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Description

Paige

I didn't plan a weekend getaway to Hawk's Ridge to earn yet another broken heart. But that seems to be the order of the day when the sexy, silver-haired maintenance man comes knocking on my door to repair my water heater.

At first, he seems perfect, even has me convinced that my luscious curves are an aphrodisiac.

But then I see the way he acts around a woman whose body type is opposite to mine, and I know it was all an act.

No matter how badly I want this hot, older mountain man, he will never want me.

Granger

I'd given up on finding the girl of my dreams and was perfectly content with my simple life working at the White Crested Lodge.

Until Paige shows up, looking all kinds of smoking hot with all her curves.

I know right away she's the one for me, the reason I've been lonely all these years.

Because I've been waiting for her.

But right when I think I've won her heart, she disappears, leaving me wondering if she ran back to her ex, who did nothing but body shame her and break her heart.

It's my mission to find her and take her in my arms, tell her how much I love her, and make sure no one ever hurts her again.
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“No, I haven’t talked to Jason, and I don’t want to talk to him.”

My dad sighs through the phone, indicating his disapproval. “Paige, just give him another chance. Imagine your future as a doctor’s wife. Please.”

Imagine my future as a doctor's wife? Sure, no problem. But imagining my future as Jason’s wife? Hell no.

What I want is to imagine my future happy. That’s something I haven’t been in a while. And to be honest, at this point, I don't care if I achieve happiness as a single woman.

“Dad, I have to go. Tell Mom I love her and I'll talk to you both later.”

I abruptly end the call, tossing my phone on the small sofa chair near the window. In an effort to forget the phone call I just had, I push the curtains open just in time to catch the sun dipping behind the mountain range, casting an incredible glow of orange and yellow across the horizon. Hawk’s Ridge is a beautiful town. I'm glad I decided to stay at this quaint little hotel for a few days while I get my head screwed on straight.

Actually, I'm pretty sure my head is screwed on straight. Otherwise, I would still be with Jason, the man—no scratch that—the boy who somehow possesses the intelligence to get into medical school but lacks the common sense and compassion to love a woman for who she is, both mentally and physically.

So I have a few extra pounds on me, a couple of curves around the middle and up top. That doesn't mean I'm not worthy, nor am I “gross” or “ugly,” two words Jason has used to describe women like me.

He didn't necessarily call me gross and ugly. But one night, after a few drinks with his buddies, he admitted he didn't like “fat” women, referring to them using those lovely aforementioned words. That's when I knew it was time to get out, no matter what kind of future he could provide for me as a physician.

Where are the men who think curves are worth exploring? Who won’t come at me with some bullshit reason to lose weight like, “Babe, I only want you to be healthy.”

I've seen these men on social media, proclaiming their undying attraction to curvy girls. Yet finding them in real life is like hunting down a unicorn. They’re an enigma.

Maybe they're all taken.

Or just simply ... nonexistent.

Anyway, I told Jason I was healthy. I see my doctor every year for a physical, and I even have bloodwork done to ensure everything's good, which is a lot more than he can say for most people.

Okay, so I don't exercise. Big whoop. Someday I will. Maybe. Or maybe not! Who knows? My body, my life, right? I’m only 21 years old so I have plenty of time. The worst thing of all is that I look no different now than when Jason and I met a year ago. Did his taste in women change? Or did he just look at me as a woman he could change?

It doesn't matter. I ended things last week and since then my father has been bugging me to give Jason a second chance. It’s real hilarious too because Jason has shown zero interest in wanting me to give him another chance.

I ended things and that’s that. Haven't heard a peep from the guy. Which hurts, yes. I guess deep down I did want him to fight for me, but he didn't. And now I'm taking a long weekend in the mountains to reset.

To remind myself that I'm worth it.

I grab my suitcase off the floor and set it on the bed, zipping it open. The White Crested Lodge has an indoor heated pool and I'm going to use it before ordering dinner. I might even order dessert. There's no one here to judge me. And by no one, I mean Jason.

“Ha!” I laugh out loud, shocking myself. When was the last time I laughed?? Oh my god...

“You hear that, Jason? You’re a no-one,” I proclaim as I pluck my bathing suit from the bottom of my clothes.

After getting dressed in the two-piece skimpy white bikini I bought just yesterday, I slide the hot pink cover-up over my arms and head out with a towel draped over my shoulder. I honestly cannot wait to submerge my body in the water and float my cares away.

And it turns out coming here near dinnertime was a good idea because it looks like I’ll be swimming solo. Good. I could use the alone time.

I dip my toes in, letting out a silent moan at the warm temperature. “Oh yes, this is perfect,” I mumble.

After sliding off my cover-up and laying it over a lounge chair with my towel, I start walking down the stairs into the shallow end. I go slowly, glancing out at the water, still undisturbed and smooth as glass.

I bend over and lay the palms of my hands on the surface, feeling it tickle slightly. It makes me smile and warm waves of pleasure ripple over me, making me feel a rush of arousal. That’s weird. Swimming isn’t necessarily an erotic sport but for whatever reason I’m getting turned on.

Out of the blue, I feel a warm presence. Or more like ... eyes on me. I snap my head around, sure someone has decided to join me in the pool. But I’m still all alone.

Well, almost.

To the right of the entrance is a large picture window where hotel guests can look in from the hallway. A man is walking by, and I've caught his eye.

His gaze is focused on me so intently that he nearly collides with two other guys. They dart to the side to avoid him, both shaking their heads in irritation.

Before disappearing out of sight, I see his gaze move over my body, and butterflies fill my insides. Lately, when Jason would look at me like that, I’d immediately become self-conscious.

But not tonight. And not right now.

I swallow and make my way into the water, wondering if the man who just walked by was as disgusted at the sight of me as Jason made me feel.

He's just a stranger, I tell myself. It doesn't matter how he saw me.

And why the hell do I care?

I don’t.

I laugh softly, realizing it's a sign that I'm ready to move on. That Jason no longer has a hold on me. I swim to the deep end and lie on my back, floating in the water. Above me, the ceiling is made of glass, and I can see hues of blue deepening the sky as the January sun sets.

This little trip is going to be good for me.
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“Granger? What are you still doing here? It’s way past beer o’clock.”

I look at Drake and pull a face, then start scanning the top shelf once more. “Trust me, I know. I’m trying to find the drill I need to fix the slider in 619. You know if Ty used it yesterday?” As the head of maintenance at the White Crested Lodge, I get real damn annoyed with my assistant, Ty, because he sucks at returning tools to their proper place.

“Hell if I know. You want me to call him and ask?”

“No. I’ll just go back up there and let the guests know they won’t be hanging out on the patio tonight and ask if they want to move to a different room.”

“I’ll have the front desk call and tell them. That way you can head out and follow me to Shady’s.” Drake gives me a sly smile and I shake my head.

“You’ve been there the last three nights in a row. Don’t you ever go home?”

“Go home for what? You know I’m single. And once I start my new job next week, nights out with the guys will pretty much be over.”

“Third shift will do that,” I tell him. I’ve worked with Drake for nearly ten years, but he’s decided to change career paths and get out of the hotel industry. As of next week, he’ll be working security at some biker club and making twice as much. “All right, let me get washed up and I’ll meet you for that beer.”

Drake disappears, and I move to the sink to wash my hands, allowing my thoughts to drift to the hot little number I spotted at the pool half an hour ago. I don’t know why I can’t get her out of my head. Most of the time, if a girl even catches my eye, she’s all but forgotten after two or three minutes.

But this girl? Damn, she looked so fucking sexy in that white bikini she was wearing. And, strange as it sounds, I felt something when I saw her. Something I haven’t felt in a long time. The way her body was folded over so she could run her hands over the surface of the water made me want to commit illicit acts. One of which involves folding her over my workbench.

Fuck.

It’s been too long since I’ve run my hands over some fine curves like hers. Or any curves for that matter. Hell, just female flesh in general. Not that I’ll get my hands on her. She’s probably married or has a boyfriend. Fine women like her are never single. Not only that, she's young. Much younger than me. And certainly much younger than the women I've dated most recently.

Once I’m washed up, I grab my small toolbox and set it in the corner of my workstation. I'm looking forward to kicking back with the guys tonight and putting this long day behind me. Sure, I'd rather be kicking back with the girl of my dreams, but she doesn't seem to exist.

Maybe she does and hasn't shown up yet. I've been waiting a long damn time for her, too. Fifty-four years to be exact.

I thought she came along in my 20s. I was married for a brief stint. But as it turned out she was only with me to get close to my brother, who wanted nothing to do with her. Ah, live and learn I guess.

At this point, the way I see it, the girl of my dreams will probably get here when I'm on my deathbed. The thought of that makes me laugh.

I pass by the front desk, and Rachel, one of the receptionists, hangs up the phone. “Oh, Granger, I was just about to call you. Do you have a second?”

“Depends on what it's for.”

“Well, I just got a call from room 222 and she says there's a rotten egg smell coming from the shower.”

I drop my head and let out a laugh.

“I would move her, but we're booked solid.”

“All right.” I let out a manly sigh.

“I can tell her maintenance is gone for the evening. See if Ty can come in a little early. I think he's due at 11:00.” Ty works overnights on the weekends for emergency maintenance. I don't want Rachel bothering him because I would not want to be called in early just to smell rotten eggs.

“No, it's fine. I'll take care of it.”

She flashes me a smile. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

I do a one-eighty and make my way to the maintenance room to grab my tools, then head to the back hallway, taking the stairs two at a time up to the second floor. Getting stuck at work late happens from time to time, especially on holiday weekends like this when we've been kind of dead for months. Plus, it's a full moon so it's bound to be crazy.

I find room 222 and knock on the door, and seconds later I hear the twist of the lock. When I see who's tugging the door open, it feels like I'm being sucker punched in the chest. It's her, the girl from the pool, still wearing that sexy damn bikini and hot pink, mesh cover-up.

“Hey there, problems with your shower?”

Something flickers in her eyes, maybe recognition? Her eyes drop to my name stitched on my work shirt. 

“Yes. Come on in.”

She moves aside and I walk through the entryway. Immediately, the smell of sulfur punches me in the nose.

“Whoa.”

“Yeah. It smells really bad.”

“That it does.” I step into the bathroom and my eyes are drawn to the countertop where I see a spread of makeup, washcloths, a toothbrush and toothpaste, and a folded-up t-shirt with a pair of pink panties on top.

Fuck.

My dick immediately gets hard. Well this will be a fun job to work on tonight. And by fun, I mean nothing will excite me more than being in this girl's presence, but it'll be hard fighting an erection.

She comes into the room behind me, and I immediately focus my attention on the tub. “I came in here and turned on the hot water to take a shower. I was at the pool for a while and—"

When she stops mid-sentence, I look her way. “At the pool. Right.”

Her mouth draws up in a slight smile and she sets a hand on her hip, forcing her robe to part open. “Yeah, I think you saw me there?”

I pull in a deep breath, telling myself now is not the time to get a hard-on. “Mmm-hm. I did, in passing.”

Fuckin’ A. I was hoping she didn't catch me staring at her through the long window like a lovestruck fool but apparently she did.

And heaven help me, I try not to, but I just can't seem to stop my eyes from dropping down to her luscious body. Her cover-up is parted, and I can see how full her breasts are underneath the white bikini top.

Her soft tummy no doubt would pair well with my hands and mouth, along with the curve of her hip that I just wanna squeeze as I pull her over my lap. The way she's standing there with confidence, self-assurance is so damn sexy.

But then the best part comes when I snap my attention back up to her face, where her pretty blue eyes draw me in. She looks at me with a sort of curiosity, like she wants to get to know me just a little before I slide inside of—

“So the rotten egg smell, I swear it’s nothing I did.” She lets out a soft bubble of laughter that puts a smile on my face.

“Oh, I know. This room has been vacant for over a month. When that happens sometimes gas builds up in the water heater and it just needs flushing out. But since it's pretty ripe, I'm going to open the windows and let the air clear.”

“Oh, I can open the windows if you want to start flushing the water heater.” She turns on her heels and walks off, and her robe blows open just enough that I catch the shape of her ass being hugged by those lucky bikini bottoms.

But then she pauses at the doorway, spinning back around to face me. “Do I need to leave while you do all this?”

I snap my eyes back up. “No ma'am. All I have to do is run the hot water full blast in here.”

“Oh, okay.” The smile fades from her lips and she walks away.

Damn, why does she have to look so fine? I turn on the hot water in both the sink and shower, and when I make my way out to the main room, she’s leaning over, pushing up the window. I can’t help but check out her ass again, holding back a groan.

I lick my lips, and my dick starts getting hard again. She's much too young. I mean my god, she's younger than my 35-year-old daughter. I shouldn't be looking at a girl that young like this.

But my cock sure as fuck isn't getting the memo.

I won’t make it. I can’t be in the same room as her without her noticing the bulge that’s growing in my pants.

“I'm going to step out for five minutes or so, check on another repair.”

She spins around. “Oh, okay.”

Wait, does she sound disappointed? 

“Just let the water run until it goes cold, and I'll be back to check on it.”

I turn around and walk out of the room, cursing myself all the way back to maintenance. This girl is out of my league, not to mention off-limits. We're technically not supposed to fraternize with the guests. 

Hopefully, once the rotten egg smell is gone, I won't have to see her again.

Because I think it would just be torture.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Paige


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


He called me ma'am.

Isn't that what guys say when they're trying to be polite?

Maybe it’s wrong, but I don't want him to be polite.

I want Granger to be very impolite.

I saw his name stitched on the upper corner of his shirt and immediately recognized him. He was watching me at the pool. Watching me in a way that made my blood run hot, made me feel desirable again.

I suppose I should be relieved that he has manners. Proves he's not a creep or something like that.

But what truly sucks is the fact that he didn't want to hang out with me while the water heater flushes. Maybe he really did have to go check on another repair. But I wanted to spend time with him.

And I wanted him to want to spend time with me.

Oh my god, listen to me. I sound desperate.

Granger works here. He has to be professional. Because I saw the way he looked at me in the bathroom just a few moments ago, and he noticed the curves on my body, the same way I noticed the age difference between us.

That gray hair of his and those crow’s feet brushing away from his eyes, combined with his full beard and tattoos, those traits make me want him all the more.

I lean down and smell the cool, crisp air blowing through the open window. It gives me a chill, but at least it doesn't stink as bad in here. I blow out a breath and walk back into the bathroom, placing a finger under the running water at the sink. It's definitely cold, as is the shower water.

But the smell is still here. I'm not sure if I need to give it more time but I turn the water off regardless. Maybe I should see if they can move me to another room because there's no way I can sleep tonight with this chlorinated pool water drying out my skin.

When Granger returns several moments later, my heart flutters a few times looking into his dark brown eyes.

“Hey there. All better now?” He nods behind me, and I shake my head.

“I let the water run cold but it still stinks like a mofo.”

He smirks. “A mofo, huh?”

“Sorry,” I say, blushing. “I guess that’s not very professional of me.”

His eyes drop to my mouth, and he studies me for a moment. “Well, I could be wrong, but I don’t think you’re the one who needs to remain professional.”

“Oh, what a relief.” He belts out a laugh and I lean against the door. “Maybe I should just be moved to a different room that doesn’t smell like a decaying corpse is hiding in the pipes.”

He flashes a look of disappointment. “Yeah, about that. We’re booked so we don’t have any other options. Do you mind if come in and check the water heater?”

“Sure.” I step aside and he makes a beeline to the small closet at the end of the hallway, carrying a toolbox. What is it about a man with a toolbox that I find so sexy?

He stoops to the floor, and I give him space while he works, keeping myself occupied by scrolling on my phone.

After some time passes, he pops back up, closing the closet door. “Hate to say it, but I’m gonna have to replace the rod in here.”

“Oh? How long will that take?” I secretly hope it takes all night. Which is just dumb. Why would I wish that on him? To be stuck fixing a water heater all night?

Do I really want to be around him that much?

He pulls a face. “Not long, but I won’t be able to get at it until tomorrow when I have the part I need. Normally we stay fully stocked with extras, but some things have been on back order for a few weeks now.”

Great. I feel the disappointment set in.

Granger must notice because he steps closer to me, increasing the sexual tension that's already building between us.

“I'm sorry. I know you're wanting to take a shower and all.”

“That would be nice.”

“There's one at the pool but it only has cold water. It's mostly for rinsing off before you swim.”

My brow shoots up. “A cold shower? That sounds like fun. Where do I sign up?”

Granger smirks then seems to hesitate for a moment, rubbing his beard and shifting in place. “I'm not supposed to do this, but we have a staff shower if you'd like to use it.”

“Really?”

“Yes, just promise me you won't say anything. I could get in trouble.” He lets out a laugh and I hold both hands up.

“Mum's the word.”

His eyes drag over my body, and I feel a heat grow between my legs.

Granger rubs his hands together and glances at my suitcase. “If you want to get whatever you need, I'll just gather my tools here and you can follow me down.”

“Yeah, sure.”

After getting a clean change of clothes and a towel, I follow Granger out the door, down the stairs, and right up to a door that's labeled “Employees Only.”

He glances to the left and right before opening the door and gesturing at me. “Ladies first.”

I feel my cheeks blush and walk into the space, and he follows quickly behind, taking me around a corner. I move my eyes around the room, noticing all the tools and supplies. And in the corner a long, grungy plastic curtain, behind which the shower must be hiding. I stare at it, mortified.

Granger stands next to me and shifts his attention to the shower curtain as well.

“You're completely freaked out, aren't you?”

I glance in his direction, feeling like my eyes are bugging out of my head. “I mean, I'm super appreciative that you're offering me a place to wash up.”

“No, no. I'm just now realizing how horrifying this actually looks.”

Both of us break out in laughter and he presses several fingers to his forehead.

“Well, I wouldn't say it's horrifying. Intimidating maybe.”

“Oh man, I am so sorry. I guess I've been staring at that shower for so many years I didn't realize just how weird it would be to offer it up to one of our guests in an emergency situation.”

“It was an emergency situation. And I do appreciate the offer, however ... awkward it looks.” 

I throw a thumb over my shoulder. “Think I'm just gonna head to the pool and wash off as best I can in the cold water.”

I start backing up and Granger looks at me with remorse. “I really am sorry. I'll hit the hardware store first thing in the morning to get what I need, then come straight up to your room. I promise you'll be taking that hot shower before breakfast is over.”

His gaze drops to my hips, and I bite my lip before saying. “I'm gonna hold you to it.”

“I hope you will.”

Something I'm not used to seeing flares in his eyes. It could be he's surprised that a younger girl is flirting with him. I'm a little surprised myself because I'm not normally this flirty. Maybe it's because I'm out of town and I'm feeling a little daring, wanting to take a chance on something, someone.

Or maybe I'm just a glutton for punishment.

Maybe this hot older man doesn't want anything to do with an overweight girl like me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Granger


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“Damn, bro. I’m sorry you got stuck at work so late.”

“Yeah, well, shit happens, you know?” I gulp down the last of my beer, then nod at the bartender for another one. I’m in a mood. The kind of mood where you just want to drink yourself into oblivion.

“The tourists are nuts this year, huh? I don’t think we’ve ever been this booked in January before.”

“Yeah, it’s nuts.”

And so am I for wanting Paige as badly as I do.

Paige.

I checked the guest log because I needed to know her name, where she was from. I’ve never done anything like that. If she knew, she’d think I was fucking stalking her. But fuck me because I love the way her name feels on my lips when I say it.

And I know I’d love the way she would taste on my lips if I ever get the chance.

What the hell was I thinking by bringing her to the maintenance shower that allows for no privacy and looks sketchy as hell?

I know what I was thinking, though. I was thinking about her being in my maintenance room, her wet, naked body in my shower, her smell lingering long after she finished washing off. And I got ahead of myself by offering it to her. Now, she probably thinks I am certifiable.

Hell, I’ve been single so long, maybe I am certifiable.

“Louise is here,” Drake says, bumping into my arm. “She was asking about you a while ago.”

“Louise asks about everyone. That ain’t nothing special.” Louise is a nice girl, I guess. Newly single. But she doesn’t do it for me. Every week she’s after a different guy, trying to sink her claws into every eligible bachelor in town. And there aren’t a whole lot of us left so she needs to slow down or maybe make her way down the mountain to Carolina Ridge.

When the bartender brings me my second beer, I set a ten on the counter, when all of a sudden, something in my periphery catches my attention. Someone has entered Shady’s Bar and Grill, and fuck me if it’s none other than Paige. My heart thunders like mad when she spots me. Our eyes lock, and her lips part.

I’m sure she’s about to turn on her heels and walk out at the sight of me. But lo and behold a slight smile forms on her pretty little mouth.

Damn, her smile gives me an adrenaline rush. And I can't lie. It makes me hard as a rock too. I start to get up, to head her way and say hey, when something stops me.

“Well, hey there, stranger.” Louise sets her purse on the bar top and plops down on the stool next to me.

“Louise,” I grumble, irritated.

I try to spot Paige again but Louise is in my way, leaning her breasts against my arm and running her hand up and down my leg. She's obviously had a few too many drinks, otherwise she wouldn't be this touchy-feely with me.

“I've missed seeing you, sexy. What you been up to lately?”

I pull away from her and move her hand off my leg. “Come on, Louise. I hardly know you.”

“You and my husband used to be pretty good friends. You know he cheated on me with that pharmaceutical rep who blew through town a few months ago.”

The way she says it tugs at my sympathetic side.

“I know, and I'm sorry,” I say, looking into her sad eyes. But then something else catches my attention.

Shady’s is pretty warm inside, and Louise seems to be taking advantage of it by the looks of this halter top barely covering her chest.

“You don't have to be sorry, babe. You can just take me home and make me forget.”

“I don't think so,” I mumble in a very disinterested sort of way as I attempt to find Paige over Louise’s big hairdo.

And ... wonderful. It appears she found the last spot at the other side of the bar, right next to some guy who just happens to be closer to her age.

Of fucking course.

Louise starts chirping in my ear about how we can get to know one another by taking a walk under the moonlight, but honestly, I'm not paying attention nor am I responding to her.

All my attention is focused on Paige and the fact that Louise probably scared her away.

I scoot my bar stool over a few inches so I can better see what's going on. That's when I catch Paige leaning in the guy’s direction, and they appear to strike up a conversation. He smiles at her, the kind of smile that shows he's interested, and that's when it happens.

A jealous rage starts building inside of me.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I growl under my breath.

“What's wrong, hon?” Louise follows my gaze, spotting the two love birds in the making.

I feel my fist tighten around my mug of beer.

“Nothing Louise. Just mind your business, okay.”

Louise clicks her tongue. “Is that your daughter or something? I thought she lived somewhere else.”

“No, it's not my daughter,” I grumble, feeling irritated.

“Granddaughter?”

I give her a sharp look. “Granddaughter? Come on, Louise. That right there is my future wife.”

“What was that?” Drake asks. He’s sitting on the opposite side of me, and I’ve clearly got his attention. “Did I hear you say something about your future wife?”

“Yes you motherfucking did.”

I slam down the last of my beer, knowing I need to keep myself in check. I have no right to feel jealous or possessive of someone I barely know. But god help me because the thought of this jackass so much as laying a finger on Paige makes me see red. And every fucking shade of red too.

“Who is your future wife and why haven't I met her yet?”

“She's right over there,” Louise chimes in, pointing towards Paige.

I shake my head in frustration.

“You mean that girl over there? The one who looks like she rode in a booster seat on the way here?”

“Man, fuck you,” I spit out.

Drake starts laughing, but I push off my bar stool and leave these two jokers behind. I don't give a fuck if she's talking to some local or if I get in trouble for dating a guest.

I need this girl and I aim to make her mine.

The crowd is thick tonight, and I'm guessing half of the fuckers in this place are tourists. Shady’s used to have a good reputation; it used to be the place for locals to kick back and relax with a couple of beers, maybe enjoy a nice meal with some friends. But word has gotten around and it's slowly turning into a cesspool of younger people looking for hookups. And I'll be damned if this young punk ass motherfucker spends the night with Paige.

I finally make my way through the crowd, but by the time I get close, they're already up and walking to a table.

She sees me, looks surprised, then her eyes shift away as he pulls a chair out for her. Oh, I see. He's trying to act like he has manners. I can tell it's an act. And the reason I can tell is because he's staring at her ass as she sits.

And yeah, I'm staring at her ass too. But the difference between me and this punk is that I want Paige for fucking ever.

I pull in a deep breath and make my way to another open table nearby, one where I can keep an eye on those two. I watch them chit-chat for a short while, then one of the waitresses brings them a stack of nachos and places it in front of the guy.

Paige glances at the pile of cheese and sour cream several times but her partner doesn't seem to be offering her any, pulling the plate closer to himself and shoving chip after cheesy chip in his mouth like a filthy, disgusting animal.

Christ. She can't be impressed by this.

He suddenly pulls his phone out of his back pocket, then scrolls for a few minutes, flipping it over to show her something. She nods, and I can tell she's trying to look interested, but as he starts scooting a little closer, I notice her smile has completely faded.

Out of the blue, she pushes up from her chair and he does the same. She says something to him, shakes her head and starts to walk off. But he wraps an arm around her waist stopping her, and she immediately pulls back from him, pressing her hands to his chest to get away.

The hairs on my arms stand on end, and a fury runs through me. I bolt up from the table and stalk my way over, arriving just in time to hear her blurt out, “I said no.”

I grip the back of his shirt and twist it in my fist. “Did you not hear the lady? She doesn't want to go anywhere with you, punk ass.”

He snaps his head in my direction, sheer terror written all over his face. I've startled him enough that he lets go of Paige, but then he starts to look a little pissed off.

“Who the fuck asked you, Grandpa?” he says. Well, more like squeaks because that's what his voice sounds like. A little squeak.

Pathetic.

I glance at Paige and she's giving me the biggest look of gratitude I've ever seen.

“Do you want this pipsqueak pawing all over you, Paige?”

Her eyes grow big, and she shakes her head. “No, I do not. And I told him as much.”

When she gives him an angry look, he scoffs, then twists his body out of my grip, storming out of sight.

I watch to make sure he leaves the building because we don't want people like him here. Sure enough, he's out the door in a flash and I brush my hands. “Good fucking riddance.”

When I glance at Paige, her pretty blue eyes are looking up at me.

“Are you okay, sweetheart? Did he scare you?”

“Not at first. But when he grabbed me, he did.”

“Fuck, I'm so sorry.” I resist the urge to touch her face because I don't want to scare her away myself.

“It's okay. I'm just glad you showed up when you did. But ... how do you know my name? I don't think I told you what it was.”

I rub the back of my neck. Guess I'm busted. But then she taps the side of her forehead.

“Oh, I'm such an idiot. You probably have a list of all the guests’ names.”

I smirk and play along. “That I do. But if I'm being honest, I was particularly curious about your name.”

Her teeth sink into her lower lip and she smiles at me. “Why is that?”

My dick gets hard at the sight of her dimpled smile, how her whole face lights up at me, the way in which her blue eyes sparkle.

“Because I wanted to see if your name was as beautiful as you.”
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I know I shouldn't fall for some cheesy one-liners from a man I don't even know, but everything that comes out of Granger's mouth seems like the cold, hard truth.

Nothing about him is cold though. I feel like I can trust him. Not just feel I can, but know I can. Is that wrong of me, or is it possible I've met my soul mate?

Suddenly, with all the people and all the noise, this bar is the last place I want to be. I had pushed that creep away from me because I didn't really want to be near him. But now, I'm gravitating towards Granger, wanting to feel his body press up against mine.

“I'm going to get rid of these nachos. Do you want something to drink?”

“Maybe an iced tea.”

“Got it.”

My stomach rumbles because I haven't had dinner. In fact, I came here to grab a bite to eat, not realizing it had more of a bar rather than a restaurant atmosphere. Granger tosses the nachos inside a giant trash can next to the bar. Moments later he returns with my drink and a menu.

“Just in case you want something other than nachos.”

I smile up at him. “Actually, nachos sound good.”

“Really?” he says, sitting across from me and clasping his hands on the table. “I'll order you some then. What should I get? I haven't eaten since noon and I'm pretty hungry.”

“You're going to let me pick your supper?”

He nods with a cute smile on his face. Cute and sexy. This is interesting. Jason never let me order his food, not that I particularly wanted to. But he sure made it a point to tell me what I should and should not be eating.

“Are you sure you don't want to be picking out my supper?”

The smile fades from his lips. “Why would I tell you what to eat?”

I shrug. “Guess that's what I'm used to.”

His jaw sets, and I can tell he is not happy to hear that. At least he doesn't seem to be.

“I would never tell a girl what to eat. You should eat what you damn well please.”

A smile tugs at my lips. “Doesn't that same rule apply to you?” I slide the menu in his direction, but he doesn’t even so much as cast a glance at it.

“Yes, but I love everything on the menu here.” He leans forward, closer to me. “Furthermore, I like the thought of eating something that you picked out for me.”

Heat floods my body, spreading between my legs. This guy definitely knows what to say to get to me.

I pull the menu back and drag my finger down the front of it, looking at all the options. I stop at the #7 and tap it softly. “This looks like something you'd pick.”

He turns his head and looks where I'm pointing. “The loaded burger with a side of fries? That just happens to be my favorite.”

“Then that's what you're getting.”

Granger disappears to order our food, then dips to the side to have a brief conversation with another guy sitting at the bar. I use the few moments he's gone to check my phone for messages.

I can't believe it, but Jason has messaged me. I get a rush of nervousness, but I can tell it's because I don't want to hear what he has to say. I assume it's something indicating an interest in getting back together. But when I open the message and read it, I learn that's not the case.

Hey, your dad stopped by school, said you were missing me? Just thought you should know I'm seeing someone else, Paige. Someone who’s more my type. I hate to do this through text but I just thought I should set things straight.

I go from being livid to laughing out loud. Angry that my father would interfere to that extent but then realizing how hilarious it is that Jason feels the need to let me know he's dating someone else.

As if I actually care.

I consider replying with a bunch of laughing emojis, but I realize he’d probably think that's my way of being passive aggressive. And I don't want him to think I care enough to respond in any way, shape, or form, so I let it go.

I back out of his text and navigate to my list of contacts, selecting my ex’s name and simultaneously cringing at the fact that I saved him as Sexy Jay Bae.

“Oh my god. Good fucking byeeee,” I mutter, hitting delete on my phone.

“Please don't tell me you gave pipsqueak your phone number?”

I look up and Granger is standing above me, holding a beer and an iced tea.

“God no. I was just deleting my ex-boyfriend as a contact.”

“Ex-boyfriend? You mean someone was lucky enough to have you but screwed it up?”

I blush as he sets the drinks down and sits across from me again. “How do you know I didn't screw up?”

“Well, I don't,” he sighs. “But I find it hard to believe that you are anything less than perfect.”

“Nobody's perfect, myself included.” I'm mostly teasing him. Although I do like the thought of Granger thinking of me as perfect. However, being perfect is a lot of pressure. And I don't want to set the bar too high for myself.

Especially if this is going where I want it to go.

“You're right about that. Lord knows I've made my share of mistakes. All I'm saying is ... if I were lucky enough to call you my girlfriend, I'd make sure I did everything in my power to keep you happy, give you everything you want so I wouldn't end up a deleted contact.”

“You have to slow down with the compliments. My cheeks are starting to get sore from smiling so much.”

He belts out a laugh. “Stick with me long enough and I'll have your entire body sore from laughter.”

“Hmm,” I reply.

Okay, now my cheeks are really blushing. His innuendo is not lost on me. It feels like a heat wave is washing over the rest of me. I get a sudden urge to fan my face, but instead, I pick up my glass of iced tea and take several large sips.

“In the spirit of maintaining professionalism and remaining a gentleman, I am buying you dinner as a way of formally apologizing for not being able to fix your water heater tonight.”

“Oh, well I appreciate it but it's not your fault. That shower near the pool was spectacular.”

“Spectacular? Yeah right.”

I laugh. “It was a little cold but at least I'm clean.”

“Ah, that's too bad.” The way he's looking at me right now is sending me serious vibes.

“It’s too bad that I'm clean?” I ask flirtatiously.

He lifts an eyebrow and nods. “I like a girl who's a little dirty.”

“A little dirty? Got it. So I guess the fact that I'm young, inexperienced, and a little on the pudgy side doesn't bother you?”

Granger grips the handle of his mug and I notice a vein in his forehead starts to thrum. “First of all, please don't call yourself pudgy. You're not. Also, I find you sexy as fucking hell.”

“Oh,” I whisper, shuddering at his words.

“There is an age difference between us, though. But that’s more likely to bother you than me.”

I lick my lips. They feel so freaking hot all of a sudden with the way his gaze is boring into me.

“And inexperienced, you say?” Granger leans forward, deepening his voice. “That's just icing on the cake for me.”

I feel heady, like I’ve suddenly won a lottery ticket but for love, not money. It’s crazy. I barely know this guy, but it’s like he’s my missing half. Why do I feel this way? Like I’m falling in love with a stranger?

I'm momentarily speechless even though I feel like I should say something in response to what he just laid on me. But a waitress appears, bringing food and setting it down in front of us, effectively breaking the sexual tension that lingers.

“Anything else I can get you two?”

Granger looks at me and lifts an eyebrow. “Do you need anything else?”

“Just some extra napkins, please.”

“I'll be right back with those.”

“Cheers,” Granger says, lifting his burger in my direction.

I tap his bun with a loaded nacho, and it occurs to me he's laying it on pretty thick, and I'm gobbling it up, like each compliment is a spoonful of my favorite food.

I need to slow down, back things up a little bit. After all, he's older than my father, probably set in his ways and just wants a one-night stand with a girl who's only in town for a few days.

He has to know that right? That I'm only in town for a few days? I'm not a local. So all this heavy flirting he's doing with me isn't because he wants something long-term.

I should chalk this up to a little flirtatious fun. A reminder that I am an attractive girl, no matter how many curves I have. 

And maybe I will let Granger have me, even if it is for one night.
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Paige seems to have grown quiet and it's making me nervous. I start asking her a few questions, like where she's from and what she does for work. She starts opening up to me, little by little.

I learn that she lives three hours east of here and has been working as an accounting assistant for two years.

“So, you're smart. I find that to be an attractive trait in a girl.”

Her cheeks blush a soft pink, which I find adorable. I wonder in what other ways can I turn those cheeks pink? I'm thinking I could accomplish it pretty easily in my bedroom. Does that make me a pervert? Probably.

“I'm good with numbers. But smart? In some ways I am, and some ways I'm not.” She opens her mouth and gracefully slides in a tortilla chip piled high with meat, cheese, and sour cream. Fuck. My brain is going places it really shouldn’t.

Also, I don’t like to hear her beating herself up. Makes me want to punch whoever made her feel less than smart. I've never been this fiercely protective of a girl before.

“In what ways are you not smart?” I ask, anxious to hear her opinion on the matter so I can set her straight.

She lets out a weary sigh and sucks a little bit of iced tea through her straw, her gaze falling to the side as if thinking about how to answer.

“Mainly in regards to my ex.”

My fist tightens around my burger, squirting ketchup onto the plate. “What did he do?” I growl.

She glances up at me, her eyes growing big in surprise before falling to the plate where ketchup just splattered everywhere. “Well, um ... bottom line is I should have left him a long time ago. He wasn't very nice to me.”

I drop my burger and wipe my mouth before guzzling down the last of my beer. I'm ready to find this guy and kick his ass and I don't even know what he's done.

Thing is, I've heard this story lots of times, about guys mistreating their girlfriends. And being a guy myself I know that most of the time it's true. But I'm also aware there are two sides to every story. And sometimes people get their feelings hurt when their significant others don't want the same things they want.

But I have a sixth sense about this situation, and I know this girl sitting across from me isn't stretching the truth.

“What did he do, Paige?”

She gestures at our food. “Well, for instance, this right here was a big no-no. When we went out for dinner, I had to pick something from the light menu.”

I hold her gaze, feeling my blood pressure rise.

“You know, like the low-calorie options?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I know what the light menu is.” My body is tight, fighting a growing frustration towards a man who's no longer a part of her life but clearly left a trail of harm in his wake.

“And if they didn't have a lighter fare menu,” she continues making air quotes, “or I was craving junk food, he would make me order from the child's menu to keep the portions smaller.”

I set my jaw and pull in a controlled breath, mindlessly playing with the butter knife next to my plate. “And what was his reason for this?”

“He didn't approve of my extra weight. Though if you were to ask him, he would say it was for my health. Jason was a med student. Or is a med student. First year.”

“Uh-huh.” Jason the peckerhead is lucky he's nowhere near me, otherwise he'd be studying my fist. “Well, I'm all for eating healthy, if that's what you want. Obviously, healthy eating is not on my radar.” I nudge my plate and Paige giggles. “But no one should be dictating what you eat or guilting you from enjoying life. And for fuck’s sake, he shouldn't have done anything to make you feel ashamed of your body.”

“I know that now. But it took a little while to figure out.”

I reach across the table and lightly brush the back of her hand with mine, feeling a static pulse as our skin meets. “That's nothing to do with smarts, sweetheart. That's your heart not wanting to believe that someone you care about is putting you down.”

Her eyes search my face, and I get the sense that no one's ever told her this before. “That's a good way of putting it. I definitely didn't want to believe that Jason didn't care about me. There were so many times he hurt my feelings or just plain made me angry. And I would get the strongest urge to run away from him.”

I feel a twist in my chest, hoping she isn't still harboring feelings for him. I know how these things go sometimes. “Is that why you're here in Hawk’s Ridge? Because you decided to run away?”

“Oh no, that's not it at all. I dumped him over a week ago. This is just a weekend for me to sort of regroup, indulge in some self-love.”

“Self-love? I like the sound of that.”

Why am I suddenly picturing her lying in bed and loving herself with her hands between her legs? Spreading her slick juices all over the tips of my fingers? I mean her fingers?

Fuck, I want this girl.

“Oh, and if I'm being completely transparent, I might be trying to distance myself from my parents. They don't think I made a good choice breaking up with Jason.”

Oh no, not this girl making me dislike her parents. “Are they aware of how he treated you?”

“A little, but they're from a different generation so they just don't get it.” Her lips part, and she looks at me with shock and embarrassment. “I didn't mean it like that. I mean obviously you can be in a different generation and still get it.”

I chuckle. “It's okay, I know what you meant.”

She laughs and looks a little relieved. “What I meant is ... they mostly care about the fact that he's going to be a doctor someday, and in their eyes, that will make him a good provider.”

“Money isn't everything, and it sure doesn't solve relationship problems.”

“Trust me, I know.”

“Firsthand?”

As strange as it sounds, I hope Paige says no. I've met one too many rich girls, or girls who come from money and their families usually have a stranglehold on them they can't get out of.

“No, not firsthand. Both my parents work hard for every penny, and most of it goes to bills. I have a cousin who's filthy rich and she's miserable.”

“Well that proves it.”

Paige sucks some sour cream off the tips of her fingers, and I catch myself staring at her. “I think I'm going to hit the bathroom and wash up. Will you wait for me?”

“Of course I'll wait for you. I was going to ask if you needed a ride back to the hotel.”

“If it's not out of the way.”

“It's on my way home.”

“Be right back.” She flashes a shy smile, one that offers a silent acknowledgment of how this night may end. And as I watch her walk confidently toward the ladies room, I can't help but stare at that amazing ass of hers, hoping I'll feel it bouncing up and down in my big strong hands as she rides my cock.

I know Paige is a good girl. A man can tell these things. So she may not do anything more than let me kiss her at the door of her hotel room. But that's all right.

I'd wait a lifetime for a girl like her. I just hope I don't have to.

My thoughts are interrupted when arms wrap around my neck, pulling me in for a strong but feminine hug. “Hey big boy, where's your wife going?”

I turn my head to look up at whoever's there, even though I know who it is, only to catch her smiling devilishly. “She's washing up. Do you mind, Louise?”

“Washing up? Good Lord, what did you do to her?”
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