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            Saving yourself for the perfect moment is one thing.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saving yourself for the wrong brother?

        That's a whole other story.

      

        

      
        After ten years of pining for my best friend, I finally worked up the courage to do something about it. The plan was simple: sneak into his cabin, confess my feelings, and finally—finally—give him my v-card.

      

        

      
        What wasn't part of the plan?

        His grumpy older brother being there instead.

        The same brother who now happens to be my stone-cold, devastatingly handsome new boss.

        The one whose heated kisses I can't seem to forget, no matter how hard I try.

      

        

      
        Now I'm trapped between my decade-long crush and the forbidden attraction that threatens to destroy my career—and my heart.

        But the real trouble started the moment I realized that maybe, I've been saving myself for the wrong brother all along.
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            Prologue

          

          PEARL-6 YEARS AGO…

        

      

    

    
      The day I met my best friend Trevor Winthrop was the day I fell in love with him. We were barely seven years old and on the playground during recess.

      I complimented his Empire Strikes Back t-shirt.

      And he…threw a rock at my face.

      Later he apologized...or rather, he showed up at my house with his mother forcing him to apologize. By then, I had developed quite a shiner, and I partially hid behind my mom so he couldn’t see it. A few years later in middle school, he confessed to me that he had a crush on me and his friend’s teased him about me—that’s why he threw the rock. I guess it was some way to prove to them that girls were nasty.

      “I can’t believe you’re going all the way to Chicago for college. You totally bailed on our plan to study at UC Boulder.” I flop back on his bed, sending a pile of his neatly folded graphic t-shirts tumbling to the floor.

      “Do you mind? I recall you saying you were going to help me pack, not make more of a mess,” he teases as he bends over to pick up the fallen shirts. I sit up and begin to refold the pile. I smile as I look through them; each one tells a little story about a time and place.

      “Hey, remember when we went and saw this movie?” I hold up the battered X-Files: I Want to Believe tee. “We bought fake IDs because we thought they’d toss our asses out!”

      Trevor shakes his head and chuckles. “For the record, I wasn’t that worried but you were so certain they would know we were only 12 you had a constant line of upper lip sweat the two days leading up to the show.”

      I wipe away tears of laughter at the memory. The attendant didn’t even ask for ID. He was barely sixteen and I’m sure couldn’t care less that two twelve-year-olds were going to see a PG-13 movie.

      There wasn’t a lot to do in our small town of Grand Lake, Colorado. We spent the majority of our time at the movies, one of our houses, or the local hobby shop looking for comic books we hadn’t yet read. With a population of just over 500, everybody knew everybody in this town.

      Trevor and I had become inseparable after sixth grade. He had outgrown his shyness of being friends with a girl, and it certainly helped that I was just as big of a nerd as he was. We spent our summers building forts and pretending to hunt elk with our homemade bow and arrows. We’d swim in the lake and look at the stars at night as we laid out on my giant trampoline. No matter what was going on, Trevor could always make me laugh. He’d point out a cluster of stars and tell me some ridiculous story about how it was a recently discovered constellation in the shape of a donkey named asseus major. The truth is though he was incredibly smart. He would teach me all about space and black matter, how intricate our solar system was and how insignificant it made him feel. I knew from a young age that Trevor was destined for great things.

      “What are you thinking about?” I didn’t realized that I was lost in my memories, staring at the floor, an unfolded t-shirt wadded up in my hands. Apart from the few girlfriends he’d had in school growing up that took away his time, we’d spent almost every day together, and now, he is moving over a thousand miles away. To say I am struggling to cope would be an understatement.

      “Oh, nothing; just excited for you is all.” I try to choke back tears but one escapes and trickles down my cheek.

      “Hey, P, don’t be sad.” He wipes the tear away and pulls me in for a hug. I love that he calls me P. Nobody else does. “I know we always talked about going to college together, but the University of Chicago has one of the best mathematics and statistics programs in the country.”

      I pull away from him and smile, sincerely this time. “I know, Trev; I meant it when I said I’m happy for you. You’re way too damn smart to be stuck in this town. Besides, you’ll come home to visit and we can spend summers together. Hell, maybe I’ll get out to the big city and visit you.” I playfully punch his arm before making my way to his bedroom door.

      “I promised my mom I’d be home to help her with canning some veggies from the garden. I’ll come to see you off tomorrow; I promise. Just promise me one thing...don’t forget about us here in the mountains when you make it big time okay?” He laughs and shakes his head before I head out the door.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      “Pearl, you’ve got a table of pissed off customers. They said they’ve been waiting twenty minutes for their beers!”

      I roll my eyes at Delilah and grab a pitcher from the kitchen, walking over behind the bar to fill it from the beer tap.

      “Well, maybe if someone wasn’t too busy ogling the local talent, I could get some damn help around here,” I practically shout as our bartender Will ignores me and tries his hardest to look down the top of a very well endowed stranger he’s chatting with.

      I drop the pitcher off at the table of pissed of guys, apologizing and promising them it’s on the house. I make my way around to the rest of my customers and make sure everyone is happy...for the moment.

      “Del, I am so sick of this shit.” I pull angrily at my apron strings before pulling it over my head and taking a dramatic seat on a few empty crates in the back. “Why did I even go to college if all I am is a beer wench?”

      “The problem isn’t that you went to college, sweetie; it’s that you came back to this shit hole town,” she says, not missing a beat as she plates up four orders of country-fried steak and mashed potatoes. “We both know you had no business coming back here.”

      “My mo⁠—”

      “And don’t you dare say your mama needed you because this town takes care of its own; we would see to it that her needs were taken care of, and you know that.” She gives me a stern look before loading up her tray and backing her way out of the kitchen.

      She’s right. I don’t want to admit it, but at the same time, this is my home. I love my small town. I have big dreams for it. I want to see more businesses come in and be successful. Of course, I hope they would also hire me as their marketing manager so I can get out of this rat-hole diner.

      I let my chin sink down onto my hand, daydreaming about what life in Chicago is like for Trevor. I haven’t seen or heard from him in over two years.

      All those plans we had about spending summers together never happened. He met a girl first semester and spent every free minute with her family on the East Coast. Can’t say that I blame him.

      He came back to town once after graduation, and he wasn’t the skinny nerd I’d fallen in love with all those years ago. He was a man. Tall and built with a thick mop of floppy brown hair that framed his sparkling green eyes perfectly. He looked like a damn model. I could see happiness radiating from him and I knew he’d never end up back in Grand Lake. I was silly and naive for thinking nothing would change between us. I couldn’t deny the intense physical reaction I still had when I saw him. His voice sounded like it had dropped about two octaves, thick and rich like molasses.

      We had agreed to meet up for drinks, and I was going to tell him how I felt, finally. When he touched the small of my back as he walked me to my mom’s doorstep that night, I felt a sense of electricity between us. That’s when he told me he had something to tell me...he was engaged and permanently settling in Chicago. I felt my heart shatter into a million little pieces that night. I lived with regret since then. Well, actually I lived with regret long before that. I didn't want to break up his relationship; I just needed to tell him how I felt.

      “Pearl!” Will shouting my name from the front of the restaurant startles me back to reality. I jump to my feet and retie my apron before shoving my way through the kitchen doors.

      “What?” I snap back with my chin tucked against my chest as I finish tying the strings around my waist. I look up to a pair of piercing blue eyes, clear as the sky staring back at me. Blake Winthrop: Trevor’s older brother. He has the same strong look, but with an edge. His jaw is prominent, with a thick smattering of dark, almost black scruff. His hair is shiny and lays an inch or two past his collar. He reaches up a well-worn hand and rubs it gruffly against the side of his jaw, making an audible scratching sound like sandpaper.

      “Oh, hey, Blake. What can I get you?” I stammer a little.

      “My ma sent me. She wants you to come by the cabin office when you get off. What time can I tell her you’ll be by?” He doesn’t bother with pleasantries. Something I’m used to with him. We haven’t had a lot of conversations over the years, but I often saw him around his parents’ house when I was hanging out with Trevor. He terrified me as a kid. He was big, way bigger than Trevor. He had outgrown their dad by the time he was in eighth grade. I remember he always had a different girl around the house, usually out back in his parent’s hot tub when they weren’t home.

      “Uhh, regarding what, exactly?” I love their mom, but it is a little strange to have her beckon me over. Why not just call or text me?

      “You’ll have to take that up with her. What time?” He shoves his hands deep into his Levi’s without breaking eye contact. I’m a grown-ass woman now and this man still intimidates me. His broad shoulders strain against the fabric of his flannel shirt. He’s the antithesis of Trevor and always has been. He was the star quarterback of the football team growing up. He always had a muscle car he was rebuilding and a big-boobed girl that was right alongside him.

      My eyes catch a glimpse of the tip of his pink tongue as it darts out to lick across his full lips. I’ve always found him attractive, you’d have to be completely blind not to, but seeing him standing in front of me right now, I notice things I hadn’t before. The small thatch of curly dark hair at the base of his throat, the way small lines form around his eyes, giving him a distinguished, sexy appeal.

      “Jesus Christ, woman, are you having a seizure or what? I ain’t got all day.” He throws his hands up in the air, exacerbated, as I snap back to reality.

      “Oh, uh, sorry...uh, I’m off at three, so I’ll swing by after.” I quickly turn and race back in the kitchen before the blush on my cheeks betrays me. What the hell was that?

      By the time three o’clock rolls around, I’m itching to race over to the Winthrop’s cottages to see what Adele needs. Normally, I’d be worried, but Blake didn’t seem to have any concerns. Speaking of Blake, I wonder if he’ll be there too.

      Since when do I care what Blake Winthrop is up to?

      I pull my sputtering Beetle into the parking lot of the Grand Lake Cottages and make my way up the steps of the office. A neon VACANCY sign flickers a few times as I knock on the door before letting myself inside. “Knock, knock!”

      Adele jumps up and pulls me into a tight hug before gesturing to a small table next to a chair. “Here, I have some tea and a snack for you. I know you’ve been hard at work on your feet all day. Take a seat.” I thank her before diving into the cookies and casually looking around to see if anyone else will be joining us.

      “Well, I’ll get right to it, Pearl. I need your help.” She sits back behind the desk and gestures around the room. “We’ve slowly been losing business over the years and I need a young, millennial...is that what you kids are called? I need help with the Facebook and social me—whatever it’s called. I know you went to school for that so I’d like to bring you on.”

      I can’t help but smile. I’ve been dying for the chance to actually use my degree and finally get away from waitressing. “Now, before you get too excited, this is just part-time. I need help a few days a week and maybe if you like it, we can talk about a full-time position if business gets too busy.”

      “Mrs. Winthrop, I would love to! I am beyond excited for this, so thank you!” I jump back up and pull her in for another tight hug.

      “Well, that settles it, then. I’ll have you come in tomorrow and sit down with Blake. He can fill you in on everything.”

      “Blake?” I say, trying to sound casual.

      “Yes, he’s taking over the business now, so he’ll be your boss.” I swallow down a lump in my throat. Great: the Big Bad Wolf is my boss. “Oh, and before I forget, Trevor is coming back to town this weekend.”

      “Really?” This time I can’t hide the excitement.

      “Yeah, unfortunately, he broke up with his fiancée, but you didn’t hear that from me.”
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      I’m not too excited about the idea of taking over my parents’ failing cabin rental business and now I have to babysit my brother’s nerdy best friend in the process?

      I climb into my truck and run my hands over my face, letting it sink for a moment. I’ve never been the golden child in my family. Even when I was the star quarterback and prom king, my parents were too focused on Trevor’s science fair projects and his accelerated classes. I’m not bitter or angry at Trevor, we always got along just fine, but I felt more like a second father to him rather than an older brother. The nine-year age gap and the fact that I always felt I had to protect him from bullies in school contributed to that. Growing up in a small town, our entire kindergarten through high school was all in one building.

      The shrill ringing of my cell phone brings me back to reality. I answer it without even looking at the name. “Hello?”

      “Hey, big brother, how’s it going? You sound like I caught you sleeping.”

      “Hey, man, how’s it going? When you getting your ass back to town?” I jump back out of my truck and kick at the dirt on the ground.

      “I’m actually in an Uber heading to the airport now. My flight gets in around eleven. I was hoping you could set up a cabin for me if there’s any available?”

      “Ha, yeah, you can have your pick of the litter. We currently have only two occupied, one by me.”

      “The business is doing that bad, huh? Man, Mom didn’t let on that it was that serious of a situation.” I could hear the worry in his voice.

      “Yeah, she’s in denial. Don’t worry about it; I’ve got it under control. You just get your ass home and buy me a beer.” I don’t let on that I’m just as worried. After dad passed, mom tried her best but she couldn’t keep up. I was around to fix things here and there but my contracting business kept me away and on the road most of the time. It wasn’t until recently that I decided to put my business on hold and take over the cabins. I told my mom this was it; this was a last-ditch effort. If it failed, she needed to consider selling the business.

      I hang up the phone with Trevor and got back in my truck. I need to get over to the cabins and get one set up for him. My phone pings again with a text and I look down to see a message from my mom.

      Pearl accepted the position and she’s real excited about it! I told her you’d be back around five to show her around.

      I toss the phone on the seat next to me. “Great, just what I need. A peppy girl hanging around getting in my damn way.”

      An hour later, I’m pulling back into the cabin parking lot. I had to run to town to pick up a few things I didn’t already have to get the renovations started. I see Pearl leaning against a baby blue Volkswagen Beetle. Why the hell you’d drive that car living in the Rocky Mountains is beyond me. She stands up and offers a hesitant wave as I back my truck in next to her.

      I don’t have anything against the girl. Hell, she was always a cute kid and she grew up to be a beautiful woman. You can tell she doesn’t realize it, though. She isn’t that obvious beauty that knows it and flaunts it. She’s demure; her strawberry blonde hair is usually always swept back in some haphazard way with pieces falling out around her face. She has the biggest blue eyes I’ve ever seen; I remember her dad calling her birdy as a kid because of those eyes. I just don’t need the distraction of a million questions and some young smart-ass college grad who thinks they’ll know how to run this business better than me.

      “Pearl,” I say, giving her a curt nod before walking behind my truck to let the tailgate down.

      “Uh, hey, hi, Blake. I’m sorry if I interrupted your schedule. Your mama said you’d be around to give me a tour and talk about things?” She seems nervous.

      “No bother. Just need to unload this before the rain lets loose,” I say as I grab the two-by-fours and hoist them over my shoulder. I make my way towards the tool shed when I hear a small grunt. I turn around to see Pearl attempting the same move I just made and failing.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” I drop the wood on my shoulder and run back towards her, catching her around the waist with one hand and grabbing the wood with the other. She was about four seconds away from falling straight on her ass.

      “I don’t need your help with this, Pearl. Just wait over there and let me handle this.” My words come out harsher than I intended but this is exactly the kind of situation I was dreading. The over-eagerness of a twenty-four year old making things harder than they need to be.

      I glance down at my arm still halfway around her waist and pull away. Her warmth feels good against my chest and hips, and the scent of strawberries and vanilla wafts up from her hair as she half turns to look at me. I shake my head to clear the thoughts, most likely because I haven’t been with a woman in almost a year. I grab the wood she dropped and take it back over to the other pile and take them into the shed.

      I finish unloading the truck and make my way back over to where Pearl is standing. I hadn’t realized how petite she is. Her jeans cling to her as if they’re painted on and the cuffs are tucked into some hiking boots. She tugs absentmindedly at the sleeves of her light pink hoodie and squints at the setting sun. She’s gorgeous. I run my hands through my hair. I have no business noticing things like this with her. She’s way too young for me and I know she’s always had a thing for my brother.
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