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        For found families everywhere.

        Thank you for taking us in.
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        Content and Trigger Warnings: Mentions of abortion, sterilization, character with tokophobia, mentions of cancer and parental death.

      

      

      At the time of writing this book, Roe v Wade hadn’t gone through an upheaval. The book opens with a scene about teenage abortion, something that is definitely not easily accessible for so many people in America right now. While there are no details of the abortion mentioned, it’s addressed a few times through the course of the book.

      Like my previous book, Almost Forevers is an open door romance. That means there are multiple scenes of explicit sex on the page. There is also quite a lot of swearing and other coarse language scattered throughout the book. Please note that these characters are above the age of 25, so there are mentions of drugs and the consumption of alcohol.

      There are also a few scenes referencing therapy sessions relating to anxiety and struggles with self-worth.

      On the whole, Frankie and Milo’s story is fun and entertaining. But, please be gentle with yourself when you read this book.
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        If any of the content offends you or you have further questions and concerns, you can email me at hello@annawriteshere.com
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        “Come Out Tonight | Skrizzly Adams

        "Home To You | Skrizzly Adams

        "Whole Heart | Skrizzly Adams

        “Trouble | Skrizzly Adams

        “Steal Tonight | Skrizzly Adams

        “I Will Follow | Dotan

        "Power Over Me | Dermot Kennedy

        "What Have I Done | Dermot Kennedy

        “This Is Love | Walk Off The Earth

        "You Give Me More | Walk Off The Earth

        “Oh What A Feeling | Walk Off The Earth

        “Everlong | Foo Fighters

        “In Your Honor | Foo Fighters

        “Coast | Hailee Steinfeld ft. Anderson .Paak

        “Sex on Fire | Kings of Leon

        “Another Place | Bastille

        “If That’s What It Takes | Mandy Moore

        “In Other Words | Mandy Moore

        “Wild Heart | Mumford & Sons

        "I Wanna Live In A House With You Forever | Old Dominion
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            PROLOGUE

          

          TWENTY YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      “Francesca?”

      Frankie lifted her tear stained face as her name was called. She felt her hand being squeezed and glanced to find her best friend, Oleander, also sniffling beside her.

      “That’s me,” Frankie’s voice sounded tired.

      “Please follow me.”

      Getting to shaky feet, she used Ollie for support as the two of them followed the nurse down a narrow hallway. She stepped into a room and held the door open and glanced at the two girls.

      “Ideally, we don’t let anyone in the room with the patient,” the nurse said. “But I’ll allow it this time.”

      Frankie nodded numbly as she was given instructions to change out of her clothes and into a hospital gown. She heard Ollie respond to some questions, but everything felt far away. The door closed and she sagged in Ollie’s arms.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Looking into her best friend’s eyes, she nodded. “What other choice do I have?”

      “We can ask Nana Willows for help.”

      Frankie scoffed, changing out of her clothes and into the gown. Ollie helped, but they were crying, taking longer than necessary.

      “I’ll be such a cliché if I don’t do this.”

      Ollie sighed beside her. “Who cares what other people have to say?”

      “I care.”

      “Frankie…”

      “Ollie, please,” she whispered and looked at her friend.

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I’m here for you.”

      Ollie didn’t say anything else as she tied the gown at the back and then helped Frankie onto the bed. Lying there, staring up at the bright lights, she tried to understand why bad things kept happening to her. Hadn’t she been through enough?

      “Francesca, how are you feeling today?”

      She sat up when the doctor walked in. “The same as the last time we talked.”

      The doctor smiled softly. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      She offered her a small smile in return. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The doctor let a nurse into the room and together they got her prepped. Her brain couldn’t conjure up all of the information and literature the doctor gave her when she’d come in a few days ago. But what she did know was in a few minutes, she would no longer be pregnant.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, she lay in an uncomfortable bed as Ollie slept. She wiped away a fresh batch of tears rolling down her cheeks and closed her eyes, thinking back on everything that had happened in her life.

      First, she lost her birth parents in a freak accident. Her grandmother was alive, but she lived in a different state and Frankie didn’t want to leave the home she’d known in her short life. So she was taken in by her parents’ best friends. A few years later, they were also taken from her. And that’s when Nana Willows put her foot down and took Frankie in.

      Nana Willows was still kicking up a storm, but she would completely lose her shit if she found out her only granddaughter had gotten knocked up at 16.

      Nana had warned her about Trent—handsome, popular and the kind of boy everyone wanted a piece of. Frankie was one of the many girls who did too. Sure, she and Ollie didn’t run in popular circles with their boyish names, quirky likes and odd personalities. But somehow, Trent noticed her. He asked her out, they went on a few awkward dates and then Trent asked if they could have sex. At sixteen, Frankie wasn’t going to refuse. Not when she’d convinced herself Trent was the man she would grow old with.

      The sex itself was mediocre, but it kept Trent interested. He said he didn’t like the way the latex felt against his penis but Frankie brought condoms with her every single time. Except for one time—he wanted to have sex in the back of his truck and Frankie came unprepared.

      When she told him about the pregnancy, Trent called her a slut and said she was trying to trap him. Trent said he’d pay for her to get an abortion and if she didn’t, he’d tell everyone she’d forced him to have sex so she could get pregnant. So Frankie did what she thought was the right thing—she got an abortion.

      Except now, with the pain throbbing, Frankie didn’t know if her decision was the right one.

      Instead, she made herself a promise—she would be careful with her heart, protecting it and not falling for the first charming man that looked her way. Because that’s when things started to go wrong.

      If only she knew then that she’d never be able to keep her promise.
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      “She wants to change the color scheme.”

      “And I want to marry Chris Evans, but we can’t all get what we want,” Frankie mumbled, the exhaustion clear in her voice. She’d been working on this wedding for weeks and every single day, the bride wanted to change something.

      “If you get married and leave, who will plan the best weddings ever?”

      “Flattery will definitely get you everywhere,” she groaned from her position on the floor and sat up with a laugh. “All right, I’ve got about two hours of work left in me, so get the coffee machine going and let’s crack this wedding.”

      Ginny, her assistant, laughed as she got to her feet. Frankie stayed on the floor, looking around at the mess they’d created. She couldn’t believe she was working on her fiftieth wedding. And she was still working towards not killing every bride. Ginny liked to remind her if it wasn’t for Frankie, none of these weddings would even happen.

      It wasn’t a complete lie.

      When she joined Knots & Crosses eight years ago, she’d been looking at it as a stepping stone to an event planning company. That’s what she wanted to do. But her boss, Marigold Sheridan, refused to let Frankie leave. Why? Because every wedding she planned, went off without a hitch. That’s how good she was. Sure, her first few weddings had some issues, but by her fifth wedding and bride interaction, Frankie was killing it. And that meant Marigold took a step back and let her take the lead.

      Frankie might have been a popular name in wedding planning, but she didn’t like the attention. At every wedding she worked, she would stand in the back and watch it all unfold. She prided herself on staying out of their way and out of sight, unless someone needed her help. Even when people celebrated her continued success, Frankie shied away from the spotlight. It wasn’t her thing. She wasn’t doing this job because she wanted the attention. She did it because she liked seeing the happiness and joy on the faces of the couple and their family.

      This was why she could never refuse a bride her changes and flighty decisions, because at the end of the day, her job was to make sure their dream wedding happened. She could advise them against something. But more often than not, brides believed they knew what was best.

      And this bride was impossible. Her wedding was in six weeks—she’d gone through every color on the planet and was still unhappy. Frankie could make magic happen in six weeks, but she liked having a buffer in case something inevitably went wrong.

      “I have coffee and the color book,” Ginny announced as she padded back into the office and set a large steaming mug of coffee on the floor beside her.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Gin.” Ginny looked pleased at the statement and Frankie smiled, stretching her body to get comfortable.

      “Open up that book, let’s find colors this bride will love.”

      For the next two hours, they sipped on coffee and flipped through pages, marking out colors and combinations. They finally had twelve new sets to put together into moodboards.

      She stretched her arms over her head and bent her body side to side. “Send these to Hyacinth and tell her she needs to sign off on three options by tomorrow. On Monday, we need to put these together in real time and show it to her, so set up a meeting in the office for Tuesday or Wednesday so she can close this out next week.”

      “You know she’s going to change it again.”

      She sighed and started packing up her things. “And I’m going to tell her if she changes it again, she can go somewhere else to get her wedding planned.”

      Ginny made a face, because they knew Marigold would skin her alive if she chased off a rich bride.

      “I hate threatening them,” Frankie added with a sigh, sliding her laptop into her bag and putting on her wedges. “But sometimes, it’s the only way to get shit done.”

      Ginny laughed. “And this is why you’re my hero.”

      “Stop it,” she said, but made the hand motion to continue flattering her, making Ginny laugh louder.

      “Do you need me to forward all your calls to mine this weekend?”

      Frankie shook her head. “I don’t know what my plans are, but you deserve a weekend off. I’ll handle all emergencies.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” She turned the lights off in her office and locked the door. “Now go home and enjoy your weekend.”

      “Goodnight!”

      She waved a hand and walked to the elevator bank, grinning as she took in her outfit in the full length mirror—black silk shorts paired with a sleeveless deep v-neck rust silk shirt and her most comfortable wedges. Thanks to crazy working hours and busy weekends, she’d been sex starved for close to a year. Dressed to kill, she hoped she’d be able to use it to get the attention of the right kind of man.
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        * * *

      

      Eight years ago, if you told Frankie she’d be spending every single night at the Hazy Barrel, she would have laughed you out of the room. She also would have laughed at the thought of her best friend working behind the bar at the same place. But one night of drinking too much and making bad decisions had led to Oleander taking on the bartending job at the Barrel.

      Standing at the entrance, she looked around the space. It had expanded in the last eight years, looking less like a dive bar and more like an event venue.

      As she walked the length of the bar, Frankie caught a glimpse of Ollie as she worked. What was life without her best friend? She remembered every little thing the two of them had done together and how they leaned on each other over the years—her abortion, Ollie’s incident with her asshole ex, their various failed relationships and messy one night stands.

      Ollie was her person and nothing and nobody was going to take that away from her.

      “Pour me a shot of tequila, bar wench!”

      Ollie glowered as Frankie slid onto a stool at the bar.

      “If you call me that, then everyone else will do the same thing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “One look at your face right now and nobody in their right mind will call you anything but ma’am.”

      Ollie laughed and set two shot glasses on the bar top and filled them with top shelf tequila. They raised their glasses, clinked and knocked it back.

      “I love that you working here means I get to drink the best booze.”

      “Don’t get too used to it, I’m not going to be here forever.”

      She pouted. “Where else can I get free booze?”

      “You really should be paying considering how much you earn.”

      “I’m too lazy to reach for my wallet.”

      Ollie snorted, pouring her a glass of white wine. She reached for the drink and took a big gulp. If Ollie’s boss knew she was drinking for free he’d probably fire her. But Frankie wasn’t going to funnel money into the asshole’s pocket.

      “How was your day?”

      She groaned and took another large gulp of her wine. She saw Ollie wince and decided to knock the whole thing back. Setting her glass down when it was empty, she released a soft whoop and asked for a refill.

      “That bad, huh?” Ollie’s face was twisted in displeasure as she topped up the glass.

      “I’m prepared to quit this wedding.”

      “You don’t quit weddings.”

      “Anders,” Frankie said, putting emphasis on the nickname she used and Ollie hated. “She’s horrible. We’ve got six weeks and we don’t have a color yet. Which means I haven’t ordered flowers or decorations or anything.”

      “Can’t you give her an ultimatum?”

      “I did, she laughed, because apparently I’m her bitch.”

      “Well…”

      “No.” She pointed a finger at Ollie and took another big gulp of her wine. As she set her glass down, she noticed Ollie’s attention was focused behind her. Arching an eyebrow, she turned on the stool and took in the scruffy, but very cute guy beside her.

      “Hey,” Ollie said in greeting, but Frankie could hear the excitement in her voice. “Another round?”

      “Just one for me, thanks,” Scruffy said with a smile and Frankie’s face split into a wide grin, because she knew who this was. And clearly Ollie saw the look because she jumped in and introduced them.

      “Frank, this is Jackson. Jackson, this is my best friend Frankie.”

      “So, you’re the Jackson.” Frankie was still grinning and she couldn’t help it, because Ollie was huffing from her spot behind the bar.

      Jackson looked surprised as he glanced between the two of them. “I must be. It’s nice to meet you, Frankie.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Ollie interrupted, passing Jackson his beer.

      She looked at her best friend, noticing how flushed she was. Oh, she knew all about Jackson and how he made Ollie feel. It might have only been a few weeks since they met right there at the Barrel, but it was clear Jackson was working his way to becoming a fixture in Ollie’s life. Frankie hoped this guy would work out better than the last one.

      She waved Ollie off before twisting on the stool to look at Jackson. Poor guy, he looked terrified.

      “For the record, she has not been talking about you for the past week.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Frank.” Ollie sounded exasperated, which only made her enjoy it more.

      “What? The boy clearly didn’t come here for a refill.”

      Jackson blushed, shuffling his feet and she felt bad for him. He mumbled something about leaving and Frankie realized she was only making this worse.

      “No, stay.” She knocked back the rest of her wine. “I’m leaving. I came by to give her a hard time.”

      “Deep breaths, Frank,” Ollie told her.

      She nodded at her friend and turned to Jackson. “You seem like a nice guy, but if you hurt her, I will hurt you.”

      “Really nice to meet you, Frankie.”

      She looked him up and down before sliding off the stool. She grabbed her things and blew Ollie a kiss before heading towards the exit. She stepped outside and moved around a group of smokers as her phone started ringing.

      Hyacinth. It was closing in on ten and her nightmare bride was calling.

      She growled and shook herself before answering the call. “Hyacinth, hi.”

      “Frankie, these color combinations are great.”

      Frankie rolled her eyes, forcing a smile. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “But, I don’t know if these will work for me,” Hyacinth responded instantly.

      “Why don’t you pick a few options and let Ginny know. We’ll put stuff together for you and then you can decide?”

      Hyacinth sighed and she turned to face the wall, gently tapping her forehead against it.

      “I’m not sure I will feel any differently.”

      “Hyacinth, I have to be honest with you,” she started, rubbing her forehead as she paced, “we don’t have a lot of time and if you don’t make a decision before the end of next week, we’ll have nothing for your wedding.”

      “Frankie, it needs to be perfect.”

      “I get that, but nothing will be perfect without a color.”

      “Fine.” Hyacinth sounded resigned, but she didn’t care. “I’ll let Ginny know tomorrow after I discuss with my fiancé.”

      “Great, thanks Hyacinth. Have a good night.”

      She hung up and pressed her forehead against the cool brick wall. Mentally, she ran through her breathing exercises and forced herself to calm down. Hyacinth wasn’t worth the rage.
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      The pictures laid out on the table in front of him looked terrible—Milo couldn’t recognize himself. His agent was sitting quietly and it was driving him absolutely insane.

      “Did they add an extra line to my abs?”

      She nodded, tapping away on her phone. “Apparently an eight-pack is the new thing.”

      “They also erased all of my chest hair.”

      “Apparently chest hair is not sexy anymore.”

      He growled under his breath. “They also made me whiter.”

      “I don’t know if you’re aware, but you are a white man.”

      He blew out a frustrated breath and looked at Angie. “I’m not a pale white man. And for this photoshoot, I got tanned!”

      Angie shrugged. “Apparently they changed their minds.”

      “Jesus, Angie, enough with the apparently.”

      Angie finally stood up, packed the photos into a tidy pile and put her hands on her hips. They worked well together, she usually understood his frustrations without him having to say anything. After all, Angie had been there from the beginning. But, he was running out of patience.

      “I think it’s time for us to seriously look at you getting out of here.”

      “We’ve talked about this,” he said with a heavy sigh and dropped into the chair behind him. “I can’t leave. And if I’m leaving, the furthest I’m going is New York.”

      “For someone like you, New York isn’t going to do much.”

      His head fell back and he closed his eyes, rubbing his forehead as he listened to Angie go on about why he needed to move to California. He was firm about the fact he wasn’t leaving. Not when his family was still in Delaware and they needed him close by.

      “Okay, put out feelers and let’s see what happens. But don’t confirm anything.”

      “I know the drill, kid.” Angie rolled her eyes and he laughed.

      “I’m heading to the Markson shoot, and I’ve still got the Monday assignment, yeah?”

      “Yup, and you get to keep the clothes.”

      He grinned, clapping his hands. “Fantastic, my wardrobe was starting to look a little sparse.”

      “Get out of here.” Angie waved him off and he winked at his agent before walking out of her office.
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        * * *

      

      Whenever someone asked him what he did for a living, Milo always hesitated. He wasn’t embarrassed about his job, but people didn’t always think highly of models. And when you were an underwear model, people thought even less of you. He’d been studying towards becoming an architect when he was spotted by a scout at a pool party in college. Designing homes and building them was what he wanted to do, like his father and grandfather.

      The talent scout believed he had more to offer. And he’d been impulsive enough to agree. On his eighteenth birthday, he signed his contract and from that moment, Milo Winters used his body to make money.

      He’d been doing it for a few years and didn’t regret it, he wished people were more accepting of body types and shapes. Sure, he had a permanent six pack, looked fucking good shirtless, naked and in the tiniest banana hammocks you had ever seen, but even he got conscious. And when editors went to town and changed the look of his body in pictures, he felt uncomfortable.

      And now he was being told in order to be taken seriously, he needed to leave Delaware. Granted, his home state wasn’t the hotbed of fashion and most people looked confused when he mentioned where he’d come from.

      It wasn’t because he was attached to the place, but because of his family. His father had raised the family after his mother died from ovarian cancer, and Milo felt responsible about supporting his family. The house he grew up in was now home to his father, maternal grandfather and paternal grandmother. Going to California would put so much distance between them and he wasn’t ready for it.
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        * * *

      

      It was unusual for him to be late for drinks with the guys, but after an uncomfortable shoot, he had to go home and wash off all the baby oil. When he walked through the door with his damp hair a mess thanks to his helmet, it took him a few minutes to spot his friends. Jackson was at the bar and Gavin was bent over his phone in concentration. Walking up behind Gavin, Milo smacked him on the shoulder causing his friend to jump and drop his phone onto the table.

      “What the fuck, man?”

      “What has you frowning so much, buddy?”

      Gavin sighed. “Someone abandoned their dog near the clinic this afternoon and she’s in bad shape.”

      “Shit, what can we do?” Milo slid off his leather jacket and hung it over the back of his chair before he sat down.

      “I don’t know enough yet, my brother’s doing whatever he can.”

      He gave Gavin’s shoulder a squeeze, knowing this would bother his friend all evening. Gavin’s father and brothers were veterinarians and they ran the Rhodes Clinic. Gavin had started a shelter that took in all kinds of animals, getting them back on their feet and finding them new homes. It was crazy how many people abandoned their dogs in random places, but once Gavin was sure the dogs were ready for human interaction, he’d invite the gang to come play.

      As Gavin continued texting his family, he looked around for Jackson and spotted his friend walking towards the table. Behind him, Milo saw a brunette watching Jackson with her bottom lip tucked between her teeth. And by the look on Jackson’s face, this was the woman that had him all twisted up in knots.

      “Damn, Jack, she’s gorgeous,” Milo said as he reached for a beer, watching the woman move around the bar.

      Sighing heavily, Jackson nodded. “I know.”

      “Who are we talking about?” Gavin sounded confused and he looked up to find the woman glancing their way. “Were you flirting with the bartender?”

      “That’s the woman I was telling you about.”

      Gavin snorted as he grabbed a beer. “She’s way out of your league, Jack. I hope she knows that.”

      “Fuck you,” Jackson said.

      Milo laughed and sipped his beer as the table wobbled when Jackson kicked Gavin.

      “Oh, you’ve got it bad.”

      “He’s got something, that’s for sure,” Milo added with a chuckle and Jackson flipped them off.

      The conversation moved easily from topic to topic and Milo watched his friends with a fond smile. He’d grown up in a house of women and to have these two brothers was so important to him.

      “Okay, I need to be distracted right now.”

      Milo frowned at Gavin. “Isn’t that why we’re all here?”

      “No, I mean…time to polish those wingman duties.”

      Laughing, Milo patted Gavin on the back. “You’re on your own, buddy.”

      Gavin made a face and Milo watched his friend for a moment. Jackson was a relationship kind of guy, Gavin was a one night stand kind of guy and Milo was a forever kind of guy. It explained why Jackson was pining after this woman and why Gavin was looking to bury himself in someone as a form of distraction from what was happening at the clinic.

      There was a crash somewhere in the bar and both Milo and Gavin looked over to find the chaos. When he turned back, he found Jackson staring at his beer, picking at the label half-heartedly.

      Milo smiled and nudged his friend. “Go talk to her, Jack.”

      “What did I miss?” Jackson looked between the two of them in absolute confusion.

      “It doesn’t matter. What does matter is you going over there and talking to this woman who clearly has you completely whipped,” Gavin responded, emptied his beer and swapped bottles with Jackson. “Now go, get yourself a fresh drink.”

      “I am not whipped,” Jackson said softly and then scratched the back of his neck as he added, “I don’t want to chase her away again.”

      Gavin nudged the empty bottle. “You won’t know what will happen if you don’t go talk to her.”

      Jackson got up and headed back towards the bar as Gavin’s phone buzzed on the table and they saw the family clinic’s name pop up.

      “I’m gonna answer this,” Gavin said with a heavy sigh, like he was preparing for the worst.

      “If they need more help, I’ll be around tonight.”

      Gavin nodded, answering the call as he moved away from their table. He leaned back and turned his attention to Jackson. But his eyes snagged on the woman talking to his best friend. He took a moment to appreciate her—shorts flaunted smooth and stunning legs, a sleeveless top showed off strong arms and shiny dark hair hung down her back. When she slid off her stool and spoke to Jackson’s girl behind the bar, he got a good look at her—a perfect ass and endless legs.

      Gavin returned to the table, drawing his attention away from the woman. “Nothing urgent as of yet, I’m gonna head over anyway. I’ll let you know if I need your help tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.” Milo nodded as he stood up and slipped his jacket back on. He knocked back his beer and headed towards Jackson, Gavin right behind him. The brunette walked past them, on her way out, and his eyes traced her face in that split second—heart shaped with plump pink lips and big brown eyes. She was gone too soon, so he turned his attention to the conversation his best friend was having with the bartender.

      “He’s mentioned you more than that,” Gavin said, slapping their friend on the shoulder and Milo laughed at the frustrated look on Jackson’s face.

      Jackson’s girl grinned at them and Milo was hit by how beautiful she was. No wonder his friend was tripping over himself for her. He held his hand out and smiled as she slipped her hand into his.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you, I’m Milo and this is Gavin.” He winked at her and patted Jackson on the back. “We’re heading out, you’ll get yourself home, right?”

      “Yes, Dad, I know how to get myself home.” Jackson sighed and gently nudged him away.

      Since Gavin didn’t need his help at the clinic, he waved to his friend and started towards his bike. Fishing the keys out of his pocket, he came around a corner and found the brunette from earlier muttering angrily before she swung one leg and smacked her toes against the brick wall.

      “Fuck everything!” she yelled through a gasp, before her legs buckled. But she put her hands on the wall and caught herself, still muttering angrily.

      He couldn’t help himself as he moved towards her. “Is it fair to yell at a wall that can’t defend itself?”
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      Turning towards the voice, she frowned and focused on a broad shouldered form. All she could see were his leather encased arms with hands shoved into the pockets of jeans that hugged his thick thighs, ending in scuffed black boots. So far, she liked what she saw and coupled with his deep voice, Frankie was definitely intrigued by this stranger.

      She wiggled her foot, whimpering when she realized it was going to sting for a bit. At least she could stand on it. Sighing, she put a hand on the wall. “This wall has not been very supportive tonight.”

      “Did the yelling help?

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Honestly? No.”

      He stepped into the light, smiling and her knees wobbled. It was like the light had been put there for that very moment, so she could forget about everything else but the man in front of her.  He was a few inches taller with messy blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. His jaw looked like it was carved out of stone with a five o’clock shadow accentuating the sharp lines of his face.

      “Are you going to be okay? Can I help you to your car?”

      She blinked and shook her head. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

      He nodded, his eyes sliding down her body slowly. Her shoulders tightened and she willed her feet to move, but they were frozen under his gaze. When his eyes locked onto hers again, she blew out a shaky breath. She was impressed with how casually he looked her over.

      “I’m Milo.”

      “Frankie.” Her name slipped off her tongue without her permission and she cursed herself. Digging through her bag, she looked for her keys so she could leave. With her busted toe, she was no longer feeling particularly sexy for a one night stand.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      She shrugged, blowing hair out of her face. “It’s been one of those days and a wall needed to be kicked because it can’t sue me.”

      “One of those days, I get it.”

      She tilted her head, giving up on finding her keys. “Oh yeah?”

      “Did you get an extra line of abs added to your torso today?”

      “I can’t say I have even a single line of abs.”

      He smirked, crossing his arms over his chest, drawing her attention to his biceps straining against his jacket. Holy hell.

      “Or have all of your chest hair erased by the magic of Photoshop?”

      “The one good thing about being a woman? Invisible chest hair.”

      “Jealous.”

      She arched an eyebrow and cupped her breasts. “I mean, we have this weighing us down most of the time, so really do you envy me?”

      His eyes dropped to her chest, his jaw flexing. She smirked at the confirmation that sometimes grabbing boobs was all it took to distract men.

      Releasing her breasts, she adjusted her bag with one hand for something to do. “You got extra abs and no chest hair. Sounds like quite the day.”

      “I should also mention I got slathered in baby oil which took hours to wash off.”

      Her eyes narrowed as her brain sorted through all the professions where he had to be naked and covered in baby oil. She hooked a thumb at the Barrel as she spoke. “Sounds like a story that’d go well with alcohol.”

      “How about milkshakes?”

      “How are milkshakes better than alcohol?”

      “What do you have against milkshakes?” Milo chuckled, the sound sending a shiver up her spine

      “They don’t have alcohol.”

      “Trust me. Milkshakes will help.”

      She tilted her head, looking him up and down. “I don’t even know you, Milo, but you want me to trust you?”

      “I’m a good guy, Frankie.” He said it with such confidence she burst out laughing.

      “I’m pretty sure Ted Bundy or Charles Manson said that too.”

      He faked looking wounded, hands over his chest. She laughed, moving closer to him.

      “I must admit, when I came out tonight, I was looking for sex.”

      Now that she was closer, she saw his eyes darken. “That’s a good reason to go out.”

      “I thought so too.” She played with her hair and smiled. “Now I’m tempted to see what’s so great about milkshakes.”

      “You want your milkshake to bring all the boys to the yard?”

      She stared at him for a beat, then snorted out a laugh. “That’s terrible.”

      “I couldn’t resist.” Another delicious chuckle came out of him and she bit her lip. “There’s a diner around the corner, if you’re interested.”

      “Do they also have alcohol?”

      He shook his head, but smiled as he adjusted his jacket. “No, but they have great pancakes.”

      “Are pancakes a euphemism for sex?”

      “As much as I’d like to give what you’re looking for, I’m not that kind of guy.”

      “What kind of guy are you?” Frankie took another step closer and arched an eyebrow.

      Milo slid his hands into his pockets and she followed the motion, smiling at the way his entire body seemed to tighten, making all his muscles flex.

      “I might still give you sex, if you’re lucky, but I’d like to get to know you first.”

      “Ah, one of those.”

      He made a face. So far, he could keep up with her banter, but she didn’t want to build a connection. She only wanted a good dicking.

      “Milo, you’re hot as fuck and you know it. And you do want to fuck me, why do we need to be friends first?”

      “In my experience, when you know someone, the sex is better.”

      “Then I’d be having sex with all my friends.”

      “Have you had sex with all your friends?”

      She patted his chest with a smirk. “Maybe I’ll start tonight.”

      “Pancakes. Milkshakes. Then sex.” His voice dropped an octave and she smirked.

      “Think they’ll give us pancakes to go? With extra whipped cream.”

      He groaned, tilting his head back at her obvious need to mess with him. “Let’s eat pancakes first?”

      She started to tease him again, but her stomach grumbled loudly. “I guess my stomach’s needs are far more important than my vagina’s needs.”

      “It would be really weird if your vagina made those noises.”

      She smiled, liking the way the word vagina sounded in his deep voice.  “Unless she’s having a good time.”

      He laughed, his eyes doing another sweep of her body, lingering on her legs. “Do you wanna ride with me?”

      “Ride with you?”

      He nodded and started walking away, so she quickly followed. When he stopped in front of a motorbike, she gasped. She didn’t know when she fell in love with bikes, but standing in front of his beautiful ride made her heart race. It was a sleek black machine with dark brown accents. Her heart fluttered and she let out a strangled whimper-moan.

      “Is that a good or bad sound?” he asked.

      “It’s a great sound,” she said as her eyes drank in every little detail. “Can you teach me how to ride it?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Her head snapped up at the flat tone of his voice, her eyes narrowing on him.

      “For one, I’m assuming you’ve been drinking. Two, this is my baby and nobody gets to ride her but me. And three, I don’t know you.”

      “And you wanted me to trust you.” She put her hands on her hips, unimpressed. “I don’t mean right now. And besides, I had like one…or three drinks.”

      Ever since she’d met Lachlan through Ollie, she’d been asking him to teach her how to ride his bike, but he reacted the same way Milo did. Maybe it was a thing all bikers had and she didn’t know if she should be amused or annoyed. He handed her a helmet and she pouted as she pulled it on. Clipping it under her chin, she watched as he swung one leg over the bike to straddle it—that should not have been as hot as it was. He started the bike and she moaned at the growl it emitted.

      “Are you planning to stand there moaning all night?”

      She huffed and held onto his shoulders as she climbed on. She shifted around, pressing herself close enough to him, but not completely. As she was settling in, he reached for her hand, tugged it forward and around his waist.

      “Hold on.”

      She wrapped both arms around his waist, grinning as she pressed her chest against his back. He eased the bike forward and then shot off, making her laugh as she tipped her head back. The streets were empty, so he drove right down the middle and she sighed happily at the cool breeze caressing her face. He took one hand off the handlebar and put it over hers on his stomach. She buried her face in his back and inhaled; mint, fresh laundry and leather filled her senses. The freshness of his scent shouldn’t have gotten her going, but combined with the motorcycle and the knowledge he was going to fuck her later helped. She tightened her thighs against his hips as he took a turn.

      When the diner appeared, she was glad he’d suggested this, because her stomach let out another unhappy grumble. Once he was parked, she climbed off and removed the helmet, thinking about when she’d eaten her last meal.

      Milo turned off the bike and looked at her. “You good?”

      “I think I’m going to need more than pancakes.”

      She was momentarily distracted as he climbed off the bike and pulled off his helmet. She watched in rapt fascination as he ruffled his hair. Once he’d hung his helmet on the handlebar, he turned to her and smoothened her hair, his eyes snagging on hers. She felt herself lean into him, but quickly caught herself and straightened up with a cough. She smiled sheepishly, looking away to hide her blush.

      “Uh, I haven’t eaten anything since this morning?”

      “Why not?”

      She huffed out a breath, ignoring his question headed to the entrance. Milo walked up behind her and pulled the door open. As soon as they were inside, voices started greeting them. She turned to look at him, eyes narrowed and found him grinning as he waved at everyone.

      “Come here often?”

      He laughed, a hand on her lower back as he guided her towards one of the booths. She shivered at the simple touch and then slid into her seat.

      “Milo, we were starting to think you’d forgotten about all of us!” An older woman with a name tag reading ‘Ruby’ came over and pinched his cheeks. Frankie giggled as she watched them.

      “Never, just been really busy.”

      Ruby turned her attention to her. “And you brought beautiful company.”

      “Miss Ruby, this is Frankie,” he said and Frankie turned her smile up.

      “Good to meet you, Miss Ruby.”

      Ruby gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Oh, you’re exactly the kind of excitement we needed around here.”

      “Don’t say things like that to her, Miss Ruby, she’s going to work on ruining my life.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Miss Ruby, he secretly loves that I ruin his life.”

      Ruby looked between them with a conspiratorial smile on her face and then walked away, whispering loudly about the two of them to the rest of the staff. Frankie kept her eyes on Milo and smiled, watching him press his lips together to hide his own smile.

      Oh, her milkshake was definitely bringing this boy to her yard. And she fucking loved it.
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      There was a very good reason why he didn’t invite women to ride his bike—it was intoxicating having a gorgeous woman wrapped around your body, her warmth seeping into your skin. In a matter of minutes, he found himself drawn to Frankie. She was beautiful, no doubt. But she was also feisty, sassy and had no filter. It had been a while since he’d met a woman who said whatever she wanted.

      Milo fucking loved it.

      She wanted to have sex with him.

      She wanted to learn how to ride his bike.

      And she was letting Miss Ruby think they were together.

      He was in so much trouble.

      He had a type and Frankie fit the bill perfectly. She was tall, legs for days, beautiful with expressive eyes and a smart tongue. He was pretty sure she was going to be able to use her tongue for a lot more than sassing him, but thinking about it made him hard. Shifting in his seat, he huffed out a breath as he tried to get comfortable with his dick so hard and looked up to find her watching him.

      “What?”

      “Got ants in your pants?” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      “No.”

      “Ooh, you got Frankie in your pants.”

      “Jesus,” he groaned, closing his eyes. Because now the visual of her naked and in his lap was filling his head.

      She laughed and nudged his leg with her foot, making him shake all thoughts of her naked body out of his head. He looked over the menu he knew by heart and watched her surreptitiously, smiling at how much effort she put into picking what she wanted to eat.

      He was a romantic, was always ready to experiment in the bedroom and was decent in the kitchen—he was a fucking catch. He also enjoyed the free fall when you had no control and you let yourself go in relationships. And he hadn’t done that in a really long time, because women wanted him for sex and nothing more.

      Everybody wanted to be Instagram famous now. Because of his job, Milo had to accept his lot in life. He was closing in on a million followers and it was because he posted pictures of his abs every single day. He’d started switching it up of late—showing off his bookshelf, taking pictures of the dogs at the Rhodes Clinic, featuring his friends during game nights. He wanted to be more than the guy flaunting his abs all the time.

      “So are we getting pancakes or what?”

      Milo blinked. “Yeah, sorry, I⁠—”

      “I know, you’re thinking about me. Frankie in your pants.”

      “I was actually thinking about Instagram.” He needed to not think about her naked again yet.

      “Are you thinking of putting me on your Instagram?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      She gasped, eyes wide and lips pouty. “Why not?”

      He realized how quickly he shot it down. “I don’t need people knowing you exist.”

      Another gasp. “Are you ashamed of me already?”

      “Fuck no, I want to keep you all to myself.” The words were out before he could stop himself.

      “Well, if you bring her around like this that’s not going to be possible,” Miss Ruby announced as she wandered up to their table. Milo blushed, but saw a look on Frankie’s face before she turned on the charm.

      “I like seeing him get jealous, Miss Ruby, so I make him take me out.”

      Miss Ruby grinned, patting her hand. “I think I want to keep you.”

      “Miss Ruby.” He cleared his throat and smiled at her. “Could we get pancakes and your famous milkshakes, please?”

      “Absolutely, honey. Coming right up.”

      Miss Ruby walked away and Frankie lifted one eyebrow at him, making him laugh softly. He’d known her for a few minutes and he was already so fascinated.

      “Why are you like this?”

      “You like it. And I’m just getting started,” she said.

      “Oh yeah? You plan to torture me forever?” She smirked at his use of the word ‘torture’, because he wasn’t hiding how she got him all riled up.

      “I don’t always plan that far ahead, but I’m thinking I should.”

      “You do seem like someone who enjoys making plans. What is it you do?”

      “I plan happily ever afters.”

      He frowned, an image of Frankie giving him a naked massage popped into his head. For fuck’s sake. “You give people massages?”

      “What?”

      “Isn’t there a massage along those lines?”

      She laughed loudly, head tipped back, and it was strangely the most erotic thing he’d seen her do so far. When she finally gathered herself, she smiled at him. “Have you ever had one?”

      “I spend most of my time with hands on my body, so nothing about a massage sounds relaxing.”

      “Are you a stripper?” Frankie’s eyes widened, making him laugh.

      “I could possibly be a stripper, but I’m a model.”

      “Of course. Look at that face.”

      “Do people look at the faces of strippers?”

      “I mean, a hot body is great,” she argued, “but a good face? Winning combo.”

      He shook his head, unable to stop smiling. “What kind of model are you?”

      “The underwear kind,” he told her, arms crossed on the table in front of him as her eyes brightened.

      Fuck, she was beautiful.

      A naughty smirk tugged at the corner of her lips and she pulled out her phone. He groaned, rubbing a hand over his face. He didn’t even need to see her screen to know what she was doing, because the minute she gasped, he knew she’d found his Instagram profile—after all, it would only require her typing in ‘Milo’ and ‘model’ into the search.

      “Those are really tiny undies.”

      “I’ve worn tinier.”

      “So…you fit into that comfortably?”

      He gave her a flat look. “No.”

      She giggled, swiping farther until she sighed and turned the phone to him. He smiled at the picture of him in a pile of puppies.

      “You’re a dog guy.” Her smile made his heart falter, a soft wistful one that lit up her face. “I like guys who like dogs.”

      When she paused her scrolling and looked up at him, he tilted his head. Her eyes were glassy and it sounded like she was whimpering.

      She bit her bottom lip and shifted in her seat. “Is it real?”

      “Is what real?”

      She flipped the phone around to show him the post she’d landed on. Ah, yes. He’d enjoyed this photoshoot because he’d been naked. He was leaning against a doorway with only a towel as cover. In the picture she had open, he held the towel over his dick and that was it.

      “What’s not real about it?”

      A weird sound came out of her as she stared at him. “Your dick, Milo.”

      He looked at her, confused. “You can’t see my dick, Frankie.”

      She shook her head, exasperated and turned the phone back to face her. “No, but you have large hands and it looks like you’re barely containing yourself. Even with that towel.”

      “Okay, step away from Instagram, please.” He sighed, but she lifted the phone closer to her face, her eyes crossing as she tapped on the screen. “Frankie.”

      He heard his phone ping in his pocket as she put hers away, face flushed.

      “You’re now one person shy of a million followers.”

      “Are you planning on stalking me through Instagram?”

      “If you keep posting pictures like that, yes.”

      He smirked, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “Lucky for you, most of my pictures fit that requirement.”

      She grinned as Miss Ruby brought them their food. Two plates of pancakes stacked high and chocolate and peanut butter milkshakes with whipped cream on top.

      He knew he was going to regret asking for the special, because the first thing Frankie did was swipe her finger through the cream and seductively slide it into her mouth, her eyes fixed on his. And if he thought he was hard before, watching her suck her finger clean made him ache. He growled under his breath and she grinned at him, like she knew exactly what she was doing.

      He was starting to regret suggesting pancakes and milkshakes, because this woman was hellbent on killing him.
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      “If not massages, what do you do for work?” he asked as he cut into his pancakes.

      She made a face, like she didn’t want to talk about it. “I’m a wedding planner.”

      “Do you not enjoy your job?”

      “I’m good at my job, but I don’t always enjoy it.”

      “What does a wedding planner do?”

      She swiped her finger through the syrup on her plate and licked it off. He was captivated by the simple action, because it was clear she wasn’t even aware she was being distracting.

      “We plan weddings, Milo.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her tone. “Okay, what’s your favorite part of your job?”

      “Flower shopping and cake tasting.”

      “Ah, so you’re a dog loving cake person.”

      “I’m guessing you’re not allowed to eat cake.”

      He laughed and patted his flat stomach. “Your guess is correct. Though, I’m famous for not listening to what I’m told.”

      She smiled and reached for her milkshake. She even took her time wrapping her lips around the straw and he didn’t bother to stifle his growl. His eyes were focused on her mouth and because she was enjoying his reaction, she flicked her tongue around the straw and he almost came right there.

      “Definitely need Frankie in my pants,” he mumbled.

      “This pancakes thing was your idea.”

      “I regret buying you a milkshake.”

      She laughed, crossing her arms over her chest. “Hey buddy, I can pay for my own food.”

      “Oh, all of this is totally on you. I only brought you here.”

      “You’re lucky I make tons of money planning other people’s weddings.”

      He shook his head and they lapsed into comfortable silence as they ate their food. Miss Ruby came to check on them and to see if they wanted anything else. She struck up a random conversation with the older woman and he sat back and watched. He wasn’t listening, because he was too busy staring at the woman he’d met less than an hour ago.

      She glanced at him briefly and his mouth tipped up into a smile. He was definitely going home with her, as long as she was being serious about her plans for the evening. He’d given Jackson so much grief for wanting something more with Oleander, but he knew that feeling. It had been years since he’d felt this kind of pull towards a person and Frankie had done it by kicking a wall and sassing him.

      “Milo Ellis Winters!” Blinking at the use of his full name, he looked up at a glowering Miss Ruby. “Did you ask this beautiful woman to pay for her own food?”

      He arched an eyebrow at Frankie, who smiled and sucked loudly on her milkshake. “She insisted that she could pay for her own food, Miss Ruby.”

      “Your generation doesn’t know how to woo a woman.”

      Frankie pouted, batting her eyes at him. “I thought I was being wooed.”

      He pressed his lips together to fight back a chuckle as Miss Ruby put her hand on Frankie’s shoulder. “Oh honey, sometimes it’s our job to teach our men what needs to be done.”

      “I’m happy to learn anything from you, Frankie,” he said with a pout of his own, but he meant it with every ounce of innuendo the sentence could carry.

      She glanced at him and he saw heat in her eyes. He winked, making her blush as she turned back to Miss Ruby. “I’ll put him in his place, Miss Ruby.”

      Miss Ruby mumbled about men and something else as she walked off.

      “Are you putting me in my place or yours?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “Since you’re paying, we can go to mine.”

      He laughed and pulled out his wallet, left some money and a tip for Miss Ruby on the table.
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      Being wrapped around Milo as she directed him towards her apartment felt amazing. She was guilty of swiping right on men because their pictures featured a bike. And without even trying, she’d found her ride for the night and she thought it was a sign from the heavens. Milo was handsome, charming and he rode a bike. Plus, there was the whole thing about his abs and the fact his dick was probably a piece of work. It couldn’t be that big and not do God’s work.

      When they flirted outside the Barrel, she never could have imagined they had a connection beyond the sparks flying between them. When they left the diner, he’d given her his leather jacket so she wouldn’t get cold and he’d helped her put the helmet on. Which left him in a thin well-worn gray T-shirt that flaunted his muscular biceps and strong torso that tapered down to the waistband of his jeans.

      He was all muscle—firm and tight. She’d seen it in the pictures, but feeling his flat and strong stomach under her hands was a whole other experience. He was amusing as well and she liked a man who could joke and laugh at himself. He also seemed like he could pin her against the wall and devour her whole.

      When they reached her building, she directed him to her empty spot since her car was sitting at the Barrel. She took the helmet off, but snuggled further into the jacket—the scents she now associated with Milo were intoxicating. She wondered if she could keep it, but then realized since she was kicking him out after she got what she wanted, he would need it to get back home.

      He climbed off the bike and took off his helmet, she instinctively lifted one hand and brushed her fingers through his messy strands. When she realized what she was doing, she froze and found his face close to hers, his blue eyes a few shades darker and a beautiful smirk on his lips. Frankie huffed out a laugh and took a step back, leading the way into the building.

      Skipping the elevator, she led the way up the stairs. There was a reason why she picked an apartment on the second floor—she could walk up the stairs instead of getting stuck in a metal container. Being claustrophobic was unpleasant, and she definitely didn’t want him to see her have a panic attack because she was horny and desperate.

      At her front door, he stood close enough she could feel the heat radiating off of him. She fumbled with her key, unlocked the door and pushed it open. He was managing to behave himself and she was in awe of how in control he was. She closed the door once he was inside. Then pushed his jacket down her arms but before she could hang it up, he nudged her back against the wall.

      “Leave it,” he murmured as she dropped the jacket to the floor.

      “It feels expensive,” she protested.

      “It’s just a jacket.”

      She looked into his eyes when she lifted her head, straightening up to her full height. His blue eyes searched hers and she nodded, giving him permission to take what he wanted.

      That was all it took, because his mouth was on hers in an instant. She set her hands on his hips as she parted her lips, their tongues sliding together in a hot dance. Her hands moved up his stomach, chest and shoulders before she gripped the back of his head and kissed him back hungrily. His hands did a sweep of their own—sides of her breasts, curve of her waist and hips and down to her ass. She whimpered as she pulled back slightly, sucking on his lower lip as he palmed and squeezed her ass.
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