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Introduction by J.M. Snyder

In a nutshell, 2020 has
been one hell of a year, on all fronts. It’s also our tenth year in
business, and we’ve welcomed a number of new authors to our
catalog, as well as published many new releases and re-releases
from JMS Books authors you’ve grown to love.

So here are our best-selling gay romance
stories of the past year. You’ll find a number of new names
alongside those with whom you may already be familiar. I hope you
enjoy them as much as we do!

* * * *

Once and Floral by Kris T. Bethke



Chapter 1

I loved weddings. Had ever since I was four
years old and my Aunt Cherise got married. I was the ring bearer,
and I’d taken my duty very seriously. Aunt Cherise had been the
most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, the flowers made everything seem
magical, and I knew, right then and there, that I’d wanted to be in
her place.

Not wearing a dress—I wasn’t the sort of man
who could rock a ball gown—but holding pretty flowers and marrying
the man of my dreams. My mother, God rest her, had told me later
that I’d gushed about the wedding for weeks afterward, and that I
told her I was going to make weddings happen when I grew up. And
she didn’t even bat an eye when I told her I wanted to marry a
man.

“I’ll be honored to walk you down the aisle
someday, West.” She kissed my forehead and handed me my favorite
stuffy, a purple dragon. “As long as he’s good enough for you.”

The memory made me smile, even if the
emotions now tied to it were bittersweet. She hadn’t been able to
walk me down the aisle. Coronary artery disease had stolen her life
at the ripe age of fifty-six, when a heart attack from multiple
blockages snuck up on her. We didn’t even know she had problems
until it was too late. Silent killer, indeed.

She’d been after me to chase my dreams, and
when she passed, I went after it with a vengeance. Partly because
it was a stark reminder that life was too short, and I needed to
live mine to the fullest for as long as I could. But also because
Jenny Walker was not one to sit back and watch life pass her by,
and I was doing her a disservice as her son if I didn’t follow in
those footsteps.

I always inevitably thought of my mom when I
was in the back room, working on wedding arrangements. And of
Regina Thompson, the woman who owned the shop before me, and
rescued me from the horrid wedding planner I’d worked for.

“West Walker, why are you still working
for that monster?” Regina kept her voice low, but her face was set,
and even though it had been three years since my mother had passed,
I knew a “mom look” when I saw one.

“Because I love weddings,” I murmured
back. It was the basic truth. I was able to put up with the
occasional snide comments and sneers if I could just keep planning
weddings.

Regina tutted, then slipped me her business
card. “Come work for me instead. You might not be planning
weddings, but you’ll do all the flowers and get to be there to set
up. Which is the best part anyway. Sometimes I even stay, hiding in
the back, just to watch.” She gave me a conspiratorial wink. “And I
don’t discriminate. Race, color, creed, sexual orientation, none of
that matters. Love wins, right?”

I grinned so hard my face hurt. “Right.”

“West, honey,” Lenore said, sticking her head
through my office door and interrupting my trip down memory lane.
My “office” was really an entire back room and work space. I’d set
up my desk at one end so I had somewhere to sit and do the
paperwork, but otherwise, it was where I created my masterpieces
and held my consultations. “Lincoln Peters is here.”

“Thanks, Lenore.” I stood and followed her
out to the main showroom, and stopped dead in my tracks at the
couple standing there.

One was pretty, lean, and wore a nervous
smile. The other was my fantasies come to life. Broad shoulders
without being overly muscled, dark hair, dark eyes, and a strong
nose and chin. He had that rugged handsomeness about him that could
have been on the cover of a romance novel about cowboys or soldiers
or something, and he just oozed confidence without seeming like an
asshole. The warm smile on his face told it all. It made his eyes
crinkle into copious laugh lines of a man who smiled big and
often.

I was entranced.

But I was also professional, so I mentally
girded my loins, smiled brightly, and strode forward with my hand
outstretched.

“Welcome to Once and Floral. I’m West
Walker.”

The bigger man let out a chuckle as he shook
my hand. “Love that name.” And I blushed before he added, “Very
punny.”

Ah, he was talking about the shop, not me.
“Thanks.”

“I’m Monroe, and this—” he ruffled the hair
of the other man “—is Lincoln.”

Lincoln swatted away Monroe’s hand and
scowled, but it didn’t contain any heat. Monroe’s grin grew even
wider, and he waggled his eyebrows, making Lincoln laugh. Damn they
were cute.

Monroe in particular. But no, I wasn’t
thinking that about one of the grooms who’d come in for a
consultation. I refused.

“Well come on back and we can talk about what
you want for your wedding.” I led the way, and both men followed
dutifully. I gestured to the chairs near one of the worktables, and
Monroe waited until Lincoln sat before sitting himself. I pulled
over my rolling stool and sat as well, then grabbed the printouts
I’d set there earlier.

“So the date is coming up quickly, but I
don’t have any issues filling an order for you,” I began. “But I
have to warn you that it might limit what you can choose. And not
just from me, if you decide to go elsewhere. Some flowers can’t be
instant-ordered, since they need to be shipped from hothouses
farther away. With only four weeks to the big day, that’s limiting,
but not overly so.”

Monroe nodded, and Lincoln blurted out, “No
baby’s breath.”

I startled at the random exclamation, but
nodded and marked it down. “Not a problem, not everyone likes—”

“Wilson’s allergic.” Again Lincoln.

“Linc, take a breath. It’s all fine,” Monroe
said soothingly.

Lincoln nodded, sucked in a fast but deep
breath, then let it out slowly. Monroe waited for him to do it
again, then patted him on the shoulder.

“Sorry,” Lincoln murmured, his cheeks bright
red. “I’m nervous. New people…I just…it’s hard…”

“It’s fine, Lincoln. I get it. We can take
all the time you need,” I assured him. Relief coursed through him,
making his shoulders sag, and until that moment, I didn’t realize
how tense he’d been. He gave me a shaky smile.

“Want me to get things started until you’re
more comfortable?” Monroe asked kindly. Lincoln nodded again.
Monroe gave him a quick, one-armed hug, then turned his attention
to me. “Our brother, Wilson, is allergic to flowers, and baby’s
breath is one that sets him off. It’s not too bad with some of the
others, and if you can maybe suggest flowers that aren’t big
allergy triggers, that would be great.”

“Sure I can…” What he said caught my
attention and I had to fight to keep suspicion off my face. “Your
brother. You’re brothers?”

Monroe let out a booming laugh and nudged
Lincoln with his elbow. “I told you he’d think we were
engaged.”

Lincoln mumbled something that sounded like
“you’re not that funny” then took a deep breath and met my gaze.
“Yes. My fiancé, James, is on duty today, so my brother offered to
come with me.”

“I’m glad you have someone here with you,” I
said kindly. Lincoln obviously had anxiety, and I was glad he had
support with him, even though I wasn’t scary in the least. But
something about those names stuck out to me. “Monroe. Lincoln.
Wilson,” I muttered, trying to figure it out.

Monroe let out another laugh. “We have one
more brother, too. Hayes.”

The light went on. “Presidents,” I crowed,
making Lincoln jump. “Sorry, sweetie. I just…I got it. You’re all
named after presidents.”

“Ding, ding, ding.” Monroe pointed at me. “I
like you. No one ever figures it out without us telling them.”

“That’s fun,” I said with a smile. “Parents
are history buffs?”

“Our dad,” Lincoln said, and I could tell the
banter had relaxed him somewhat. I was glad to see it and decided
it would be bad form to point it out. I just went on like I hadn’t
noticed

“Well, don’t worry. We’ll take Wilson’s
allergies into account. There are a few flowers that are known to
basically be pollen free. Amaryllis, tulips, and calla lilies, for
example.”

“Don’t lilies smell bad?” Monroe wrinkled his
nose.

“To some people, yeah. Stargazers or Easter
lilies are the worst culprits, though some people love the scent.”
I reached for my flower book to show them what I meant, flipping
pages, then turning around the book, pointing them out, then turned
the page again and gestured to the callas. “But calla lilies have
no scent at all, and amaryllis—” I turned to the right page to show
off all the colors “—are beautiful, come in lots of colors, have no
scent, and no pollen.”

The next half hour passed pleasantly enough.
We talked about what they would need—it was a small wedding with
only a best man and matron of honor, and four groomsmen. Two
mothers, one father. A few arrangements to decorate the hall, and
small centerpieces for each of the eight tables. Totally doable in
the time allotted.

It was when we started to talk about price
that Lincoln got quiet and uncomfortable again. The greenery wasn’t
a problem, and the amaryllis was decent in bulk, especially for the
amount I would need. But the calla lilies made the price jump to
another bracket. I could see how much Lincoln wanted the calla
lilies, but also how much the extra expense made him squirm.

“Don’t worry about price. I mean it, Linc.”
Monroe whispered it, but it was a small room and I was close enough
to hear. I pretended not to.

Lincoln sighed, then shook his head. “No. No,
the amaryllis is good. They’re gorgeous and they have all the red
and pink and white I want. They’re perfect.” He gave me a big
smile, but it didn’t quite reach his dark, liquid eyes.

“Lincoln—”

“Just the amaryllis and the greens we talked
about. One bouquet, two corsages, and nine boutonnieres. Eight
small centerpieces and two larger arrangements for where we say our
vows. That’s all we need.” Lincoln’s voice was stronger than I’d
yet heard it, and Monroe deflated under it. But there was also
something in his eyes I couldn’t interpret.

I wanted to push and find out what was going
on in Monroe’s head, but it wasn’t my place. Lincoln was my client,
and he’d spoken.

“All right then! I’ll draw up the contract,
you read it over, and then we’ll sign and I’ll get the down
payment.” I made a show of sliding across the room on my stool,
because it usually amused my clients. Lincoln let out a tiny laugh,
so I called it a win. I pulled up the necessary document and
started filling in the blanks. “Won’t take but a moment. And I’ll
have some mockups in two weeks so you can come in and approve the
final designs. Sound good?”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Lenore was on her lunch break and Zoe, her
other employee, was off, so I was alone in the shop, frantically
trying to finish the samples for Lincoln Peters in my office, when
the chime alerted me someone had walked in. I stifled the curse
that wanted to escape, yelled “be right there!”, and slid the final
piece of greenery into the centerpiece. I’d done two different
versions in the glass bowl Lincoln had chosen, and was confident
he’d love at least one of them. The larger arrangements I’d filled
in with other flowers of the same colors that he wanted, but I just
wanted to give him an idea. He’d chosen the bouquet, corsages, and
boutonnieres out of my big book, so I hadn’t had to make those.

I wiped off my hands, then headed to the
front room, only to be greeted by a smiling Monroe. Who appeared to
be alone. I greeted him with a smile, tried not to let my libido
get the better of me—I could smell his citrusy-woodsy scent even
over the flowers—and shook his hand.

“Lincoln on his way?”

“He’s stuck at work,” Monroe said with an
apologetic grin. “But I’m here to approve and send pics.” He held
up his phone and shook it, that ever-present grin on his face.

“All right then. Let me show you what I’ve
come up with.” I gestured a little wildly and Monroe stifled a
chuckle.

He followed me into the back room, and I
turned, ready to explain about the larger arrangements. But
Monroe’s gaze was laser-focused on me, and he opened his mouth even
before I could.

“I want you to add the calla lilies. Can you
still get them in time?”

“I can,” I said slowly, my Spidey senses
tingling. “But Lincoln said no, and it’s his order—”

“He said no because he couldn’t justify the
greater cost. But I’m paying for them. You saw his face, West. You
know he wanted them.”

I nodded, but it still didn’t feel right to
go against my client’s wishes. It wasn’t the first time someone had
tried to change an order on the client’s behalf. Usually it was for
more sinister reasons, and was often one or both of the mothers
attempting it. It was against my policy to make any changes without
the approval of the person who signed the contract. Before I could
voice that, Monroe was speaking again.

“Listen. Lincoln is the best guy I know. He’s
awkward and anxiety-ridden, but he’s so brave, putting himself out
there. He was the one to walk up to James that first time.”
Monroe’s expression softened. “We were out at a bar. Lincoln is so
shy, and his anxiety rules his life. But he saw James and he lost
his heart, right then and there. I’ve never seen him be so brave as
he introduced himself and bought James a drink. James had just come
off duty, he was still wearing his uniform, and most people were
giving him a wide berth. Because cop, you know? But not Lincoln. He
knew what he wanted and he was scared shitless, but he went after
it.

“You don’t know my brother. I realize that.
But he’d never put himself out there. But this time he did, and he
got the man of his dreams. And they’re so good together. A wedding
is just one day, but I want it to be everything Lincoln wants.
Right down to the flowers. So please. Lilly boutonnieres for the
grooms. One or two in the centerpieces, the bouquet, and the
arrangements.”

The love and pride Monroe had for his brother
just poured out of him and he was so dang earnest. I was not
heartless. In fact, I was a big romantic sap. Tears prickled my
eyes and I had to draw a deep breath through my nose to keep them
from gathering, or worse yet, falling. I nodded without even
realizing it, but I still had reservations. As much as I wanted to
make Monroe happy, as much as I wanted him to be able to give this
gift to his brother, the client’s order was absolute.

But I had seen Lincoln’s face when he
saw the callas, and I knew he wanted them. Besides, the worst that
could happen was he hated them, I had to rearrange everything
onsite, and refund the cost of the callas. With his brother’s
conviction, I was almost sure that Lincoln wouldn’t make me do
that. I nodded again, this time with conviction. Monroe’s huge grin
showed through, splitting his face and crinkling his eyes. I
couldn’t help but smile back.

“Hang on a sec.” I didn’t wait for a
response, and all but jogged out of the room and to the fridge. I
had to reach into the back, and I knew the callas I found there
were past their prime—a little wilted and wrinkly—but they’d at
least give Monroe a good idea of what they’d look like in the
arrangements.

He was snapping pictures with his phone when
I returned. I stood still and let him finish, then watched his
strong fingers as he tapped at the screen. For just a moment, I
imagined those fingers on my body and…

Nope. I cut off that thought right there. No
ogling the clients, even if Monroe was technically the client’s
brother. I didn’t even know if he was into men, for crap’s sake. I
needed to get my thoughts in line.

“Here,” I said softly, not wanting to startle
him, considering he was so intent on his phone. But he seemed to
know where I was, because he didn’t act surprised. I placed a few
of the sad callas into the arrangement, then broke the stem on
another, matched it with a piece of greenery, and wrapped the whole
thing in floral tape. With panache, I presented it to Monroe.

He gasped, playing it up for my benefit, and
I had to laugh.

“That’s perfect, West. Really.” Monroe took
the boutonniere from me. “He’s gonna lose his shit.”

“What?” I couldn’t quite curb the alarm in my
voice.

“In a good way!” Monroe was quick to assure
me. He lifted a hand as though he was going to touch me, but before
he made contact, he let it drop. I was weirdly disappointed by that
and almost missed what he said next. “This is going to make his day
all the more special.”

“I’m glad.” There was something about
Monroe’s determination to see his brother’s wedding be perfect that
just touched me. I wanted to say something to him. How amazing it
was that he looked after his brother this way, but before I could
figure out what to say, Monroe’s phone beeped.

“He loves them both. Can we do half and
half?”

“Sure,” I croaked. I cleared my throat. “Not
a problem. And the larger arrangements?”

Monroe was still scrolling. “He thinks they
are, and I quote, ‘absolutely stunning,’ but he’s worried about
them being the right size. He doesn’t say whether he thinks they’re
too big or too small. Hang on.”

“His ceremony is taking place on the terrace,
right?” The ceremony and reception were at the newly renovated
Deveraux Estate, and I knew Elise Deveraux well. Her family’s
estate, which she’d inherited and turned into a luxury inn, was one
of the top places for weddings in the area. I’d done more than a
dozen over the past few years.

“Yes. Facing the pond.”

“No worries then. I’ll make sure they’re
perfect to bookend the grooms. I’ve got it covered.”

“Fantastic. I’ll let him know.” His thumbs
flew over the screen. “Okay, good. Now about the bill. I want to
pay.”

“Okay, let me get together an invoice for the
callas and—”

“Not just the lilies. For all of it.”

I froze, both surprised by his generosity and
somehow not. I hardly knew this man, but this gesture was in
keeping with what little I did know. “Okay. Then I’ll make sure to
hand you the bill on the day.”

Monroe shook his head. “Let me pay for it
now.”

I squinted at him. “I already have the down
payment. Generally, I don’t take payment in full until the product
has been delivered. That’s how things work. So you know I’m going
to show up.”

The rich, deep laugh rolled through the room
and I couldn’t help but shiver.

Monroe took a step closer. “You’re not going
to not show up. I’m not worried about that.”

I laughed. “I appreciate your confidence in
me. And of course I would never not show up. But you shouldn’t
trust—”

“Oh, no. It’s not that.” Monroe had cut me
off again. He had a habit of doing that. Normally that irritated
me, but for some reason, it felt different with him. I liked to
think because he was gentle about it as if he was saving me from
saying something I shouldn’t. But it was probably because I found
him smoking hot and could listen to his deep voice all day. It also
helped that he dipped his head so he could look me directly in the
eye. “I mean, sure, I do trust you. You came highly recommended by
Elise herself, and since Linc is her personal assistant, I knew she
wouldn’t steer him wrong.”

“I wasn’t aware she had one,” I said
stupidly, stuck on staring at his long lashes. He had really pretty
eyes.

“He’s been working for her for only a few
months. But no, you see, our brother Hayes is a lawyer. One of
those shark types. So if you don’t show up, your life would get
very complicated. And no one wants that.” He’d said that
with a huge dose of humor, so I knew he was mostly kidding.

I bristled anyway, though it was half for
show. “Are you threatening me?”

Monroe sobered a bit. “Not really. I know
you’re a good guy, West Walker. So all of that is really moot. Let
me pay in full now, and then none of us have to worry about
anything on the day.”

I caved because I’d be stupid not to. No one
prepaid in full in advance, and there had been plenty of times I’d
had to chase money down. Once I’d even had to get lawyers involved
before I received payment. This was a far better option. After the
transaction was complete, and Monroe tucked his credit card into
his wallet, he looked at me and grinned. I really did like how much
and how easily he smiled.

“So I’ll see you in a couple of weeks
then?”

“Of course.” I took offense, even though I
was pretty sure he didn’t mean it like I thought. He wasn’t
implying that I wouldn’t show up on the wedding day with the
flowers after we’d already established that I would, right?

“Good.” His voice dropped an octave. “I look
forward to seeing you again, West.”

I knew it was my imagination and my starving
libido that read far too much into that statement. But the truth
was, I was looking forward to seeing Monroe again, too. Probably
way more than I should.

* * * *


Chapter 3

It was a bright, sunny day with hardly a
cloud in the sky and with a very subtle breeze that picked up every
now and again. Warm, but not overly so. No one would sweat through
their formal clothes, but anyone who chose to wear a dress would be
comfortable as well.

All in all, it was a perfect day for a
wedding.

The Deveraux Estate was about a mile outside
of Landry’s Fall proper. By the time I rolled up at two in the
afternoon, there were already a dozen cars in the lot. I followed
the discrete drive along the side of the Victorian mansion so I
could unload near the terrace. Since I was by myself, it would make
things so much easier.

Normally, either Lenore or Zoe came with me,
but it was a Friday—and I was still amazed by the amount of people
who forwent the traditional Saturday for weddings these days—and
the shop was busy. I’d left them both there, assuring them I could
handle the small order on my own.

I’d just hopped down from the van and was
circling around to the back to open the doors, when a bang made me
jump. I turned to see the screen door swinging back from hitting
the house and Elise Deveraux herself tearing down the steps.

“Oh, thank God you’re here,” she all but
yelled, then threw herself into my arms.

I hugged her tight and schooled my scowl
before I pulled back. Perhaps it was because the conversation with
Monroe was still fresh in my mind, but I really took offense at
even the suggestion that I wouldn’t show up. But I apparently
didn’t do as good a job as I wanted at hiding my expression,
because when Elise saw my face, she frantically shook her head,
setting her curls swinging.

“No, no. Not like that. Lincoln is all but
having a breakdown.” Elise sucked in a huge breath and tried to get
herself under control. “Maisy had a fire last night! Did you
hear?”

I gasped. I hadn’t. I mean, I’d heard the
firetruck sirens about three o’clock in the morning. The town
wasn’t that big, and Maisy’s Catering was only three blocks from my
house just off Main St. But the sirens hadn’t necessarily meant
fire. They responded to a lot of different emergencies, and since
tourist season was in full swing, their presence could have meant
anything.

“Yes. Some sort of faulty wiring, they think.
The damage wasn’t so bad, but of course, she couldn’t spend the day
cooking and now she’s using the kitchen—” she gestured behind her
at the house “—trying to get everything done. The kitchen here
isn’t really equipped for it, you know. But she’ll get it done. And
the DJ they hired cancelled last week with no explanation. We found
a replacement…I had to pull some strings, but at least we got
someone here. Lincoln is convinced something else will go wrong,
and he’s sort of spiraling.”

“Oh, jeez,” I whispered, my heart squeezed.
Poor Lincoln

“And he absolutely refused to see James
before the wedding, even though James is the one who can calm him
down the best.” Elise took another breath. “James has been standing
at the door to their suite for the past two hours, trying to talk
him down.”

“What can I do?”

A bright grin bloomed on Elise’s pixie-ish
face. “Set up the flowers, of course! I’ll run up and tell Lincoln
it’s all good.” She spun around, then paused, and turned just her
head to look at me over her shoulder. “That man is a life-saver. He
keeps me organized and this business running. I will do damn near
anything to make sure his wedding is perfect.”

I had to laugh at the fierceness in her gaze.
Anyone thinking they could cross Elise was in for a world of hurt.
I loved it.

I shooed her on, then went back to my
original task. I slid the cart out of the van, then carefully
started loading it so I could get everything set up on the terrace
and in the ballroom where the reception would be held.

It didn’t take long. After an hour and three
trips, everything was placed exactly where it needed to be. All I
had left was to find someone to deliver the corsages, boutonnieres,
and bouquet.

“This looks amazing.”

I jumped. I might have squeaked. I definitely
pressed a hand to my heart as the burst of adrenaline made it race,
as I turned to find the speaker. I knew it would be Monroe. I’d
know that deep voice anywhere.

“Don’t do that,” I hissed. “Don’t you know
it’s rude to sneak up on people?”

He shrugged, unrepentant, and that grin I was
coming to adore spread over his lips. God he looked stunning. He
was already dressed in most of his tuxedo without the jacket, and
the way the pants hugged his legs made me want to drool. He looked
damn good in the red vest and black cravat, too. My gaze snapped
back to his when he spoke. “Really, West. This is awesome. Lincoln
is going to love it.”

I preened just a little because I loved
hearing praise. But even while I was doing an internal happy dance,
I tried to play it off. “That’s why your brother hired me. It’s
what you paid me for.”

“True enough.” Monroe’s gaze slid down my
body, blatantly checking me out. “You look great, too.”

I hadn’t been expecting that, so I just gave
a demure “thank you” and gathered the cardboard flat that held the
wearable and carriable flowers. I held it out as I walked to him.
“Here. Last thing I need to do. And now that I’ve passed these off,
I’ll get out of your hair.”

Monroe took the box, but his face fell.
“You’re not staying?”

“Uh, no.” I shook my head. “Why would I?” I
stepped back and turned, ready to leave. I wasn’t about to tell him
that I sometimes hid and watched, just to enjoy the wedding. There
was a particular alcove off the terrace that would have worked
great for today, and I had been considering staying. But
Monroe didn’t need to know that.

“Wait! Do you have extra flowers?”

I turned to face him again. I always have
extras in case anything gets damaged in transit or something
happens during set up. I know my confusion showed, because Monroe
was quick to explain.

“For the cake.” Monroe gestured with his chin
toward the three-tiered white, pink, and red confection sitting on
the far table. It was understated but beautiful, and it was
definitely lacking a topper.

I wrinkled my brow. “You’re not supposed to
mess with people’s work. The baker probably just hasn’t put the
topper on yet.”

It didn’t look like one of Missy’s creations,
and I’d seen just about every version of wedding cakes the
proprietor of Sweet Treats had concocted. It was possible Lincoln
had brought one in from a neighboring town, or even from further,
but somehow that didn’t seem like him.

My question was answered when Monroe let out
a deep laugh, and his eyes alighted with mirth. “Well, it’s my
work, so I figure I can mess with it however I like. Lincoln gave
me free rein.”

Something inside me bubbled and burst, though
I couldn’t put a name to it. Monroe had made the cake? He
baked? I was a sucker for a man who was good in the kitchen,
and even though I had no idea how that beautiful confection tasted,
it looked stunning, and that won him a lot of points.

“Uh, yeah. Uh…” I shook my head and all but
fled to the van. When I raced back inside, Monroe was just getting
to the door.

“Wondered where you went,” he murmured,
stepping close.

I had to curb my reaction, so I awkwardly
thrust the box at him. “Extras!”

He muttered something that sounded like
“you’re adorable,” but he took the box and I knew the way his
fingers brushed mine was deliberate. His grin this time was
definitely flirty. “Flowers aren’t my thing. Come help?”

I trailed behind him and if my gaze dropped
to his ass in the tight-fitting tuxedo pants, no one could blame
me. He was so damn good-looking. By the time we reached the table,
I had my drooling under control and I also realized we had a
problem. You couldn’t just smoosh real flowers into a cake without
preparing them properly.

But Monroe was already a step ahead of me. He
had a roll of floral tape and a bag of wide straws sitting next to
the cake, and as he started to pick through the box, I just
watched. He hummed as he worked, choosing calla lilies and some
amaryllis, then a touch of greenery. He fussed a little, setting
them on the table and making a mockup of what he wanted. I could
see what he was going for, but not quite achieving.

“Here,” I murmured, stepping into his space.
Instead of moving out of the way, I swear, he actually leaned
closer. Ignoring his heat as best I could, I rearranged the flowers
a little so that the amaryllis blossoms spread out a bit more and
surrounded the two callas.

“Perfection.” Monroe’s breath gusted across
my cheek. I didn’t turn to look at him, but I knew I was
smiling.

Monroe produced a pair of scissors from his
pocket and started snipping the straws down to size. I jumped in,
too, wrapping the stems together with floral tape so no water
leaked out to make the cake gross and inedible. It took only a few
minutes, and then we had several bunches, like big boutonnieres,
ready to be placed in the cake.

With each one Monroe picked up, he glanced at
me for confirmation before sliding it into the top tier. A couple
of times I adjusted his placement before he set it inside. I was
maybe using the opportunity to feel the strength of his hands, to
just touch his skin, but he didn’t call me out on it. Our fingers
were practically entwined when he slid in the last calla.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, reluctantly
pulling my fingers free of his. Our gazes caught. Held. My breath
stuttered in my lungs. There was no mistaking the heat in his look.
Another time, another place, I would have pounced on him.

I stepped back instead. “I should—”

“Will you do the flowers for my wedding?”
Monroe asked.

Disappointment, so acute it hurt, flooded
through me, and it took every ounce of my professionalism to keep
it from showing on my face. “You bet. Call the shop to set up a
consultation.”

Monroe’s lips quirked. “I don’t have a date
yet.”

I turned away, no longer able to look at him.
I should have known he was taken. That was the way my luck ran
lately. Hell, the way it had been for years. Finding a man who was
gorgeous, creative, and caring was hard enough. Of course he
wasn’t available.

“Just let me know when you do. I’ll make sure
I’m available.” I started walking fast, but not so fast that it
looked like I was running. Even though I was. “I’ll get out of your
hair now.”

“You’re not staying?” he called. “Don’t you
want to see Lincoln’s face when he sees the flowers?”

I really did, because I knew how much the man
needed the surprise of the callas after the day he’d had. It would
make this thing his brother did for him all the more special. I
smiled sadly over my shoulder.

“Florists aren’t invited to the weddings.” I
lifted a hand in a wave.

“I’m inviting you.”

I laughed, because it was so Monroe. I shook
my head. “It’s not your wedding, dude. You don’t get to invite
people.”

Monroe strode across the distance separating
us, and my breath caught again, because the picture he made was my
fantasy come to life. His grin was dark, wicked, but also, somehow,
tender.

“I can if I’m inviting you as my date.”
Monroe cleared his throat, made a show of arranging his features
into seriousness, then reached for my hand. He stopped short of
taking it, and I appreciated the subtle request for consent.
“Please, West Walker. Would you do me the honor of accompanying me
to my brother’s wedding and reception?”

I squinted at him, blatantly ignoring his
outstretched hand. “Won’t your fiancé be upset?”

Monroe’s façade cracked, that mischievous
twinkle lighting his eyes. “Don’t have one of those. I’m not dating
anyone at the moment.”

My snort was indignant. “But you just
said!”

“Nope.” And he popped the “P.” “I asked you
to do my wedding, sure. But I said I didn’t have a date yet. And
that’s because I haven’t found the person I want to marry yet.”

It took a second for me to parse all that
out, but when I did, I scowled. “You’re…ridiculous. Do you know
that? What am I going to do with you?”

“Be my date to the wedding, I hope.” The
playful grin that had been lurking on his lips stretched to its
full capacity. “You know you wanna stay. See Lincoln when he views
the flowers. Watch two men exchange their vows. Eat food and drink
champagne and maybe dance with me. Come on, it’ll be fun.”

I sighed, exaggerating it, then rolled my
eyes for show. But then I smiled, because I couldn’t not, and
closed the inches between us to put my hand in his. “Sure.”

Monroe’s whoop of joy made my smile grow into
a grin.

* * * *


Chapter 4

I was still in the ballroom when Lincoln had
obviously calmed down enough to check out the floral arrangements.
He was a ball of frenetic energy as he jogged in, and his gaze
frantically swept the room, then he went absolutely still. I
couldn’t tell from his facial expression what he thought, but the
fact that Monroe was smiling eased my nerves. And then Lincoln
started crying. Not hard, but tears welled up and spilled over. He
pressed his hand to his mouth, and there was a hiccup of a sob,
then he gave a tiny noise that was part squeal, part gasp.

I couldn’t contain my grin.

“This is…West…I….it’s just….perfect.” The
last word was said with a kind of reverence I rarely heard, and my
heart just swelled. Lincoln walked over to the cake, and his hand
shook as he gently touched one of the callas. He yanked back his
hand as though he was afraid to damage it, then whirled around and
pinned me with a wide-eyed stare. “But the calla lilies—”

I held up a hand, cutting him off, then shot
a finger-gun at Monroe. “Blame your brother for that.” Not only did
I not want to get in trouble for going against my client’s
order—though it was clear I wouldn’t be—I wanted to give credit
where it was due. This was all Monroe, and Lincoln needed to know
that.

Lincoln didn’t say anything, but he did punch
his brother on the shoulder, in one of those good-natured soft
slugs brothers could exchange. Monroe played it up, rolling with
the motion, then chuckled a deep, joyful laugh and hugged
Lincoln.

I didn’t hear what he said from where I was,
but Lincoln was nodding, and he gave a loud sniff before he pulled
back. Then Monroe showed him the box of corsages and boutonnieres,
and Lincoln lost it all over again.

“You’re not supposed to make me cry before
the ceremony,” Lincoln protested, but it was half-hearted at best.
“I’ll be all puffy before it even begins.”

Monroe waved a hand as though that was
inconsequential. “Wil’s got it covered. Eye drops and a little
de-puffing cream, and you’re all set. He planned ahead, to make
sure you look happy in the pictures afterward.”

Lincoln nodded solemnly. “He is a planner. I
just…Monroe!” Lincoln gestured wildly, encompassing the whole hall,
and I knew it was time to make my exit.

Supremely glad I was able to witness
Lincoln’s joy, but not wanting to intrude, I stealthily backed
away. Monroe raised a brow in question, but I just smiled and
mouthed, “I’ll see you later.” Monroe nodded, and I went to find
something to keep me occupied for the next hour until the ceremony
started.

* * * *

It was a lot warmer with fifty people packed
in on the terrace for the ceremony. There weren’t many people I
knew, but Landry’s Fall wasn’t that big and I recognized a few
faces at least. I was sitting near the back, my preferred spot when
attending a wedding. It was easier to take in the full picture that
way.

And Lincoln and James, along with their
wedding party, made quite a picture. Lincoln was small and lean,
and the cut of his tuxedo fit him perfectly. He was positively
glowing as he looked at the big man he was marrying. James was a
few years older, and his tuxedo was a different style, but the
double breasted cut of the jacket did something to make his
shoulders look even wider. He held Lincoln’s hands in his, and even
though the officiant was speaking, they couldn’t take their eyes
off each other.

Even if I hadn’t known that Lincoln’s side of
the party were his brothers, there’d have been no doubt once I saw
them all together. Monroe stood right beside Lincoln—and good Lord
he was even more beautiful with the jacket on—and then Hayes and
Wilson. All four had dark, wavy hair, and seeing them together, it
was impossible to miss the similarities in the lines and angles of
their faces. I hadn’t seen it when I’d first met Monroe and
Lincoln, but adding in Hayes and Wilson—though I wasn’t sure who
was who—made it startlingly clear.

James’s Matron of Honor was wearing a dark
pink dress, and the bouquet looked absolutely stunning in her
hands. I couldn’t have planned it better, and a sense of pride
washed through me as I saw it. Of his other two groomsmen, one was
a stranger, but the other man I knew. Tru Rackley was kind of a
local sensation, since he used to wear a red knitted hat over his
cap of curls even in the dead of summer. He was also a dog
whisperer extraordinaire and it wasn’t uncommon to see him being
pulled around town by a pack of dogs.

My attention shifted back to the happy couple
as the officiant invited them to say their vows. My heart squeezed
in happiness when it was announced they’d written their own.
Christ, that was my favorite thing and I made sure to pay
attention.

James went first.

“I wasn’t looking for love,” he said in a
strong, clear voice. “But Lincoln, you walked into my life anyway.
You were all nerves and awkwardness, but so brave that I knew I had
to find out more about you. I thank my lucky stars every day that I
said ‘yes’ to the drink, and to dinner the next day. To every
dinner after that. You’ve made my life richer. More complete. You
make me a better version of myself. I didn’t know I was missing you
until you were mine.

“I love you more than I ever thought humanly
possible. And I will love you to the end of my days. With every
breath I have, I will honor and cherish you, protect and love you,
come home to you every night, and wake up with you every morning. I
promise you this.”

Lincoln had to gather himself before he was
able to speak, and the terrace was filled with anticipation until
he got his words together. When he spoke, his voice shook with
tears, but the smile on his face was practically blinding.

“Until you, I was scared to put myself out
there. But the moment I saw you, I knew you were meant to be mine.
And I knew that if I didn’t try, I’d regret it for the rest of my
life. I know you don’t believe in love at first sight, and neither
did I. But there you were, across the bar, and I knew with every
fiber of my being that you were mine to love.

“That love has grown only deeper over the
past two years.” Lincoln had to stop and gather himself again, and
James pulled him a bit closer. He lifted one of Lincoln’s hands and
kissed his fingers, and as my heart melted into a pile of goo, I
saw Lincoln’s confidence surge forward. “I had more planned to say,
but James, you said it all. You make me a better version of myself,
too. I’m stronger because you support me and hold me up. I’m better
because you love me. I’ll never take you or your love for granted.
I will honor and cherish you, love and protect you, come home to
you every night and wake up with you every morning. This I promise
you.”

There was nary a dry eye in the house, mine
included. And when the men exchanged rings and shared their first
kiss as a married couple, the crowd erupted into ear-splitting
shrieks of joy and applause. When the sound wound down, the men
turned to face us, and the officiant crowed, “I present to you
James and Lincoln Washington!”

The crowd went wild again. Lincoln pushed up
on his toes to kiss James again, then they proceeded down the
aisle. The party followed, two by two, and there was so much love
and happiness in the small area that my soul felt full of it.

The officiant cleared his throat for
attention.

“James and Lincoln request that you enjoy
yourself with drinks and appetizers in the ballroom while they do,
and I quote, ‘the picture thing’.” He paused for laughter and his
grin was wide. “The grooms will join you shortly. Please
celebrate.”

Then came the shuffling of feet as people
began to move, but I hung back, waiting for everyone else to go out
first, since I was in the back. A hand on my arm startled me, and I
turned to find Monroe smiling down at me.

“It won’t take long,” he said, his voice low.
“I’ll come find you as soon as we’re done, all right?”

“No worries,” I assured him. I placed my hand
over his and gave a gentle squeeze. “Take your time. I’m not going
anywhere.”

“You better not.” His glare was mock serious,
ruined completely by the twinkle in those dark brown eyes. He was
gone before I could offer up a witty retort, but that was fine. I
chuckled and stood, then made my way to the ballroom. A glass of
champagne sounded like a wonderful way to pass the time.

* * * *

True to his word, Monroe was back within
forty-five minutes. The DJ was playing mellow instrumentals and the
chatter was loud, but even though I’d found a few people to talk to
in the intervening time, I was standing in a quiet corner when
Monroe found me.

“Everything okay?” His voice held a note of
anxiousness I didn’t understand, but I was quick to smile.

“Yes, of course. It was a beautiful wedding,
wasn’t it?” I sighed happily.

Monroe chuckled. “It was. So very them.” He
crowded into my space a bit. Not enough to be overbearing, but
enough to assure me he wanted to be close. Since I was fine with
that, I allowed it. “I’m glad you’re here.”

I touched the lapel of his jacket. “Thank you
for inviting me. I love weddings.”

“I guessed that.” Monroe covered my hand with
his, and I thought he was going to hold it in his own, but he just
moved it up a bit and pressed my palm against his heart. It was
pounding a steady rhythm. “I’ll have to do some Best Man things
throughout the reception, but I’ll always come find you, okay?”

It was my turn to step closer. Another inch
or two and we’d be touching, but I kept that scant distance. “Don’t
worry about it. Do what you need to do, when you need to do
it.”

Heat flared in his gaze. I unconsciously
licked my lips. Monroe started to bend down, but at the last
minute, he caught himself and straightened. He cleared his throat,
stepped back, let go of my hand, and offered me his arm.

“Let me escort you to your table, good sir.”
A roguish wink and a waggle of eyebrows had me laughing. “I have to
sit with the wedding party for dinner, but you’re close by. I’ll
totally be able to turn around and talk to you.”

* * * *

The next few hours passed in a blur of good
food, conversation, and laughter, and a few speeches. Mr. Peters
gave a speech that made Lincoln cry and get up and hug his father.
Monroe’s was, predictably, full of laughter and charm. The Matron
of Honor, whom I learned was James’s sister Michelle, was eloquent
and thoughtful, and it was clear she loved her brother very
much.

All in all, it was perfect. Exactly what a
wedding should be. The love was clear and permeated the room,
everyone was happy, and the tension that had stiffened Lincoln’s
shoulders this afternoon was gone. James and Lincoln took to the
floor for their first dance, and I was entranced by the way they
literally could not look away from each other. The wedding party
joined in for the next song, and laughter sounded as the groomsmen
all danced with each other.

With dinner and the first dances finished,
James and Lincoln cut the cake and fed each other their first bite.
Thankfully there was no face-smashing. I always thought that was a
mean thing to do, and I would have been disappointed to see these
men do it to each other. But there was nothing but love pouring off
them.

Honestly, the whole evening felt like
magic.

Monroe appeared beside me again. Damn, he was
stealthy. But I grinned when he took my hand and gestured with his
head to the side door that led to the terrace. I happily followed
along, glad to get a break from all the noise for a minute. I was
surprised when he kept walking, down onto the grounds and onto the
path that led to the pond.

Elise had hired a groundskeeper once she’d
taken over her family’s estate. It had been nothing more than an
occasional vacation home for decades until Elise decided to turn it
into a resort catering to LGBTQ couples. Dylan Locklear had done
wonders over the past two years, turning the once dilapidated and
overgrown grounds into breathtaking vistas.

I’d been here a lot over the past couple of
years. Elise was one of my biggest customers, both for her own
floral arrangements and steering brides and grooms my way. I’d
gotten to see the transformation firsthand. But my favorite place
on the whole property was the pond, with the benches on the shore
and the strategically placed wisteria trees that were finally
growing in to provide cover. Dylan had planted allium, hyacinths,
and peonies for splashes of color. It was so beautiful that
sometimes I snuck over here when I needed down-time.

I could still faintly hear the music from the
reception—the pond was only maybe fifty yards from the house—but
the trees gave it a private, closed-off feeling, as if we were the
only two people in the world. Dusk had given way to night, and a
bright moon and stars shone in the sky.

I couldn’t have created a more romantic
moment if I’d tried.

But Monroe took it up a notch. With a
sweeping bow and a wicked grin, he asked, “Dance with me?”

I nodded and he pulled me into his arms. We
swayed to the barely audible music, our bodies pressed together
from chest to knees. Monroe was only a couple of inches taller than
my five-foot-eight, and we fit together perfectly. I pressed my
forehead to the side of his neck, tried to ignore my dick as it got
hard in my pants, and just enjoyed slow-dancing with Monroe.

“Damn, West.” Monroe’s voice sounded like
tires on gravel, and it sent a shiver through my body. “You’re
gorgeous out here, in my arms, in the moonlight.”

“You’re very charming,” I whispered.

Monroe chuckled. “I can be. But I’m also
serious. The day we met, I was ready to kiss you senseless. Now I
want to do so much more.”

The promise in his tone was enough to be my
undoing. I lifted my head and looked straight into his eyes. “Oh,
yeah? Then why don’t you?”

He growled out a groan that went straight to
my cock, then he shifted his grip, tugging me even tighter against
him, and lowered his lips to mine. The instant our mouths touched,
fire exploded in my veins. The simmering attraction between us
overflowed, and it took everything in me to keep from climbing
him.

He commanded the kiss without being
overbearing, made me want to give him everything instead of just
taking it, and before I realized it, I was grinding on his leg that
had somehow pushed its way between my thighs while he devoured my
mouth. Lips, teeth, tongue, heat and power, and I was lost to it
all.

“Monroe!”

The voice made Monroe jerk, but even when he
pulled his mouth from mine, he stayed right there, panting wetly
against my lips as I tried to remember how to breathe.

“Roe? You out here?”

“Damn cockblocking Hayes,” Monroe muttered,
easing me back without completely letting go. He angled our bodies
deeper into the shade of one of the wisterias, then shouted, “Over
here.”

A moment later, Hayes appeared in the small
clearing. He peered around until his eyes adjusted and he was able
to make us out in the shadows. “Should have known. Hi, West. We
weren’t properly introduced.” He gave a jaunty sort of wave and I
was treated to a glimpse that perhaps charm ran in the Peters’
family.

“Hello,” I croaked, not quite able to return
the gesture.

He chuckled, but then turned a serious
expression on his brother. “Sorry to interrupt, but Amanda’s
looking for you.”

Monroe’s shoulders went stiff under my hands
and his fingers clenched my ass before he relaxed them. “What’s she
doing here?”

Hayes looked a little guilty. “You know she
and Lincoln are close. Of course he invited her.”

Monroe sighed, then finally, and with
apparent reluctance, let go of me. He gave me a sad sort of smile,
then turned to face his brother to block me completely from view. I
would have been upset about that, but I was still sporting a pretty
obvious hard-on, and even if Hayes most likely couldn’t see it in
the dark, I didn’t want to take any chance.

“All right,” Monroe said, sounding resigned.
“I’ll be there in a minute.”

Hayes gave a salute, wiggled his fingers at
me, then left. After a long moment, Monroe turned around. I could
see the apology already written on his face.

I smiled, trying to put him at ease. “Who’s
Amanda?”

“My ex.” He grimaced, but then his expression
relaxed. “It’s been over for a while, but it didn’t end great, so I
should probably go talk to her.”

I smoothed his hair back into place, then
straightened the lapel of his jacket. “Is she going to cause a
scene?” I asked sympathetically.

Monroe quickly shook his head. “No, no. She’s
not that kind of person. But we were together for a couple of years
before we called it quits nine months ago, and I owe her at least a
conversation and a dance.” He sighed, then smiled. “She’s a good
person. And like Hayes said, she and Lincoln are good friends. I’m
glad she came, for him.”

“Well, then. Go talk to her. I should be
leaving soon anyway.”

Monroe froze, then grabbed my hand. “You
don’t have to leave.”

I shushed that edge of panic. “It’s not
because of that, I promise.” I smoothed the worry wrinkle between
his brows, and he closed his eyes on a sigh. I laughed. “I just
have a lot of paperwork to do before I can call the end to my day.
I hadn’t intended on attending a wonderful wedding. Or being kissed
senseless in the moonlight.”

I gave him a cheeky wink and he visibly
relaxed. “All right. I guess this is goodbye for now, then?”

“For now,” I whispered, and this time, I was
the one to kiss him. I kept it soft, full of hope, and Monroe
didn’t try to push for more. Though he was definitely reluctant to
let it end. I eventually pulled back and gave him a push. He
touched my cheek, with just the tips of his fingers, then walked
away.

He got to the edge of the clearing before he
turned back. “It doesn’t bother you, right? That I’m bi?”

I frowned, confused. “No. Why would it?”

“You’d be surprised,” he muttered. Then he
waved. “I’ll see you soon, West.”

This time, he actually left.

I sighed, but it was happy one. Today had
been a whole lot of magic. First a perfect wedding, and then a
perfect kiss—or several. I couldn’t have asked for more.

But I wasn’t lying when I’d said I had a lot
to do at the shop, and I knew if I didn’t get it done, I’d be angry
with myself. I was not a procrastinator by nature, and every time I
let my judgement lapse and put things off, I regretted it
soundly.

So I made my way back to the reception, found
the grooms and gave them congratulations, then made my way to my
van and headed out. Paperwork was calling my name. But I knew when
I eventually made it home and into bed, my dreams would be the
sweet kind.

* * * *


Chapter 5

I was still floating a bit two days later. I
hadn’t heard from Monroe, but since we hadn’t exchanged numbers, I
wasn’t surprised. Though I was definitely kicking myself for that
now. I’d have loved to reach out, to talk to him, to find out if
the magic between us had been a fluke. A byproduct of the
outpouring of love from Lincoln and James. I didn’t think so. The
chemistry between us had sure felt real enough. But sometimes
things looked different in the light of day.

I even considered calling Lincoln—I had his
number on his order form—and asking for Monroe’s. But that felt
like a breach of professionalism I couldn’t bring myself to cross.
So instead, I just daydreamed, remembering our time together, and
hoped I’d find a reasonable excuse to reach out.

Zoe and Lenore were just about to leave for
lunch, and I had decided I was going to close the shop for the
lunch hour, when Zoe stuck her head through the door to the back
room and cleared her throat for my attention. When I turned, her
expression was worried.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, standing and
crossing to her.

“There’s a customer here, a little frantic,
and asking to see you.” She bit her lip. Zoe wasn’t one for
confrontation, and something about this customer had set her on
edge.

“I’ll take care of it. Head on out. See you
in an hour.” I patted her shoulder as I swept by her, and didn’t
miss her sigh of relief.

When I walked into the showroom, I somehow
wasn’t surprised to see Monroe. What was worrying was the almost
panic on his face.

“I need flowers,” he blurted, striding toward
me.

I couldn’t help but laugh, and hoped that my
humor would help him calm down. “Well, you’ve come to the right
place. What can I get for you?”

“I need something that says ‘I’m sorry.’”

I didn’t know who he needed to apologize to,
but that didn’t matter. And when the little sinister voice in the
back of my head reminded me of his ex, I firmly pushed it away.
He’d either tell me or he wouldn’t, and it wasn’t my place to push.
Instead, I smiled wider and said, “No problem. What are you looking
for? What kind of flowers?”

“I don’t know.” Monroe shook his head,
stepped closer, then backed up. He was usually so confident that
this display of nerves was unsettling. “Can you just make something
that you would like as apology flowers?”

“I can do that,” I assured him, heading for
the fridge. Then I tossed over my shoulder, “Does this person have
a vase?”

“Definitely.”

“Okay, then. Give me a minute.” I knew
exactly what I wanted. Yellow roses, yellow and white Gerber
daisies, a bit of greenery and a hint of baby’s breath to round
everything out. It didn’t take me long to cut and arrange the
bouquet to my satisfaction. Then I tied it with a yellow ribbon and
reached for the cellophane.

“Don’t need that,” Monroe muttered, striding
over.

“Okay then.” I handed him the bouquet and he
smiled.

“This is beautiful. It looks like you.”

I smiled, pleased, then headed to the
register to ring him up. I was desperate to know who they were for,
but I literally bit my tongue to keep from asking. I gave Monroe
the “friends and family” discount, ran his card, then handed it
back with the receipt.

Monroe stuffed the items into his pocket, his
gaze boring into mine. A grin spread across his face and he held
out the bouquet to me.

“I’m sorry.”

I gasped in surprise, then started laughing.
“Monroe!”

“Take them and my sincere apology.” He leaned
against the counter so he was in my space. “I’m sorry about the
other night. How things ended and that I didn’t get your number.
I’m sorry it’s taken me two days to get over here and see you
again.”

I took the bouquet because he was so damn
earnest and charming, then inhaled deeply because I did love the
scent of roses. “You could have called the shop, you know,” I
teased, but when his face fell, I was quick to reassure him.
“There’s no need to apologize. We hadn’t planned anything. We never
talked about what would happen next. I wasn’t expecting
anything.”

His eyes went wide, then he narrowed them. “I
thought I made my intentions clear. If I made you think I wasn’t
serious about dating you—”

“No, no.” I didn’t want him thinking that for
one more second. “Not at all. I just meant that we hadn’t talked
about it, so it’s not like you broke your word. I thought we’d meet
up again eventually and figure it all out.”

“Oh.” He blew out a breath. “Well, good.
Because I am serious. I want to date you.” He cocked his head to
the side, and the grin he gave me was downright wicked. “And fuck
you, to be bluntly honest. But dating, that’s the big thing.”

I sucked in a breath, and Monroe’s gaze
heated. Without invitation, he strode around the counter. He held
out a hand, and I placed my palm in his. With a controlled yank, he
had me pressed up against him, and I squeaked as the flowers caught
between us. Monroe laughed, and took them from me to gently set
them on the counter.

“I want to get to know you, West. I want to
know what your favorite color is. Your favorite food. I want to
know what makes you tick, what makes you laugh, what makes you sad.
I want to meet your friends and family, and have you meet mine.” He
kissed my cheek, then my nose, then under my left eye. I trembled
at his gentle touch. “It’s been a long time since I felt this kind
of instant attraction to someone, and I want nothing more than to
find out where it leads. I want you. All of you.”

“Yes,” I breathed. Then gave a shaky laugh
and bumped my nose against his jaw. He had the citrusy smell I
loved, better than any flower. I inhaled deeply. “Yes. Me, too. All
of that.”

“Best news I’ve heard in months,” he
murmured, then he kissed me.

It hadn’t been just the magic of the
wedding. My nerves sparked and sizzled, my blood rushed, and I
wrapped myself around him to kiss him back with everything I had.
Monroe’s kisses were sheer perfection. The exact right amount of
pressure and dominance, without completely taking over. I gave back
everything he gave to me, even as I clawed at his back and his
hair, needing him closer.

I yanked away my mouth, panting, then grabbed
his hand and dragged him to the backroom. I had to shove aside some
boxes so I could close the door that I never shut, but as soon as I
did, I shoved him against it, pinned his hips to the wood with my
hands, and dropped to my knees.

“Dammit.” Monroe grabbed my face, forcing my
attention to his when all I wanted to do was open his jeans and get
my mouth on his dick. “I came here to take you to lunch. To get to
know you! Not have a quickie in your office.”

“We can do both,” I promised. I’d been on
simmer for days, ever since the wedding, and the moment he touched
me I’d boiled over. I needed him, needed this. But I paused.
“Unless you don’t want to?”

“Jesus,” he muttered. “Of course I want to.
I’ve jerked off eight times thinking about this. And other things.”
He gave me a seductive grin, full of all sorts of promises I had no
doubt he’d be able to deliver. “I was trying to do things
right!”
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