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One
This was a mistake.

Trista gripped her purse more tightly where it sat in her lap. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t relax. The air conditioning in the car was too cold, and the seat belt bit uncomfortably into her shoulder. Inside, she felt nearly nauseous.

What had she been thinking? A date?

She wasn’t ready for this.

She looked over to the driver’s seat and saw Cliff smiling as he drove through the evening traffic. He’d had a grin on his face ever since he’d knocked on her front door. Unfortunately, his happiness made her feel even worse.

“I’m glad we’re finally getting to spend some time together,” he said, glancing in her direction. “Waving at each other as we come and go from work hasn’t been enough.”

She smiled weakly. She just couldn’t work up a response to that right now. “Are you doing some remodeling at your pharmacy?” she asked instead. “I’ve noticed you’ve had workmen there this week.”

He nodded. “We’re replacing some of the older shelving. Got to keep up with the times, you know. How are things with your catering business? Every time I wander out back, you and Kelly seem to be loading that van of yours.”

Trista shifted in her seat, trying to find some relief from the seat belt. “Summer is our busiest time of the year.”

“Ah, yes. I suppose that would be the case. Graduations, picnics, family reunions—that type of thing.”

“Yes, that type of thing.”

The chitchat wasn’t working. The longer she sat there, the more Trista regretted her decision. She shouldn’t have gotten Cliff ’s hopes up. He was a nice man, but she never should have said yes when he’d asked her to dinner. And she wouldn’t have—if not for all the people poking her in the side and insisting that she needed to “get back out there.” She’d been single for eight months now. It was time, they said. She knew her friends had good intentions, but at the moment, she felt like wringing their well-meaning necks.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Cliff was saying. “I’ve heard that the Blue Muse’s food is fantastic.”

Trista gave herself a quick mental shake. “It’s very good,” she agreed.

Unfortunately, she didn’t think the heavy French food would sit well in her stomach tonight.

Enough, she told herself sternly. It’s just one date.

She forced her grip on her purse to ease up. She could do this. Cliff wasn’t asking for anything more than friendly companionship. If she was going to get back into the dating scene, this was the best way to ease into it. The man was perfectly harmless.

“Their dance floor is supposedly the most romantic in town.”

Her already uneasy stomach dipped. Dancing? Oh, God. She definitely wasn’t ready for that. “Cliff, I—”

She broke off suddenly when he veered right and pulled into a gravel parking lot.

“Here we are,” he said. The car’s tires crunched loudly as he slowly looked for a place to park. He chose a spot next to a huge Ford truck and turned off the engine.

Trista’s brow pulled together, and she looked around the parking lot in confusion. She’d been so immersed in her own thoughts, she hadn’t paid attention to where they were going. “Cliff, are you sure…”

Her date never heard her. He was already out of the car and moving around to get the door for her. She fumbled with her seat belt, and the safety harness finally gave up its vicelike grip. She accepted his helpful hand, but shook her head as she stepped out of the car.

“Cliff,” she said gently. “I think there’s been a mistake. This isn’t the Blue Muse.”

He blinked at her. “Excuse me?”

She gestured towards the sign. “It’s the Blue Moon. It’s a bar and grill. The Blue Muse is on the north side of town near the Galleria shopping center.”

Her date’s head snapped so hard to the side, it was a wonder he didn’t give himself whiplash. He squinted at the sign and when he read it clearly, his face went as white as his starched shirt. “But I have reservations for seven o’clock,” he said dumbly.

She glanced at her watch. “We’ll never make it across town in time.”

The picture of discomfort, he ran a finger under his collar. “They’ll give up our table.”

The poor man. She’d never seen someone look so distressed. Feeling bad for him, she glanced again at the bar. Her teeth worried her lower lip as she considered it. The Blue Moon was rough around the edges, but it was a popular place. She’d been here for lunch specials before. It served the best New York strip in town, and the thought of their grilled shrimp actually made her hungry. “This is fine,” she declared.

“But the dancing,” he mumbled.

Yes, the dancing. She looped her arm through his. “Let’s eat here.”

They approached the bar slowly—Cliff because his carefully laid plans had just fallen apart and Trista because the gravel made walking in high heels difficult. She had to hang onto her date a bit more needily than she would have liked, but she managed somehow not to sprain an ankle. Cliff was still looking uncertain when he opened the heavy wooden door to the bar. The sound of raucous Southern rock poured out into the warm evening air, and his pale coloring took on a distinctly green cast.

Trista smiled at him reassuringly. She was out of her element, too.

One date, she reminded herself. She didn’t relish the idea of being at the Blue Moon after the sun went down, but she’d be more comfortable here than in the forced romantic atmosphere of the French restaurant. Besides, the music could fill in the gaps of what would surely be a stilted conversation.

Already, she could tell that this was going to be a long night.

“Sounds like someone is having fun,” she said with more enthusiasm than she felt. Before he could change his mind, she turned on her heel and entered.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the lighting, but the moment she stepped inside, Trista could feel that the Moon was thick with Friday night atmosphere. The early crowd was alive and jumping. People were ready to relax after putting in forty hours of hard work, and the weekend was just getting kicked off. Rounds of beer had already been served and more than a few peanut shells had hit the floor. The dartboards and pool tables were all taken but, unlike the Blue Muse, there wasn’t a romantic dance floor. The bar didn’t need one.

Hormones were flaring from every corner of the room.

Apparently Friday night was hookup time—and this crowd wasn’t shy about its intentions. The bawdy environment disconcerted Trista. She searched through the smoky room until she spotted an open booth near the back. She pointed towards it, and Cliff nodded anxiously.

Taking a deep breath, she started towards the table. She hadn’t made it three steps before a waitress with a serving tray full of beer mugs appeared in front of her. “Oh, excuse me,” she called as she stopped short.

“Sorry, hon.”

They circled around each other as best they could. Another opening in the crowd appeared, and Trista was about to take it when a wolf whistle cut through the air. The age-old signal of masculine appreciation was long and piercing, overriding the rest of the background noise. It surprised her so much, she actually stutter-stepped. She came to a complete stop, though, when she realized it was meant for her.

“Oh!” she gasped on a swift inhale.

An unexpected, hot shiver had just run through her. Somehow—even with the place as busy as it was—she knew she’d been singled out. Her woman’s intuition told her why.

She was overdressed—or underdressed.

It all depended on how one looked at it.

Her classy little black dress stood out in the casual atmosphere of the bar like a sore thumb. She could feel people staring. Openly. Unabashedly. One gaze, in particular, left a trail of fire as it skimmed down her back.

“Ooo, baby.”

Her self-consciousness ratcheted higher as, one by one, heads turned her way. A howl drowned out the whistle, and she felt her cheeks heat. The dress would have been perfectly acceptable at the French restaurant, but here her skirt seemed about two inches too short…the sleeveless style too daring…the scooped neckline too revealing…

The overt masculine appreciation threw her off balance, but even more surprising was her reaction to it.

It aroused her.

Within the space of a breath, she’d become acutely aware of her own body. It was almost as if everything was somehow enhanced. She felt the brush of the short skirt against her thighs. Her breasts were heavier within the confines of her lace bra. And her high heels…They seemed not only to emphasize her legs, but lift her bottom in the most inappropriate way.

She wasn’t the only one who noticed.

That one incendiary gaze slid over her curved backside, and she shuddered.

It had been so long since she’d felt anything close to sexual that the effect was almost overwhelming. Instinctively, she turned back towards Cliff and the door. To her surprise, her date no longer seemed ready to leave. To the contrary, he appeared half-pleased. With a somewhat cocky look on his face, he put his hand on the small of her back and ushered her the rest of the way to their table.

“You do look beautiful,” he said, trying to temper the crassness of what had just happened.

He didn’t fool her. His night had been made. People thought his date was hot.

Trista was too flummoxed to be offended. All she wanted was to get out of the spotlight. Away from that hot stare. With relief, she sat down and scooted away from the outer edge of the booth. Cliff settled down across from her and loosened his tie as he looked around with increasing interest.

“You certainly give the joint some class.” He grinned across the table at her as his gaze swept down her figure. It was the same once-over he’d given her on her front doorstep when he’d picked her up earlier this evening, but much more bold. He stared openly at her distended nipples, and Trista was affronted.

Greatly.

She opened her mouth to tell him to quit, but stopped short.

She couldn’t be a hypocrite. Her body’s reaction betrayed just how much she’d liked the sexual interest of a roomful of strangers.

One stranger, in particular. The remnants of that hot gaze lingered.

Shifting uneasily on the vinyl seat, she crossed her arms over her chest. What was going on? Her date’s interest left her cold. So why—in God’s name—had she felt such a full-blooded jolt out there in the middle of the barroom floor? That male attention couldn’t have been more blatant, more base, yet it had evoked a response within her. She could still feel a fire smoldering deep down in her core, and her nipples were poking through both layers of her bra and dress.

“I thought it was rude,” she said, unsure whom she was trying to convince.

“Of course, it was,” Cliff said, his brow lowering with concern. “I’m sorry. Do you want to leave?”

And walk through the bar again? She didn’t think so!

“No,” she said quickly. “I’m all right.”

Unsettled by the whole situation, she pulled the menu out from behind the napkin holder at the end of the table. She held it up in front of her and pretended to give it her attention.

Only her real attention was still focused somewhere out there in the bar.

Her admirer was still watching her.

She could feel it.

The heat in her belly began to spread. Downward. Nervously, she crossed her legs. Her garter belt gave a tug, and she bit back a gasp.

“Are you feeling okay?” Cliff asked. He leaned forward on his elbows. “You look a bit flushed.”

A bit? She felt like she was ready to combust. “Don’t you think it’s warm in here?” she asked as she fanned herself with her menu.

He wasn’t going to be dissuaded that easily. Reaching out, he took her free hand. “Don’t be embarrassed.”

With his touch, Trista felt another jolt—only this one had the temperature of pure ice. Needles prickled at the back of her neck. The vibes weren’t coming from Cliff. That someone wasn’t happy.

Instinctively, she snatched her hand away from her date’s touch. Uneasiness settled over her as she looked away from Cliff and slowly scanned the bar. She wasn’t usually so intuitive, but she could feel a connection with this unseen man.

The silent seduction was beginning to unnerve her.

Her gaze flicked over the rowdy crowd. Most of them had gone back to whatever they were doing before she and Cliff had shown up. She didn’t see anyone still staring.

Except…

Her heart jumped when a dark brown gaze suddenly captured hers. It caught and held, refusing to let her go. The will behind those deep soulful eyes was hot and possessive. Strong and sexual. Unable to resist, she felt herself begin to melt…

Right until recognition hit.

With all the force of a two-ton brick.

“Oh, my God,” she breathed.

It was Ty.

Ty!

The implications froze her in her seat, but she couldn’t reign in her body as quickly. The ache between her legs intensified, and she squeezed her thighs together hard to try to make it stop. Oh…Oh, God.

She’d been reacting to him? The idea was so wrong—so inappropriate—she was horrified.

“What?” Concerned, Cliff turned in his seat. His legs swung out over the end of the booth, and the movement effectively broke their stare.

Like a rag doll, Trista sagged back in her seat.

Cliff ’s head swiveled back and forth. “What is it? What did I miss? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No ghost.”

Although he was most certainly from her past.

Her eyelids drifted shut as mortification set in all over again. She couldn’t believe she’d gotten aroused. She couldn’t believe her breasts still ached! Ty wasn’t some secret admirer. He hadn’t been watching her because he was interested. He’d just been plain, flat-out surprised.

Feeling blindsided, Trista ran a shaky hand through her hair. Oh, this was just perfect. Her first date in eight months and not only had she brought along her baggage, she’d just made it even messier. “My brother-in-law is here.”

Cliff ’s eyebrows jumped. “You mean former brother-in-law.”

He let out a nervous laugh and tugged at his collar again. “Or I’m in big trouble.”

She rubbed her suddenly aching temple. “No, you’re right,” she said quietly. “Former.”

Although Ty was around so much, she tended to forget that.

Cliff craned his neck to take another look. “You’re not talking about that muscle-bound behemoth, are you?”

Trista felt her body begin to melt again, but this time she fought it. She knew all-too-well what Ty looked like.

“He’s in construction.” She caught her date’s arm and drew him back around to face her. He wasn’t making matters any better by being so obvious.

“I don’t understand,” Cliff said. “What’s the problem?”

She bit her lower lip. The night was quickly going from bad to worse. “Well, this is somewhat embarrassing, but you’re my first date since the divorce.”

His jaw dropped. “I am?”

She shrugged helplessly.

“But you were married to a professional baseball player.”

She looked at him blankly. What did that have to do with anything?

“I’m the first man you’ve agreed to go out with since Denny Christiansen? The All-Star catcher? The man who batted .328 last year until he blew out his knee and had to go to Japan to play?”

There was so much glee in his tone, it made her grit her teeth. “It’s taken me a while to work through things.”

Pushing his luck, Cliff ventured another peek. A very quick peek. He was swallowing hard as he turned back around. “I don’t think your ex-brother-in-law has gotten there yet. He looks like he wants to pummel me.”

Trista couldn’t help it. Something inside her chest softened. She didn’t doubt that. Ty Christiansen was the most loyal person she knew. Throughout the divorce, he’d been as protective of her as he’d been of his own brother. Looking back, though, she might have leaned on him more than she should have.

Guilt unfurled inside her. Seeing her here must have come as a shock to him. She should have told him her plans for tonight—although, on second thought, that probably wouldn’t have been such a good idea either.

She glanced at him again. The look on his rugged, handsome face cut her to the quick. Unable to bear it, she let her gaze drop to her lap.

“He’s just surprised to see me with somebody other than Denny,” she said quietly.

That had to be it. That had to be why he looked so betrayed.

 

It had been a hot, sweaty, bitch of a week. Ty took a long pull on his beer and savored the cool breeze coming from the air conditioning vent overhead. The shower he’d taken to get rid of the dust and the grime hadn’t cooled his internal body temperature. Working outside in this heat wave had been like working in the fires of hell. By the time he and his men had knocked off earlier tonight, they’d all been more than ready for the weekend.

Kicking back in his chair, he grabbed a few peanuts from the bowl in the center of the table. He could use that steak he’d ordered right about now.

“You’re up,” Frank said. He handed him the darts and reached for his own half-finished beer.

Ty dropped his peanut shells onto the table and wiped his hands. A Lynyrd Skynyrd song started ripping through the airwaves as he found the spot marked on the floor. He eyed the board carefully. He needed seventeens.

He was taking aim when the door to the bar opened and new customers walked in. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the flash of a figure. And by that, he meant a figure. Long, dark hair. Sleek curves in high heels.

In a word—his type.

For a moment, his concentration was distracted. It was blown to bits, though, when he saw the way she moved. There was something about the tilt of her head…the sway of her hips…The dart flew out of his hand and embedded itself firmly in the pockmarked wall behind the board.

Frank let out a snort. “That’s a first,” he laughed.

Ty looked straight over his friend’s head and felt the air get knocked right out of his lungs. The woman wasn’t just his type.

It was The One.

Trista.

And she was with someone.

Frank swiveled around in his chair. When he saw the beautiful brunette, he did what came naturally to construction workers. He let out a whistle. Ty’s free hand whipped out and clapped his buddy across the back of the head.

“Ow,” Frank said, reaching up to rub the spot. “What’s up with you? Just because you saw her first doesn’t mean I can’t look, too.”

“Put your eyes back in your head,” Ty growled.

He felt his fingers curl into a fist around the remaining two darts. Men around the bar were eyeing her like fresh meat. Just because he couldn’t stop staring didn’t mean that they shouldn’t. The fucking cavemen.

“Ooo, baby!” A howl erupted from the table of bricklayers beside him, and he’d had enough. Turning, he jabbed his darts halfway up their tips into the men’s table. The laughing stopped pretty damn quickly.

“Give the lady some respect,” he ordered.

“Sorry, Ty,” one of the guys mumbled. He held up his hands defensively. “We didn’t hear you call dibs.”

“Just back off.”

Frank was eyeing him carefully when he turned back around, ready for whomever he had to take on next. “I take it you know her?” his friend said.

Ty’s teeth ground together. “Yeah.”

He knew her. Hell, he’d been silently obsessed with her for nearly three years.

“She was married to Denny.”

Frank perked up in surprise, and he looked over his shoulder again. “That’s your sister-in-law?”

She wasn’t his sister.

Not even close.

“Not anymore.”

Trista was a free woman. She and Denny’s divorce had gone through eight months ago. Eight months and ten days, to be precise. She was single now, but this was the first time he’d ever seen her out with another man.

He found he didn’t much like it.

He watched in disbelief as her “date” ushered her to a booth at the back. He used the term loosely. After the way she’d been disrespected, a real date would have turned her around and walked her right out of this dive. Instead this…this weenie had his hand at the small of her back. He was pushing her out in front of him almost as if he liked putting her on display. Or, more likely, because he got off on the attention it was bringing him.

Ty’s eyes narrowed as he watched that hand at her lower back. If it dropped so much as a quarter of an inch, the guy was going to lose it.

Serena finally showed up with the food. She strode through the swinging doors to the kitchen with a huge platter lifted to shoulder level. “Here are your steaks, boys,” she said as she propped the tray on the back of a free chair.

Frank eagerly reached out to help her. The steaks, baked potatoes, and corn-on-the cob took up most of the table. Their waitress set the bottles of ketchup and steak sauce in the two open spots she could find and let the tray drop to her side. “Anything else I can get you?”

“A gun,” Ty bit out.

Both Frank and Serena jumped. Frank was the first to recover. A smile slipped onto his face as he looked at the barmaid. “Why don’t you just start with another beer?”

Serena caught on quickly. She followed Ty’s gaze and her blond eyebrows lifted. “She’s gorgeous. I’ll bring you a pitcher.”

Ty had a feeling he was going to need something more than that.

Trista was gorgeous—and that dress. God damn! She looked like sex. He felt his gut tighten. What was she trying to do? Bring him to his knees? It wasn’t as if she was showing a lot of skin. The dress just…clung. He didn’t blame it. With that body she had, he’d want to cling, too.

He always had.

He reached for his beer. Unable to stop himself, he let his gaze slide down her back to her tight little ass. Watching it sway was his favorite pastime, and tonight was no different. As always, his cock went on alert.

She was sending out vibes she shouldn’t, not here in the bar. His gaze drifted lower to her long legs. He’d had dreams about those legs. Fascinating dreams where they’d been wrapped around his waist…draped across his shoulders…

His beer mug hit the table with a thump when her dress hitched up as she sat down. Was that a thigh-high he’d just seen?

Shit. How much was a guy supposed to stand?

His pulse began to pound as he looked at her face. The lighting in the bar wasn’t the best, but he could swear that dots of pink were coloring her cheeks. The flutter at the base of her throat told him her heart was beating as fast as his was. And her lips…He felt his groin get heavy. She’d chewed off half her lipstick.

She was acting edgy. Adrenalized.

Her gaze suddenly swung up and locked with his.

Horny.

His dick nearly jumped out of his pants.

She was aroused. He could see it from halfway across the room. She’d felt his stare, and she was responding to him. As a woman. A freight train started rumbling inside his chest.

Her mouth parted halfway when she recognized him and all he could think about was kissing her. Touching her. Lying down with her the way he’d always wanted. He took a step forward, ready to throw tables aside and knock people out of his way in order to get to her. Her so-called date suddenly turned in his seat, though, and he was stopped cold.

She was here with someone else.

“Easy, Ty,” Frank said softly.

He’d forgotten there was anyone else left in the room.

“What the hell is she doing here?” he growled.

“Having dinner,” Serena said as she swooped in on them again. The beer in the pitcher swished dangerously close to the spout as she set it on the table. “Like you are. Come on. Sit down. Your steak’s getting cold.”

He wasn’t hungry anymore.

At least not that way.

The waitress turned and placed a hand against his chest. It made him realize how tightly his muscles were clenched.

“Now’s not the time,” she said calmly. She glanced at the couple at the back booth. “She’s interested. Get her name and number and call her later.”

Oh, he’d do more than call her.

Still, he drilled the waitress with a look. “How do you know she’s interested?”

Serena let out a snort. “Honey, if you could feel the look cutting into my back right now, you wouldn’t even have to ask.”

Ty looked at Trista again, but she was doing her best to ignore him. Slowly, he sat down.

If she was so interested, why was she out on a date with someone else? And who the fuck was that guy anyway? He knew her friends, or at least he’d thought he had. Ty felt himself start a slow burn. What did she see in the little wimp? His hair was thinning, and he could use another twenty pounds on his skinny frame. She was so far out of that guy’s league, he shouldn’t have stood a chance.

Well, the pip-squeak still won’t.

Ty made up his mind so quickly, it really wasn’t a decision at all. Once made, determination settled inside his chest. Mr. “Date” better make the most of dinner, because that was the only shot he was going to get.

 

The meal seemed endless. Trista poked tensely at her food, wishing that she could snap her fingers and make the clock turn faster. It wasn’t that her meal was bad. The shrimp was delicious; she just didn’t have an appetite tonight.

Ty was doing everything he could to make sure she wasn’t comfortable.

And that was putting it mildly. He was watching her every move, seemingly listening to every breath. The focused attention made her self-conscious. Worse, it had her confused body still raging. She didn’t know whom she was more upset with—him or herself for letting him get to her. Trying to find a way to cool down, she took a long drink of ice water. Goose bumps popped up on her skin when she felt his hot gaze slide down her throat.

Damn you, she mentally cursed. If you have something to say, why don’t you just come over here and say it?
Her hand shook as she lowered the glass. Water dribbled onto the table, and she let out a breath of frustration. She plucked a napkin out of the metal holder and mopped up the puddle.

Cliff, meanwhile, was oblivious to the nervous energy pulsing around them. He’d tucked into his steak the moment the friendly blond waitress had set it on the table in front of him. The only time he’d come up for air was to ask questions.

Unfortunately, they were tactless. Finding out he was her first date since Denny had given him too much confidence.

“So why did you divorce a guy like that?” “Was it messy?” “How much did you get out of him?” “Is that brother-in-law of yours as dangerous as he looks?”

Honestly, she’d had enough. All she wanted to do was go home, lock the door, take a nice cool shower, crawl into bed, and pretend this night had never happened. Cliff, unfortunately, was blind to body signals. He kept up until her head was pounding.

“Do you want a doggy bag for that shrimp, hon?”

Trista blinked and looked at the waitress who’d appeared from out of nowhere. Their gazes connected, and she could have hugged the woman for coming to her rescue. Cliff had about a quarter of his steak to go, but the sooner she could coax him out of here, the better.

“That would be great,” she said.

The waitress winked at her. “I’ll be right back.”

And she was. A sister-in-arms, she made a beeline for the kitchen. She was back with a Styrofoam container before Cliff could get out yet another question about alimony. “Here, I’ll do that for you,” she said as she leaned in to take Trista’s plate.

“Bad date?” she whispered so Cliff couldn’t hear.

“The worst,” Trista said under her breath.

The name badge on the woman’s curvy chest said SERENA. Casually, she nodded towards Ty’s table. “There is something better, if you’re interested.”

Trista’s head jerked back. Oh, God. Had their silent battle been that obvious?

“He’s a great guy,” Serena whispered as Cliff reached for his drink. “I could say something to him if you’d like.”

Trista’s stomach plunged. “Oh please, don’t. It’s not like that.”

It wasn’t like that at all!

Cliff set down his empty glass and happily patted his stomach. “That was fantastic. Pass on my compliments to the chef.”

Serena let out a sound that sounded suspiciously like a snort. “I’ll be sure to let Skeeter know.”

It took everything inside Trista not to grab the woman’s arm and repeat that she’d misinterpreted things.

Serena must have felt her impatience, though. Efficiently, she reached into her apron and pulled out her order pad. She ripped off the top ticket and set it in front of Cliff. As he was reaching for his wallet, she slipped another piece of paper under the take-out. The smooth move surprised Trista. Trying to be as secretive, she pulled the paper into her lap and peeked at it.

It had Ty’s name and phone number listed.

The irony should have made her laugh.

But she couldn’t.

Even this stranger had noticed the tension between her and her ex-brother-in-law. Serena just didn’t know the reason for it. She’d made a logical leap in assumptions, but hooking up with Ty…Trista shivered. The idea was unfathomable. Wild. Forbidden.

And it sent a hot flush running through her body. One that left her nipples hard and her pussy tingling.

She was still fighting the effects when the waitress brought back Cliff ’s credit card receipt for signature. Suddenly, it all became too much. The bar’s heavy atmosphere, the insinuations, the anticipation…Her fist closed around the slip of paper, crumpling it into a tight ball. Forgetting her take-out, she slid out of the booth and headed towards the door.

She felt the stares again, only this time she knew where they were coming from. It only made matters worse. She hit the door at almost a run, and Cliff struggled to catch up with her in the parking lot.

He caught her arm as they neared his car. “Do you want to see if we can still go dancing at the Blue Muse?”

She let out a breath of disbelief. He hadn’t caught a whiff of what had happened in that bar. “Thank you, Cliff, but I think we’d better cut the night short.”

His brow furrowed. “How about a walk on the waterfront? It’s cooled down a bit.”

Could a person really be so unaware? Trying to contain her impatience, Trista took a deep breath of the heavy air. The heat might have abated, but the humidity was still there. She could feel it pressing on her. “Maybe another time. Please, take me home.”

He stood there for a moment, staring at her. “All right,” he finally agreed. “Here. Let me get your door for you.”

She nearly sagged in relief.

The drive back to her house was made in silence. Trista did her best not to think of Ty. When she considered Cliff, though, she felt badly for the way the night had turned out. It had been mostly her fault. She’d entered into this date with less than good intentions. She hadn’t really given him a chance, and she’d paid virtually no attention to him over dinner. She’d been too caught up in her own personal world.

Mainly, her ex-brother-in-law.

“I’m sorry, Cliff,” she said, once again holding onto her purse as if it were a lifeline. “I haven’t been good company tonight.”

He glanced at her and the dejected look on his face lightened.

“That’s okay,” he said, reaching out to pat her thigh.

She crossed her legs uneasily when his hand touched more bare flesh than she was comfortable with.

“I made a terrible mistake with the restaurants,” he admitted, “although that was the best steak I’ve had in years.”

Trista couldn’t help a small smile. “Thanks to Skeeter.”

Cliff shared her grin. “We’ll just have to try it again.”

Her momentary amusement withered. She hated to tell him, but there wasn’t going to be a second date. She’d accept responsibility for tonight, but she wasn’t willing to put herself into this kind of a situation again. They simply weren’t compatible. Somehow, though, breaking the news to him tonight seemed cruel.

Besides, she just didn’t have the energy. The tension at the bar had left her exhausted.

“Take a right here,” she said quickly, seeing he was about to miss the turn onto her street. “It’s the one with the porch light on.”

“Oh, yes. Here we are.”

He pulled into her driveway and stopped. Her hopes for a clean getaway died, though, when he turned off the engine and the lights. He hopped out of the car and hurried around to get her door again. Trista’s patience was wearing thin, but she forced a gracious smile on her face as he helped her out of the car and escorted her to the house.

She had her keys in hand before they even hit the first step of her porch. “Thank you for the evening out,” she said, strategically opening the glass screen door and holding it between them.

“It was my pleasure,” Cliff said. “Let me help you.”

Showing more moves than she gave him credit for, he pulled the screen door open wider and slipped in beside her. Trista took a deep breath of surprise at his closeness, and her breasts accidentally brushed against his chest. Startled by the sensation, she took a step backward. The porch railing stopped her from getting far.

Cliff smiled as if he didn’t have a clue as to what he’d done. Instead, he reached for her keys. She relaxed. He really was going to unlock her door for her. She waited as he dealt with the lock, swung the door inward, and dropped the keys back into her uplifted palm.

Finally, the date was over. “Thank you, Cl—”

She’d let down her guard too soon. Seeing his chance, her date leaned forward and boldly kissed her. For a moment, she was too dumbfounded to react. When she finally did, the sensation of his dry lips against hers made her lurch up onto her tiptoes. Unfortunately, he took that as a sign of encouragement. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer.

As sensitive as her body had become over the course of the night, Trista found herself responding. But she knew it wasn’t to him. Automatically, she reached for the hand that was dangerously low on her back. Too late, she remembered her keys.

“Ah!” Cliff hissed, flinching sharply when she jabbed him.

She used the opportunity to slip into her house through the open door. She was suddenly glad she’d left the lights on. “Good night,” she said as calmly as she could.

“But—”

“Good night.” Firmly, she closed the door and threw the deadbolt into place. Now, the date was over. Shoulders sagging, she let her head drop forward. Her forehead rested against the doorjamb, and she counted to ten.

What a disaster.

She let out a shaky sigh. The only good thing about tonight had been the shrimp—and she hadn’t even been able to enjoy that.

Men.

Turning, she tossed her purse onto the overstuffed living room chair. Still tense, she rubbed her hands up and down her arms. That shower was sounding better and better. She just wanted to rinse the evening off of her. Forget it forever. Turning on her heel, she headed for the hallway.

The knock on her door came just as she was unzipping her dress.

At once, her anger flared. She didn’t like conflict, and it took a lot to get her riled. Unfortunately, tonight had burned most of her long fuse.

Pivoting, she glared at the door. She’d been as pleasant to that man as she could through all his rude questions at dinner. She’d thanked him for taking her out. She’d offered him a friendly good night and had even let him get away with kissing her, for God’s sake.

No more. She was nipping this in the bud.

Her footsteps were crisp as she marched across the room. Her hand wrapped tightly around the handle and she whipped open the door. “Cliff, I don’t want to see you again.”

“That’s good.” Ty stood on her doorstep. He hovered over her with a hand propped against each side of the doorframe. “Because I just sent that loser packing.”

Two
“Ty!” Trista gasped.

Almost simultaneously, a car peeled out on the street in front of her house. The screech of tires against asphalt was jarring, and she winced. Poor Cliff sounded as if he were running from the hounds of hell.

Or one very pissed off brother-in-law.

Irritated, she looked at Ty with accusations ready to fly. The words died on her lips. He was wound up. She could see it in the way his jaw clenched and his muscles flexed.

His uncharacteristic irritability made her hesitate. She’d known he’d been upset at seeing her on a date with a strange man. She’d even known that he’d want to talk about it. She’d just expected that discussion to take place tomorrow or next week—and on the phone. Not here on her doorstep with him looking like he was ready to pop.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “Did you follow me?”

“Yeah. I did. You got a problem with that?”

His voice sounded tight, almost rough. It made her stomach drop. She’d been expecting to find a meek, balding man on her doorstep. Instead, she got the exact opposite. With the way Ty stood over her, he looked big, impatient…and sexy as hell.

All the feelings she’d experienced at the Blue Moon came rushing back—the arousal, the excitement, the panic.

“Yes, I have a problem with that!” she sputtered, even as she felt her belly sizzle. “You’ve…You’ve got no right.”

His dark gaze centered on her face. “We’ll see about that.”

They stared at each other until the air practically hummed. Trista gripped the door handle a bit tighter. What was wrong with her? Why was she reacting to him like this? He was her friend. For all intense purposes, he was still family.

“Who was that guy?” he asked in a deceptively soft voice. “And what were you doing with him?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she snapped. This was stupid. This was Ty! “His name is Cliff Nealon. He’s a perfectly nice man, and you know what I was doing with him. We were having dinner.”

The look on Ty’s face darkened. Pushing himself away from the doorjamb, he stepped into the house. Trista automatically took a step back to avoid contact. It wasn’t that she was afraid of him. She knew he’d never hurt her. With her senses on overdrive, though, everything was taking on a different hue.

“What did you say to scare him away like that?” she demanded, trying to keep her thoughts focused.

He shrugged off the question, but with the snug black T-shirt he wore, she could see the bunching of his muscles.

“Tell me.”

Those muscles flexed again when he crossed his arms over his chest. “I asked him to leave—politely—although I might have thrown something in there about not coming back.”

“Oh, Ty,” she groaned. “You should have let me handle it.”

“Like you handled that kiss?”

Her gaze whipped up to his face. He’d seen that? Embarrassed, she ran a hand through her hair. With the movement, though, she suddenly realized that her dress was still halfway unzipped. Her fingers stopped, tangled in her curls. With the back of her dress gaping as it was, she felt exposed.

“It was just a peck,” she said nervously.

“He’s lucky he can still walk.”

She swallowed hard.

She’d never seen Ty like this. He was so edgy. So primal. Lowering her hand, she tugged at the wide shoulder strap that threatened to slide down her arm. Her state of undress was making her feel distinctly uncomfortable. Vulnerable.

The action only drew his attention to the problem. His gaze heated, almost scorching her as it raked over her bare skin. “Forget him,” he said flatly. “He’s not the right guy for you.”

“How would you know?” The dress was killing her. She couldn’t think straight with the way it kept sliding and dipping. With the rapt way he watched, she’d never been more painfully aware of a man in her life. “You hardly met him.”

“I know,” he growled.

He reached out to help her, and she flinched. A muscle ticked along his jawline when he saw her instinctive reaction. Slowly, he lowered his hands to his sides. His fingers opened and closed, though, as he stared at her. “What were you doing out with him anyway?” he finally asked. “Where did you meet him?”

Her patience had been rubbed raw—along with fifty other emotions. “What is this? An inquisition? If you must know, he’s a pharmacist at the drugstore down the street from my shop.”

At her tone, Ty took another step forward. It put him too close, inside her personal space. “Why did you go out with him? What made you say yes?”

Electricity began to prickle along her skin. What had gotten into him? Why was he pushing her like this, challenging her?

A thought came at her from left field. Oh, God. Was he still hoping she’d get back together with his brother? Because that was never going to happen. She looked at him dead-on and refused to take another step back. “The divorce has been final for over half a year now, Ty.”

“I know that.”

“I can date whomever I want, whenever I want.”

The muscle in his jaw ticked a little faster. “I know that, too.”

“Then why are you acting this way?”

Something hot and wild flared behind his eyes. “Because you didn’t let me know you were back on the market!”

Trista jerked.

He couldn’t mean…

But he did.

Alternating heat and cold rushed through her already sensitized body. She could see it in his dark eyes. Feel it in the waves of energy buffeting her. Oh, God. Her instincts in the bar had been right. “You want—”

“Yeah, I want.”

He came at her fast, giving her no time to back away. When his hand slid under the curtain of her hair and wrapped around the nape of her neck, she was stunned motionless. It was a sexual touch. Intimate and possessive.

It was nothing compared to his kiss.

His mouth came down hard on hers, and arousal swept through her like a flash fire. Caught off guard, she clutched at his T-shirt. She’d had no time to prepare. No time to build up any defenses. His lips stroked and nipped at her until her brain couldn’t suppress what her body was feeling.

“Damn,” he said hoarsely. “I waited too long for this.”

The fingers at the back of her neck tightened and his other arm wrapped around her low on her hips. Trista shuddered as he pulled her flush against him, lifting her right onto her tiptoes. She felt overpowered and feminine as he fit her against him. His body was big and tough, and the bulge behind his zipper was impossible to ignore.

“That’s right, baby. Feel me.”

Shocked, she looked up at him. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know if she could say anything.

His dark eyes watched her closely. Then, purposely, he kissed her again. This time, though, he came at her stronger, harder. Opening her mouth wide, he pressed his tongue deep. She moaned when it tangled aggressively with hers and lapped up her taste.

It was her moan that set him off.

With sudden intent, he wrapped his foot around the open door. Putting his heel into it, he kicked it shut. The loud bang finally managed to register in her brain. Disoriented, she tried to pull back. “Wait. What are you doing?”

“What do you think?”

“We can’t!”

“The hell we can’t.”

Her pulse took off as he started backing her towards the nearest wall.

“I saw how you reacted to me at the bar,” he growled. “You felt me looking at you, and you got horny.”

She clutched at him as she stumbled backwards. “But I didn’t know—”

“You knew your nipples itched.”

“Ty!” she gasped. He’d never said anything remotely like that to her before. The effect was devastating. She felt the tingle at the tips of her breasts as starkly as if he’d reached out and pinched her.

“You knew your pussy ached.”

She let out a cry as she felt the wall press into her back. He kept coming until she was tight against it—her heels, her butt, the back of her head…

She was breathing so hard, she couldn’t catch her breath. Things were moving too fast. They didn’t know what they were doing. “We should think about this—”

“This is all I think about.”

She bucked when he fisted his hand in her dress’s bodice and pulled straight down. With it unzipped as it was, the material slid right down over her breasts. The skirt hitched up at the back and the scooped neckline tucked naturally under her breasts. He let go, and it snuggled right into place, framing her bust like a sexy smile.

“Ah!” she cried.

Breathing heavily, he stopped and stared.

Trista was never more surprised in her life than when she felt herself cream.

The dampness in her panties was unavoidable, but the sharp arousal brought with it a tinge of fear. Things were spiraling out of control too fast. She’d never thought of Ty like this before. She’d never considered—

Her hands flew to cover her bra cups when she saw the intent in his eyes. “Wait!”

He was having none of it. Catching her, he pulled her hands away. He pressed her wrists above her head against the wall and locked them in place with one hand. “I’m tired of waiting. It’s time you thought of me as more than your friend. You want to get back in the dating game? Fine, but you’re doing it with me.”

He leaned into her, letting her take his weight. Her breasts cushioned his hard chest, and she let out a whimper when he began to grind against her in slow circles. “I’m not ready for this,” she panted, trying to get him to slow down.

“Baby, you’re raring to go. Just stop thinking so hard.”

Her entire body rocked when his other hand slid intimately up the back of her thigh. With the way her dress was contorted, her bottom was nearly exposed. His fingers paused when he found her garter belt, and his brow creased. “Stockings?”

Trista was shaking so hard, she couldn’t stop. His fingers were brushing against curves that the Brazilian cut of her panties didn’t quite cover.

This was Ty feeling up her ass!

She let out a guttural cry when he grabbed the elastic band and let it snap against her tender thigh and cheek. The sting put her arousal right on the edge. “I put a run in my nylons,” she said quickly. “They weren’t for him.”

“Good answer,” he growled.

His fingers slid around to the front of her thigh, right to the crease at the top of her leg. Trista fought for air, her breasts pressing hard against his chest. He knew. He knew what he was doing to her.

Slowly, his fingers traced her panties right down between her legs.

He found her sopping wet. His shuddering breath hit the side of her neck. “Is this for me?” he asked, his fingers investigating more intimately.

“Yesssss!” she groaned.

With that one tortured word, she surrendered.

Her concerns were many, but she pushed them away. She just wanted to feel again. She knew Ty better than she knew any other man—or she thought she had. It didn’t matter. He’d seduced her at that bar without saying a word. She trusted him and, at the moment, she wanted him more than anything in the world.

He felt it, and he moved on her fast. The hand that had captured her wrists let go and reached for the zipper of his jeans. Impatiently, he kneed her legs open and stretched the crotch of her panties to the side.

She squirmed in discomfort as the material bit into her hip and tugged uncomfortably over her mound. He tucked the wet panel in the tight notch between her leg and her swollen pussy. The brush of his fingers against her, skin-to-skin, was too much. She felt her body begin to tighten.

“Not yet,” he said, almost desperate. Roughly, he freed himself from the front placket of his briefs and stepped back up to her. His thick cock stood fully erect, pointing at her.

Trista’s eyes widened at seeing that private part of him, but she shook in anticipation. She wanted that big rod. She wanted to feel it spreading her, feeding her…

“Hold on, baby,” Ty said as he caught her again. “I’m coming.”

His hands slid under her bottom to the backs of her thighs. With a quick hitch, he lifted her up and adjusted her against the wall. Her eyes drifted shut at the display of raw strength, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. She was so far gone. So intoxicated.

Her eyes flew back open, though, when he began to penetrate her.

She was slick and ready, but it had been a long time. “Ty?” she said anxiously.

He didn’t back off. Instead, he groaned and adjusted his angle. Her breath caught when the pressure intensified. She was tight, and he felt huge. He pushed deeper and deeper until he was sliding right over her G-spot.

Trista went almost light-headed. Her hands clapped onto his shoulders, and her fingers bit down hard. “Oh! Oh, God! Right there!”

“Fuck!” Rocking his hips, he gave her what she needed.

The pleasure was blistering hot and all-consuming. Her nails clawed at him as she flew over the edge.

The orgasm came sharp and fast, but it wasn’t over.

When she regained her senses, she found Ty pumping into her fiercely. He seated himself as far as he could go with every thrust, and the sensations were even more intense. She clung to him as her hips rocked in tempo with his, taking his thrusts as well as she could. Mindlessly, she stared over his shoulder.

Too late, she realized that the door had bounced open.

Her ravaged pussy spasmed, and Ty let out a groan. His knees buckled before he caught them both. Leaning her back into the wall, he used it for leverage as he shafted her.

With the porch light on her doorstep and the lamps on inside her home, any of her neighbors could see their frantic coupling. The Downeys. Mrs. Frances. Dirty old man White.

Trista went off like a firecracker.

Ty blew with her.

Muscles tensed. Breaths caught. Sensation peaked. The moment stretched out in time. Frantic with need, they held onto each other until slowly, gradually their bodies relaxed.

 

When Ty’s brain began to function again, concern for Trista overrode everything else. He couldn’t believe how things had spun out of control. He’d just come over to make sure her squirrelly date hadn’t gotten fresh, but then he’d seen the bastard kiss her…

All bets had been off then.

Things had swirled up in a frenzy—but she hadn’t been ready. She hadn’t even seen it coming. Hell, he hadn’t been ready for that!

The thought that he might have scared her or—God forbid—hurt her left him momentarily paralyzed. Was she all right?

He found her surrounding him and, for a moment, the physical sucked him back in. Her arms were circled around his neck, her legs were wrapped about his waist, and her warm, snug pussy held his cock like she didn’t want to let it go. Just the feel of her made his breath shudder hard in his lungs.

Damn. He’d dreamt about being with her this way for so long, it was hard to believe it was real. Yet it was real—devastatingly real. If he’d known how good it would be between them, he wouldn’t have been able to keep his hands off her for this long.

His greedy paws.

Uneasiness took another sharp nip out of his ass. He’d pushed her too far and too fast. Seeing her at the Moon with another guy had driven him a little crazy. The urge to put his stamp on her, to make her his, had taken precedence over everything else.

It still did.

Involuntarily, his grip on her tightened. This hadn’t been a mistake. He wouldn’t let it be.

Slowly, he pulled his head back from the crook of her shoulder to look at her. Perspiration sat like dew on her forehead. Her eyes were closed, but the lines of her face still showed her pleasure. Her cheeks were pink, and her lips were parted.

Desire reared back to life inside him, but he tamped it down. He needed to play this right.

Moving as well as he could with his jeans halfway down his legs, he carried her to the couch. He let his knees finally give out as he dropped onto it. She stirred, but he kept her close, straddled over his lap.

His cock was still buried balls deep—and he intended to stay that way.

Moving fast did have one benefit. He’d gotten past her barriers. There was no way he was pulling back now.

“Easy, baby,” he murmured. He pulled her close so she lay with her head on his shoulder. Comfortingly, he ran his hand over her long, dark hair. Her breaths were still coming hard and fast. “Easy.”

He wasn’t in much better shape. She’d ridden him ragged.

Talk about fire. Once she’d given in, her heat had nearly singed him. The sweet thing. How had she kept all that passion bottled up for so long? Turning his head, he placed a gentle kiss at her temple.

He braced himself when she stiffened.

Oh, shit, he thought. Here it comes.
She was starting to think instead of feel.

He rubbed her back as she tried to orient herself. It took a moment. When she finally pulled back to look at him, her eyes were wide. Confusion had darkened the lavender in them to almost purple. “Ty?” she said, no louder than a breath.

Tension suddenly made it hard to breathe. “It’s all right,” he said.

She looked down sharply, but her gaze went right past his hands, past her rumpled dress, to the spot where they were still intimately connected. Her cheeks flared red and her body tensed. “Oh, my God!”

Her muscles jumped, but he settled his hands on the fronts of her thighs when she tried to lurch upright.

“Don’t,” he said, holding her in place. He swallowed hard and did his damnedest to make his voice soothing. “Stay.”

Distress radiated from her beautiful eyes. The intimacy was too much. She squirmed atop him, only making matters worse.

“Stop,” he said hoarsely.

She went still like he’d known she would, but that didn’t make the situation or the position any easier for her to bear. She froze as if scared to move, but her gaze skittered around the room. It bounced from the wall where they’d just been to the front door and back again. “What did we just do?” she said, scandalized.

Her embarrassment was hard to watch.

Had she never thought about the two of them together? Never given in to a little harmless curiosity?

“I think you know,” he said as calmly as he could. “Or do I have to explain the birds and the bees to you?”

That light teasing brought her gaze back to him, but she wasn’t amused. Her hands opened and closed before she clumsily wrapped her arms about herself. When she realized just how little her twisted dress covered, her entire face flushed.

Ty wasn’t liking this at all. She’d enjoyed it; he knew she had. He’d held her as she’d come. Determinedly, he stroked his hands up and down her thighs. “Relax.”

“We shouldn’t have done that!” she said, her voice tight.

He let out a quick breath. Anything but remorse. He’d take anything she threw at him, but he wasn’t going to regret what had happened between them. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You’re my brother-in-law!”

The flash of anger was immediate. “Not anymore. As you just so helpfully reminded me, you’re divorced.”

Reaching up, he cupped her face and made her look at him. He knew they could bypass all this nonsense if he just started screwing her again. He could fuck her all night if he wanted; she was that receptive to his touch.

But he wanted her to be fully aware of whom she was with.

And he wanted her willing.

“I’m sorry that I pounced, but we didn’t do anything wrong,” he repeated, talking slowly so he made himself clear. Watching her closely, he swiveled his hips. Whether she knew it or not, her body was responding. Her bottom was relaxed against his legs and, inside, she offered no resistance more than her natural tightness. “In fact, it feels pretty damn right to me.”

Her mouth dropped open in a surprised O. Reflexively, she clutched at his forearms.

He wasn’t above playing dirty—not when so much was at stake—so he deliberately did it again.

“Ty!”

“I want you, Trista.”

“But…”

“But nothing,” he said firmly.

Trista felt as if she were about to come out of her skin. She couldn’t believe what they’d just done—what they were still doing! The feel of him within her was overwhelming, and in so many different ways. The way he was growing and stiffening was just…Oooh…She struggled not to respond, to grind down on him as she so badly wanted, because despite what he said, they shouldn’t be connected this way. It was wicked. Taboo.

She knew that.

But her body didn’t much care.

No matter how loud the screaming in her head, she couldn’t make herself pull away. It felt so good to be touched. To be wanted.

He still watched her with those dark eyes. Just like at the Blue Moon, she felt captured. Turned on. When he slowly reached for her, she couldn’t move away.

He caught her dress where it was tangled about her waist. She felt herself tense, but when he started to lift the material, she let him. Embarrassingly, it caught around her breasts. With a soft word, he reached around her and undid the zipper the rest of the way. Her eyelids became heavy at the near embrace. She wanted to rub her cheek against the softness of his hair, to pull him close and ease the ache in her breasts…

“Lift your arms, honey.”

Her arms felt heavy as she obeyed. He pulled the dress off her; it dropped to the floor, forgotten, as he stared at her.

“God, Trista. You’re perfect.”

Emotion built up inside her chest. He didn’t know how much she’d needed to hear that. Her arms fell limp at her sides, and she sat immobile in front of him as he studied her.

Sensuality hung heavy in the air. His face softened, but inside her, she felt his cock harden. It made her abruptly aware of the way she looked. Planned or not, she was dressed for sex. High heels, sheer hose, lace garter belt, black bra and panties…

Oh, God. Her panties.

She’d forgotten the discomfort, but the way they were pulled and stretched suddenly became unbearable. Her gaze flashed downward. The black lace cut into her hip on one side and stretched wide to accommodate him. Without her dress, everything was visible. The tightly pulled fabric, her dark curls, his heavy, drawn-up balls…

The panic returned.

“Relax,” he said softly.

“I can’t!” The need to get away was fierce. This was too intimate. She needed time to think about this.

She tried to climb off him, but this time he caught her around the waist. With a slight flex of his chiseled muscles, he kept her seated. Impaled.

His brow furrowed. “Are you afraid of me?”

Her reaction was instinctive. “No!”

“I won’t hurt you, Trista.”

“I know that.”

His head tilted slightly. “Don’t you like me? Just a little bit?”

“Like you? I lo—” She broke off in embarrassment. “You’re one of my best friends.”

“Then let me be more.”

Ty had had enough. This wasn’t what he’d planned, but she wanted him. Her body couldn’t lie. She was letting unimportant things get in their way.

He reached for her hands, surprising her. Good, he needed to keep her off balance so that rapid-fire brain of hers couldn’t function. Besides, if he didn’t feel her touch on him again soon, he’d go stark raving mad.

He placed her hands palm down on his chest. Pleasure tore through him, and he groaned. Arousal flared in her eyes.

It was the only sign he needed.

She gasped when he began tugging on his T-shirt, taking it off, but then she was helping. His heart was pumping hard when he yanked it over his head and threw it aside.

He caught her staring at him. Engrossed. Unbelievably, he was happy for that week of backbreaking work. It had left his body strong and honed. Sexy, from the look in her eyes.

“Go ahead,” he said, his voice like gravel. “Touch me.”

He needed to remember to be careful what he asked for.

Her fingers stroked tentatively, and his reaction was instinctive. His hips swung upward, and she let out a cry as they shifted on the couch.

Ty was too far gone to slow down. He’d wanted her for too long, and the little taste he’d gotten wasn’t nearly enough. Reaching around behind her, he found the clasp of her bra. He dispensed of it within record time. Before the bra cups had even slipped off her, he was pushing his hands under them and taking possession of her full breasts.

She moaned at the way he squeezed, and her head dropped back.

His thumbs flicked roughly over her already stiff nipples. “We’ve been working toward this for months now, baby.”

“No,” she said, rolling her head and looking at him. “I didn’t see it.”

“You felt it. Nobody’s closer to you, Trista. The only thing that was missing was the sex.”

“No.” Even as she disagreed with him, she couldn’t stop touching him. Her fingers were tracing the lines of his muscles all the way down to his abs. She inhaled sharply, though, when she got a little too low and he bucked.

“Yes,” he said firmly. With a firm pinch of his thumbs and forefingers, he emphasized his point.

Her groan emanated from deep in her chest but, still, she fought him. “This can’t go anywhere. You’re Denny’s brother.”

“But I’m not an idiot. I know a good thing when I’ve got it.” It was time to get serious. Letting go of her breasts, he caught her by the waist. She let out a cry when he pulled her up and off him. The reluctance with which her body gave him up made him smile grimly. If that didn’t prove things, nothing did.

“What are you doing?” she gasped when he lifted her in his arms.

He kissed her hard. “Taking you to bed. Get ready, baby. Your ex-brother-in-law is spending the night.”
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Trista’s heart gave a somersault. He planned to spend the night in her bed—and they wouldn’t be sleeping.

The idea made her body quicken.

Right or wrong, she wanted him there. Her sexual nature had been ignored for too long. As fast as that romp against the wall had been, the aftereffects were still rippling through her. He’d tapped into that private part of her and, now, it refused to be repressed.

But that little voice inside her head…It kept yelling that she should say no.

She shivered when his nose brushed against her temple. “Don’t overthink it,” he whispered into her ear. “Just let it happen.”

She had to overthink it. Somebody needed to. “This is crazy,” she warned.

“Crazy right.”

Her whole body went hot when he adjusted her easily in his arms. His rock hard physique was the thing of women’s dreams, and she wasn’t immune. He had her so revved up that even the brush of his warm skin against the side of her breast made her want to cry out. Trying not to give in, she braced her hand against his chest.

She found his heart thudding like a big, bass drum.

Warning signs flashed inside her head. They were rushing down a wild path. He didn’t want to acknowledge it, but there were other things to consider. Their friends. His family. Their friendship. There was no way to change what had already happened, but they could still be smart about this. If she told him she wanted to stop, she knew he would.

She just couldn’t make herself do it.

She wanted him too badly, and he was holding her too closely.

His steps slowed. “Look at me like that much longer, and we’ll never make it to the bedroom.”

With the way he’d pulled out of her so abruptly, he’d left her aching. It made everything else superfluous.

She wanted this night with him. For once, she wanted to just immerse herself in feelings. To give pleasure and to receive it. Giving in to the impulse, she turned and wrapped her arms around his neck.

The contact made her groan in delight.

“Trista!”

She felt his knees buckle as she deliberately ground her breasts against him. His reaction made the feminine side of her preen. She did it again, and her excitement soared when he cursed and began to lower her to the floor.

Their skin clung as humid heat poured in around them. The scent of lilacs filled the room, and she heard the air conditioner kick on high. Lilacs? She struggled to open her eyes. When she did, she found herself watching a moth flutter haphazardly around the light on her front porch.

They were right in front of the open door. Again!

“No, no,” she said, kicking her legs. “Not here.”

“Shit!” he said hoarsely, struggling to keep his grip. “Where?”

The lights in her house stood out like beacons against the darkening night. “Close the front door!”

“Hell.” He hitched her higher and strode towards it. “Don’t do that again unless you’re willing to follow through.”

Trista ducked her head into the crook of his neck. She’d never been more embarrassed in her life. He was carrying her, practically buck naked, right where everyone could see. “Ty!” she gasped. “The neighbors.”

“Hey, if you haven’t noticed, my dick’s hanging out there for the world to see, too.”

“It’s not hanging.”

His head snapped towards her, a wicked smile on his face. “What did you say?”

She felt her cheeks heat. She’d meant that nobody could see him, because she could feel it bumping up against her hip. “Just close the door!”

He laughed. “Chicken.”

Using his foot, he once again nudged the door shut. This time, though, she reached out and turned the lock, making sure it wouldn’t pop open again. She didn’t need any more surprises tonight.

He’d already given her a big one.

The lascivious thought made her eyes widen. Groaning, she covered her face. “The Downeys have kids!”

“And they were probably putting them down for the night.” He shrugged as he started to carry her down the hallway. “On the other hand, Old Man White probably got his first boner in twenty years. Poor guy. By tomorrow, he’ll have forgotten all about it.”

She refused to touch that scandalous comment with a ten-foot pole. Besides, those weren’t the neighbors that she was worried about. “Mrs. Frances knows your mother,” she hissed.

His brow furrowed. “That, she does. Well, I guess it’s time Mom found out. It will be a shock, but she’ll have to come to terms with the fact that I have sex.”

“Not with me, you don’t!”

His eyebrows lifted.

“Didn’t.” She shook her head. This teasing side of him was too familiar. It made the intimacy between them all that much more sexy. “Ty, she can’t find out.”

“Don’t worry about her.” He turned into the first room to the left. “Worry about me.”

All playfulness left when he stopped in the middle of the bedroom. The guest bedroom, Trista saw with relief. If he’d taken her into the bedroom that she’d shared with his brother…She put a stop on those thoughts the moment they started. She wouldn’t think about that.

She couldn’t.

Slowly, he set her on her feet. She braced her hands against his bare chest, but suddenly caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She looked sharply to the side, but froze when she found their reflection in the mirror.

It made the breath rush out of her lungs.

They looked incredibly sensual together—like some couple in the centerfold of an erotic magazine.

Ty was watching them, too. They were both naked from the waist up. His skin was darkly tanned from hours of outdoor work, and hers looked pale by comparison. All he wore were old jeans and work boots. She couldn’t have contrasted more starkly in her high heels and sexy lingerie. As they both watched, his hand slid over the curve of her hip. Trista felt a thrill go through her when it disappeared into her severely abused panties. Gliding through the stretched-out leg opening, it settled onto her bottom.

“Ahhhh!” she gasped when he cupped her cheek possessively. One finger. Then two…Then all four dipped into her tight crease. She caught his biceps for support as his fingertips stroked her. Squeezing with his thumb for leverage, he parted her cheeks, only to stroke more deeply in the crevice of her ass.

“Ty!”

“I think it’s time we got these off of you,” he said gruffly.

She felt his muscles bunch. The next thing she knew, she was flat on her back on the bed. He’d left her parted legs hanging over the side, but he stepped up to the mattress before she could close them.

Trista breathed hard as she stared up at him. She felt like a sacrifice as he stood over her with his cock raring. Earlier, she’d worried that she was in for a long night. She found herself thinking the same thing—only this time she was concerned about her stamina.

“What…What do you want me to do?” she asked, unable to hide her nervousness.

This was still so new to her. So shocking.

“Do whatever feels good, baby.” He was staring hard at her garter belt. Reaching out, he traced the line of it low along her abdomen. Her belly shook. She could feel little zaps of electricity shooting from his fingers. They met down deep in her core, and her arousal flared.

His hand trembled, but then it was sliding down the front of her hip. He traced the elastic to the clasp that held the top of her hose. With a flick, it turned loose. He went through the same meticulous process with the other.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” he whispered.

She melted back against the mattress. She knew what he was doing to her. The desire and the need were clouding her head.

How could she not have seen this in him? In herself?

Kneeling down in front of her, he gently gripped her ankle. He placed a hot kiss on her inner thigh as he slipped off her shoe. She groaned and reached down to hold him there. He wasn’t through. His damp breath heated the crotch of her panties as he turned his attention to her other leg. Her fingers raked through his hair, and he rewarded her with a sharp nip that had her nearly vaulting off the bed.

Standing up quickly, he rolled her onto her stomach.

Trista’s hands came up to her shoulders. Anticipation had her nerves singing, but she’d been a good girl for too long. The picture they painted had to be lurid. Her in such a submissive position. Him so dominant.

She felt him stand upright again and resume his position far up between her parted legs. Shyness made her grind her forehead into the mattress.

His hands came down on her again. “So smooth. So tight,” he said under his breath.

The back catches on her garter belt turned loose. The left one, though, gave way with a snap. Her back arched, and she let out a cry.

“So reactive,” he muttered. “Like TNT.”

When he spread his hands wide across her bottom and squeezed hard, the comparison wasn’t far off. Trista surged upright into his hands, pressing herself into his touch. She knew that being with him like this was somehow forbidden, but that made it all the hotter.

“Ty,” she panted. “I can’t take much more.”

His voice sounded even more constricted. “Neither can I.”

His fingers fisted in her panties and tugged down. Her breath caught at the idea of him seeing her this way. Still, she shimmied her hips as he worked the restricting material down her legs. She gave a hurried kick and sent her underwear flying.

Flipping her hair, she looked over her shoulder at him. His concentration was total as he rolled down her hose.

Trista knew she should be scared. At the very least, uneasy. She hadn’t planned to take a new lover tonight. Certainly not her former brother-in-law. As much as she’d resisted, though, she was suddenly happy it was Ty seducing her.

She trusted him.

And his relentless pursuit had proven to her how badly she wanted him. “Please,” she begged, losing all sense of shame.

He raked a hand through his mussed hair as she lay before him, naked and vulnerable. “I’ve got to warn you, baby. This isn’t going to take long.”

“I don’t care.”

The world spun as he caught her hips and rolled her again. She moaned as he yanked her to the very edge of the bed. The friction against her back was like fire.

So was the heat between her legs.

His cock bobbed as he caught the backs of her thighs.

“Hurry,” she said.

“Help me.”

She knew what he wanted. Lifting her legs, she started to wrap them around his waist. She only managed to loop one before he caught the other in the crook of his arm.

Uncertain, her gaze flashed up to meet his. The lines of his face were rigid. Gradually, he lifted her right leg up to his shoulder.

The position was unfamiliar, but the strangeness sent Trista’s heart to beating. It about slammed through her rib cage when he positioned himself at her opening and began to slide in.

“Oh!” she gasped. “That’s…That’s…Ahhhhh!”

“Good?” he grunted, straining to go slow.

She didn’t want to go slow. Not like this. Closing her eyes, she grabbed the coverlet beneath her and lifted her hips. Her thigh muscles clenched greedily, and he slammed home. Her cry of satisfaction filled the small room.

“Fuck!” Ty exclaimed.

It was too late to stop. His control had been shattered. Catching her by the bottom, he lifted her until only her shoulders were braced against the bed. His hips swung in a wide arc as he fucked her hard.

Trista writhed as the pressure inside her grew. Their bodies heated, and the back of her leg became slippery against his chest. The denim and zipper of his jeans bit into her other leg, but the minor irritant only added to the sensations swirling inside her. Her climax was coming fast, and it was coming like a dragon.

Ty swore as their coupling became even more insistent. His hands bit into her hips and he watched intently as his hungry cock disappeared into her again and again.

It seemed like forever, but it was over fast. Trista arched like a bow as ecstasy overtook her. Ty lasted for a few more thrusts, but then he was grinding into her and throwing his head back.

Soon the only sound in the room was that of harsh breathing.

Trista felt limp. Wrung out. When Ty eased her back on the bed and fell down beside her, she couldn’t move. Breathing had suddenly become the most taxing thing in the world. “Is it always like that?” she panted.

“We’ll just have to…” he said, stopping to inhale deeply, “keep trying and see.”

At last, they worked around until her head was on a pillow and her body was fully on the bed. Ty still hadn’t recuperated. He lay exhausted with his head on her breasts.

“Damn,” he said. “I meant to get my pants off that time.”

It was such classic Ty, she almost giggled. It just took too much energy. She smiled instead and brushed his hair back from his forehead. The familiarity was becoming easier and easier. “We’re not going to make it all night.”

The challenge made his head snap up. “Want to bet?”

He still wasn’t moving quickly, but he managed to sit up. Leaning over, he got rid of his work boots. She did giggle when he had to stop and sit with his forearms braced against his knees. Teasingly, she poked her toe into his muscled side.

He looked at her with one eyebrow lifted.

It was amazing how fast the man could move once motivated. He stood up and his jeans and white briefs came off in one fell swoop. The look that settled onto his face when he slowly crawled up over her, though, wiped the smile right off her lips.

He looked like a predator—and she was his prey.

“You’re dangerous,” she whispered.

“So are you.”

Watching her with his eyes sparking, he lowered his weight onto her. Trista’s awareness jumped. He was heavier than he looked. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on his toned body. He was all muscle.

And heat.

It seeped into her, and she shifted. He let her get comfortable until he settled on her for real. The feel of him made her bite her lip. She was so close to coming again, it was unbelievable.

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” he said softly. He was so attuned to her, he could read her with a glance.

She looked up at him shyly. Their legs were entwined. His sex was tucked against hers. Their stomachs were sealed together, and her breasts cushioned his muscular chest. It didn’t just feel good.

It felt right.

And that scared the hell out of her.

 

Ty found himself in unfamiliar territory. He worked in a dangerous profession. He lived hard, had rowdy friends, and liked to push the limits. As tough as he was, though, he could feel fear breathing down his neck.

Everything was on the line tonight.

Everything.

He’d been infatuated with Trista for what seemed like forever, but he’d made a move before he’d been ready. Before she’d been ready. That little dweeb Cliff Nealon had pushed up his schedule, but there was no turning back now.

He had this one chance to let her know how he felt.

One chance to give her so much pleasure, it bound her to him in a way words couldn’t reach.

He looked down at her as she lay beneath him. The way her silky body cushioned his made it hard to think. Moonlight shone through the window, softly lighting her delicate features. She was watching him with a mixture of surprise and uncertainty—yet her pleasure was impossible to hide.

Those lavender eyes of hers killed him…Always had.

Carefully, he raked his fingers through her hair. It was spread like a dark curtain on the pillow beneath her head. Damn. He’d never been jealous of a pillow before. He suddenly wanted to feel those velvety strands stroking across his skin.

He needed to slow down.

Everything had been like gunfire tonight, rapid-fire and explosive. He needed to take his time. To enjoy her.
“What do you like, baby?”

Her hands paused, low on his spine. “What?”

His concentration was momentarily broken. An inch lower and she’d be cupping his ass. Taking a steadying breath, he looked into her wide eyes. She’d heard him. “What do you like?” he repeated. “Sexually?”

Her color darkened in the cool light and, beneath him, he felt her squirm. It made his cock jump. She wasn’t the only one who was responsive. All he had to do was look at her, and he got hard. Touching her? It was a wonder he could remember his own name.

“I want to satisfy you,” he said quietly. Rolling slightly to the side, he worked his hand between their tightly pressed bodies. Watching her closely, he cupped her breast. “Tell me what feels good. What turns you on?”

For a moment she looked dumbfounded, but that surprise rapidly turned to embarrassment. Ty felt himself stiffen with anger—but not at her. Had Denny never asked her that? Had he never put her first? He knew his little brother could be self-involved, but was he really that big of an ass?

He booted the thought right out of his head. Even if he was, Denny didn’t deserve to be in this room. He’d let her get away, and he wasn’t getting a second chance. Tonight, it was all about Ty and Trista. One-on-one.

“Tell me,” he whispered.

“I can’t,” she said, clearly horrified.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” He forced his body to relax when he felt hers grow tense. He wanted her to be comfortable with him, to trust him in this area like she did others. Looking down, he watched as his thumb worked her nipple. “Your breasts seem sensitive. Do you like to have them sucked?”

A soft sound left the back of her throat. It made him look up at her sharply, but she hastily turned her head away. His determination strengthened. If there was one thing he couldn’t resist, it was a challenge—and he wasn’t going to let her shyness spoil this. He kept fondling her, tickling and pinching the already stiff bud. He didn’t let up until she gave him a jerky nod, confirming what he already knew.

“Licked?”

Another quick nod.

“Squeezed? Tell me,” he insisted. “I want to hear it.”

He watched as she swallowed hard. It made him want to ease up, to let her off the hook. Something inside of him, though, wouldn’t let him. He needed her to take this step. It was important for both of them.

At last, she hesitantly turned back to face him. “I ache there,” she whispered. “Whenever I get…aroused.”

His thumb and forefinger tightened automatically. Knowing it and hearing it were two different things entirely.

“And not just the nipples,” she stressed, wanting so much that she forgot her embarrassment.

His cock got hard so fast, his balls throbbed. It took everything inside him to keep from thrusting into her right then and there.

“That’s right, baby,” he said through clenched teeth. “Tell me what you need.”

Giving her what she wanted, he flattened his palm over her. Slowly, he ground her breast in a tight circle. She moaned and lowered her hands to his backside.

Ty swore when she massaged him there. Uncontrolled, his head dipped onto the pillow beside hers. He’d had some pretty vivid dreams about her, but nothing had prepared him for her touch. He felt like he’d died and gone to heaven.

Sinners’ heaven, for sure.

His persistent boner nudged against her wet pussy—but she didn’t pull away. It didn’t escape his attention.

“What about you?” she whispered.

That wasn’t hard. “All you have to do is breathe, Trista, and I’m turned on.”

Sliding down her body, he took position over her breasts. He felt his mouth water as he looked at her. When he’d told her she was perfect, he hadn’t been lying. She was full and firm, with a shape tailor-made for bikinis and wet T-shirts. In all his fantasies, though, he’d had to wonder about her nipples.

They didn’t disappoint.

Red and perky, they begged for his attention. Carefully, he rubbed his whisker-covered cheek against her. The prickly contact made them spear straight up at him. For a moment, he forgot his head.

“Did you ever think of me like this?”

The moment the question slipped out, Ty wanted to pull it back. Damn! There was no good answer to that. Either she admitted to what she’d consider adulterous thoughts or he’d just set himself up for a massive hurt. She went quiet for too long, and his stomach dipped.

“I was married, but I wasn’t dead,” she finally said. Her voice was so soft he could barely hear her. “I didn’t consider you for myself. I couldn’t. But I did think about setting you up with Kelly.”

His head snapped up. “Your business partner?”

She bit her lip. “I thought you two would make a cute couple.”

The idea of it was so ludicrous, he found himself actually laughing. Of all the words that had ever been used to describe him, cute had never been one. “Cute is for teddy bears,” he said, deliberately lowering himself over her again. “But I’m the big, bad wolf.”

Bracing himself on his elbows, he caught a breast in each hand. They plumped as he pressed them together. She let out a soft cry that sounded like an invitation to him. Determinedly, he dropped his head.

“Oh!” she gasped when he blew against one stiff nipple.

He gave her no time to prepare before his tongue snuck out and raked across the distended tip. The sensation was so good, they both shuddered. He felt her hands slide up his back and tangle in his hair. Giving in to a need he’d had too long, he opened his mouth and started suckling.

“Tyyyyy!”

The room heated as he feasted on her. Bedsheets crumpled. Moans blended with sighs. He licked and nipped until his cock was straining for her. Beneath him, Trista was a molten mass of need.

The pressure was suddenly on to make things perfect.

He wanted to give her everything she wanted. Inside and out of the bedroom.

With effort, he lifted his head. “What position, baby? What’s your favorite?”

Her body undulated as she tried to bring his attention back to her breasts. “I don’t care!”

The possibilities made his head spin, but this time was for her. “Trista, tell me how you want me.”

Her eyelids drifted closed, but she was too far gone to be timid anymore. “From behind,” she whispered. “I like it from behind. Deep and slow…”

Ty felt himself grow tight. A woman after his own heart. “On all fours?” he asked, nearly choking on the words.

She shook her head.

“Ass lifted?” He’d already begun to roll her. “On your belly?”

The protracted sigh gave him his answer.

Desire reared up inside him, but he tamped it down. He was going to ride her long and slow, just like she’d asked.

And he’d keep going until she was his.

Reaching out, he grabbed a pillow that had been bumped from its spot along the headboard. Circling his arm underneath her hips, he lifted her. Deliberately, he slid the pillow underneath her. It propped her up at just the right angle to drive him crazy.

Ty felt his heart lodge in his throat as he brushed her hair to the side. She’d put so much trust in him, it was humbling. Wanting to keep her at that fever pitch, he settled his mouth at the base of her neck. She trembled.

“Spread your legs wider, honey.”

He took his position as her legs hesitantly slid open to accommodate him. Then he was directing himself at her notch. She was so hot and slick, he almost forgot himself. Only her sigh of pleasure kept him in check. Bracing himself with a hand on each side of her on the mattress, he began to slowly fill her.

Her neck arched as her head came off the pillow. “Oh, Ty.”

“Feel good?” he grunted.

“Yes,” she groaned, relaxing back down.

He felt the pulse pounding in his temples as he slid into her to the hilt. She stretched so tightly around him, he worried that he was hurting her. The way her body shifted to take him eased his concerns.

Almost leisurely, he began thrusting in and pulling out. He kept the strokes elongated so she felt every centimeter of him—and he felt every centimeter of her around him.

God, there was so much he wanted to give her. So much he wanted to share with her. He let his body lower until she took more of his weight. Her bottom cushioned his heaviness and accepted the brush of his balls almost eagerly.

“That’s right, baby. Let it take you.”

He felt the protective side of him surge. The small bedroom cocooned them, increasing the privacy of their connection, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew what problems they faced outside that door. It was going to take other people time to adjust to the change in their relationship. He didn’t want anyone else’s prejudices affecting her, though. He’d protect her from as much of it as he could.

Moving slightly to the side, he stroked his fingers down the arch of her spine and into the crevice of her bottom. Using his hips, he spread her cheeks. She tensed when he caressed the small, pursed opening of her anus.

“Easy,” he murmured. He knew she liked it. She’d nearly come apart when she’d watched him touch her there in the mirror.

He rubbed her bud again and again until she became comfortable with the touch. Only then did he slide it lower. He tickled her swollen pussy lips, making her even more aware of him. Then, gently, he stroked her opening where it was stretched so widely around him.

She let out a cry as her control shattered.

Easing his hand underneath her, he wrapped his palm around her pubic bone. His fingers tangled in her curls and began searching for her clit as his thrusts from behind became more aggressive. With each inward stroke, their bodies slapped together.

“Ty!” she cried out mindlessly.

The feel of her so uninhibited gave him hope. In this, he finally had her.

He rubbed her clit relentlessly as she quivered and swayed. Finally, he felt her body tense. He was coming when her climax hit. She arched beneath him, and he spurted into her for what seemed like an eternity.

At last, he lowered his weight onto her. Their skin clung. He felt her ragged breaths…heard her thudding heartbeat…

It felt good.

It felt right.

Giving in to the feeling, he rested his head on the pillow beside hers. His lips brushed her ear as the truth finally came out. “I love you, Trista.”

Four
When he woke up later that night, Ty found himself alone in the bed. Instinctively, he reached out to Trista’s spot next to him. It was cool. Uneasiness pricked at the back of his neck, and it brought him fully awake.

Shit! What had he done?

Pushing back the covers, he went in search of her. She wasn’t in the master bedroom, and she wasn’t on the couch. Her car was in the garage, but the house was dark. Where had she gone? He was in a near panic when he found her sitting on the steps of the back deck. Bracing his arm against the wall, he waited for his heart rate to slow down.

Damn, why did he have to be such a bull in a china shop?

He hadn’t meant to pressure her. It had just slipped out.

He watched her uncertainly through the sliding glass doors. She looked so small and alone out there. Everything inside him pressed him to go to her, but what the hell was he supposed to do? Hadn’t he said enough already?

Fuck.
Just standing here wasn’t going to fix things. Reaching out, he caught the handle and rolled the door along its track. He saw her spine stiffen at the sound, but otherwise she didn’t move. He approached her carefully.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked as he sat down on the step behind her. He stretched his legs out on either side of her. She was wearing one of those slippery satin robes. Hot pink if he guessed right. The moonlight didn’t do the color justice, but he had a feeling it would be a knockout in full sunlight. It looked pretty good as is—even if she did have the belt tied around her waist so tightly it was almost knotted. The material only came to midthigh and it left most of her legs bare. He gritted his teeth when their skin brushed.

Now was not the time.

She shifted her legs, trying not to let him see. “I’m not used to having someone take up all the space,” she said noncommittally.

“Sorry.”

The night was quiet around them, but Ty had never felt more edgy in his life. Trying to be as relaxed with her as he could, he reached for the glass in her hand. The plastic tumbler was sweating. The temperature had gone down with the sun, but the humidity still hung heavy in the air. He tried to tell himself that was why he was finding it hard to breathe. Casually, he took a drink of her lemonade. He could have used a shot of whiskey, but the tartness hit the spot.

Needing to break the tension, he gestured to the backyard. The shadows couldn’t hide that the grass was starting to get long and ragged. In this weather, it was impossible to keep up. “Your lawn boy needs to get to work.”

He thought he saw a ghost of a smile cross her lips. “He’s a slacker that one.”

Playfully, he nudged her shoulder. He was her lawn boy. “Maybe he just needs more incentive.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Her smile disappeared, and his shoulders slumped. Tact had never been his forte. He was more of a straightforward type of guy. Going with his strength—and his gut—he wrapped an arm about her from behind. He cupped his hand over the ball of her shoulder and gently pulled her back against him.

“You don’t have to say it back,” he told her softly.

She stiffened and tried to pull away. “But I…”

“Relax. It’s all right.”

Those three words cost him more than he’d like to admit. He might as well have reached into his chest and ripped out his own heart. Nevertheless, he kept her close. She resisted, but eventually her weight eased back against him.

That, at least, made the claws in the back of his neck finally ease up. She still felt safe with him. That was something.

They sat together for a long while, neither of them saying a word. Crickets chirped, and somewhere an early bird started to sing. The cheerful sound rubbed Ty the wrong way. He hoped the damn thing croaked on its stupid worm.

“How long?”

The sound of her voice surprised him. “What?”

She didn’t respond, and the silence just about killed him.

“How long have you felt that way about me?” she finally asked.

He took a ragged breath. Oh, now they were getting into dangerous territory. She’d asked, though. For once, he wanted her to know. He’d been hiding it for too long. “Since Denny brought you home for Thanksgiving dinner that first year.”

She looked over her shoulder sharply. “That was the first time we met.”

“That was all it took.”

She became less settled in his arms. He gave her a squeeze and took another drink of lemonade. His throat had just gone dry as sandpaper. “You walked in the door, and I was done for.”

“I…I never noticed.”

“You didn’t think that I walked funny?” He tried to laugh it off, but couldn’t. With a sigh, he rested his chin on her shoulder. “You were Denny’s girl; then his wife. I knew that. That’s why I made sure you didn’t notice. That nobody did. If you’d been anyone else, though, I would have had you flat on your back before the night was out.”

He paused. “Or your stomach, given what I know now.”

She made a tight sound and reached for her drink. “Give me that,” she said hoarsely.

He passed her the lemonade and pressed a kiss to her temple. He saw the way her hand shook as she lifted the glass. He knew how she felt. He was more than a bit rocky himself.

“It wasn’t just physical,” he confessed, wanting to make sure she knew that. “You were gorgeous; I wasn’t blind. As I got to know you, though, I realized how sweet you were. How smart and resourceful. A roughneck like me never stood a chance.”

The lemonade was gone. She set the glass aside and nervously rubbed her hands on her thighs. “The divorce has been final for a long time, though. Why didn’t you…Not that I expected it, but you never…”

“Shh,” he whispered into her soft hair. “I know how badly that whole thing hurt you.”

When they went quiet this time, not even the crickets made a sound.

The divorce hadn’t been contentious. As far as most people knew, it had been almost friendly. Ty knew better. When that marriage had ended, Trista had been shattered. He knew because he’d been the one to pick up the pieces—not because he was trying to take advantage, but because he’d been disappointed, too.

He’d hoped it would last.

Honest to God, he had. Denny was his brother. He’d wanted them both to be happy, even if he was getting the short end of the stick.

But the way it had ended…

Just thinking about it got him fired up all over again.

For as long as he could remember, Denny had been the golden boy. The favorite. He couldn’t do anything wrong—not with his family, his friends, the media…Learning that his All-Star little brother wasn’t perfect had been a kick in the gut.

Especially when he thought of all the time he’d wasted standing back in the shadows.

Ty let out a quick curse and ran his hand up and down Trista’s arm. She deserved better. They both did. “When I told you we’d been working up to this, I wasn’t lying. I’m more than your lawn boy.”

“I know that,” she said quickly.

“I’m more than your ex-brother-in-law, too, so stop trying to use that as an excuse.” He gave her a little jiggle when she started to shake her head. “For the past eight months, we’ve been dating. We just haven’t been having sex.”

She might not have admitted as much to herself, but it was true. At first, he’d just started helping her around the house. When he’d seen the rotting board on the front porch, he’d become her fix-it man. Then her mechanic. He hadn’t wanted to push her, but slowly and surely, they’d gotten closer. She’d started making dinner for him whenever he came over to mow the lawn. Tuesday night had become movie night—sometimes out and sometimes in—but always with popcorn. Now they talked on the phone daily.

That was why he’d gone ballistic when he’d seen her out with that pharmacist. She hadn’t told him about the date but, more to the point, she was his.

Her hands were trembling as she folded them in her lap. “I thought we were friends.”

Son of a bitch. Anything but the “let’s just be friends” line. Anything.

His voice went rough. “Did you ever notice how you’re shy and quiet with everyone but me?”

She paused. “Yes.”

“There’s a reason for that.” Trying not to let his desperation show through, he wrapped both arms around her. Determinedly, he slipped his hands inside the edges of her robe. “I can’t be just your friend anymore, Trista.”

She arched when he caught her breasts, but he simply held her. She couldn’t deny the physical. He’d already proven that much, and he wasn’t above using it to his advantage. Dropping his head, he nuzzled the side of her neck. “I don’t think you want that either.”

The air seemed to almost shimmer about them. He could feel her resisting, fighting her own response rather than him. Almost at once, though, she gave in. Her head dropped back onto his shoulder, and her hands came up to cover his. He brushed his lips across her neck and felt her pulse pounding.

“Ty, I’m scared.”

The words stopped him cold. Suddenly, it was hard to get oxygen past his heart in his throat. “Of me?”

“No…” She shifted in his embrace. “Of this.”

He didn’t understand. “Why?”

“I do love you…just not that w—”

He jerked. “Don’t say it.”

She turned in his arms, finally looking at him. “You don’t understand. That’s why this is so frightening to me. I care about you, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“What did I tell you about overthinking things? Just let it happen. We both want it.”

She tilted her head beseechingly. “I’ve got too much to lose.

“No. Listen,” she said when he started to argue. She scooted around on the step, and he spread his legs wider to give her more room. “When I divorced Denny, I lost more than a husband. I lost your parents, too.”

“My parents? What the hell do they have to do with this?” His voice carried across the backyard louder than he’d intended, but damn. If she was stretching that far for excuses, then he’d read her wrong. He started to get impatient, but the feeling vaporized when she lifted her hand and cupped his cheek.

“I don’t have any other family, Ty.”

His gut tightened. Her eyes looked big and wounded as she stared at him in the moonlight.

“I was an only child,” she said quietly, “and I lost my parents in a car wreck when I was twenty.”

“I know that,” he said. His voice was as quiet now as it had been loud a moment ago. If she cried, he didn’t know what he was going to do.

“Your mother won’t hear anything against Denny, and your dad won’t even look at me.” She swallowed hard and shook her head. “I can’t lose you, too.”

Lose him? Ty looked at her helplessly. He’d waited for three years already. She couldn’t shake him if she tried. “You won’t lose me.”

“I lost Denny.”

Well now, wasn’t that the kicker? “That was his fault.”

“I have to take some responsibility. A marriage takes two people.”

“Right. Two. Not three or four or ten.”

Her eyes widened, and her lips parted in surprise. “You know?”

“That black eye he had during the playoffs didn’t come from a foul tip.”

He saw the embarrassment start to come over her again, but he wouldn’t allow it. None of that had been her fault. Denny may be his brother, but if he found out the arrogant snot had made her think she’d deserved to be cheated on, he had another ass-kicking coming. So help him.

Ty felt his anger building, but he pushed it away. He wasn’t going to be the one to pay for his brother’s mistakes. Lifting his hand, he brushed her hair back from her face. He didn’t even care if she felt his hand shake. “Listen, I know how it feels to be left in Denny’s shadow, to feel second best. Mom and Dad don’t mean to do it. They still love you; I know they do.”

She let out a soft sound and turned her head away.

He cupped her face and made her look at him again. His jaw tightened when he saw the shimmering in her eyes. Tears. Damn. “What’s happening here between you and me—it’s got nothing to do with anybody else,” he said gruffly. “I’m not my brother, Trista. I won’t hurt you. I swear. Just give me a chance.”

She let out a shuddering breath. “This isn’t going to be a one-night stand, is it?”

“No,” he said firmly. “Not even close.”

Finally giving in to the need, he leaned forward and kissed her. Somehow, he managed to keep it light and slow. He let her deepen it, and his hand fisted in the dark tangles of her hair. It was only then that she noticed he was naked.

And aroused.

“Come back to bed, baby.”

She stared at him for a moment that seemed to last forever. Ty waited tensely, his muscles feeling like they wanted to jump out of his skin. He watched her steadily, though, letting her see whatever she needed to see. It must have been enough, because slowly, silently, she leaned into his embrace.

For the first time since he’d awakened alone, Ty relaxed.

One way or another, they were going to make this work.

 

“Okay, enough already,” Kelly said as she took another batch of cream puffs from the oven. She set the cookie sheet on top of the stove and tossed the pot holder onto the counter. Turning, she planted her hand on her hip. “If you won’t tell me on your own, I’ll just have to ask. How did last night go?”

Trista froze in the middle of what she was doing. Absolutely froze. Her partner knew? Already? But how?

Oh, God! The open front door! She’d known people could see!

Panic flared inside her chest. How was she supposed to explain? How could she? She didn’t really know what had happened herself. There’d just been so much heat. Lust. And Ty.

Lots and lots of Ty.

“Last night?” she said, hedging.

“With Cliff. The pharmacist.”

Cliff! Her date. The first one she’d had in eight months…The one Kelly had insisted she go on…Trista nearly sagged in relief. She’d forgotten all about it.

“Don’t play coy with me,” her friend said impatiently. “You know I have ways of making you talk.”

“Mmm,” Trista murmured. She’d nearly made her confess without even trying.

With a quick breath of relief, she resumed her work on a batch of cream puffs that had already cooled. Without thinking, she sliced open each puff and scooped out the insides. She was grateful for the mindless task, because her mind was definitely elsewhere. “The date was…unusual. Things didn’t go quite as Cliff had planned.”

“How was that?”

“He took me to the wrong restaurant.”

“Wrong? What do you mean by that? Wasn’t the food good?”

Trista glanced at her friend, amusement finally shining in her eyes. “He took me to the Blue Moon.”

“The Moon!” The oven door closed with a whump as Kelly set a new batch inside. “Why would he take you on a date there?”

“He thought it was the Blue Muse.” Trista pressed her lips together. It wasn’t polite to laugh, but it was so funny now. The look that had settled on Cliff’s face when she’d told him about the mix-up had been absolutely priceless. “He had reservations and everything.”

Kelly let out a hoot of laughter. “But you were going to wear your flirty little cocktail dress.”

“I did,” Trista said, her color heightening at the reference. That was where her trouble had all started. “And he was wearing a suit. We fit in like British royalty at a monster truck rally.”

“Oh, no. Didn’t the gravel parking lot give him a clue that he might be in the wrong place?”

Trista shook her head. “He didn’t know until I pointed out the neon sign.”

Kelly broke out in new gales of laughter. As always, it was contagious. Soon, they were both bent over laughing.

“Crap,” her friend said, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “I had such hopes for him.”

“It was an honest mistake,” Trista said, trying to sober up. “He’s a nice man—except for the fact that he’s a fan of Denny’s.”

Kelly groaned. She’d never been a fan of her ex’s. “No way.”

“He couldn’t stop with the questions about him.” Trista gave a halfhearted shrug. “I think that’s why he wanted to go out with me.”

“Right. And that face and those legs of yours have nothing to do with it.”

Trista felt a thrill rush through her. Ty had had more than one compliment for her legs last night. She felt the heat start to rise in her cheeks.

“Denny,” Kelly scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Unbelievable. Well, scratch him off the list. We’ll have to find you somebody else. Somebody yummy.”

Yummy. Now that was a word that described Ty to a tee. Trista kept her head down as she plucked a deflated cream puff off the sheet and set it aside.

Kelly began dropping spoonfuls of the raw pastry onto another cookie sheet. “Somebody who’ll be more interested in tearing off your clothes than talking about baseball.”

Cream puffs, Trista reminded herself. Concentrate on the cream puffs.
“What time is that going-away reception this afternoon?” she asked, trying to steer the conversation in a less dangerous direction.

Kelly’s head slowly turned. “Two,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “You know that. You’re the one who scheduled it.”

“Yes, well…We’d better speed up or we’ll be late.” Trying to keep moving, Trista opened the refrigerator and pulled out the vanilla pudding. She could feel her friend’s stare drilling her in the middle of the back.

“What’s up with you?”

“What do you mean?” Trista said, her voice jumping.

Kelly started to slowly approach. “You’re all flush.”

“It’s hot in here.”

“I’m the one working the oven.” Her friend propped her hip against the counter and folded her arms over her chest. “And you didn’t get red until I said ‘yummy.’”

Trista tried to keep her face placid as she started filling the little pastry bowls. “Isn’t it about time for that batch to come out of the oven?”

Kelly drummed her fingers against her arm. She looked like a military strategist debating her next move. “And you’ve been absentminded all day.”

“Yes, well. I’ve had a lot—”

“Sex.”

The one, blunt word surprised Trista so much, she jerked. Vanilla pudding plopped onto the counter.

“I knew it. You had sex!” Kelly declared. Triumphantly, she reached out and poked her in the shoulder. “I knew it the moment your knees buckled when I mentioned someone tearing off your clothes!”

Trista was too tongue-tied to deny it.

“So…How was he?” Kelly asked, the question rolling off her tongue like a delicious secret.

“Ooo!” she squealed before Trista could choke out a response. “Hotter than that oven from the looks of you.”

Reaching out, she grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her to face her. “Come on. Spill! I never pictured that in Cliff, but I guess it’s like they say. It’s always the quiet ones. I bet he was trying to make up for that dinner.”

Trista felt like a little rowboat being tossed about by the tide. She couldn’t stop her friend’s momentum, until she realized what Kelly had just assumed. “Cliff?” she squawked, her eyebrows lifting to nearly her hairline.

Her friend’s face froze almost comically. “No?”

Trista used the time to get away. She shrugged off Kelly’s grip and determinedly turned back towards the counter. With a spurt of frustration, she flung her spoon back into the pudding bowl and reached for a paper towel. Why couldn’t she have a better poker face? She wasn’t ready for people to know what had happened. She still needed to figure things out for herself.

Kelly wasn’t about to be dissuaded. “But you did have sex. If it wasn’t Cliff, who was it?” she demanded.

Trista wiped up the spilled pudding and tossed the paper towel into the trash. Stiffly, she moved to the sink to wash her hands. She didn’t look at her friend as she returned to her cream puffs. Concentrating as if it were dynamite she was handling, she began replacing the tops one by one.

“Tell me,” Kelly said.

“No.”

“No? But…But…You have to!”

“No, I don’t.”

Her friend looked as if she might burst. When the bell over the front door of the shop jingled, she did. “Shit!”

Throwing her hands into the air, she stomped over to look at who was interrupting her inquisition. “It’s Ty,” she said, going still. “And he has flowers.”

Her head snapped to the side, and Trista was pinned where she stood. Shit!

Kelly’s eyes bugged out and her jaw dropped. It took a moment, but she finally managed to silently mouth, “Oh, my God!”

Trista slowly closed her eyes. She wasn’t ready to deal with him. She wasn’t ready to deal with this. She couldn’t handle being the center of another scandal. The public divorce had been bad enough.

When Kelly finally got her voice back, it came out as an excited squeal. “OH. MY. GOD!”
Trista began to shake. One catastrophe at a time. Right now, she’d rather deal with Ty. “Can you watch things?”

“Are you kidding? Get out there!”

Trista wiped her hands down her front and realized she was wearing her apron. Quickly, she tugged it off.

“Hairnet,” Kelly hissed, pointing at her head.

Trista straightened herself as well as she could. Before she walked through the doorway into the front room, though, she took a quick peek at the stainless steel toaster to see how she looked. For as excited as Kelly was, Trista was just as nervous.

She’d hurried out of the house this morning. Snuck out, actually.

Ty didn’t have to work on weekends, but she did. Admittedly, her job had been a convenient excuse. Waking up in the bright morning light and finding herself tucked up against his big, naked body had been disconcerting.

Delicious, but disconcerting.

Daylight just illuminated things more starkly. Things that she’d managed to ignore in the darkness were now bright, bold, and demanding attention.

Everything had changed. Everything.

Nervously, she rubbed her hand over her stomach. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Her emotions had been on a roller-coaster ride ever since she’d first made eye contact with him at the bar. When she thought about the two of them together, she alternated between excitement, fear, desire, and dismay.

Last night, he’d made her feel things she hadn’t felt for a long time.

Today, though, there was no getting around the fact that he was Denny’s brother.

“Hurry up!” Kelly said.

Trista took a shaky breath. There was no point in dragging this out. She summoned her courage and stepped into the front room. One emotion immediately jumped to the forefront and shoved the rest behind.

Desire.

It hit her hot and hard.

Ty seemed to take up most of the room. He looked so big and yummy, her knees went weak. Reaching out, she grabbed the glass display case. They made a decent income on the local snack crowd, and her ex-brother-in-law definitely looked interested in something sweet.

He just wasn’t looking at the cookies.

“Hi, gorgeous,” he said in a low, rumbling voice.

His gaze swept leisurely down her figure. Cooking in the summertime was hot business, so Trista did what she could to stay cool. Suddenly, though, her tank top seemed too skimpy. Her shorts too short. It was the bar all over again. Her nipples peaked hard, tenting the fabric of her top, and the tingling sensation in her stomach plunged lower.

“Hi,” she whispered.

He headed towards her with that walk that construction workers seemed to have patented, and she swallowed hard. What was she going to do about him?

“Busy?” he asked.

She glanced over her shoulder. Kelly was back there listening! “Yes,” she said, telling the truth.

“I won’t take much of your time.” His look was smoky as he leaned against the counter and held out the flowers. “You just ran out so fast this morning. I wanted to see if you were okay.”

“I’m fine.” She shuffled her feet uncomfortably and concentrated on the flowers. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.”

She took the bouquet, but glanced at him in surprise when she smelled a familiar scent. “Lilacs.”

Unbelievably, his look became even more intimate. “I’ve suddenly developed an affinity for them.”

A dangerous sense of weakening came over her. “Ty,” she sighed.

“Have dinner with me.”

She looked at him mutely. This wasn’t fair. Yesterday, dinner would have been no big deal. Today, it was huge. Today, it carried so much more with it—and she still wasn’t sure what her answer was supposed to be.

“Are you crazy?” came a stage whisper from the back room. “Say yes!”

Trista looked at Ty helplessly.

“Listen to her,” he said in that low, rough voice that sent shivers down her spine. “Don’t worry so much, baby.”

“I can’t handle this pressure,” she whispered.

“No pressure. We’ll keep it casual—go back to the Blue Moon, if you want. You can wear jeans, and I’ll teach you how to play darts.” He reached across the counter and slid his hand around the back of her neck. “I just want to spend time with you, Trista.”

He was nearly impossible to refuse. Still…“You won’t expect…”

“The night will end up wherever it ends up.” He tugged her closer until her lips almost brushed against his. “I’ll be honest, though. I’m voting on the bed.”

He kissed her then, long and slow. She didn’t fight. She couldn’t. He’d broken down all her barriers last night.

Besides, the warmth building inside her was comforting. Drawn to it, she stepped closer until her toes bumped up against the base of the display case. He tilted his head to a different angle, and the kiss suddenly became seductive. Carnal. Trista felt her breasts start to ache, but then he was slowly pulling away.

“Tonight,” he said, breathing hard.

“Tonight,” she agreed, sagging against the countertop.

“I’ll be at your place,” he said as walked backward to the front door. He winked at her as the bell overhead jingled. “I’ve got a lawn to mow.”

Trista was still frozen in place when Kelly came out from the back room. They stood side by side, watching as Ty’s truck pulled away from the curb and headed down the street.

“My God, is that man beautiful.”

As much as Kelly despised his brother, Ty was at the top of her A-list. “There’s more to a man than looks,” Trista said quietly.

“And that one’s got everything a woman could want,” her friend said, shooting her a look. “But don’t stand there sagging against the cookie case and tell me that he doesn’t make you melt.”

Trista blushed. “He does have that big, tough, construction worker thing going for him.”

“Yeah,” Kelly said. For a moment, they both paused to stare sightlessly midair. “And to think that you were going to give him to me.”

The twinge of possessiveness was fiery and pure—so much so that it surprised Trista with its intensity. “He had other ideas on the matter,” she said tightly.

“Obviously.” Curious, Kelly propped her hip against the counter. “So what happened?”

Trista bit her lip. There was no hiding it now. Besides, she could use a friendly ear. “He was at the bar last night.”

“And he saw you with Cliff?” Kelly’s face became animated. “Oh, Lordy. I would have paid to be a fly on that wall. I take it that jealousy finally pushed him over the edge?”

Trista could feel the tips of her ears burning. That was the understatement of the year, considering the way he’d come barreling through her front door. One word, though, caught her attention more than anything else. “Finally?”

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you when he thinks nobody is watching.” Kelly nodded to the bouquet of flowers and sighed with envy. “Wow. Romance and great sex. You are one lucky gal.”

Trista glanced shyly again at the lilacs. They called to that soft spot inside her, but she’d built armor around her heart for a reason. “Am I?”

“Hmm?” Kelly said absently.

“Lucky?”

Her friend went still. “What are you saying?”

Trista cautiously traced the edge of the plastic wrap that surrounded the flowers. Did she need to point out the obvious? “He’s Denny’s brother.”

“So?”

She looked steadily at her friend. “So am I a fool to get involved with another Christiansen man all over again?”

Kelly took a step backward. “Oh, my God. Did Denny do a number on you.”

“I’m serious,” Trista said. “What are people going to think? What are they going to say?”

“Uh…That the two of you are great together? That you should have gone for him before you went for that baseball lothario?”

“Kelly!”

“Who cares what they say?” Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “Denny Christiansen cheated on you in every National League city across the country, Trista. He’s probably making his way through Japan as we speak. He’s a loser with a capital L. Ty’s the real catch, and you know it!”

She slapped her hand down on the counter, making Trista jump.

“Don’t be a fool. Follow your heart and grab that man.”

The plastic wrap crinkled as Trista’s grip tightened convulsively. “But what if I don’t know what my heart’s saying?”

“Then figure it out. And fast!” Kelly let one eyebrow rise. “Or I guarantee you’ll regret it.”

Five
Trista woke up to the smell of breakfast drifting in from the kitchen. A bed had never felt more comfortable, but the enticing scent was enough to pull her out of a sound sleep. For a moment she lay on her side with her legs tucked up to her chest. It was still early. Too early, really. She loved waking up this way, though, feeling all light inside. Happy.

Her lips curled into a smile. She and Ty had been together for nearly three weeks. She’d done well to heed Kelly’s advice—although she still didn’t have all the answers she needed. At the moment, she didn’t care.

Slowly, she rolled onto her back. She tried to stretch, but her legs caught in a twisted sheet. Lifting her head, she saw how disheveled the room was. The morning sun highlighted the rumpled bed, scattered pillows, and even the cockeyed bed stand. Her body ached in all the right places, and she blushed at the memory of how little they’d actually slept last night. Despite the discomfort, though, she felt energized and ready to face the day.

Other than the fact that she was starving.

“Food,” she murmured.

The lure of bacon and eggs became too much. Knowing Ty would soon be in to get her, she kicked the sheet aside and sat up. Every time he did that, their breakfast got cold. Or burned. Her robe was lying in a hot pink heap on the floor. Reaching down, she swiped it up and hurried to the shower.

The quick rinse washed the last of the sleep from her eyes. Feeling excited but still a bit timid, she dried off and pulled on her robe. Things were still new between them. The intimacy was shocking at times, but it made her feel good. Wanted. After Denny, she hadn’t known if she’d ever get her self-confidence back.

Well, she didn’t have that problem anymore, she thought with a smile.

She tied her robe around her naked body as she trod down the hallway on bare feet. When she came to the kitchen, though, she came to a complete stop.

“Wow,” she mouthed silently.

There wasn’t much that looked better than Ty Christiansen in the morning.

Her knees went weak, and she leaned her shoulder against the kitchen archway. His hair was damp. He must have showered in the master bathroom, because she hadn’t heard him at all. He’d pulled his jeans on, but his feet and his chest were bare.

She couldn’t help but stare. Just looking at that chiseled back made her fingers itch.

He glanced over his shoulder, spatula in hand. He caught her staring and their gazes locked. Heat unfurled in her belly. He looked like he wanted to devour her.

“I knew that hot pink number would give me a hard-on in the daylight.”

She blushed. Without a word, though, she walked over to him. It felt so natural the way his arm wrapped around her waist. He held the spatula away from her as she went up on tiptoes and kissed him. The moment their lips touched, the heat in her stomach dropped lower. She’d never been big on morning sex, but he was quickly helping her change her mind. She could feel her body revving.

Giving in to temptation, she caressed his chest. The muscles felt like hot marble. His tight nipples perked up under her touch, and she boldly leaned forward to lick one. A growl of satisfaction left his lips.

Unfortunately, it was answered by one from her stomach.

One of his eyebrows lifted. “I’ll try not to take that as an insult.”

“Sorry.” She smiled weakly and backed away. Her stomach didn’t let up.

He chuckled and ran a hand over the top of her head. “How about sustenance and then sex?”

Her face flared. “You do that on purpose, don’t you?”

He grinned. “You look so sexy when you get shy, I just have to.”

He was too devilish for his own good. She pushed him away, but his offer of food couldn’t be ignored. She looked into the pan with a critical eye. “What are you making?”

Seeing he’d teased her enough, he backed off. “Omelets.”

Her mouth watered. “That sounds good.”

She was impressed with his handiwork. The bacon was draining on a plate covered with a paper towel. Beside the stove was a package of shredded cheese, a bowl with chopped green peppers, and another with…onions.

She stared. “You didn’t put any of those in there, did you?”

“What? These?” Reaching out with his spatula, he gave the onions a little stir. “They’re good.”

“But you know I don’t like them.”

“Oh, come on. They’re good for you.”

She was still looking at the spatula. He was using it to push the omelet around in the pan. “Ew. You’re getting onion juice on my eggs. Stop!”

A wicked look entered his eyes. Watching her closely, he pinched some onion out of the bowl and took a bite. “Mmm.”

She winced. “Gross!”

He leaned towards her. “Gimme a kiss, baby.”

She shrieked and scurried away. “Stay away from me, onion breath!”

He caught her anyway. She pressed her lips together tightly and tried to turn her head. He was impossible to resist—even with the taint of onions. His tongue rasped into her mouth, and she forgot all about her aversion to Vidalias.

He was grinning when he pulled back. “Your omelet is on the table. No onion juice, I promise.”

She swatted at him. “That wasn’t funny.”

“Sure it was.”

She rolled her eyes. The brute. She only kept the icky things around the house because he liked them on his hamburgers. See how funny he thought it was next time they grilled out and there weren’t any in the crisper drawer.

She made a face at him and grabbed the plate with the bacon. He scooped up his omelet, put it on a plate, and followed her to the table. Humor was still in his eyes, but so was intimacy when he sat down next to her. “Feeling okay this morning? We got kind of crazy last night.”

She shifted on her chair. The shower had made her aware that her body was more sensitive than sore—especially when her sudsy hands had drifted down low. With the sunlight spilling into the room, there was no hiding her reactions from him. “I feel good.”

He caught her hand and quickly kissed her palm. “Me, too.”

The look they shared was private, but he pulled back. “Go ahead. Eat before it gets cold.”

He’d put the lid from the frying pan over her plate. She set it aside and found a golden omelet with cheese melting temptingly out of both ends. Tentatively, she used her fork to open it so she could peek inside.

He was already digging into his food hungrily. “What is it with you and onions?” he asked between bites. “You’re a caterer. You must use them all the time.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to eat them.” Satisfied that he’d told the truth, she tried a bite. She groaned in delight. It was perfect.

At ease with each other, they ate in silence. That wasn’t to say they weren’t communicating. The way his bare foot kept brushing against hers was distracting, and the looks that crossed the table were positively scorching.

She was starting to suspect that when he’d said “sustenance and then sex,” he hadn’t been joking.

Finally, there was nothing left to eat. Trista looked under the paper towel with one last ray of hope. She saw a tiny piece of bacon that had broken off from the others, and she pounced. She felt Ty’s hot gaze watching her as she lifted it to her lips.

“I should feed you more often,” he said huskily.

She brushed her napkin over her lips self-consciously. “You have a one-track mind.”

“Honey, I’ve got three years to make up for.”

And there it was, the thousand-pound gorilla that they’d been tiptoeing around for weeks.

Slowly, Trista folded her napkin and tucked it under the side of her plate. As intimate as they’d become, she still hadn’t been able to say back those three little words he’d confessed on her deck steps.

She wished she could. They just wouldn’t come.

Ty went quiet. He hadn’t pressured her. Not even once. Spreading his legs wide, he sat back in his chair, nearly draping himself across it. As casual as the pose was, though, he was tense. “I think it’s time we had the folks over for dinner.”

Surprised, her gaze flickered up to meet his. He’d just jumped from the gorilla to its big, ugly mate. When she saw the determination in his eyes, the bottom dropped out of her stomach. “Can’t we wait a little longer?”

He shrugged a shoulder and the muscles of his chest moved sinuously. “It’s time, Trista. We can’t keep sneaking around.”

Why not? Things were going so well. She didn’t want to stir up all those old wounds and hurts. “They won’t approve, Ty.”

“You don’t know that.”

She didn’t, but she wasn’t strong enough yet to find out for sure. “Please?” she whispered, looking at him pleadingly.

He stared at her, the fight stirring behind his eyes. After a moment, though, he wavered.

“Shit,” he grumbled. In one smooth move, he sat upright and caught her. He had her on his lap before she could react. “All right. We’ll wait, but you’ve got to stop using those big, lavender eyes to get what you want.”

“Ty!” she gasped. She was straddling his lap, and he’d somehow worked her robe down to her waist. Her arms caught in the sleeves when she tried to grab onto him for balance. He took advantage of her vulnerability and caught a breast in each hand.

He began to massage her deeply. “What time do you have to be at work?”

“Soon,” she groaned. He squeezed harder, and a shiver shot straight to her core. “Ty, we don’t have time for this.”

His teeth nipped at her earlobe. “Consider yourself lucky I let you have breakfast first.”

She shuddered when he reached between her legs to deal with the zipper of his jeans. Before she could manage to wrestle her arms free, he was lifting and positioning her.

“Ah!” she moaned as his thick cock slowly pushed up into her. She grabbed his shoulders, and her head fell back.

He suckled hard at her breast, taking as much of her warm flesh into his mouth as he could.

“I do own my own business,” she said on a high note.

He was lifting her on his lap with each deep thrust. “And I’m the foreman of my crew,” he growled as he turned to her other red nipple. “I think we can be late just this once.”

“Mmm, really late,” she groaned. Enthralled, she scraped her fingernails down his chest.

“Fuck it!” His hands clamped down hard on her hips. “We’ll get there when we get there.”

 

He was late, all right. Ty waited impatiently at the intersection for the light to turn. The guys wouldn’t be able to let this one pass. He was going to catch hell for days.

It had been worth it, though.

In some ways…

His shoulders clenched.

“Damn it.”

He reached up to rub the tense muscles. They were getting worse every day.

He sighed. How was it possible to be so happy and miserable at the same time?

Frustrated, he rubbed his fist around the steering wheel. Something had to give. The past three weeks with Trista had been unbelievable. Except for one thing…

She didn’t feel about him the way that he felt about her.

Reflexively, his foot tamped down on the gas pedal. The engine revved, raring to get off the starting line.

Hell. That’s where he felt like he still was, the starting line.

He didn’t know why that surprised him. He’d known the facts when he’d gone into this. That hadn’t stopped him from charging in headfirst. He’d wanted her. Fool that he was, he’d thought he could change her mind. That once they got past the Denny thing…

“Come on,” he growled at the light. He shifted out of first gear and then back into it.

The sex was great. Great? She’d nearly made the top of his head come clean off this morning. Just being around her should have been enough. Her smile, her good humor, her friendship. He needed it all.

But he wanted more.

“Fuck,” he cursed under his breath. The stoplight finally turned green, and he stomped on the gas.

His truck went flying into the intersection.

 

Trista was rushing around the kitchen, trying to do too many things at once. The menu was big today. They were doing a retirement party for a furniture store’s owner, and apparently that called for gluttony. The cake was in the oven, the meat and cheese tray was done, but stuffed mushrooms and miniature quiche took time.

She never should have let Ty make her late.

Although, looking back, she might have had some part in that. Her smile couldn’t be repressed.

Kelly, fortunately, wasn’t looking. She was too busy swearing at the phone as she hung it up. “Add little weenies to the list. Apparently, they’re the boss’s favorite. What does that say about a man?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Trista looked up from the spinach mixture she was stirring for the quiche. “This is ridiculous. Why didn’t they order them sooner?”

Kelly shook her finger. “You don’t get between a man and his little weenies, hon.”

As harassed as she was, Trista had to laugh. “Lucky for them we have some on hand.”

“Lucky for us, I negotiated a steep price for the late menu change.”

“Hey! Well, okay. Little weenies, it is.”

The phone on the wall rang again, and Kelly gave an exaggerated sigh. She was turning to get it when the timer for the oven dinged.

“Get the cake,” Trista said, wiping her hands. “I’ll handle them this time.”

Kelly pulled on an oven mitt. “If they want crackers with Cheez Whiz, tell them no. I don’t care how much they offer.”

Trista hurried to the phone. “Hello?”

“Trista?”

“Yes,” she said, her brow knitting. She plugged her finger into her ear when her partner opened the squeaky oven door. The voice on the other end of the line sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

“This is Frank. From Ty’s crew. We met last week at the Blue Moon.”

“Oh. Hi, Frank.” She tucked the cordless phone between her shoulder and her ear and returned to her spinach filling. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, I hate to bother you at work, but I thought you should know there’s been a little accident.”

Her spoon stopped midstir. “An accident?”

“Now, don’t panic. Ty just—”

At once, her knees wobbled. “Ty?”
Ty had been in an accident? But she’d just seen him. She’d just talked to him. They’d just made love!

“What happened?” she asked, her throat clenching around the words.

“Whoa, whoa,” Frank said awkwardly. “I said not to panic.”

Trista felt Kelly come over to stand at her side. Her friend’s hand settled on the middle of her back, but Trista couldn’t stop the shaking that had started inside her.

“Is he okay?”

“He’s fine,” Frank said quickly. “Fine, I swear.”

“What does that mean?” she snapped. She knew men. Denny had once been hit by a pitch on the hand. He’d sworn it was just a bruise until the team doctor had run X-rays and found that his finger had been broken.

“Sprained ankle,” Frank provided promptly. He was starting to learn.

“I’ll be right there.”

“He just can’t drive,” Frank called loudly, sensing that she was about to hang up on him. “It’s his clutch foot, but he won’t let any of us take him home.”

“I’ll be right there!”

“Here,” Trista said, shoving the bowl and the phone into Kelly’s hands. She reached under the counter and pulled out her purse. “Call Susie in to help you.”

She looked around the kitchen. “Laura, too.”

“Don’t worry about this. I’ve got it under control,” Kelly said, waving her out the door.

Not willing to argue, Trista untied her apron and pulled it over her head. She tossed it at the hanger on the wall, not stopping to see if it caught on a peg. She ran out the back door. She tried to calm down as she stuck the key into the ignition. When she pulled out of the spot, though, the tires squealed.

Her nerves were screaming. What had happened? How badly was Ty really hurt? She knew how dangerous construction sites were.

Oh, God.

Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God!
She needed to see him. She needed to touch him. She needed to make sure he was all right!

The drive across town went much too slowly. In truth, she was lucky she didn’t get a ticket. The construction site was busy when she got there. Sweaty muscled men were carrying things, climbing things, and driving big pieces of equipment. From what Ty had told her, the downtown parking garage was ahead of schedule.

“Awful thing,” she spat. If it had somehow hurt him, it couldn’t be finished fast enough for her.

She parked in the only spot she could find. The fact that it was in a restricted zone didn’t faze her. She hopped out of her car and squinted as she looked upward. When she saw a man balancing on a steel frame four floors up, she went light-headed.

Oh, she couldn’t even think about that.

“Ma’am?” somebody behind her called. “This is a restricted area. You can’t be here.”

Spinning around, she saw a man in a white hard hat. “Trista Christiansen,” she said.

The man’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh. That way,” he said, pointing towards a makeshift office.

Trista hurried “that way.” Once the construction workers caught sight of her, she heard more than one whistle. Her purple tank top and white shorts were like honey to the bees, but she didn’t care. There was only one man she wanted to whistle at her right now. She just couldn’t find him, and that made her even more nervous.

She did spot Frank, though. She hurried over to him. “Where is he?” she asked without preamble.

Frank’s head came up. When he recognized her, he stood up straighter. Immediately, he jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards where the workers had parked their cars. “His truck is over there. Be careful. He’s in a touchy mood.”

So was she.

Trista felt like she was about to snap as she rushed to the parking area. Her heart was pounding and her hands were sweaty. She knew she was being silly. If it were serious, Frank would have rushed him to the hospital.

Wouldn’t he?

Her tennis shoes skidded suddenly in the dry dirt. “Ty?”

He was sitting in the back end of his truck with the tailgate turned down. He looked up sharply when he heard her voice. “Trista.”

Relief overcame her so swiftly, she had to reach out and hold onto the side of somebody’s SUV. He looked okay—at least from a distance. With unsteady steps, she crossed over to him. When she was within reach, he caught her hand.

“What are you doing here?”

“Frank called me.”

The look on Ty’s face darkened. “What the hell did he do that for?”

His head swiveled as he looked for his second-in-command. “You didn’t have to come all the way down here. I know this is a busy day for you.”

“Shush.” Worriedly, she looked him over from head to toe. His tanned body looked too healthy to be injured. “Are you okay?”

His gaze rushed back to her face. When he saw how close to tears she was, his mood swiftly changed. “I’m fine,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze. “Just a little banged up.”

His shirt was off and so was his left sock and boot. His foot was propped up on top of his clothes, and an icepack was draped over his ankle. Already, it was turning bright shades of yellow and purple. Unable to help herself, she ran her hands over him, looking for other wounds.

“Twisted ankle, that’s all,” he assured her.

She laid her hand over his muscled chest. His skin felt warm, and his heartbeat was reassuring. Her emotions jumbled, and she took a shuddering breath. She was horrified when tears spilled from her eyes.

Ty’s face whitened, and he sat up sharply. “Oh, God. Don’t do that.”

She swallowed hard. “I can’t help it.”

For such a big, tough guy, he looked unraveled at the sight of a few tears. Almost roughly, he pulled her onto the tailgate with him. Trista sat down in relief, but her hip bumped against his. She winced at the way it jarred his ankle.

“It’s fine. I’m fine,” he assured her. His hands were shaky as he tried to dry her cheeks.

“What happened?” she asked.

He grimaced as if embarrassed. “My head wasn’t on straight when I got here. I accidentally stepped on a piece of rebar and rolled my ankle. But hell, it’s not even a decent sprain. I’ll be able to walk on it tomorrow.”

She closed her eyes. She was overreacting; she knew it. She just couldn’t stop.

He’d scared her.

“Please stop crying, baby.” His voice was gruff, but his hand was soothing as it slid down her side. He rubbed her leg gently. “You’re killing me here.”

She tried to pull herself together. “Let’s get out of here,” she said softly.

He glanced towards his crew. “I can’t. I need to—”

“Frank wants you out of his hair,” she said firmly. She gave one last sniff and wiped her eyes. She slid off the tailgate and held out her hand to him. “Come home with me. Please, Ty. I want to take care of you.”

 

Trista’s protective instincts were raging by the time she helped Ty into the house. He was too macho to admit how much that ankle really hurt, but he let her flutter about him anyway. It made her feel somewhat better, although she didn’t know how much she was helping. She just wanted to ease his pain—inside and out.

“This way,” she said, stopping him when he started to sit down in a kitchen chair. Looking at him steadily, she caught his hand. “To bed.”

She slipped her arm around his waist. He felt so solid. Warm and steadfast. Giving in to a moment of weakness, she pressed her face against his chest. When she’d heard he’d been hurt, her entire world had swung upside down. She was still trying to regain her equilibrium.

His fingers tangled in her hair. “It’s not that bad,” he said, dropping a kiss atop her head. “Just stick me in the easy chair in the living room. I’ll prop my foot up on the hassock.”

He wasn’t going to win on this one. “Come to bed with me, Ty.”

At first, he resisted. Then the air snapped, and his eyes turned smoky. All it took was a gentle tug to pull him away from the table. Trista felt her legs start to shake, but she wrapped his arm around her shoulder for support. Silently, slowly, she led him down the hallway.

Bright rectangles of sunlight lit up the floor, but she walked past each of them as she headed to her destination. He hobbled beside her, and she felt him try to turn left when they hit the guest bedroom.

“Not there.” She knew his ankle must hurt, but she kept on going. This would make it feel better; she knew it would.

He paused for a moment in confusion, but then she felt his intensity skyrocket. She was leading him to the master bedroom.

“Are you sure?” he asked gruffly.

“I’m positive.”

Today had been a huge wake-up call for her. It had shaken her out of her complacency…made her realize how unfair she’d been to him by sitting on the proverbial fence. He’d told her once that he knew how it was to feel second best, to be forgotten in the shadows.

Well, he was second best to nobody. She needed to show him that.

“This is the room you shared with Denny,” he said, refusing to enter. “My little brother.”

Turning, she looked up at him. “You’re my lover now.”

How could she have ever thought to compare the two of them? Besides, after the divorce, she’d wiped every trace of Denny from the room. The furniture had been rearranged, and the brown earth colors were now a cool, soothing blue. The autograph collection on the dresser had been replaced with perfume bottles, and she’d changed the morning alarm from rap to easy listening. It was her bedroom now.

And she wanted to share it with Ty.

She drew him into the room. Lines of stress remained on his face. From pain or worry, she couldn’t tell. Gently, she reached up and smoothed them. “I’m sorry you were distracted this morning. I know it was my fault.”

His eyes deepened in color, but his characteristic wiseass smile reappeared. “You do do your best work in the kitchen.”

She refused to play along. “You weren’t distracted by the sex.”

She’d hurt him this morning.

And that hurt her almost more than she could stand.

Impulsively, she kissed him. It rocked them both on their feet. Unfortunately, in Ty’s condition, that wasn’t a good thing. She pulled back immediately at his grunt of pain.

He reached out for her. “Get back here. It’s nothing.”

“It’s something.” But it wasn’t something they couldn’t deal with. Not breaking eye contact, she cupped her hand over his erection. “We need to get these jeans off of you,” she whispered.

His face slackened in surprise, but the bulge behind his zipper swelled. She took a deep breath and anticipation fluttered in her chest.

“Trista,” he groaned. “I don’t know how much I can do.”

She smiled seductively. “Don’t worry. I’ll do all the work.”

Leaning forward, she kissed his chest. His six-pack clenched, and he reflexively reached out to the dresser for support. Emboldened, she undid the button of his jeans. The importance of the moment shook her. Her fingers felt clumsy, but before she could lose her nerve, she caught the tab of his zipper.

The walls of the room seemed to close in on them. Ty swore under his breath and his other hand came up to tangle in her hair. Feeling weak and yet powerful at the same time, Trista slid the zipper down its track.

He was harder than she’d ever seen him.

He waited for an excruciating moment as she simply stared. “You don’t have to,” he finally said.

She pushed his hands away. After the scare she’d had, her arousal seemed even more acute. “Don’t you dare,” she whispered.

Somewhere in her subconscious, she heard the air conditioning kick on. Cool air blew at her legs, but she’d never felt so hot in her life. She wanted this.

She wanted him to know.

Impatiently, she caught his jeans and tugged them down. Once she got them past his hips, he moved clumsily to sit on the bed. She followed him and dropped into a crouch to pull the denim off his legs. When she glanced up, she found his cock hard and erect. Without thinking, she leaned forward and kissed his broad tip.

“God! Trista!”

His fingers bit into her shoulders—whether to hold her down or pull her up, she couldn’t tell. She knew what she wanted. She fisted one hand around his big rod and determinedly gave him a pump. His hips jerked, and the sensitivity in her body came roaring back to life.

Before things could spin out of control, she stood up again. He looked at her, his eyes untamed. “Don’t tease,” he warned. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Neither am I,” she swore. Arousal gushed through her. She had so much she needed to say to him. So much she needed to show him. She reached for the bottom of her purple tank top, and he went still.

He made a choking sound when she pulled the constricting material off and threw it aside. “You came to the construction site braless?”

“I was in a hurry.” Her nipples felt raw and hard. “Besides, it’s got a shelf bra.”

She toed off her shoes, and her hands went to her shorts. He reached for her convulsively, but she stepped away from the bed. He’d let her take charge so far. She practically begged him with her eyes to let her continue. “You’ve got a bad ankle. Lie down. Please.”

A muscle in his jaw constricted. “You’re going to drive me insane.”

“Please?”

“Frickin’ insane,” he groaned as he awkwardly situated himself onto the mattress.

Naked, Trista climbed onto the bed with him. She was nervous, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. She wanted to soothe him, to make him forget how hesitant she’d been with her feelings before. Uncertainly, she scooted up higher on the bed so her knees were near his shoulders.

His hands fisted into the bedspread. “God damn.”

He squeezed his eyes shut as she leaned down over him. Full of curiosity, she slid her hands down to his balls. They were already pulled up tight. She licked her lips as she stared at his cock. Looking at him like this, she realized why she always felt so full when he pushed inside her. He was thick, and he was long.

She felt a pang deep in her pussy, and she let out a low murmur.

She flinched when his hand suddenly cupped the back of her neck. His fingers were tight, but he didn’t pressure her. He didn’t have to.

“I want to,” she whispered.

She lowered her mouth and, tentatively, licked the bulbous head. He was hard, yet his skin was soft. She liked the way he felt against her tongue. Opening her mouth wider, she took more of him inside.

“Fuck,” he groaned underneath her.

Trista shivered with arousal. Letting her throat relax, she took all of him that she could. He was more than a mouthful, all thick and hot. He shifted uncontrollably and she almost panicked when he went down her throat. Once she realized how it felt, though, she let it happen.

Ty’s low curses filled the air as her head bobbed up and down. Her hair brushed against his hips, and the room heated until the air conditioning couldn’t keep up. Somewhere outside, a lawn-mower flared up. Knowing what they were doing in secret while a neighbor worked around them made Trista all the hotter. Planting her hands on both sides of his hips, she went down on him more aggressively.

His heels dug into the mattress, and he suddenly swore. “Damn ankle. That’s it,” he growled. “Get over here.”

Her head snapped up in surprise when she felt his hands work under her and catch her by the hipbones. “Oh!” she gasped when he lifted her.

His strength was exciting—especially when he lowered her so her knees were settled on either side of his ears.

“Ty!” she gasped in shock.

She craned her neck around. Helpless to her own desire, she watched as he pulled her down for a taste. Even knowing it was coming, her head still flung back when he gave her that first intimate kiss.

“Ahhh!” she cried.

His tongue was strong and persistent. It began to investigate all her tight niches and swollen ridges. Trista began to quake, but then she felt his hand slide up her spine. He caught her by the nape of the neck again and urged her down.

She groaned as his cock reared up in her face. The intimacy was irresistible. She began to pleasure him as he was pleasuring her.

Soon it became a test of endurance. Bodies rocked, but Ty kept his arms wrapped around her waist in a tight bear hug. Trista’s concentration was split as enjoyment surrounded her. She sucked and licked as she felt Ty do the same. She knew he could taste her. She’d gotten wet when she’d first crawled onto the bed with him. Her bed. When his lips moved lower, though, her body arched like a rainbow.

He’d found her clit.

Ecstasy came on hard. Their bodies began to buck and sway as they worked each other into oblivion. For once, she got to him first. She felt him swell impossibly, and she ran a finger down the vein that ran the length of his cock. He slammed upward. She sucked him hard and trembled in satisfaction when he began to come.

Beneath her, his tongue pressed solidly against her clit. Devil that he was, he wouldn’t relent until her taut body finally sprang loose. Trista let out a cry and ground herself against his mouth as she came and came.

Breathlessly, they rolled onto their sides. Overcome with emotion, Trista had to blink back the wetness that threatened to fall from her eyes. When Ty caught her and coaxed her around, she cuddled against him. She lay with her hand on his chest and her head on his shoulder. He was still breathing hard. She could feel his heart racing.

Timidly, she glanced up. She was surprised by the fierce look on his face. He looked like a man driven to the edge.

His arm suddenly tightened around her. “Why?”

“Why?” she repeated, lifting her head.

His gaze was hot and intent. “Why all the worry?” he asked gruffly. “Why the tears? Why this bed?”

The hopeful, but uncertain look on his face made Trista’s breath catch. Suddenly, she knew what he was asking…

“Because I love you, you big roughneck.”

He flinched, almost as if he’d been bracing himself for another answer. She couldn’t blame him. Just this morning, she hadn’t been able to tell him what he’d needed to hear.

She peppered kisses across his chest. “I’ve been so stupid,” she confessed. “So scared and selfish.”

Propping herself up on her elbows, she looked down into his face. Emotion swelled up inside her again. She hadn’t been protecting herself by shutting down her feelings. All she’d done was cheat them both.

“I love you back, Ty.”

He let out a shuddering breath.

She smiled. “I love you back!”

