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To my fellow worriers and over thinkers. 

Remember to take it one day at a time, one hour at a time, or even one minute at a time. Dive in to an imaginary world because you're never alone in a book.









  
  
About This Book




The moment Jacob met the fiery redhead he knew in his bones Lizzie was the one for him, but the only L word said redhead feels for Jacob appears to be loathing. His Feisty Fireball is a spicy, he falls first, reverse grumpy sunshine, rivals to friends to lovers, laugh out loud romance. 

Jacob is a man on a mission, and nothing is going to stop him from winning Lizzie's heart. He’ll prove he’s the right man for her, that he’s in it for the long run, no matter what past traumas try to get in their way. He will be the epitome of a golden retriever book boyfriend.

Lizzie learned at a very young age from her mother that love, or better termed lust, at first sight doesn’t last. So when Jacob saunters into her life and her body comes alive, her first instinct is to run like hell. Yet no matter how many times she pushes him away, Jacob is always persistent, and she’s losing her resolve.

*This is a slow burn, standalone contemporary romance with an HEA written in third person POV intended for adult readers. The Johnston Brothers books may be read in any order but best read in order for optimal enjoyment in terms of timeline.








  
  

Chapter 1


SINKING SHIP ~Jacob~





A few years ago




“Can I draw you, like in Titanic?” 

Yep, those were the first words out of my mouth when a stunning redhead walked through my brother’s front door moments ago. Do I regret them? Not even a little. Would some other words have maybe been a better choice considering her reaction? Possibly. But I am who I am, and I will get to know this beauty better because if I’m anything, I’m determined. The woman at the door had ignited something inside of him that had never before flamed with any other woman. What exactly about her was so mesmerizing he couldn’t put into words at the time. But he’d met a lot of women, and no one, no one had elicited that kind of reaction before. One thing was for certain: when Jacob set his mind to something, he would go about accomplishing it as if his life depended on it.

Let’s rewind a few minutes… 

*** 


Jacob fiddled with his childhood Magna Doodle as he sat on the old hideous green couch in his brother Joshua’s home. The toy had sat on his grandparents’ coffee table since he and his two brothers, Joshua and Joseph, had been small children. When the men inherited the house after their grandparents passed, Joshua bought out Jacob and Joseph’s shares and left quite a bit of the home the same, including the cherished toy and the aforementioned couch and coffee table. 

“So, who else is coming over?” Jacob asked Joshua. 

“I told you, Elizabeth, a new teacher at the school who is joining my softball team,” Joshua said as he set a large bowl of popcorn on the coffee table along with a few small empty bowls.

“And she’s good at softball?” 

“Yeah, she used to play in high school and college. We’re going to wipe the floor with your team this year.” 

“We’ll see about that. She can’t be that good.” Jacob grabbed a handful of popcorn.

“She is. Why are you here again?” Joshua rested his hands on his hips.

“Maybe I’m curious about the competition.” Jacob shrugged.

“You should be worried. And hey, don’t be weird around her, okay?” Joshua said as he walked towards his kitchen.

“Why would I be weird?” Jacob shook his head.

“Because you’re you,” Joshua yelled out from the kitchen.

“Whatever,” Jacob mumbled.

A couple of raps sounded on the door, and Jacob looked up from the toy, throwing the last piece of popcorn he had in his hand into his mouth. He went to stand, toy in hand, as Joshua yelled from his kitchen, “Come on in!” 

The screen door to Joshua’s house swung open, and Jacob locked eyes with the woman at the door. Beautiful brown eyes stared back at him, her pink pouty mouth slightly agape. She had long, shiny, red hair and even longer sexy legs. She stood only a few feet away, leaving him awestruck as they stared in silence at one another. She wasn’t dressed fancy or sexy, but wow, she was a stunner. In fact, she wore cut off jean shorts and a baggy college softball t-shirt. But, hooooo-ly shit, Joshua failed to mention this new teacher is a total knockout!

“Hi.” She smiled and then gestured with a small wave, breaking eye contact and glancing around, a blush spreading across her beautiful face. “This is Joshua’s place, right?”

Jacob gripped his childhood Magna Doodle tighter, smiled, and nodded, swallowing that last kernel of corn. He had always been the brother to say whatever was on his mind, but for a moment, he’d been speechless in her presence. A moment later, the words came out before he truly weighed them. Holding up the toy with a cheeky grin on his face, he blurted, “Can I draw you, like in Titanic?” 

As the words left his mouth and floated towards the woman, her smile that could have stopped traffic on a busy day morphed into a scowl and her brows darted down into a frown. She squared her shoulders as if she’d made a decision, stomped over to him, grabbed the Magna Doodle, and turned away saying, “Not in your wildest dreams.” Her face was red but not for the same reasons it had been when they first locked eyes.

Joshua walked into the room a moment later. “Oh hey, you made it. Jacob, this is Elizabeth. She’s the new third grade teacher at school I was telling you about.” He waved his free hand towards Elizabeth. “Elizabeth, my brother Jacob,” Joshua said as he set down a pitcher of water. “He’s leaving soon.”

“We’ve met,” Elizabeth replied coldly. 

“Well, not completely. So, you’re the one my brother has been raving about.”

“Yes, she’s amazing, like I said,” Joshua replied. “We’re going to kick everyone’s asses this year, including yours. Get out.”

Jacob rubbed his scruffy chin. “So you say.” He turned toward Elizabeth who had sat in the old orange velvet rocking chair. “Think you could give me a private lesson? I bet you’re a good teacher.” He winked at her.

“I’m sorry, is he for real?” Elizabeth motioned her thumb towards Jacob.

Okay, so she’s definitely not into my flirting. Noted.

“Unfortunately, yes. I apologize for my brother. Jacob, why are you even still here? You’re not on the team.”

“Hey, I’m part of the team. You said you were having a team meeting at the house. I just assumed I was included since I’m a sub.” Jacob grabbed another handful of popcorn and sat back down onto the lumpy couch.

“Well, you assumed wrong. You don’t need to be here for this. You have your own team.”

“So, you’re on another team, yet you want a lesson? Are you not very good?” Elizabeth asked.

Damn, she’s even prettier when she’s feisty. I wouldn’t mind being very bad with you. “Actually, I’m pretty good, but if you’re as awesome as my brother says, I figured a little extra practice wouldn’t hurt. Plus, we’d get to spend time together. Get to know one another.” Jacob flashed a smile.

“I’ll pass.” She turned to face Joshua. “Sorry I’m early. I finished running errands sooner than I expected, and I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to find your place.” Elizabeth shrugged.

Joshua rested his hands on his hips. “No problem. The others should start showing up anytime. Help yourself to some popcorn.” He motioned to the bowl on the old, worn coffee table. “What can I get you to drink? I have water, iced tea, and some different types of soda. I just need to grab the ice bucket.”

“I’d love some ice water. Thanks.” Elizabeth looked around the room. “Your house is nice.”

“Thanks. I haven’t really taken the time to update it yet as you can probably see from the old furniture and stuff.” He motioned around his living room. “But that’s not really my thing. I’ll be right back with the ice.” Joshua went back to the kitchen.

“So, Lizzie, do you mind if I call you that? You seem like a Lizzie,” Jacob asked.

“I would prefer you not call me at all,” she said narrowing her eyes at him. 

“Ouch. Come on. You just met me. Did I really say anything that bad? Before you answer that, I’m sorry I was so… forward. You walked in and occasionally my mouth has a mind of its own. It’s not always a bad thing.” He winked at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Look, you’re a beautiful woman, and it just came out.”

“How many times has that line just come out?” She asked using air quotes. 

“Never. I’ve never said that to anyone else. I promise, Lizzie.” Jacob held up his pinky.

“What are you doing?” Her brow furrowed.

“Pinky promise. Isn’t that what girls do?” Jacob asked.

“Ten-year-old girls, maybe, not grown women.” She shook her head as Jacob lowered his hand.

Ouch. Okay, so Elizabeth is a feisty ball of fire… I’m good with that. Jacob held up his hands in surrender. “How about we start over?” Jacob stood up, walked over to her, and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Jacob. It’s very nice to meet you.”

Elizabeth cautiously shook his hand. “Elizabeth.” 

Warmth spread through Jacob’s body as he held her hand longer than necessary. When she started to pull away, he glanced down and goosebumps covered her arms. She must feel it too.

Joshua walked back into the room and set the ice bucket next to the glasses. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Elizabeth took a deep breath and sat back down on a chair, away from Jacob. She avoided eye contact and spoke only to Joshua the next few minutes as Jacob observed her.

A few other people showed up for the meeting, and Joshua passed out beverages as they discussed the team schedule, positions everyone hoped to play, and strategy.

Jacob quickly lost interest in the conversation. He tried to force his gaze away from Lizzie, but his eyes also had a mind of their own. Man, she must be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And I was messing with that damn toy. Now, she thinks I’m a child. This fireball stepped into the house, and I lost all ability to think straight. Okay, I thought things. Lots of things. Like sliding my hands up those long supple legs, wrapping that silky ponytail around my fist, and bringing those luscious pink lips to my mouth. 

“Jacob!” Joshua said loudly knocking him out of his daydreams.

“What?” Jacob asked. He’d been watching Elizabeth talk to another player.

“Are you staying or going? I need to head out to pick up a few things for Mimi Ruby from the grocery store. If you plan to stay, you could make yourself useful and mow for me.” Joshua motioned to the people leaving. 

Jacob didn’t take his eyes off of Elizabeth. She walked to the door.

“Leaving. I’ve got some things to do too. Nice to see you all! Until next time.” Jacob jumped up and met Elizabeth at the door. 

“Thanks, Joshua. See you Monday.” Elizabeth nodded curtly at Jacob and then walked out of the house.

Jacob leaned close to Joshua’s ear and whispered, “I think I’m going to marry that woman, Joshy.” Then he slapped his brother on the shoulder and walked out, jogging to catch up with Elizabeth. 

“Hey, Lizzie! Wait up!” He caught up with her at her car.

She stopped with her hand on the car door handle and turned to face him.

“Hey, I just wanted to chat with you for a minute and say I’m sorry. I know we got off to a bad start.” Jacob ran his hand through his hair.

“Um, okay.” Elizabeth started to turn away from him, but Jacob reached out and touched her arm. 

Her skin was soft to the touch. “Uh, before you go, I was going to see if you wanted to get some ice cream with me. We could get to know each other a little better that way. I’d like to show you that I’m actually a really good guy.” He placed his hand over his heart.

She stared at the place his hand had been on her arm and then looked back up at his face. “I can’t.” 

“Oh, okay. Well, maybe another time. Have a great day, Lizzie! Until next time!”

“Bye.” She got into her car and drove away.

She might not be interested in me yet, but once she gets to know me, I know she’ll change her mind. There were sparks when I touched her. I feel it in my bones that we’re meant to be together, and I know she does too. I just need to spend some time with her. 

Jacob climbed into his car and headed to the small local airport for his flying lesson. He didn’t mind watching the planes take off and land until his lesson began. No one knew he’d started taking lessons. Jacob had always loved planes ever since he was a small child and had always wanted to become a pilot. Now he was working hard at making that dream come true. Someday I’ll own a small private plane, and now I know who I want to take up for the first ride. I guess I’m adding another dream to my list. And when I set my mind to something, I make it happen. I just need a little time.








  
  

Chapter 2


TIZZIES & SMITHEREENS ~Elizabeth~





“Oh my God, I just met the most annoying man ever!” Elizabeth hollered, her hands clenched around the steering wheel of her car, knuckles white with fury.  He was also the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met, but that is neither here nor there.

“A hello would have been nice,” Elizabeth’s cousin Kate replied, her voice spilling through the car speaker.

“Hello. You aren’t going to believe the first words he said to me.” Out of the sexiest mouth I’ve ever seen. Good heavens, my body practically erupted into an orgasm just from his touch. That can never, ever happen again.

“Where are you? Are you in your car?” Kate asked.

“Yes. You’re on speaker. I just left a softball meeting, and he was there. Will you please focus?”

“Okay, okay. What did he say?”

“He asked me if he could draw me… like in Titanic. Can you believe the nerve of this guy?” Elizabeth merged onto the highway. “Aaaaaaand, he said it wrong. He said, can I, not may I. Can I. Can you believe that?” And his hair! No man should have such great hair.

Muffled laughter filled Elizabeth’s car. 

“Are you laughing?” Elizabeth huffed.

“What? You have to admit that’s pretty clever and funny, even with the grammatical error. The horror!” Kate giggled. “I mean, that takes balls to say that to someone you’ve never met.”

“That doesn’t take balls. It takes boobs. Because if you barely bump balls, men will whine and cry. Women have their boobs crushed and smashed during mammograms and have to have it done again and again and they don’t cry like little babies. Not that what he said took boobs. It was ridiculous.”

“Huh. Never thought about the boob thing... OMG he’s hot isn’t he?” Kate squealed. 

That’s the biggest understatement in the world! I went speechless when I first laid eyes on him. “What? Why would you say that and how could that possibly matter in this situation? Are you even listening to me?”

“Oh, I heard. You called me before you even pulled out of that place, didn’t you? Which means two things. Thing one, he’s hot. Thing two, you’re attracted to him, which is why you’re calling me in a tizzy.” 

“I’m not calling you in a tizzy and there is no thing. Well, I’m calling you because we chat about other things but not that kind of thing. We’ve chatted about things since we were little kids. And I’m definitely not attracted to him,” Elizabeth said. Her breathing picked up speed. I’m definitely attracted to him. Damn it. Who wouldn’t be? The man is a walking, talking, lust magnet.

“This is for sure a thing! And you didn’t say he isn’t hot. You do have the hots for him. And we both know what that means.” Kate lowered her voice. “Oh no, I’m attracted to someone. I better find something about him to be annoyed about and push him far away so I don’t end up like my mom,” Kate said in an English accent.

“Are you done?” 

“I could go on.” Kate snorted.

“You know, you’re annoying. And why did you give me an English accent?”

“I just watched a show with English actors. And I may be annoying, but you know I’m right and you love me.”

Elizabeth scratched the dash with her fingers. “Oh no, you’re cutting out.”

“Knock it off. I know you’re lying. Fine, we’ll stop talking about the guy you’re attracted to. We can talk about–”

“I’m not attracted to him!” I freaking am, even with his dumb pick-up line, and that’s a big problem! Kate’s right. I do avoid men I have a strong attraction to. But I have good reason, even if Kate doesn’t agree. And anyhow, who says a line like that? Definitely someone who’s trouble. And Elizabeth Sullivan steers clear of trouble… and lust… and men who make my heart race and my skin feel like it’s on fire. Jacob ticked all of those things, damn him. So, of course, I plan to never see him again. 

“Hello, are you still there? Did you seriously hang up on me?” Kate’s voice pierced through the car.

“Sorry, I’m here. Must have lost you there for a second or two.”

“How much did you get? I was telling you about the the dude I met on that dating app.”

“Uh, that’s about all I heard.”

Kate sighed. “Geez. Okay, stupid phones. So, I met this guy, and we messaged off and on for a while. He seemed really nice and hot, according to his pictures. We finally met last night since I had the night off. Total waste of time! I mean, you know I’m not looking for anything serious, just fun after Cockhole Cade. But the dude didn’t look anything like his photo, and everything he told me about himself when we were messaging was not true! He is 35 and lives with his parents. Not that that has to be a bad thing, per se. I know there are circumstances and all where that can be okay, but he also said he works in finance. When he went to the bathroom, I Googled him, which I should have done before the date. He’s a cashier at the grocery store. His photo came up on their web page under their employee list. What the actual hell?”

“Oh my gosh, did you ask him about it?”

“Of course I did. Would I be me if I didn’t?” 

“Good point. What did he say? What did you say?”

“When he came back to the table, I nonchalantly asked where he worked. He avoided answering at first, but then he finally told me. But he didn’t own up to being a cashier; he kept saying finance. Again, there is nothing wrong with that. But why lie to me? And we both know how I feel about liars after Cockhole Cade.”

“No bueno! Okay. Then what happened?” Elizabeth turned onto her street.

“I let it go.”

“You let it go? That doesn’t sound like you.”

“Correct. But I did because I had bigger and better plans for him.” She changed her tone to a spooky voice. “Moooohaaaaahaaaahaaa.” 

“Oh boy!” 

“Exactly. So, this morning, I showed up at said grocery store and went to his check out line. The look on his face when he saw me was priceless. I really wish I would have recorded it. I asked him why he didn’t just tell me the truth. Do you know what he did?”

“Tell me!”

“He pretended like he didn’t know me. I kid you not. He acted like we’d never seen each other before. He said I was delusional.”

“He did? I mean, do you think he could have a twin? Maybe that was his brother.”

“Really Lizzie? His name tag said otherwise. I highly doubt his parents would give twins the same name.”

“Wow! That’s some nerve. Did you call him out?”

“When I grabbed my bag, I said 'Hey, Ted, I would have been fine with your job. Lying, however, is a no go. Too bad you have to miss out on this,' and I waved my hand around my body. Have a nice life. And I walked out of the store. He wasn’t worth my time.”

“Huh. That was actually not that bad. I would have thought you’d be harder on him.”

“It’s the lying. I hate liars. He can go screw himself. I’ve wasted enough of my adult life on liars.”

“True. And you wasted your time at the grocery store.” Elizabeth pulled into her parking space by her apartment complex.

“Nah, I got some good stuff. They had my favorite coffee creamer that is so hard to find. I call that a win! White chocolate raspberry. Mmmmmm. Oh, and I let him pay for dinner. Normally I insist we split on first dates but not this time. So, I got a free meal out of it. And it was good, even if the company sucked.”

“Oh Kate, you kill me.”

“Now, about the hottie with a body.”

“I never said he had a great body.”

“You also never confirmed he was a hottie, but here we are.”

“Goodbye, Kate. Love ya!”

“Bye Lizzie! Love you too!”

Elizabeth put her phone in her purse and tilted her head back onto the headrest. Why do I always do this? Why can’t I be normal like everyone else. Meet guy. Feel attraction. Go on date and whatever happens happens. Why do I have to compare myself to my mother every time? She pulled the car mirror down. Her light brown eyes stared back at her. Maybe because I look just like my mother. Uggghhhhh.

*** 


Elizabeth pulled out a chair and sat next to Joshua at Water Street Pub. “Great game! Your pitching was on fire!”

Joshua nodded. “Thanks.” 

He’d been grumpier than normal lately. She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t take it personally. He’d been grumpy with everyone. More of their team members filed in and joined them at the table. 

“Hello, Joshy! Congrats on a stellar win!” Jacob pulled out the empty chair next to Elizabeth and plopped down into it. “Hello, Elizabeth!”

“Why are you here? Why aren’t you drowning your sorrows with your losing team?” Joshua asked his brother.

“No one wanted to go out. Plus, being around a winning team is way more fun. Isn’t that right, Lizzie?” Jacob flashed his megawatt smile.

They’d been running into one another at Water Street for several weeks since softball season had started. He always seemed to know when to show up and join their team’s celebrations. Jacob was pretty popular with the bar staff and regular patrons, which was very apparent by all of the cheers and pats on the back he garnered whenever he entered the place. And they continuously teased him about the different women he’d go home with each night. Yep, he’s definitely a player. That was clear the day I met him. The lust I feel, everyone feels. He is hot, so it makes sense. But I’m smart enough to steer clear of him and his charms. 

Her mother’s voice echoed in her head. “The sexier they are, the more trouble they cause. Stay away from any man who makes your heart beat fast. It will only end in disaster.” And in my mom’s case, said disaster is me.

“Let me buy you a drink.” Jacob tapped the table.

“I’m just having a soda.” Elizabeth turned to face one of her other teammates and tried hard to come up with something to ask Lisa.

“Are you hungry? I can get you something. Their cheese balls are fantastic!” 

“I’m good,” Elizabeth insisted.

“Can we talk, away from the group?” Jacob asked Elizabeth.

“Why? You can talk here.” 

“Please, just give me a minute.” Jacob stood up and held out his hand.

Lizzie stood but didn’t take his hand. “Fine.”

Jacob led her to the separate party room. They both walked inside, and he stepped close to her.

“Lizzie. Look at me.” Jacob placed his finger under her chin and turned her head to face him.

Heat unwillingly pooled in her belly and other places she didn’t want to think about. 

“Listen, I know things didn’t start off well when we first met, but I really like you. You’re fun and smart, beautiful and kind. And that mouth. I love the snark that comes from those gorgeous lips of yours. I think we could be good together and have fun. Go out with me. Let me show you that I’m a good guy.” He dropped his hand, and she let out a breath.

“No.” I can’t.

“You could at least think about it for more than a second.”

“No.” If I do, I might say yes.

“Okay, why? I’m not a bad guy. I promise.” Jacob made an X over his heart with his finger.

“Sorry, Jacob. It’s not ever going to happen. You should just let it go.” Elizabeth left Jacob and walked to the bathroom. Maybe you are a good guy, but it doesn’t change how we felt when we first met. No point in trying to date if it will just end in disaster. and I don’t want to be a mark on your bedpost either.

Not long after, Elizabeth walked towards her table and glanced at the entrance just as Jacob exited the door, another woman by his side. And that’s the perfect example of why we will never date. No thank you.








  
  

Chapter 3


CARRY ON ~Jacob~





Over a year later





Jacob leaned back against the wall of the hot tub just outside of the cabin they’d rented with friends and stared at Elizabeth. Tall evergreen trees covered in fluffy white snow surrounded the patio. Steam billowed from the water, and droplets clung to what he could only imagine was the silkiest skin on the planet. For a moment, he’d never wanted to be a water droplet more than right then and there. She’d tied her glorious red hair into some kind of knot atop her head, only a few strands hung down, wet with moisture from the tub. Memories of their meet cute floated through his mind as if it had just happened. Yes, he knew what a meet cute was. After all, he read romance books. They were filled with wonderful information. You could learn a lot about people with those books. He should have known by her reaction when he’d first met her after his famous first words that their relationship wouldn’t turn into what he’d hoped. But he hadn’t known it would turn out as it had. When he’d finally asked her out a few months after meeting and getting to know her, she’d turned him down flat. And ever since, they’d bickered like cats and dogs. 

He still wanted her. With each passing day, he was surer of the fact. Unfortunately, she did not appear to reciprocate those feelings. At least not yet. Things were taking a lot longer than he’d predicted. But there they sat, alone in the hot tub because their other friends had all gone to bed. The smile that spread across his face couldn’t be hidden.

“Why are you smiling like that? Plowing me over in the snow is not funny. What is wrong with you?” Lizzie crossed her arms, pushing up her gorgeous breasts.

Now, that did sound bad. But it wasn’t as simple as Elizabeth made it sound. And while Jacob had plans to one day marry Elizabeth, he never backed down from her. In fact, their push and pull made her even more irresistible. So, of course, he didn’t back down in this instance either. “I wasn’t smiling about that, and I already told you you veered in front of me. It was your fault,” Jacob said as he wiped some wet strands of hair away from his eyes. 

“And I already told you, if you could ski half as well as you think you do, you would have been able to avoid me.” Elizabeth stood up and grabbed her towel from the edge of the hot tub, the quick glimpse of her svelte body entirely too short.

Jacob didn’t even bother averting his eyes. While he didn’t want to be reminded of what he was missing out on, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the goddess that was Elizabeth Sullivan. Sure, he told anyone who would listen that Elizabeth drove him crazy, but he’d only ever told Joshua once about his plans with the feisty fireball. 

The reality was he still wanted her into his bones. It wasn’t only due to the fact that she was gorgeous and the one woman who had rejected him. No. Elizabeth was fun. She was determined, headstrong, and a good teacher. The woman ran circles around him in softball and could out sass anyone and everyone. Everything about her was what he craved. If only she felt the same way. Her royal blue bikini top cupped her supple breasts and would make any man drool like a fool. By the time he’d lowered his gaze from her top half, she’d already wrapped the towel around the rest of her body, concealing all he wanted to see. “Where are you going?”

“To bed. I’ve had about as much of you as I can handle today.” She secured the towel and stepped out of the tub. 

“Well, the same could be said about you.” Jacob climbed out of the water as well. Two can play at this game, and I’m always up for a game with you, Lizzie.

“Please don’t get out on my account. Stay and enjoy yourself. Maybe dunk your head under the water and see how long you can hold your breath.” Elizabeth opened the door of the ski cabin and walked inside, closing the door on Jacob.

Jacob swung the door open and called out, “Hey, real mature.” He grabbed his towel off of the chair, closed the door to the patio, and followed her up the stairs like a puppy dog toward their separate bedrooms. 

“Shhh. You’ll wake the others.” Elizabeth stomped up the steps.

“Not if you don’t wake them first. Fuck, you sound like a heard of elephants.”

“Shhhh!”

“You shhhh!” Jacob replied.

“Oh, now who’s the immature one?” Elizabeth asked as she slowly opened the door to the room she was sharing with her friend and fellow third grade teacher, Claire. “Oh!” Elizabeth covered her mouth and froze.

“What?” Jacob whispered as he glanced inside the room. Claire was curled up in Jacob’s brother Joshua’s arms, both of them seemingly asleep. “Ohhhh.” Jacob smirked as he rubbed his hands together. “Nice.” It’s about time. Joshua had been pining for Claire for over a year. So, he finally gave in to his feelings. At least one of us is getting somewhere with a woman.

“Very nice.” Elizabeth closed the door quietly. “But I guess I’ll be sleeping on the couch. Don’t even think about coming near me.” She pointed to him as she whispered.

Ohhhh, I’d love to come inside of you. But you don’t seem to be interested… yet. “I wouldn’t dream of it. But are you sure you’ll be warm enough? It gets awfully cold in the great room. If not, you know where to come find me. I’d be happy to keep you warm.”

“I wouldn’t come for you if you were the last man on Earth and we were the only chance for the survival of humankind.”

“Trust me, Lizzie Pie, if you were with me, you’d come for me multiple times.” Elizabeth scowled as Jacob bopped her nose and walked the remaining feet to his room. “Night, Lizzie Pie.” He blew her a kiss.

“You’re such a child. If you wake up with one less appendage, you’ll know why. I told you to stop calling me that!” Her hands flew to her hips.

Jacob put his finger to his lips. “Shhh, you’re going to wake our friends.” Jacob winked at her and slipped inside his room smiling.


      ***Months later





“If you don’t put me down right this freaking minute, I’m going to scream bloody murder,” Elizabeth whisper shouted into Jacob’s ear.

“No, you won’t. Josh and Claire will hear us if you do and then all of our scheming will be for nothing.” 

Jacob’s brother Joshua and Claire had broken up, and both had been miserable. Elizabeth and Claire had become close friends since they taught third grade together at Joshua’s school. How Jacob had gotten Elizabeth to agree to the scheme to try to get them back together, he’d never understand. But he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Jacob walked down the hiking path, his arms wrapped firmly around Elizabeth, smiling ear to ear. He didn’t even bother trying to hide it.

Tall looming trees stood in every direction. The wind rustled some branches as a warm breeze swept around them. They’d tricked Joshua and Claire into going on a hike with the hopes of getting them to at least talk after their breakup and possibly repair their relationship. Lizzie had faked a fall with the intention of leaving Joshua and Claire alone. The rest would be up to them.

“Carrying me was not part of the plan and you know it. Now put me down as soon as we are far enough away. I can’t believe I even agreed to do this with you in the first place.”

“I took some acting liberties. I felt this would really sell your fake injury to Claire and Josh. Don’t you agree?” He hoisted her up higher in his arms, her soft skin against his like fuel on a fire. “After all, the goal is to get them back together by any means necessary, right?”

“We never said any means necessary. Where are you getting this crap from?” Elizabeth slightly wiggled in his arms but made no real move that suggested she wanted down.

“We’re parent trapping them. Have you ever seen that movie?” he asked. “It’s a good one.”

She wiggled some more. 

“Knock it off. If you keep wiggling, I’m going to accidentally drop you and then you really will get hurt. And it makes me walk slower. If you want this to end sooner, sit tight, Fireball.”

“Okay, that’s far enough. I don’t see them. Now put me down!” 

“Fine.” Jacob set Elizabeth down. “Happy now?”

“No. You never should have carried me. I could have limped next to you and that would have been good enough. Ugh, you’re so infuriating!” Elizabeth stomped down the dirt path towards her car. “I just hope it was worth the trouble and those two work things out. If this doesn’t work, I don’t know what will.” 

Holding you was definitely worth it, even if they don’t get back together. “What trouble? You’re fine. I didn’t hurt you. If anything, you almost hurt yourself because you’re so stubborn!” 

“I’m stubborn? Ohhhhhhh, just come on. That’s the last time I scheme with you. I don’t care how desperate I am to help my friends.”

Jacob followed Elizabeth to the parking lot. “You don’t mean that. You believe in true love, just like me.”

“I do mean it, and I don’t believe in true love really.” 

You don’t? Why? I’ll save that question for another day. “Well, I don’t believe you. Until next time, Lizzie Pie.”

“You should!” She opened her door and crawled inside of her car. “Never again. Mark my words, Jacob!” Elizabeth slammed her door and drove away leaving Jacob standing in the park.

Oh, ye of little faith. We have a lifetime of scheming ahead of us. 








  
  

Chapter 4


THE THREE B’s ~Elizabeth~





Present day





“Ican’t believe I agreed to this,” Elizabeth said to Claire. They sat in a small boat that belonged to their friend Liam. 

“What are you worried about?” Claire set down the cooler.

“For starters, Jacob knocking me on my ass. He has a history.” She clenched her fists. A history of driving me crazy with want and annoyance. This list is long and frustrating. It doesn’t matter that the man is the most gorgeous specimen I’ve ever encountered. Those hazel eyes that aren’t quite green or brown. I could bask in them forever if it wasn’t for his freaking mouth. Sure, his lips are sensual too. And that hair. It’s not really red or brown. Almost like copper or something I can’t quite put my finger on. But I definitely don’t want to run my fingers through it to see if it’s as soft as it looks. He does not deserve that hair.

“I heard that.” A shirtless Jacob hopped into the boat and sat down next to Elizabeth, his leg brushing hers, snapping her out of her daydream. His trunks sat low on his hips, that sexy v shape almost causing drool to form inside her mouth.

Heard what? Can he read my mind? Goosebumps erupted along her skin, and she hopped up and sat on the other side of Claire. For crying out loud, his abs could have been on the cover of a magazine. His whole body could be on the cover. Lord help me, is there anything about this man that isn’t beautiful?“ Good. I’m glad you heard. That’s your warning to stay away from me.” 

“Oh Lizzie Pie, when are you going to let that skiing accident go? It was ages ago.” Jacob flashed puppy dog eyes at her and her ovaries tingled.

Knock it off, girls. “When you admit it was your fault.” She crossed her arms hoping she looked annoyed and not turned on as she always was while in his presence.

“Fine. Elizabeth Guinevere Sullivan, I’m sorry I ran into you on the slopes. It was all my doing. It was not your fault at all for skiing in front of me at the last minute. I take full responsibility for the wreck. You are hereby released of your blame in the event. But, how would I even cause you to wreck today? Only one person skis at a time.”

“My middle name is not Guinevere. And you’d find a way.” 

“What is your middle name?”

“It’s Eloise, just like one of her favorite book characters!” Claire clapped her hands.

“Claire!” Elizabeth yelled glaring at Claire.

“What?” Claire replied shrugging.

“Eloise, as in Eloise Bridgerton? Oh, this is perfect.” Jacob leaned back against the boat and spread his arms, grinning. 

“No, not like in Bridgerton. I knew you’d go there. My parents named me before they knew of the books. It was just a coincidence. You know, your obsession with that book and series is frightening,” Elizabeth replied.

“But you’re a fan. Claire says so.” Jacob winked at Claire. “In fact, she’s your favorite character.”

“Fine, I like Bridgerton, but I’m not obsessed like you. Sure, she’s one of my favorite characters, but I don’t use those stories for inspiration or help with getting men.”

“I don’t either.” Jacob lifted his chin. 

“Not true! You admitted you use them to help you get women.” Elizabeth pointed at him. “Not that it seems to be doing you any good.”

“Women, yes. Men, no.” Jacob shrugged.

Elizabeth sighed. “You know what I mean!”

“I’m not ashamed to admit that the three B’s are very helpful. Bridgerton, Booktok, and Bookstagram are a plethora of information on the opposite sex.” 

“Oh, that’s right! I forgot you and Joey use the three B’s.” Claire giggled.

“Yes, they do, and yet neither of the two brothers have a woman on their arm.” Elizabeth cocked her head.

“It’s a process. Nonetheless, I’m very excited to learn your middle name. Elizabeth Eloise Sullivan. Slides off of the tongue.” 

“Thanks, Claire.” Elizabeth glared. “You know, Joshua didn’t need the three B’s to help him get Claire.”

“I bet they might have helped him get Claire sooner than he did,” Jacob said snarkily.

“You two!” Claire looked around. “Where is everyone else?”

Jacob pointed behind him. “Joshua is still in the bathroom. Hope all is well there.” He grimaced, waving his hand in front of his nose. “I assume, since you two are engaged, you know my brother spends an unholy amount of time in the bathroom.”

“That may have been childhood Joshua, but adult Joshua is in and out in minutes.” Claire stuck her tongue out at Jacob.

“I suppose now that he has you, he doesn’t have to hide out in bathrooms anymore,” Jacob deadpanned.

“Gross.” Elizabeth shook her head.

“Anyhow, my buddy Liam went to grab something from his truck. I don’t know where Caroline and Niko are. They should be here soon. And my baby brother Joey is off doing who knows what.” 

Thank goodness the others were coming too. She’d met Liam through Jacob since they worked together, and he came to a lot of the same things. Claire had become one of Elizabeth’s best friends since they taught together on a daily basis and got along so well, although they couldn’t have been more opposite. Claire was so short, and her hair had a reddish tint, though not nearly as red as Elizabeth’s. She was perfect for Joshua, Jacob’s older brother. She was sunshine to his grumpy nature. Though since they’d gotten together, Joshua had become much less grumpy. And Claire’s friend Caroline was an absolute hoot. Caroline was a tall, gorgeous blonde who said whatever came to her mind. Elizabeth found it refreshing. She was certain Caroline kept her husband Niko on his toes. They’d all been friends since Caroline and Claire lived on the same street as Niko and his younger sister Noelle. Their friend group had a lot of people, but more people meant less of a chance of being alone with Jacob. And that in and of itself was the most important thing to Elizabeth.

“Maybe you should go find your brother and make sure he’s okay,” Elizabeth suggested.

“I’ll pass. He’s a big boy. Plus, I love talking to you lovely ladies, and I certainly don’t want to know what’s taking him so long in there.”

“That reminds me, how is cohabitating with your little brother going?” Claire asked. “Joey behaving?”

“Pretty well. Joey eats a lot, but he pays for half of the groceries, so I don’t care. Plus, he’s weirdly handy with electronics, which is probably the engineer in him. But I’m glad you asked. We’re starting a book club, and we’d love for you ladies to join. We’re having a hard time finding other interested men.”

At the same time Elizabeth said no, Claire said, “We’d love to!” Claire nudged her shoulder. “Elizabeth loves to read!”

“But… I can’t. I’m busy that night,” Elizabeth blurted.

“I haven’t told you when we plan to meet. But I promise, I’ll make sure it’s on a night you’re available. I wouldn’t want you to miss.”

Great, just great.

“But Lizzie, we were just talking about starting a book club a couple of weeks ago, so this is perfect. Right?” Claire mouthed “please” and clasped her hands together begging Elizabeth. 

“Um, sure.” Elizabeth couldn’t say no to the puppy dog eyes Claire flashed at her.

“Yay!” Claire clapped. “Oh, is it okay if Caroline joins too? And my friend Noelle. But she’ll be doing it from a distance since she lives in Greece and all,” Claire asked. 

“Of course! I planned to ask Caroline today too. That’s awesome! Good luck trying to get Joshua to join. We asked him, but he said no. Actually, his exact words were “fuck no,” but I’m sure you knew that.” Jacob shook his head.

“Yeah, I think even I’d have a hard time getting him to join. Niko too. I wouldn’t count on him either. But I bet Liam would. Have you asked?”

“Yes, so far, it’s me, Liam, Joe, and now you. It will be nice to have some women’s perspectives. So which Bridgerton book is your favorite?” Jacob sat back and spread his arms wide again, thick muscles and gorgeous body on display while Claire proceeded to talk about her favorite book. Elizabeth’s gaze fell to Jacob’s hips and torso, where a little bit of hair peaked out from beneath his trunks. Jacob’s golden skin sparkled in the sun. His floppy coppery hair sparkled too, and she tried hard not to stare at it or his gorgeous eyes. He was truly a work of art, art that she wanted nothing and everything to do with at the same time.

Elizabeth scowled. He has so much nerve. First he steals my orgasm, then he tricks me into a book club, and now he sits there all proud and sexy as sin. Damn him. That was right, her O had gone missing. She couldn’t even make one happen on her own. It had been missing for quite some time, and she was certain it was all because of Jacob Johnston. Her traitorous body had refused to orgasm ever since Jacob had held her in his arms. And she wanted her O back but not with him. And now she was going to have to be in a freaking book club with him because she couldn’t say no to Claire. It was already enough that they shared friends and ended up together quite often, but a romance book club too? Someone, please put me out of my misery.


      ***Elizabeth skied, following the boat as the waves splashed around her. She balanced on her skis, leaning this way and that to prevent a fall. Cold water splashed her body, refreshing on her hot skin. Trees lined the perimeter of the sparkling dark, bluish-green lake. She focused on the beautiful views of nature that surrounded her and not on Jacob. Definitely not on the taut muscles of his back and arms. Or his smooth tanned skin. Or…

“Ahhhhh!” Elizabeth tumbled from her skis, and she let go of the ropes as her head plunged beneath the water before she popped back up seconds later thanks to her life jacket. Dang it.

Strong arms wrapped around her a few moments later. “Are you okay?” Jacob asked.

She wiped the water away from her eyes. “What are you doing? I’m fine! Let me go.” She wiggled in Jacob’s arms. He has somehow already stolen my orgasm, what more can he take? My O is enough!

Jacob released her as they both doggy paddled in the water. “It looked like a hard fall. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Thanks, but I’m fine. I have this.” She patted her bright orange life jacket. “My fall wasn’t that bad. You didn’t need to jump in after me. I’m not some damsel in distress.” They floated in the water as the boat turned around and came back towards them.

“I know. I’m glad you’re okay. You scared me.” 

I scared him. He actually sounds sincere, but I’m sure it’s because he only wants in my pants. “I’m fine. I’ve water skied before. I just got distracted and lost my balance. But… thank you.”

“You’re welcome. So, what distracted you?” Jacob asked.

“I thought I saw a big fish,” she lied. There was no freaking way she was going to admit to accidentally staring at him instead of the path before her. Those split seconds cost her more than just a fall.

“Really? Okay, well, glad you’re all right.” 

“I am. But I’m a good swimmer and we wear life jackets for a reason, so don’t worry about me in the future.” 

“Fine. And would you look at that, you wiped out, and it wasn’t my fault… this time.” Jacob winked at her and held out his hand.

Does he think I need his help? I don’t think so. “Nope. Definitely didn’t have anything to do with you. This time.” Elizabeth ignored his hand. Lie. 

Liam stopped the boat a couple of feet from them. “Lizzie, are you okay?” several voices called out.

“I’m fine. Thanks!” Elizabeth climbed into the boat, Jacob right behind her. “Just got distracted.” She sat down onto the bench and stretched out her legs.

“Yeah, a fish. Must have been a big one to distract you that much.” Jacob lifted his chin.

“It was. A big annoying one,” Elizabeth replied.

“We’re so glad you’re okay. Jacob jumped out of the boat so fast, you’d barely hit the water!” Caroline said leaning against her husband, Niko. Caroline’s blonde hair shimmered in the sun, in stark contrast to Niko’s jet-black hair. They were about as opposite as could be: his dark skin to her light skin, his shy, quieter demeanor to her wild side. I guess opposites really do attract. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen him move that quickly. Well, except when mom made her homemade cinnamon rolls.” Joseph smirked. 

“I’m really fine. Who’s up next?” Elizabeth asked. For the love of all, please change the subject.

“I’ll give it a shot, but I think I’ll knee board. You said you have one, right?” Claire asked.

“Yes, I’ll come show you what to do.” Joshua grabbed Claire’s hand and the board, and they hopped into the water where he proceeded to show her the ropes.

“They’re so cute,” Caroline pointed out. Niko kissed the top of his wife’s head. 

Elizabeth smiled. They were both super cute couples, couples who fell in love and everything seemed to be working out. But time would tell if they truly lasted. Elizabeth didn’t want to be so jaded, but her mom had had a huge effect on her. “Love isn’t real. It’s just lust in disguise and when it wears off, you’re left with hate.” Elizabeth shook her head. I don’t want to think about my mother’s words right now. Besides, I’m sure these couples will all last. Maybe they’re different. Caroline and Niko have known each other Caroline’s whole life since they grew up across the street from one another. And Joshua and Claire are so happy it’s insane. Sure, they didn’t get together right away because of various reasons. But they finally found their way to each other, and it sure as heck wasn’t because of lust at first sight. They truly have a connection and will be getting married soon. Jacob and me? It’s just lust. And that never works out. My parents are the perfect example. 

Elizabeth leaned back and scanned the water before her gaze wandered toward Jacob’s muscled body. She’d agreed to this camping trip, and the views proved to be lovely. Beautiful Jacob, yes! Beautiful reality, not so much. How the hell am I going to be able to avoid him the rest of this trip? Fake illness? Naaa. Though, maybe I’ll tell him I have a very contagious rash. That could do it. 
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