phone so take that as you will. I don’t wanna think about my sister doing anything other than breathing,” Jamie says with a wince.

	“Oh, there was a lot of that. And groans. And screams,” Abi says, wrapping her arms around Bryant and my shoulders from behind. “There were also a few ‘Cades’ thrown in there,” she says, moaning her husband’s name.

	Cade shakes his head and pulls Abi into his side, saving us from our sister’s teasing.

	“Suddenly, I’m not so hungry,” Co grumbles.

	“That makes two of us,” Jamie adds.

	“Me too,” Bryant and I say in unison before we all glare at the pregnant one.

	“Oh, come on. I’m married. I’m a mom. It’s not like you don’t know I have sex,” Abi says, jutting out a hip and putting her hand on it ominously.

	“Yeah, but knowing it and hearing about it are two different things,” Jamie adds.

	She grins. “I remember Co, Bry, and Jax walking in on us too.”

	“Ugh, don’t remind me. That took years to forget,” Cohen says, shaking his head.

	Cade helps Abi into a chair just as the girls return to the table. I quirk a brow at Ronnie, who is grinning from ear to ear. She holds out her hand and I take it, moving to stand beside her, my arm wrapped tightly around her waist.

	“Jax has something to tell you,” she announces to the table.

	“I do?” I ask.

	“Yep, that’s exactly what you’ll be saying,” she retorts, earning quiet laughter from the group.

	I look down at her, meeting her amused gaze. “So, we’re really doing this?” I ask, resting my forehead against hers.

	“I will if you will,” she whispers, and that’s all the confirmation I need.

	I straighten and look back out to our family, meeting the eyes of Abi, Cohen, Ezra, and Gilly, and finishing on Bryant. “You’re all invited to join Ronnie and I this afternoon when we get married by Elvis or Liberace or anyone,” I say with a grin.

	They all start clapping, whooping, and hollering.

	I turn towards Ronnie and run one hand down to her ass to pull her tight into me, my other hand cupping her cheek. “Are you ready to join this mayhem and become an official member of the Cook family?”

	“Absolutely,” she says with a huge, beaming smile.

	I brush my lips against hers, grinning as I do. “Good. Then we’ve got a date for a marriage license.”

	She pulls away and arches a brow, giving me that sass of hers I know so well. “What are we waiting for?”
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	Ronnie

	 

	 

	When I was growing up, I wasn’t a girl who dreamed of my wedding day. I was always thinking about adventures, and things I could do that my parents would probably hate me for—yes, I was one of those kids.

	But as I stand here in April and Jamie’s penthouse suite, looking at myself in the mirror, I wonder if I could have ever dreamed of anything better. First, there’s the awesome dress we found: white, bordering on obscenely short, sparkly, and totally Vegas. My only wish was to find a dress that would have Jax’s mouth dropping to the ground like that scene in The Mask when Jim Carrey sees Cameron Diaz for the first time. It’s the least I could do considering everything he’s done for me; everything he’s given me. Happiness, love, the freedom to be the me I always wanted to be, and unwavering support for anything I set my mind to. It’s something I appreciate all the more because apart from Gilly and April, I haven’t had much of that in my life until now.

	Then there’s having both my best friend and sister at my back, not questioning my decision for a single second. Finally, there’s the fact I’m about to marry the most gorgeous man—inside and out—I’ve ever met.

	I haven’t seen him since lunchtime, when we ordered room service and then I devoured him for dessert, telling him he had to lie there and take it like a good groom-to-be. It’s safe to say he stopped complaining soon afterwards. Jax tried to say a groom should have his wife before the wedding. I corrected him to say it’s supposed to be the groom not seeing his bride before the ceremony, then proceeded to show him exactly what I thought about that tradition—with my mouth.

	I left him dozing in bed with a goofy grin and a slap on the ass. He just laughed and promised to be standing next to Elvis at the end of the aisle that night.

	The only request I made was for the guys to dress Vegas style. I figure this is a go-hard-or-go-home situation, and I want my wedding to be like my marriage is going to be—fucking fantastic.

	Gilly has blown my hair out into big, soft, and totally wild curls, with April doing my makeup. All that’s left is for us to go downstairs to the waiting limo that Ezra arranged for us, and go to the wedding chapel.

	“Are you ready, Ronnie?” April asks, her hands cupping my shoulders as she meets my eyes in the mirror. “You look stunning.”

	I do a little curtsy and grin. “I feel like the luckiest girl in the world.”

	Her gaze softens. “That’s because you know you deserve this. Jax is one of the good ones.”

	“The best,” I whisper. “And I met him because of you.”

	She winks and gives me a squeeze before stepping back. “You can thank me by naming your first daughter after me.”

	I giggle and turn to face her, then over her shoulder to meet my sister’s eyes as she leans in the bedroom doorway, watching us. “Jax says we’re going to have heathens and divas.”

	“Knowing you and what I know of him, I can’t say he’s wrong,” Gilly says, grinning wide. “Let’s go get you married. Ezra is in the living room waiting for us.”

	I quirk my brow at her. I have not missed the close proximity between my sister and the guys’ best friend. “Is there something going on there?”

	She waves me off—but interestingly, does not confirm or deny.

	“Let’s not keep your man waiting,” she says before grinning and walking out of sight. I turn to April and quirk a brow. She just giggles and shakes her head, holding out a small rectangular box in her hand.

	“What’s that?” I ask.

	“A gift from your hubby-to-be.”

	With a gasp, I quickly grab it from her—earning a snort of her laughter—and rip open the wrapping, finding a white velvet jewelry case. With shaking hands, I carefully open the lid to find a small white card on top of a gorgeous gold and sapphire necklace.

	“Something blue, something new, I can be the something old, but you can’t borrow my heart, because it will always belong to you. See you soon, beautiful.”

	“Wow. Now I see why you’re marrying him,” April teases, peeking over the box to look inside.

	“He’s so getting butt stuff tonight,” I say.

	Her eyes widen before she bursts out laughing. “TMI!”

	I shrug and grin at her while she drapes the necklace around my front and clasps it shut. “Like you haven’t done it.”

	Her tell-tale blush says it all.

	“See? I knew it.”

	“TMI, Ronnie,” she teases, dissolving into giggles. When the laughter dies down, I look myself up and down in the mirror, the reality that all of my dreams are about to come true hitting me.

	“But seriously, how did I get so lucky?” I ask her, my eyes burning with tears.

	“Don’t you dare cry! You’ll ruin your makeup,” she whispers, her own voice cracking. “But to answer your question, you’re not the only lucky one. You both are. You deserve a man who wants to see you smile and who would put off a trip to Vegas to defend you and make sure you graduated on time. You deserve a man who will forgo sex for months just to chase you and make sure you know he’s as into you as you were into him.” She steps closer and dips her forehead to mine. “You both deserve to be happy and be with someone who wants exactly the same for you. I’ve got that, and you’ve now got that too.”

	“I love you, April Williams, soon-to-be Cook,” I whisper roughly, swallowing down the lump in my throat.

	“I love you too, Veronica Nelson, soon-to-be Cook.”

	A knock on the door behind us breaks the moment. We both turn our heads to find Ezra filling the space, a knowing look in his eyes. “Sorry to interrupt, but we really need to get going if we’re gonna make it in time, and I’ve been warned—okay, under threat of death—that it’s in my best interest to get the bride to the groom.”

	I snicker and step back from April. “You know that we’re the kind of women who might just want to see what Jax might do to you?”

	His lips twitch. “And you do know I’m the kind of man who is more than willing to throw you over his shoulder to make sure we do get there on time?” He arches his brow, and after a silent ten-second stand-off, I give in with a huff.

	“Oh, alright.”

	“Good choice,” he says with a triumphant smile. He jerks his chin up before spinning around and walking back into the living area.

	I walk over to him and give him a hug, bringing my mouth to his ear. “Did everything go according to plan?” I whisper.

	“Yep,” he says, pulling back with a wide grin on his face. “And message from Jax. He said he’s tempted to tan your ass for spending so much on him but he loved it.” I’d asked Ezra to deliver a wedding present to Jax from me, a rather expensive stainless steel Cartier watch with an inscription underneath. ‘I need a new dream because you’ve made mine all true.’

	I burst out laughing, knowing exactly how Jax would’ve said that.

	“Are you ready to get married?” April asks as Ezra steps back.

	“I’ve never been more ready for anything in my entire life.”

	She smiles. “Then let’s get you married.”

	Twenty-five minutes later, the limo pulls into the driveway of the wedding chapel. Gilly and Ezra hop out first before April, and then finally, me.

	When I do, I go completely still because standing in the doorway are Jax’s mom and dad.

	“Oh my God,” Marcy says, rushing toward me and pulling me into her arms, April and Gilly watching from outside the chapel. “There was no way I was going to miss my baby boy’s wedding.”

	I hug her tight, blinking quickly to stop the tears from coming. “I’m so glad you’re both here. It’s the only thing that didn’t seem right. Now, it’s going to be perfect,” I say, beaming at my almost mother-in-law.

	She leaves an arm around my waist. “I just want to say, that dress is awesome.”

	“As long as I make Jax’s eyes pop out of his skull, then my day will be complete.”

	“No, no, my dear Ronnie. The day will only be complete once you’re locked away in your hotel room.”

	I stumble before quickly righting myself on my white six-inch Jimmy Choos.

	“Oh gosh, don’t fall over until you see my Jaxon. He looks so handsome in there,” Marcy says with a beaming smile.

	I turn my head and meet her warm, amused eyes. I think April and I lucked out in the mother-in-law department. Marcy is amazing.

	We reach the door where Gilly, April, and Rick are waiting for us.

	Jax’s dad steps forward and takes Marcy’s place by my side, dipping down to kiss my cheek. “My son is a lucky son of a—sorry, I mean—”

	I giggle and meet his eyes. “You’re right. He totally is a lucky son of a bitch, but then again, I’m a lucky motherfucker to be marrying him too.”

	He chuckles and winks at me. “Let’s not tell Ax about this, otherwise we’ll both get hit for that damn swear jar.”

	That gets me laughing along with him, mainly because he’s right.

	“We’ll meet you inside,” Marcy says, Gilly and April following her.

	“You can go with them, Rick. You don’t want to miss out on a seat,” I offer.

	“Ronnie, Jax flew us out here so we wouldn’t miss out on the wedding, but he also asked whether I’d walk you down the aisle to him.”

	“Oh my God,” I whisper, losing my resolve not to cry. That Jax would go to so much effort to make sure this day is perfect for me means everything.

	“I told him it would be my honor.”

	“Stop it. You’re going to make me cry.”

	His eyes crinkle, and I get a glimpse at how Jax might look in thirty years’ time. Newsflash: My future is looking bright.

	Rick sweeps his thumb under one eye, and then the other. “Ready to marry my son?” he asks, his own voice rough.

	I smirk, butterflies dancing in my stomach as my excitement amps up to maximum levels. I’m about to marry the man of my dreams. “You better walk fast, Rick, because I feel like I’ve been waiting my entire life for your son.”

	His lips quirk. “Are you prepared to run?”

	I look down at my heels before looking back at Rick. “How about a really quick walk?”

	“Deal.”

	The minute I hear “Love Somebody” start playing, I know that the world could end tomorrow, and absolutely nothing would be able to wipe the smile off my face. For a moment, I do seriously consider running down the aisle because I want to belong to Jax already, and I want him to be mine. I want his name, his heart, his soul, his today, his tomorrow, and all the days and nights after that. Whatever life throws at us, there’s no other man I’ll ever want by my side to tackle it with.

	I look at Rick. “Take me to Jax.”

	He presses a kiss to the back of my hand. “Welcome to the family, Ronnie. Now, let’s get you married.”

	And with the sound of Maroon 5 in the air, we walk through the doors and around the corner, and that’s when I take in the chapel and the smiling faces of our friends and family shining back at me, and of Gilly and April standing at the front along with Bryant, Co, and Jamie.

	When my eyes lock on Jax’s, it’s like everyone else disappears.

	And then I drop Rick’s arm, kick off my expensive Jimmy Choos, and I run towards my future.
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	Jax

	 

	Ezra warned me. Then April and Gilly warned me. Even Mom walked up to me, gave me a hug, kissed my cheek, and whispered that I was about to lose it.

	I’ve seen Ronnie dressed up and dressed in nothing but a smile. I’ve seen her go up against her ice-cold parents and bend down to talk to Ax with all the love and warmth in the world.

	But nothing could ever prepare me for this—the moment I first lock eyes with her in a chapel. Her wild gold curls, gorgeous smile, and the sapphire necklace around her nape are what get me first.

	Then my eyes drift down to her obscenely short, white-glitter cocktail dress that looks painted on, the fabric clinging to her curves in the same way my tongue will be doing later.

	Then she drops Dad’s arm, ditches her sexy-as-hell heels and starts running toward me, jumping into my arms at the last minute. Thank God I catch her, hooking an arm around her back and one behind her knees as her mouth slams down on mine. I spin her around, both of us laughing, as is everyone else in the small room, even Elvis.

	When I finally ease her back onto her bare feet, I don’t let her go and she doesn’t move away. If anything, she gets closer. Starting off as I plan to carry on.

	“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” Elvis says, hip thrusts and all.

	“Are you ready to get married?” he asks in his impressive Elvis voice.

	Ronnie and I both nod furiously, and a united chuckle fills the room.

	“It’s now or never,” he sings, and it takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. Luckily, I’m too far gone and can’t bring myself to look away from the woman plastered to my front.

	Her lips twitch, and a little snort escapes her mouth. I grin and shake my head at her, loving the gleam in her eye and the carefree air she has about her. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life enjoying everything that makes up Ronnie Nelson—soon to be Cook. I can’t actually say I hear what Elvis says after that until Bryant nudges my leg with his foot.

	“Do you, Jaxon Cook, take Veronica Nelson to be your lawful wedded wife, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do you part?”

	I open my mouth to answer but before I can, he continues. “Or if you leave the toilet seat up and she falls into it in the middle of the night?”

	Say what?

	“For the times when she has PMS and is a nightmare to be around?”

	In all fairness, that is totally accurate. She’s hell on wheels at that time of the month.

	“And do you grant her permission to kick you out of bed when you forget any birthday or anniversary, and/or start snoring?”

	It’s then that I narrow my eyes at a giggling Ronnie, her eyes dancing with glee. Shaking my head, I don’t hesitate in giving my answer. “I do.”

	Elvis repeats the vows again for Ronnie—with added lines about loving me despite my smelly socks and my grumpy artistic temperament, and then she says those two magic words: “I do.”

	Then, not giving a fuck what tradition dictates—because I’ve never been one to follow the rules and neither has she—I wrap my hand around Ronnie’s back, bend her backward, and kiss the life out of her.

	She meets me stroke for stroke, her lips meshing with mine like matching puzzle pieces meeting their mates. Nothing else exists except the woman in my arms—my wife—and the fact that she is mine. I hear clapping and cheering, laughing, and even a low rumbling chuckle from Elvis himself.

	When Ronnie and I finally come up for air, we still stay wrapped up in each other. The only words breaking through my happiness bubble are those of the King himself. “It’s with ‘A Big Hunk O’ Love’ that I wish you well and now pronounce you husband and wife. I hope you have ‘A Little Less Conversation’ tonight, and there’s a lot of ‘Burning Love’ behind closed doors.” Ronnie and I turn our heads to look at him as he chuckles. “You’ve already done it, but let’s do it officially. You may now kiss the bride,” he says.

	“Don’t need to tell me twice,” I mutter, tangling my fingers in those crazy golden curls of hers. I breathe her scent of summer nights and peaches. I slowly lower my head and brush my lips against hers, once, then again, before her hand snakes out, wrapping around the back of my neck. Sensing her frustration, I grin against her mouth. A low growl rumbles in her chest before she deepens the kiss, spearing her tongue into my mouth with purpose, and then—like always when it’s us—it’s on.

	Gone are public decency and moral decorum. My sole purpose in that moment is to pour all of my feelings—my love, joy, and pride because I now get to call her my wife—into that kiss.

	When the kiss ends, we ease back but neither one of us moves away, our mouths still touching, our eyes locked on one another.

	“Love you, Ken.”

	“Love you, Barbie,” I say with a grin. “Wanna blow this joint?”

	Her eyes widen, her brows sky high.

	“I meant leave, but I like your way of thinking. Let’s go investigate further.”

	And then with a quick wave to our friends and family, and to the sound of raucous applause, Ronnie and I run down the aisle together, laughing the entire way.

	Funnily enough, it makes the moment perfectly ours, and I wouldn’t change a single thing.
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	Jax

	 

	 

	Three weeks later

	When we put the final finishing touch on the no-longer-pink lady, everyone close to us is there. There’s Abi, Cade, Harry, and Abi’s huge—I mean, I’m actually in pain for her looking at that thing—pregnant belly. Gilly and a random younger guy we’ve never met before are there, but he seems a few cans short of a six-pack and very much a “dude” this and a “bro” that kind of kid, much to the ire of Ezra for some unknown reason.

	Then there’s Co and his EMT partner Skye, Ronnie and myself, and Mom and Dad. Jamie, April, Betty, and Axel round out the group, the last of which has still not said a single word to me since we got back from Vegas three weeks ago. I well and truly lost the favorite uncle crown the day I married Axel’s Ronnie, and that kid is proving he can hold a mean grudge. Both April and Ronnie—though laughing at the time—have assured me that he’ll get over it and will come around, but he’s also got a mean streak. This is proven by the fact that he’s now clinging to Bryant’s hand and looking at me with a filthy sneer like I’m the worst uncle on Earth.

	Admittedly, I kind of miss the little guy’s adoration. Lucky for me, I’ve got my wife’s instead. I’d never admit that though. She’d have my balls ripped off and in her purse before I’d even begged her not to. My wife is fierce, and I dig that about her. She’s ambitious, and that is hot as hell.

	Ronnie is the most caring, loving, thoughtful woman I’ve ever met. Just this morning, she woke me up with her mouth around my cock and didn’t stop until I was seeing stars and thanking Jesus.

	Despite—as she says—not starting her life until she was twenty-nine, she’s not wasting any time. She makes sure every day is not wasted.

	And I’m the lucky son of a bitch who gets to say she’s mine.

	I rise up on the small step ladder in front of me and screw the last bulb in to the last light fitting—out of nearly fifty in the entire house—and with a loud cheer filling the air, the Dream House project is done.

	Getting back down, I turn to find my wife biting her lip as if trying to stop herself from laughing. Then I see Axel with his arms wrapped around her hips, and a shit-eating smirk on his face.

	I close the distance between us and lean in to kiss Ronnie but a low grumble from a certain eight-year-old stops me in my tracks. Then Ronnie loses it, dropping her forehead to my shoulder as she bursts out laughing.

	Shifting to her side, I wrap my arm around her shoulders and look down at my disgruntled nephew. “Hey Ax.”

	“Ugh,” he says, glaring at me. “Why are you touching my Ronnie?”

	I open my mouth to say something but Ronnie bends down, giving me pause.

	“What’s wrong, Ax?” she asks.

	“Mommy said that me and Gran are going to give her away to Jamie at the wedding.”

	She nods. “That’s right.”

	“But I didn’t get to give you away.”

	Damn. This kid feels everything.

	Ronnie puts her hands on Axel’s shoulders and looks him dead in the eye. “Ax, you can’t give me away because you’re stuck with me. Forever.”

	His little face brightens instantly. “Really?”

	“Of course. There’s no way you’re ever getting rid of me.”

	“That’s good, because Cohen said I might have to punch Jax in the nuts to save you from him.”

	My head snaps up toward my soon-to-be-a-eunuch baby brother. Ronnie’s snort and subsequent giggle cuts through that thought. When I look back down, Axel’s wide smirk as he looks between my junk and Ronnie’s face has my hands instinctively moving to protect myself.

	“Nah,” she says. “Cohen was only joking. You don’t want to hurt Jax.” Axel looks up and narrows his eyes at me as if considering the truth in that statement before returning his gaze to our girl. “Besides,” she continues, “no matter what happens, you’re always going to be my little guy.”

	“What about when I grow up?”

	“Then you’ll be my big boy.”

	“And what will Jax be?”

	I’ll still be the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet.

	Ronnie glances up and winks at me. “He’ll always be my husband.”

	Damn straight.

	“Okay then. I won’t punch Uncle Jax in the nuts,” Ax says.

	I breathe a sigh of relief. “Hey, Ax. Maybe you should go do it to Uncle Cohen instead?” All’s fair in love and war, after all. “But first, give me a high five,” I say, holding my palm up. After smacking his hand against mine, he turns and moves away.

	Ronnie stands, laughing with me as we watch Axel walk across the room to Cohen and, without any warning at all, give him a well-aimed slam dunk to the junk.

	I turn her toward me, resting my hands on her hips as she lifts hers to my chest. Her blue eyes are bright, and her beautiful face is a picture of happiness.

	“So what happens when we get our own little guy?” I ask, pulling her in against me.

	She tilts her head, her lips quirking up on one side. “A mini Ken heathen?”

	“Or a mini Barbie diva,” I reply with huge smirk.

	“I’m not sure you could handle a mini-me.”

	I shake my head and chuckle. “I can barely handle you.”

	“That’s true,” she sighs. “But you do the best you can.”

	“And I always will.” Then, before she can say anything else, I dip my head and kiss my wife. I may have taken my sweet-ass time making Ronnie Nelson mine, but now I’ve got her, I’m never letting go.

	“Mooooom, Jax and Ronnie are kissing again,” Axel yells, gaining our attention. We both turn our heads toward the little cock-blocker as he moves to where his parents are.

	“Dammit, you’re kissing too,” he says when he catches April and Jamie sharing their own moment of celebration.

	“Don’t say dammit,” we all say in unison.

	His eyes go wide before Axel does what Axel does best. Make us laugh.

	“Well, shit.”

	The End

	 

	Keep reading for an exclusive sneak peek of Working Back (Cook County #3)—Bryant and Faith’s story. Read to the end for an extra special bonus scene from Axel’s point of view.

	To be notified of future Cook brother book news including release dates, preorders, and cover reveals, please sign up for email alerts HERE.

	 

	
Working Back (Cook County #3)

	October/November 2019

	 

	Girls weren’t on Bryant Cook’s radar until the day he moved next door to the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Fortunately for him, Faith Baker fell just as hard that first day as well.

	From age eight to twenty-two, it was the ‘Faith and Bryant’ show, and their happily forever after seemed certain. Until it wasn’t.

	Now she’s back after twelve years and she wants what they had.

	That’s when Bryant issues a challenge. One Faith can’t resist. After all, her future—their future—is riding on it.

	She said she’d do anything, she just didn’t think he meant that...

	 

	
Working Back (Cook County #3)

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	Bryant

	 

	 

	My nerves are shot. It’s partly for Jamie, who is pacing the room behind me, watching the minutes tick down until we need to leave for the church. However, the biggest reason is that sometime during today’s proceedings, I’ll see her. Twelve years ago, I left California with a biology degree and a broken heart, Faith Baker having successfully obliterated it when she left without even saying goodbye.

	Twelve years of anger, sadness, what ifs and if onlys.

	Twelve years of wondering whether I’d ever find another woman who I’d let get in there so completely with me that they’d never want to leave—and I’d never want to let them go. Yet I knew the answer all along. I always have.

	Twelve years of being an idiot and not extinguishing that burning ember deep inside.

	A knock at the door breaks the silence, and in the reflection of the floor-length mirror in front of me, I watch Jamie cross the room and turn the handle.

	“Hi.”

	I go completely still. That voice—the one I fell in love with at twelve years old before I even knew what love was.

	“Is he in there?”

	Why can’t I move?

	“Yeah. I’ll give you guys the room. I’ll be back, Bry,” Jamie says, stepping out of sight, the void being replaced by a beauty still so bright, the imprint sears my soul.

	Snap out of it, Cook. I won’t get through this without a clear head.

	The click of the door closing echoes around the room, those bright green eyes of hers boring into mine. We stand just like that for what seems like forever, silence stretching between us.

	Despite knowing for almost two months that this moment was coming, nothing could prepare me for the sucker punch of having her standing in front of me again.

	I close my eyes and take a deep breath before turning to face her.

	“Hey,” I say roughly. I look down and clear my throat, fidgeting with the cuff of my shirt as I will my heart to stop racing. I’ve waited too long to stuff it up now.

	“You look good, Bry,” she says softly.

	I pause and run my gaze from her heel-clad feet, up and along the tanned bronze leg poking through a knee-high split in her ankle-length purple dress. It skims her body up to her hips before clinging to her chest, the fabric knitted together in a series of twists and weaves that wrap around her torso and gather on one shoulder. Her hair is lighter now, copper streaks scattered through soft dark brown waves. She’s head-to-toe gorgeous.

	As if on instinct, my focus falls to her left-hand ring finger, knowing Ezra or Mom would have told me if she was married or engaged but feeling compelled to check regardless. Everything would’ve been in vain if she was otherwise involved.

	“You look…” Beautiful. Radiant. Not mine even though I still want you to be.

	Her lips twitch, drawing my attention to them. I really need to stop checking her out.

	“How have you been?” she asks, breaking the awkward silence between us.

	“Good.” Nervous. On edge. Stuck.

	“That’s goo—” she says, but stops herself. Is this really what it’s come down to? Forced, polite conversation, like we’re strangers?

	That’s because we are.

	She sighs, shaking her head, her lips curving up in a half-hearted smile. “Okay, so I think one of us has to just come out and say it.”

	“What’s there to say, Faith?”

	“I missed—I miss you.”

	“After twelve years, that’s what you want to say to me?”

	“It’s the most important, so I figured that’s what I should lead off with if you didn’t kick me out.”

	“I still could…” Her brows lift up. “Kick you out, I mean,” I continue.

	“I’m willing to take my chances,” she says, stepping closer. The first time I see her in twelve years and she still has me tied up in knots.

	I should stop this, but I don’t want to.

	I should want her far away, but I want her as close as can be.

	How is it possible that this woman—the girl I’ve loved for more than twenty years—still has me wanting her after everything she did?

	Is it because when she was far away, it was easier to push her out of the forefront of my mind? Is it because a part of me always knew—hoped—that when she finally came back, she’d still feel the same about me as I obviously will always feel about her?

	Get it together, dumbass.

	“You’re the first boy I ever loved. You were my everything—”

	That hits the spot, that unhealed sore spot I need to focus on. “Until I wasn’t.”

	She gasps, her eyes misting over, her hand lifting to cover her mouth. “Is that what you think?” she says, her voice breaking.

	Yes, this is exactly what I needed. I grab hold of the anger, frustration, and wounded ego that’s never gone away and run with it.

	“It’s what I know.” My words are strong, flat, unequivocal.

	Then I catch it—a change in the way she holds herself. She squares her shoulders and lifts her chin, her eyes narrowing on mine. I should ask her to leave, because now is not the time to be rehashing the events of twelve years ago or trying to process anything other than the fact my brother is getting married in a few hours. Today is supposed to be about celebrating love, not thinking about how this could’ve been the two of us getting married. Building a life together. Renovating our own dilapidated relocated farmhouse, rather than me doing it with my brothers.

	“Faith, we need to talk, but not on my brother’s wedding day.”

	That’s when I see a spark, a flash in her eyes that used to make me rock hard whenever I saw it. It would be when she’d punch Jamie in the stomach if he was being a dick to me, or when Missy Gregory was flirting a little too much with me for Faith’s liking and she bitch-slapped that girl into submission. It’s a look that screams determination. It’s telling me she’s not about to let this go easily, kind of like how I’ve never been able to let what we had go either.

	It’s then I make my decision. The one thing I know will scare her off if she’s not really invested in this. I need her to put up or shut up.

	“Are you staying in Chicago?” I ask.

	She stills, tilting her head and studying me. I almost detect the briefest hint of annoyance in her tone. “Of course I am. I came back for you, Bry. For us.”

	“Right. So if you really came back for that, then you’d be willing to do absolutely anything to prove it.”

	She furrows her brows. “Of course. I know I stayed away too long but we were too close, too much, too—”

	“Yeah, you said all that after making sure we were done.”

	“And I’m so sorry, Bry. I had to.”

	“And now?” I ask harshly. I’m not this guy, except apparently when faced with the love of my life who I can’t—don’t want to—ever get over.

	I can’t entertain the idea with certainty. I’m a man who never leaves things to chance. I’m a planner, a thinker. I have to know all of the components, the possible outcomes—positive and negative—and need a level of control over a situation. Jax calls me the yin to his yang. He’s the more impulsive, fly-by-the-seat-of-his-pants twin. I’ve always been a little envious of him because of that. I’m the more measured, analytical one out of the two of us. That’s why everything I’ve worked toward has led to a moment like this.

	“Now,” Faith says, taking a tentative step toward me. “I’m back, and I’m staying. I’m here for the long haul, Bry. I’ve come back for you… for us… to rebuild what I broke and fix it. I’m going to stay with Ez until I find my own place, and I’m here now, to find out if there’s even a chance.” There’s always been a chance with you.

	Everything in my head scrambles together. I look down and adjust my shirtsleeves again, my fingers twisting the silver cuff links Jamie gave each of us with our initials on them.

	I never expected her to be so open and upfront about what she wanted. I didn’t anticipate her just laying it all out there. But if she wants it, then I want it all. It’s all I ever wanted. No uncertainty, no maybes. No running away when life gets hard or confusing or too much.

	There’s only one possible solution to this. A controlled situation. A certain situation. One final experiment. She’ll either go for it or prove to me she’s not fully invested—again.

	I take a deep breath and lift my head, my palms sweating, my heart jumping into my throat. This is it. This is the moment I find out whether my soulmate is all talk or not. It may make no sense to anyone else but if I ever want to know for sure, it’s time for me to risk it all—again.

	“Okay,” I say with a shrug.

	Her head jerks back, her eyes wide. “What?”

	“We can work on this—us—on one condition.”

	“Anything, Bry. You name it, and I’ll do it. I really want to make this work. I want to make it up to you. I just want you.”

	“We enjoy today. No drama and tension. I don’t want anyone feeling like they have to walk on eggshells around either of us.”

	Her gaze turns skeptically cautious, her eyes narrowing on mine ever so slightly. “That sounds great and all, Bry, but what’s the catch?”

	“You do still know me.”

	“Of course,” she replies, still not sounding so sure. “But what is it? What hoops do I need to jump through? What mountains do I have to climb? Because I’ll do it, whatever it takes.”

	“It’s pretty simple. You want to get back together and I need certainty.”

	“I’m sure, Bryant. I’ve never been more sure about anything in my entire life.”

	“Prove it.”

	She leans closer, her eyes shining with hope, a look that morphs into something else entirely when I say the two words I’m expecting will be the deal breaker and prove once and for all that—yet again—Faith Baker truly has no idea what she wants and who she wants it with.

	“Marry me.”
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	Never one to turn down a challenge, she doesn’t hesitate. I mean, who wouldn’t when all that’s involved is a little fake girlfriending with a side of hot sex, and with Doctor Hottie no less?

	But like any Game, there are always twists and turns, unexpected players, villains, heroes and ultimately, winners and losers.
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