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      My eyes adjusted to the dimly lit barn. A stage had been set up in the back for the bachelorette auction my cousins were hosting to raise money for the farm and a local animal rescue.

      Even though I was a Monroe, I always felt like an outsider. But I was here to support my cousins.

      Finally, I spotted Sebastian. I made my way through the crowd of eager men and curious women. Marley introduced the dark-haired woman on the stage.

      She reminded me of the teenage girl I’d run into on the tree farm when we were teens. She’d been shy at first. Eventually she’d admitted that her mother had died a year earlier, and she wanted a break from her siblings. Even as a teen, I understood her pain. I hadn’t lost a parent, but I might as well have. We sat on the hill of the Christmas tree field and watched the people shopping for trees in the cut lot outside the barn.

      There was something about her. I wanted to hold her hand and tell her everything would get better.

      When one of her older brothers had come looking for her, he’d been pissed to find her with me. She’d given me an apologetic look and left without another word. He’d stayed behind to tell me to stay away from her.

      I’d wondered about her for months afterward, but I never saw her again. I hadn’t even gotten her name.

      My cousins said they were the Calloways, the owners of the competing Christmas tree farm, and they must have been there to scope out our operations. I didn’t care about any of that; I just hoped to get another glimpse of her. But with the feud between our families, it hadn’t happened.

      When I finally reached Sebastian, I nodded toward the stage and asked, “Who is that?”

      “Her name’s Daphne. She bakes those pies everyone’s been talking about lately.”

      “She works at Pine Valley Farms?” More like her family owned it.

      “Is that a bad thing?” Sebastian’s friend Hanna asked.

      Sebastian lowered his voice. “They’re our competition. It’s a smaller operation but closer to town, so they get more traffic than we do.”

      “I didn’t realize.” Hanna’s voice trailed off as I moved away from them and closer to the stage.

      There was something about Daphne that pulled me in. She looked lost and slightly panicked. Her expression was similar to the one I’d seen on her face when we were teens.

      I had that same urge to rescue her now that I did back then. Without thinking, I raised my hand to add my bid.

      Daphne’s startled gaze flew to mine, caught, and held. Her eyes flared with recognition. I slightly inclined my head to let her know that I had her.

      I hoped it was relief that flashed in her eyes.

      The bidding continued while I let everything around me fade away, never taking my gaze from hers.

      Daphne Calloway was the prize. I had this overwhelming desire to take her off the stage and away from these guys. I couldn’t explain where the instinct came from, but it had overtaken all logic and reason.

      When Marley declared me the winner, Daphne was ushered backstage. I needed to get to her, but as I moved in that direction, a hulk of a man blocked me.

      I grunted in frustration, “Calloway.” I recognized him as one of the Calloway brothers. There were so many of them, and I never had a reason to know them.

      He inclined his head slightly. “It’s Teddy Calloway.”

      “Cole Monroe. It’s nice to meet you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere I have to be.” I moved to step around him, but Teddy stepped sideways to block me.

      “That’s my sister you just bid on.”

      I bristled at his interference, wondering if this was the brother that warned me away from her the first time we’d met. I might have been a kid back then, but I wasn’t anymore. Tonight, I didn’t care about the farms or whether that woman was our competition. “What’s your point?”

      His jaw worked. “I don’t know what your intention is, but I don’t want you messing with her. She’s a single mother.”

      Awareness hit me square in the chest. The fight went out of me as I held up my palms to ward him off. “I just wanted to get her off that stage. She looked uncomfortable. I promise I don’t have any other plans for tonight.”

      Teddy’s shoulders relaxed slightly, but his jaw remained tight. “Our families don’t mix.”

      “You won’t get an argument from me on that point.” I swallowed hard. What the hell was I doing getting involved in a family feud? I was the cousin, an outsider to this family. I might have been a Monroe because Uncle Larry was my dad’s brother, but that didn’t mean I stood to inherit any part of this farm. No matter how much I wanted to be part of the farm and the family.

      “If you hurt her—” The threat was clear.

      “I won’t.” I had no intention of doing that. I wanted to protect her. The urge was strong and insistent, and I had no clue where it was coming from.

      Teddy must have seen something in my expression, because he stepped back. “You’d better not.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      He nodded as I moved past him.

      I felt the weight of his gaze on my back. When I reached the backstage area, Marley’s eyes lit up. “There you are.”

      “Sorry, I was talking to someone.” My throat felt dry as I looked past Marley to Daphne, whose gaze was set at some point over my shoulder. I wondered if she’d seen me talking to her brother.

      “I was just explaining to Daphne the dates we’ve set up for the lucky couples. One is a picnic and movie date by the lake. There’s the hot tub⁠—”

      “We’ll take the hot-tub date,” Daphne interjected, surprising the hell out of me.

      I raised my brow at Daphne. I wanted her to have control over how things went tonight. But I wasn’t expecting her to request the most intimate date offered. “You want to go on the hot-tub date?”

      “It’s more money—” Marley said looking from me to Daphne.

      At Daphne’s nod, I said, “I’ll pay it.” It wouldn’t hurt to support the Monroes, show them I was invested in the business.

      Marley shrugged, then smiled as she showed us the hand-drawn map. “Okay then. The hot tub is the farthest away and hidden in the woods. But you should have no problem finding it.” She handed the map to me, as she continued, “I provided heaters, food, and even bathing suits should you want to dip into the hot tub. Would you mind driving your truck? The carriage ride was reserved for the movie date, and the golf carts are all in use.”

      “That’s fine.” I offered my hand, eager to be alone with Daphne. I was elated to finally have a chance to talk to her after all this time. There was something about her that drew me in, and it went further than the lost teen I’d met back then.

      Daphne’s gaze fell to my offered hand for a second before she placed hers in mine. A tingle of electricity shot up my elbow and straight to my chest.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I murmured into her ear, noting the way she shivered. Then I led the way through the crowd, checking periodically to ensure she was okay. I was determined to avoid any more of her brothers.

      Outside, I opened the passenger-side door for her to climb inside. She didn’t look at me as I carefully shut the door behind her. I rounded the hood, my heart beating hard.

      I couldn’t believe I’d won a night alone with the object of my teenage fantasies. When I got in, I left the truck off. The only lights were the ones hanging on the porch of the barn. “Are you okay with this? I can take you home if you’d prefer.”

      Daphne licked her lower lip, one hand curling around my bicep and the other touching my forearm. I swear the side of her breast grazed my elbow, making the blood rush south. “You won a date with me.”

      I wanted to ask why she’d requested the hot-tub date. There’d always been a mythical quality to her, probably because I’d never known her name or any of the circumstances surrounding her life, besides her mother’s death.

      I drove over the gravel lane toward Emmett’s, then Heath’s cabin where I’d been staying while I worked on the farm. “I ran into your brother.”

      Daphne shifted in the seat so that her foot was tucked under her leg and her knee pointed in my direction.

      “Teddy?” Her voice was low and sultry, matching her dark hair and porcelain skin. “Was he the only one here tonight?”

      I sensed rather than saw the eye roll.

      “All my brothers wanted to come. They compromised and sent Teddy. He’s the oldest.

      “What are your brothers like?” I asked, wanting to know more about her.

      She grimaced. “Overbearing. Protective.”

      “You don’t like it.”

      She ran a hand through her straight hair, pulling it over one shoulder. “Let’s just say that it’s hard to meet anyone. Thankfully, Axel and Ryder live out of state. So it’s just the three of them. The one you met Teddy, then Jameson, and Weston.”

      “Teddy said you’re a mom.”

      She stiffened. “Is that a problem?”

      “Not at all. I think he was just looking out for you. Can I ask whether you have a son or a daughter?” I wanted to get to know her, to fill in all the blank spots in my mind.

      Daphne relaxed, and her voice softened. “I have a little girl. Izzy’s seven.”

      I could tell everything about her love for her daughter in those two sentences. “She’s your world.”

      A smile spread over her face. “I don’t think I knew what love was until I had her.”

      A sharp pain shot through my heart. I wasn’t sure I’d felt that either. My father was physically present but emotionally absent, and my mom catered to his every whim, essentially ignoring me and my sister, Charlotte. “My cousin Sebastian said you bake pies?”

      Daphne nodded. “Now that Izzy’s in school, I started my own business.”

      “I’ve heard your pies are delicious.”

      Daphne smiled wider. “Marley asked me to provide some for the dates tonight.”

      “I can’t wait to sample your pies.”

      Daphne’s laugh rang out, and it warmed my heart. I sensed that she had to be responsible, taking care of her daughter and getting a business off the ground. “I bet you do.” When she recovered, she asked, “Why did you bid on me?”

      I reached across the dark cab and touched her hand that was resting on her thigh. Her skirt must have ridden up. The feel of her bare skin sent lust shooting through me. The hitch in her breath had me quickly removing my hand. “I saw something in your eyes when you were on that stage. You didn’t want to be there.”

      She shifted in her seat to face me. “How were you so sure? What if I was interested in one of them?”

      I glanced over at her, the lights my cousins erected on the lane after my uncle died illuminated her face. “Were you?”

      Daphne smiled. “No.”

      I let out a breath. “I got the feeling you didn’t want to be there.”

      She shook her head. “It wasn’t pleasant being bid on like cattle at a market.”

      I grunted my agreement. “I was only there to support my cousins.”

      “You’re not one of the brothers.”

      That was a fact I was keenly aware of. I wasn’t part of the family or the business, not in the way I longed to be. “I’m just a cousin.”

      “You work on the farm?”

      “I have from the time I was ten. I was always fascinated by the trees.”

      Daphne nodded. “Those rows of trees are great when you’re a kid. You can get lost in them.”

      “Is that what you were doing the day I met you?” I parked on the side of the lane and turned off the engine.

      “You remember that?” Daphne’s tone was incredulous.

      “I’ve never forgotten it.”

      Her gaze lifted to meet mine.

      I resisted saying it was fate because there were so many obstacles between us; I sensed we only had tonight. My cousins wouldn’t want me seeing her any more than her brothers did me.

      “Are you ready to find this secret hot tub?” I asked her, needing to lighten the moment.

      Heath had been staying at Marley’s apartment at the inn, so I had the cabin to myself. No one else came out this far.

      Daphne nodded eagerly, placing her hand on the door.

      We got out, and I grabbed a few blankets I kept in the back of my truck for stargazing when I needed time to think.

      I slid my hand into hers, preferring to keep a hand on her in case she stumbled. “Who’s watching Izzy tonight?”

      “My dad and my brother Jameson. I came home when I discovered I was pregnant because I knew my dad and my brothers would support me. It’s not always perfect. They’re not naturals with kids, but they’re learning. Besides, she has them wrapped around her little finger.”

      “I bet,” I said even though it was hard to imagine Teddy going soft over a little girl.

      “There’s something about big, strong men wearing makeup or a pink boa to appease her.”

      “They do that?” I couldn’t imagine the man I’d met tonight wearing a pink boa around his neck at the request of a seven-year-old girl.

      Daphne smiled. “Don’t tell them I told you. They swore me to secrecy.”

      “I won’t. Besides whom would I tell?” I loved the idea of her overbearing brothers taking care of their niece. It humanized them a bit. I’d always thought of them as the competition, not as people.

      Daphne just gave me a look. “I think your cousins hate my brothers as much as my brothers hate them.”

      I shook my head. “It’s a ridiculous feud.”

      “So you don’t care about it?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I pulled out the map, hoping she wouldn’t ask any more questions. “What do you do on your family’s farm?”

      “I’m just a baker. I’m the youngest. I didn’t work on the farm growing up like my brothers did.”

      I squeezed her hand, wanting to share a bit of myself with her. “Just between you and me, I want to be more involved with the Monroe farm.”

      “Have you talked to your aunt or your cousins about it?” Daphne asked.

      “There are five brothers that stand to inherit the farm. They’re talking about building a business that will last generations. I’m not included in that.”

      “You don’t think they’d want to if you told them what you want?”

      “I can’t see how I fit anywhere. They’re pairing off, having kids. There’s barely enough room on the farm for their growing families.”

      “You can’t get what you don’t ask for.”

      I shook my head. “You make it sound so easy.”

      She swung my hand. “It could be. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      I huffed out a breath. “They say no.”

      “Think it through. What would you do?”

      “I’m helping Heath with his contracting business, so I could do more of that.”

      She turned to face me, placing her hand over my heart. “How do you feel in here?”

      I thought about what it would feel like if Aunt Lori told me there wasn’t a place for me at the farm. “It would hurt.”

      “Could you work there, knowing you’d never get a piece of the business?”

      My heart clenched painfully. “I’m not sure.” Not wanting to talk more about my wants and desires, I lifted the map. “Let’s keep going. I think we’re close.”

      Her hand fell away, and we resumed our walk. This time, I didn’t take her hand. In just a few minutes, she’d seen a part of me I hadn’t shown anyone.

      “I think I see lights up ahead,” Daphne said.

      We came to a clearing, and the hot tub was visible. It looked surreal in the middle of the woods. Lights hung around the perimeter.

      “This was bigger than I was envisioning.”

      The tub itself was the size of a small pool, green lights illuminated the water. Someone had brought blankets, pillows, and even a chaise to sit on.

      “This is amazing,” Daphne said as she sat on the cushion.

      Guess we won’t need these.” I tossed the extra blankets aside. “Do you want to eat first or get in the water?”

      Daphne looked at the water and then at me. “Let’s get in.”

      She was the one who’d asked for this date. She wanted to get in the hot tub. Teddy’s threat seemed far away. “Do you need a bathing suit? I think Marley mentioned providing a few.”

      “I guess we should.” She stood and began rummaging around in the things that were left for us, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d meant. Was she planning on going in naked?

      “Found one.” Daphne held up a red scrap of material with strings hanging from it.

      I swallowed hard. It wouldn’t cover much. Why did that excite me? “You can find a place to get dressed. I’ll stay here and look for some trunks.”

      Daphne flashed me a smile before she disappeared behind the trees on the other side of the hot tub.

      I had to get it together. I’d promised her brother I wouldn’t hurt her. I was sure he wouldn’t want me to be alone with her in a hot tub. There was no way he’d believe it was her idea. What was I doing here?

      Daphne appeared, wearing the bottoms tied at the hips, but holding the top over her breasts. “Can you help?”

      The blood rushed to my dick, and all thoughts of her brother and my family disappeared.

      She turned, looking over her shoulder. “Can you tie this?”

      If she was any other woman, I would think she was teasing me on purpose. But Daphne wasn’t like that.

      I cleared my throat, taking in the expanse of her bare back. “Sure.”

      I moved closer, everything in me strung tight. My fingers itched to touch her skin, to see if it was as soft as it looked in the glow of the lights.

      She was perfection.

      I closed my eyes briefly before taking the strings from her and doing my best to tie them with my hands shaking.

      I wanted her. I didn’t care about the feud. That I needed to prove my loyalty to the Monroes or that she was a single mother. Nothing mattered except tonight, and I wanted to make the most of it.

      I’d show her a good time and forget about everything else.
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      His fingers brushed over my back as he tied the straps of my bikini top, sending tingles down my spine. I wanted to step back until his front touched my back. I wanted to feel if he was as affected by me as I was by him.

      He double knotted the straps. “That should do it.”

      I turned, catching the quick drop of his eyes to my breasts before slowly lifting them. My mouth was suddenly dry. “Thank you.”

      “I should—”he threw a thumb over his shoulder“—find those trunks.”

      I placed my hands on my hips, feeling carefree and a little naughty. “I won’t look if you want to get in naked.”

      His eyes darkened.

      My heart was racing. Where had this seductress been hiding? One night of freedom had awakened all my deeply buried desires. It was hard to be interested in a man when you lived at home with your child and your overbearing brothers. We didn’t all live in the same house, but it was close enough to destroy any sense of privacy.

      I lowered my hands to my sides before moving toward the hot tub, dipping one toe over the warm water. “It’s the perfect temperature.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      Was he going to ask, What are you doing to me? The problem was that he was doing the same thing to me. I hadn’t had a night off like this in ages, probably before Izzy was born. I felt free, as if we could do anything tonight, and no one would need to know the details. This was our little secret.

      Everyone would know we went on a date, but we could tell them nothing happened. That there was no attraction between us.

      But I didn’t even want to think that far. I wanted time to be suspended. For this to be a dream we didn’t speak of again.

      I stepped into the tub and sank down until my shoulders were just above the water. I closed my eyes and let my head fall back. “This feels amazing. You should get in.”

      Everything inside me was softening and relaxing. I’d been denying myself for so long; I’d forgotten what it was like to want someone.

      I remembered meeting Cole when we visited the Monroe Christmas Tree Farm as teens. I’d wanted a few seconds to myself, a difficult task when you were the youngest of seven kids. I hadn’t anticipated running into a Monroe. I’d enjoyed the few minutes we’d spent together. Even back then, my heart fluttered at how close he sat, and I wondered if he’d make a move to hold my hand.

      I heard a bottle opening and him pouring. I opened my eyes in time to see him set a flute on the ledge of the hot tub.

      “Don’t get started without me,” Cole said as he joined me.

      Unfortunately, he’d found the swim trunks, but his chest was deliciously bare. He was cut  from working on the farm, just like I’d imagined.

      There was a small smattering of hair on his chest and a patch leading beneath his shorts. My core clenched in desire.

      Is this what happened when a single mother went out on a date? She lost all sense of logic and reason. I wanted to swim over to him and wrap my legs around his hips.

      There was something about the setting, the warm water, and the lights twinkling around us the made me want to give into my desire.

      Cole stood in the middle of the hot tub as if he wasn’t sure where to go. I bit my lower lip and reached for him. “Come here.”

      My voice was sensual, with a come-hither quality I didn’t recognize.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, but he accepted my hand and moved closer. I let my legs fall open. “You bid on me.”

      “I have zero regrets about that.” His voice was low and gravelly, and it reverberated through my chest.

      I had all night to explore whatever this was with no overbearing brothers in sight. I wanted to take advantage of the situation. I wanted to remember what it was like to feel like a woman.

      He stood between my legs, his trunks grazing the soft skin of my inner thighs. Then he sank down so that he was level with me.

      “Why?”

      He raised a brow. “Why did I bid on you?”

      I nodded jerkily. “You said you saw something in my eyes but it had to be more than that.”

      “I remembered meeting you when we were teens. I was curious about you, and I obviously find you attractive.”

      “Obviously?”

      He cocked his head to the side. “You can’t tell?”

      My cheeks heated. I suspected he was interested in me. Why else would he bid on me? But I couldn’t figure out why. “I’m a single mom with a pack of protective brothers.”

      He chuckled as he moved his arms through the water. “Your brothers don’t bother me.”

      “It’s just your cousins that give you a problem?” I asked, genuinely curious to hear more about him.

      “I guess you could say that. I should tell you that I’m not scared of Teddy. He’s all bluster.”

      I let out a laugh. “I’m not so sure about that. He’s successfully scared off more guys than I can count.”

      Cole moved closer. “I felt a connection to you.”

      “When we first met?” The cool air danced over my shoulders.

      “Yeah, and I feel it now too.”

      “You know we can’t work. There are my brothers. Your cousins. The farms.” The closer he moved, the more nerves fluttered in my stomach.

      His gaze was predatory. “None of that matters.”

      “Not tonight,” I agreed as his hands landed on my waist.

      I gave into my desire to touch his chest, placing my palms on his pecs. “You’re hard everywhere.”

      He raised a brow. “Am I?”

      I arched a brow. “Is that an invitation to touch you?”

      He grabbed my hand and pressed it against the front of his trucks where I could feel the ridge of his cock.

      “Is this for me?” I asked.

      His broad shoulders blocked out the twinkling lights, making me feel like there was nothing else. We were in our own world. Nothing could penetrate this bubble we’d created.

      He reached behind me and grabbed a flute, handing it to me. Desperate to soothe my dry throat, I gulped down the bubbly liquid.

      “Easy,” Cole said as he took the glass from me and drank the rest.

      I watched his throat work as he swallowed, thinking it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. He set the glass behind me, bracing a hand on the deck next to me. “I want to taste you.”

      “I want that too.”

      Before I’d finished my sentence, he’d dipped his head, his breath teasing my lips before finally touching mine.

      “You taste sweet, like champagne and something undeniably you.” His words ghosted over my lips before I chased his mouth, needing him.

      I should have been wondering what I was thinking, but I just wanted to touch and feel. I curled a hand around his neck and pulled him closer.

      My legs wrapped around his waist I ground my core against him.

      I pulled back slightly, my breath ragged. “I don’t usually do anything like this.”

      He gripped my legs. “What are we doing?”

      “Getting to know each other.”

      His lips tipped into a smile. “I’ll take care of you. You’re safe with me.”

      “I know,” I said before pulling his lips back to mine.

      I anchored him to me with a hand on his ass. I’d never acted like this with anyone, especially not someone I’d just met. Sure, we’d talked once years ago, but we didn’t know each other. Not really.

      I knew generic facts about his family and the business, things my brothers had said over the years. But nothing about what made Cole tick. Other than a general sense that he wanted more out of life.

      A man like Cole wouldn’t fit into my world. I had responsibilities and a business to run. Tonight was all we had. For once, I wanted to forget about everything, and let go.

      I had a feeling Cole was just the man to do it with. I felt safe with him.

      I rocked against him, needing more friction.

      A hand ghosted up my side and rested under my breast. He moved back slightly to see my face. “May I touch you?”

      I nodded. “Please.”

      I felt supercharged and shaky all at once while I waited for him to cover one breast with his hand.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered into my ear, and I believed him.

      I ignored every insecurity and the fact that I hadn’t done this with anyone since Izzy was born. For one night, I could be beautiful and free.

      He kissed my neck, and I moved to allow him more access as his thumb flicked over the material covering my nipple. He pulled the cup down, and I held him tighter to me. I was lost in the sensation of him, his hard against my soft, the callouses on his hands. He kissed down my collar bone and sucked one nipple into his mouth.

      I clung to his shoulders. “Don’t stop.”

      “I’m just getting started.” He reached behind my neck and untied my top and let it fall to the water. “That’s better.”

      Instinctively, I leaned back, and he lifted my hips. I helped him push down my bottoms until I was bare.

      I reached for him, but he shook his head. “Not yet.”

      It was dangerous for both of us to be naked. I’d risk everything and let him take me bare. That was how much I trusted this man. It didn’t make any sense. It went against everything my brothers had warned me about over the years.

      But Cole stared at me as if he’d never seen anyone more beautiful. It was a heady feeling. I could get lost in this moment, in him. It felt like nothing else existed.

      He dipped into the water, lifting me until he was at the right height to kiss first one thigh, then the other, before licking me.

      I was floating in more ways than one, my body, mind, and soul had given way to nothing but his tongue, his teeth, and his fingers.

      He drove me up and over before I had a chance to catch my breath.

      He lowered my hips into the water and gathered me close so that my legs wrapped around his hips again. “Any regrets?”

      I shook my head. “None.”

      He kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips. It was erotic and beautiful. “I want you.”

      I moved to push his trucks down.

      He stilled me with a hand wrapped around my wrist. “Not yet.”

      I drew back slightly, but he didn’t let me go far. He sat on one of the benches and pulled me to him so that I straddled his lap.

      I was sensitive to the feel of his swim trunks against my folds, and I needed him inside me.

      He cupped my cheek. “We have all night, and I want to savor this.”

      I’d never experienced a one-night stand, but I didn’t think this was how they usually went. Weren’t they quick and dirty, over before anyone could catch any feelings? This was different. It was protracted and lovely, and I never wanted it to end.

      “Is this what you’d planned?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      He swallowed. “I only showed up to support my cousins. I didn’t intend to bid on anyone. I wasn’t looking for anything. I’m busy with the farm and Heath’s contracting business.”

      I liked that I was unexpected. That he hadn’t intended to want me, but he did.

      “I didn’t want one of those other guys to get you. And I wanted to know if that connection we had so many years ago was still there.”

      “So you said. What do you think now?”

      He chuckled, the sound reverberating through my body. “We have chemistry in spades.”

      “But neither of us wants or needs a relationship.” I hated to point it out, but it was true.

      “We weren’t looking for anything, but—”he lifted his hips so that his dick ground against my core—“feel where we are?”

      Heat rushed through my body as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Uh-huh.”

      “I don’t want to rush things, but at the same time, I want to do what feels good.” His voice was low and rumbled through my chest.

      “Me too.” I felt a little breathless and needy.

      “Let’s get to know each other, maybe eat, and then see what happens.”

      He wasn’t saying no, and I respected him even more for wanting to get to know me before we took things further. He was the sweetest one-night stand I could have ordered for myself.

      “I said I wanted to take care of you, and I will.” He was so earnest; I believed him.

      I nipped his lower lip. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You’re a vixen,” he said, his voice rough.

      I shook my head. “Not usually.”

      “I like that. You’re only wild for me.” His eyes were dark.

      The answering tingles in my body agreed with him. “Only for you.”

      This would be our little secret. We’d have our fun and go our separate ways. There was no other option. It would be one night I’d remember forever. When I was alone in my bed, I’d come back to this evening and replay it in my head while I touched myself.

      There was no doubt in my mind that nothing would ever compare to Cole.

      My stomach rumbled, and a second later, Cole chuckled as he lifted me clear of the water, carrying me to the blankets. He carefully lowered me to the ground, then grabbed some towels to wrap around me.

      I only shivered for a second from the chilly night air. “The towels are warm.”

      “Marley thought of everything. There’s a warmer for the towels.”

      I used the towel to cover myself while I slipped on my panties, bra, and my dress. If I were braver, I’d stay naked under the blanket.

      Cole pulled on a T-shirt, then grabbed my bikini from the water, rung out the excess water, and placed it on the warmer. “In case you want to go in again.”

      I was positive I would. I settled on the blankets and began pulling food out of the picnic basket. “Fried chicken, cole slaw, mashed potatoes, and fruit.”

      “This reminds me of eating dinner at the Monroes’ on Friday nights. They usually brought home a bucket of fried chicken. It would be gone within minutes.” His voice was filled with affection as he spoke.

      “You love them.”

      Cole nodded. “I spent a lot of time here as a kid. I always wished I was one of the brothers.”

      “What was your family like?” I was curious about him, why he stayed at the Monroes’ over the years.

      Cole sighed.

      I busied myself plating food to give him time to gather his thoughts. I had a feeling this wasn’t easy for him.

      “Things at my house were more volatile. My dad was an alcoholic. He thought he was functional because he could hold down a job, but he was absent from our after-school activities and life in our house. He’d park himself in front of the TV and drink all night.”

      My heart broke for him. “Was it just you?”

      “My younger sister and my mom. I wished Mom would leave him, but she never did. She loved him and wanted to support him. Thankfully, she’d send me to the Monroes’ during the summer and on school breaks. She said I needed to work, and I was all too happy for the escape.”

      “You were okay with that?”

      “I was lucky I had somewhere to go that I loved. Lori and Larry were like second parents to me. I felt a little bad that I left Charlotte there, but she was younger and needed our mom more.

      He’d literally wanted to be adopted into the Monroe family. I wondered if they realized how deep his feelings ran. “Did they know about your dad?”

      “They never mentioned it, and I wasn’t going to say anything about it. I was embarrassed by him.”

      I reached over and touched his hand. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that.”

      Cole shrugged. “It was fine, and I turned out okay.”

      He still hurt over it. “I’m glad that the Monroes were there for you.”

      “Staying here was a reprieve from my life. But I always knew I’d need to go back, and I hated that. I’d get so angry with my mom for staying, for not pushing harder for him to go to rehab.” He hung his head, the food on his plate untouched. “I know now what an impossible task that is if the person doesn’t want the help, and my father never believed he needed it. But on some level, I couldn’t help but think I wasn’t enough for him to get better.”

      “I’m sorry, Cole.” My heart ached for the boy he had been.

      He smiled, brushing off my words. “I got through it.”

      “Do you see your parents now?” I asked, popping a grape into my mouth.

      “I don’t like to go back there and see the same things I did back then. It hurts too much. It makes me angry that my mom is still in that situation, and she doesn’t need that from me.”

      I wasn’t sure about that. Maybe she did need it. But I didn’t know enough about living with alcoholics to give any advice. My life felt idyllic compared to that.

      Cole took a bite of chicken, chewed, then drank some water before he changed the subject. “What was it like growing up with a ton of brothers?”

      My heart was still heavy for him, but I respected his desire to move away from the subject. It was nice to get to know him, but it didn’t matter long-term. This thing wasn’t the start of something. It was a break from our reality, just like the Monroes had always been to Cole. “Being the youngest meant always trying to keep up with my older siblings. Fiona was so smart and athletic. There was nothing she couldn’t do. She played volleyball and ran track. Yet she excelled in school too. My brothers were physical, always fighting each other, throwing a football, or organizing a pickup game of baseball. I wanted to fit in, but it was tough. They didn’t want the youngest hanging around, and I couldn’t keep up. I wasn’t athletic or particularly smart in school.” Those differences only increased after Mom died. “Fiona went to college, and I was so much younger than her; it was like I was the only girl for a long time. The boys didn’t want me bothering them. So I was alone a lot.”

      “I bet that was tough.” Cole’s expression filled with sympathy.

      I smiled fondly at the memory of sharing the kitchen with my mother. “Mom taught me how to bake, and I spent a lot of time in the kitchen.”

      “That’s great that you had that relationship with her.”

      “I spent as much time with her as I could, especially when she got sick.” It felt good to talk about her. My brothers usually avoided mentioning her name. It was too hard for them. They preferred to bottle up their feelings.

      “Was it cancer?” Cole asked gently.

      I nodded, used to the lump in my throat when I talked about her. “After she died, I helped cook and keep things together, but it was a little crazy. My Mom was the glue holding us together, and when she died everything came off the rails. I was the youngest; I could only do so much. And Fiona was already gone at that point.” I was a little resentful that she hadn’t returned, but Dad said she needed to finish school. “Teddy was the one who ended up transferring schools so that he could be closer.”

      “Is Izzy’s father around?”

      “Trent was going to med school, and having a child would ruin his chances of realizing his dream,” I repeated the sentence he’d said so often that it was imbedded in my brain.

      Cole sucked in a breath. “He didn’t support you.”

      “He told me having a baby at our age would ruin our lives,” I said bitterly.

      “I’m sorry. That was shitty.”

      “As much as my brothers drove me crazy growing up, they were there for me when I got pregnant and needed their support. They may not always know how to be there for me, but they try. That’s what matters.”

      I could tell that Cole had more questions about Izzy’s dad, but I was grateful when he kept them to himself. I didn’t want to talk about the bad in our lives. I wanted tonight to be light and fun. I didn’t want reality creeping in even if it was nice to have someone to talk to about our past.

      “No more talk of our history. Tonight is for us to have fun and let go.”

      I grinned. “I agree.”

      We ate, sharing funny stories of growing up with my siblings and the antics with his cousins. I could hear the affection in his voice. He loved his cousins. I was glad he had the Monroe family but wished he hadn’t needed the escape. I wouldn’t forget what he’d shared with me. It made me understand him so much better. I’d remember this man long after tonight.
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      We finished eating and cleaned up the trash.

      “Do you want to eat dessert or go swimming?”

      “I want to go swimming again.”

      I pretended to pout. “I want to eat your pie.”

      She flashed me a naughty smile. “I think you already did.”

      My heart raced with anticipation as I took off my shirt and jumped feet first into the hot tub. The warm water felt good compared to the cool air.

      This time, Daphne drew her dress over her head, revealing black lace panties and a bra. She unhooked them, and when she was naked, she stepped into the hot tub. Her skin was illuminated by the lights surrounding us.

      “You’re gorgeous.”

      She moved toward me, stopping without touching me. “You’re not so shabby yourself.”

      I drew her toward me with a hand on her hip. I loved that she felt confident enough to be naked in front of me. We’d only just gotten to know each other. We shouldn’t feel this comfortable around each other, but we did.

      Maybe it was meeting when we were teens, or the family history we shared over dinner, but I felt close to her in a way I didn’t on other first dates. We’d covered a lot of ground, and we’d already been intimate.

      This was different than anything else I’d ever experienced. It felt bigger, more complicated, but at the same time I could push all the worries away and just focus on her.

      Her nipples were pebbled, probably from the cool air. My fingers flexed on the flesh of her ass. I wanted more.

      “Are you sure you want this with me? I can’t promise you anything.” I wanted her to be sure. Her brother’s warnings rang in my head.

      “I want you for tonight.”

      A pang went through my heart even though I should have been relieved. I didn’t want anything from her. One night would have to be enough. I’d worry about the repercussions later.

      Everything I wanted was usually out of reach. It was meant for someone else. Daphne was no different. She was a gorgeous woman who I was positive was an amazing mother. She put her child first in a way my parents never had. She was already better than me. She deserved a man who came from a good family, who’d protect her, care for her in a way I couldn’t.

      I brushed a strand of hair out of her face, tenderness overcoming me. I shouldn’t feel this way about someone I’d only just met and become intimate with. We shouldn’t have a deep connection. But I wouldn’t question it anymore.

      She was perfect. Unable to resist her pull, I lowered my lips to hers, content to kiss her before pulling her gently closer so that her breasts were pressed against my chest. I slid my fingers between her folds, and she gasped into my mouth.

      I loved making her come undone. I wanted her to forget about all her responsibilities, her family, and lose herself to me. It was selfish and shortsighted, but it was all we had.

      She gripped my shoulders as my fingers slid inside her, pumping like I wanted to do with my cock. When it became too much, she pulled her mouth from mine. I’d meant to hold off, to see her come for me again before wanting more, but I felt a surge of desire to be inside her. To make her mine. If only for tonight.

      “Daphne, I want to be inside you.” I rested my forehead against her, my fingers still inside her.

      “I want that too.” Her breath was ragged.

      I kissed her quickly, then pulled my fingers from her. “I just need to grab a condom.”

      She didn’t protest as I surged out of the water and stalked toward our clothes. Marley had left a strip of condoms by the picnic basket which I was eternally grateful for. I hadn’t planned on this, but I’d take whatever Daphne wanted to give me.

      Her brothers didn’t want me to hurt her, but that wasn’t what I was doing. We both wanted each other. We were consenting adults. We knew what we were getting into.

      I smoothed the condom over my cock before jumping into the water and lifting her so she straddled me. Her body was dripping water over mine, and I’d never felt anything more sensual in my life.

      She slowly lowered onto my cock, and I resisted taking over. I wasn’t sure how long it had been for her, and I wanted to make her feel good. When she was impaled on my dick, she nipped my ear. “Move.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I lifted her until only the tip was inside her, then slowly lowered her.

      She bit her lip. Her body was flush with desire, her skin covered in droplets of water. The cold air felt good on our overheated bodies.

      “So beautiful,” I murmured before I kissed her. I couldn’t get close enough to her. Being inside her wasn’t enough.

      I carefully lowered her to the deck of the hot tub. It was the perfect height for me to enjoy her body. She rested back on her hands and looked down her body to the place where I was connected to her. Her muscles squeezed my dick, and I couldn’t resist thrusting hard.

      With each flex of my muscles, her body moved in time with mine. I didn’t want this to end. I wanted to spend all night with her, getting to know her body intimately, what made her whimper and what made her cry out in pleasure. I wanted everything with her.

      I pushed that desire down deep. This was just physical. There wouldn’t be any emotions creeping in or desires for something more. Daphne had been clear that she didn’t want a relationship, and I had to be okay with that.

      A relationship would only complicate my place with the Monroes. They could make me leave at any time, and I wouldn’t be able to work on the farm or with Heath and his new business.

      I forced myself to focus on the trail of Daphne’s dark hair on the deck beneath her, the glow of her creamy skin in the lights, and the heat I saw in her eyes for me. She wanted me, and for now, that was enough.

      “You look so sexy taking my cock like that.”

      Her mouth opened on a gasp. “I like when you talk dirty.”

      I wanted to ask her if anyone else had talked to her like that, but I didn’t want to know the answer. I wanted to be all she thought about. I wanted to ruin her for all other guys. When her body tightened, I pressed down on her clit, setting her off.

      She jerked and spasmed around me, sucking the release from me. As I was coming down, I lowered my body over hers, still connected in the most intimate of ways. I was in no rush to come down from that high. “You’re beautiful when you come.”

      Her fingers traveled over my skin as if she couldn’t stop touching me. I kissed her once more, slow and passionate, pouring everything I was feeling into that kiss. This felt like more, so much more.

      Eventually, I pulled out, tied the condom, and threw it in the direction of the trash bag Marley had thoughtfully provided. I gathered Daphne to me and sank down in the water with her on my lap.

      She rested her head on my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      I kissed her shoulder, wishing we had more time. “I’m not done with you.”

      She flashed me a wicked smile. “I’m not done with you either.”

      We sat that way, with me holding her until our skin wrinkled. “Are you ready for that pie?”

      “I’d love some.”

      We got out and dried off with the towels. Marley pulled on her dress, and I found sweats and a hoody in a bag Marley provided.

      “Marley literally thought of everything.”

      I didn’t mention that she’d also provided the string of condoms. I didn’t want Daphne to worry about what anyone thought about us.

      Daphne pulled out a few minisized pies. “There’s blue berry, apple, and peach.”

      “Peach is my favorite. You don’t see it offered everywhere.”

      “It’s my favorite too. Apple is probably my second.”

      “Where do you bake your pies?” I asked, looking forward to the way she lit up whenever she talked about what she did for a living.

      “I started out in the kitchen. We remodeled the main house, adding a double oven. But eventually, I got too big for that. Especially around the holidays. My brothers surprised me with my own space. The building itself is small but perfect for me.” She pulled out her phone, scrolled through some pictures, and tipped her screen toward me.

      Daphne wore a pink apron and stood at a table surrounded by racks of pies. “This was Thanksgiving last year.”

      “You look tired there.”

      She laughed. “I had to get all the pies ready by Wednesday, and I was overwhelmed with orders.”

      I didn’t like the idea of her doing too much, but she wasn’t mine to worry about.

      She put her phone away. “It only happens a few times a year. Most of the time, orders are manageable.”

      “Your brothers don’t mind that you don’t help out with the farm?”

      “I’ve always been in the kitchen. I feed them, and I think they’re happy with that.”

      “You feed everyone?”

      “Not anymore. But after Mom died, I took over. I think I wanted to do whatever I could.”

      “But you were how old?”

      “Fourteen.”

      “How old were you when we met?”

      “Fifteen. We’d just settled into our new reality. Teddy was around more and helping Dad with us.”

      “That must have been tough.” My heart twisted for the girl I’d met years ago and the strong woman who sat before me now.

      She pointed a finger at me. “We said no talk about our past.”

      I shook my head. “You’re right. We did. How are we going to eat these pies?”

      Daphne ducked her head, digging in the cooler, and then pulled out a bottle of whipped cream. “Marley generously supplied everything we’d need.”

      I chuckled. “Let’s not use all the whipped cream on the pie.”

      “You’re a naughty boy,” Daphne said as she sliced sample pieces of each pie and put them on a plate. “I thought we could feed each other.”

      I raised a brow. “And I’m the naughty one?”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” She poured dollops of cream on each slice, then swiped some with her finger and closed her mouth around it, sucking on it.

      I shifted on the blanket to hide my dick which was on board with licking the whipped cream off her body. “You come across as innocent.”

      Daphne’s cheeks turned pink. “I haven’t been with a lot of guys. I’ve been focused on my daughter. But there’s something about you that brings out this side of me. I kind of like it.”
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