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    The Man Next Door 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nina, I have to go. There’s a hot man in need of a cold drink.” 
 
      
 
    Constance 
 
    I never thought one small drink could be the start of something big.  
 
    The man next door is sexy, gorgeous and obviously older, but I am done with little boys. I’m ready for a real man. Besides, a little summer fling would do me some good.  
 
    Unfortunately, my heart seems to have other plans. But Ander isn’t just any other guy and before I know it, I’ve fallen in love with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No way a girl like her is sweet on a guy like me.” 
 
      
 
    Ander 
 
    Coming home wasn’t easy. Things have changed but I know it’s where I am meant to be and all it took was a swift boot to my ass in the form of a friend getting sick. Picking things back up is harder than I thought.  
 
    Luckily, my new neighbor seems intent on easing me back into life in Chicago. Sexy, sweet, funny… too young for a rough, half-way dead guy like me. But damn if I can stay away from her. Especially when she shows up with a cold glass of lemonade, dressed like an all-American girl. Not to mention all the little things she does that drive me crazy. 
 
    I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, she’s my friend’s daughter and exactly like him. 
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    Chapter One 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, he moved into old Mrs. Matthews place last week. I hadn’t even known the place had sold,” I said in a louder than normal voice as I craned my neck for a better angle, trying to see over the fence into my neighbor’s backyard through my sliding glass back doors. I could see him carrying long pieces of timber and setting them up in neat stacks. 
 
    Behind me being fully ignored by my overwhelming nosiness were my shoved-to-the-side, covered-in-paint-supplies kitchen table and my all but forgotten and very unfinished oil painting of a yoga practitioner in downward dog pose while sporting an enormous boner. I’m going to call it “Dog with a Bone.” 
 
    “Where’s he from?” Nina’s voice called out from my phone. Thankfully she was just as nosey as I was. We’d been friends since grade school and had so much mutual dirt on each other that at this point there was nothing we were afraid to share. There was way too much chance for mutual destruction if we ever had a falling out and one of us started to blab, a fact I found very comforting, kind of like slipping on a favorite old pair of shoes that just felt right. 
 
    “The plates on the moving van said New York.” 
 
    “Well, he’s going to be in for a shock when winter sets in. Winter in Chicago ain’t nothin’ like New York. He’s likely to call them movers back and high-tail it back home. You sure you want to be crushing’ on him?” 
 
    For some reason—call it divine intervention or sheer, glorious luck—my neighbor chose that exact moment to strip off his t-shirt. What I saw dropped my jaw. I’d thought that he was a kind of skinny guy, okay built but not a lot of him. Then he took off that damn shirt. Oh. My. God. The man was a sculptor’s dream! He could make a fortune sitting for nudes with fine art students. His back, shoulders, chest and abs were layers and layers of muscle. He’d lift his arms and a hundred different muscles would reshape the entire landscape of his back. I was in love. 
 
    “Nina, I have to go. There’s a hot man in need of a cold drink.” Twenty minutes later and I had on my sexiest Daisy Duke style cut-off jeans and a spaghetti strap top that did amazing things for the girls. The jeans, cut so short that the cloth front pockets peeked out the bottom, were stained with splashes of paint and played double duty for me. Not only were they sexy as hell but they’d be a great conversation starter, too. 
 
    Grabbing my A-line ladder and carting it perched on one shoulder with a cold glass of fresh-squeezed lemonade in my other hand, I headed over to the tall wooden not-so-private privacy fence that separated my yard with my neighbor’s. A second later and I was up the ladder with my arms leaning along the top of the fence. My toned arms were one of my best features and the position gave me the perfect chance to show them off. 
 
    I didn’t want to be too stalkerish, so I only watched the gorgeous, shirtless man bend, lift and work for a few minutes before saying something. When he pounded a nail through a 2x4 with three hard strikes of his hammer that had his arms bulging in every good way imaginable, I damn near sighed. 
 
    Swishing the glass of lemonade back and forth, I tinkled its ice cubes and Mr. Gorgeous finally looked up from his work. I flashed him a smile. “Thought you could use a drink.” 
 
    Mr. Gorgeous stood up from his bent position and rolled his meaty shoulders back, and I damn near sighed again. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to come over and introduce myself,” he said as he wiped his hands on a rag that he’d pulled out of his back pocket before walking over to me and offering his hand to shake. His smile was warm and crinkled the corners of his blue eyes, and his light brown, almost blond hair had the tiniest hint of gray at his temples. He was a lot older than I’d thought he was, but that didn’t make him any less cute. He was something between a young Paul Newman and Ryan Gosling. Besides just being cute, he had a handsome quality that was quiet and refined, and I suddenly realized that for my whole life of twenty-three years I’d only ever dated boys. Mr. Gorgeous was definitely all man. 
 
    I reached my hand out to meet his, and he said, “Ander Matthews.” 
 
    The gears in my head finally clicked into place. “Ohhhhh… you’re related to old Mrs. Matthews.” She’d passed away two years ago, and her house had sat empty ever since. 
 
    “I’m her grandson.” 
 
    “I didn’t get the chance to know her very long, but she was a nice lady. I’m sorry about your loss.” 
 
    “She’d had a good life.” His eyes glanced at the lemonade. The glass was dripping with beads of cold sweat. He licked his yummy lips, and I couldn’t hold my smile back. 
 
    “This is for you.” I reached the glass down to him, then as soon as he took it I climbed my legs over and perched on the top of the fence. When he’d seen what I was doing, he set the glass down on the ground and reached up, grasped me at the waist and lifted me down from the fence. It wasn’t even hard for him. I swear, he could have held me off the ground in those muscular arms of his all day, and I felt my libido kick into overdrive and my cheeks flush with heat. Buying myself some time and trying to keep him from noticing how much I had to be blushing, I bent to pick up the lemonade. But, when I stood up, I stepped backward into a little pot hole, lost my balance and started to fall. 
 
    Ander’s arms were on me in an instant, catching me, but it was too late for the lemonade. As I flailed my arms to keep my balance, the glass went bottom’s up and its icy contents went all over my shirt. I felt my nipples go hard beneath my wet and clingy shirt only to glance down and find that the fabric had turned translucent. I was showing Ander all my goods, and I knew he’d seen them because his wide eyes were now looking everywhere but at me! 
 
    “Any chance you have enough for a refill?” he asked. He wasn’t even trying to fight the big smile he wore. 
 
    “Help me back over the fence?” 
 
    “My front door and the gate to my yard are locked.” I had no idea if that was true, but having his strong hands on me again was worth the fib. And, it worked. His big hands went on my waist and lifted, and just like a gentleman, he kept his eyes on my eyes the whole time as he sat me back up on top of the fence. 
 
    Ten minutes later and I had my top changed and a fresh glass of lemonade in hand, but this time I used the gate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No way a girl like her is sweet on a guy like me,” I mumbled to myself and then resisted a groan when I stood up out of a deep knee bend. Living a life as a professional carpenter since I was eighteen had taken a toll on my body, and sometimes I felt older than my forty-two years. Despite that, I liked the way her eyes had lit up when I picked her up to put her back on top of the fence, and while I hated to admit it, I was eager to have a conversation with another human soul. I’d barely spoken an accumulative five minutes to anybody since I’d gotten back to Chicago. 
 
    Heading into the house, I washed my face and my pits before throwing on a fresh t-shirt. Looking in the mirror, I was overdue for a shave, but the scruff on my face would have to do. There wasn’t enough time, and I didn’t want to leave Constance wondering where I’d gone to. I wanted that glass of lemonade… and to talk some more to the pretty lady who brought it. 
 
    Stopping in the kitchen, I looked for a snack I could offer to go with her lemonade but the cupboards were bare except for some peanut butter and oranges. I’d been a bachelor too long and had ten different delivery places on speed dial. 
 
    “Hello?” Constance called from the backyard. 
 
    Long strides took me back outside, but I had to slow my pace as soon as I saw her. How it was possible I didn’t know, but she was even prettier than she had been ten minutes ago. She’d changed her top but she still wore short shorts, and she had these Angelina Jolie legs that just went on for miles. They were the kind of legs that a man dreams about having wrapped around his waist while he loses himself inside of the woman who owns him. 
 
    Walking across the back porch, I headed down the stairs and met her half way as she headed up. I took the heavy tray of lemonade from her hands and set it down on the stairs between us before taking up a seat. She followed suit, and I watched as she poured one of the ice-filled glasses with lemonade before handing it to me. 
 
    I took a sip. It was tart with just the right amount of sweetness, and tipping it bottoms up, I downed the whole thing. Best damn lemonade of my life, but that could have been because of who I was looking at as I drank it. 
 
    She didn’t ask if I wanted more, she just picked up the pitcher and I held out my glass for her to fill it except that this time before I drank, I waited until after she’d finished filling her own glass as well. 
 
    “This is good,” I said after taking another gulp. Cut slices of lemons were floating in the pitcher and I could tell from the fresh taste that it was from scratch. “I don’t think I’ve had it from anything but a mix since my grandma made it for me.” 
 
    “And this was your grandma’s place, old Mrs. Matthews?” 
 
    “Mhm. She raised me; me and my sister.” 
 
    “You grew up in this house?” 
 
    “Not this house. She sold the house she raised us in and bought this one. This one’s a little smaller, a little easier for her to take care of.” 
 
    Constance looked from me to the house and back again, and I could tell she had more questions she wanted to ask but was holding back. As for me, I was struggling to keep my eyes on everything above the collar bone. She was a stunner with big brown eyes and full, ruby red lips. I don’t even think she was wearing lipstick. They were ripe with color all on their own, and damn it if I didn’t want to kiss them. But, despite all that, every time she arched her back or shifted those amazing legs of hers, I just wanted to stare at her like some lovesick teenage boy who’d never been to first base with a girl before. 
 
    “It’s okay. Ask anything you want,” I encouraged. The longer she was asking questions, the longer I got to spend time with her, and I couldn’t think of a better way of letting an afternoon pass by. 
 
    I thought I’d seen the cutest thing about her but Constance blushed as her eyes fell away from mine as if she’d suddenly gone all bashful on me. My heart skipped a beat and didn’t steady again until she lifted the gaze of those big soulful eyes and looked right at me. 
 
    “I’ve gotten called out on giving people the third degree sometimes,” she said as she rubbed one of her naked ankles absentmindedly. The way she leaned forward a little to do it gave me a bird’s eye view of the glorious valley between her luscious breasts, and she had the kind of boobs I liked. Big enough to fill my hand and mouth. Asking for anything more than that’s just being greedy. 
 
    I took another sip of lemonade to hide the fact that thinking about her breasts had my mouth watering. “Ask away,” I said after gulping it down. 
 
    “This house has sat empty for two years now. Why so long? I mean, what changed?” Her brows pinched together to make the cutest crease that I wanted to smooth away with the rub of my thumb. Instead, I sat my glass of lemonade to the side near the edge of the step, stretched my legs out in front of me and leaned back on my elbows. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth when I saw her eyes span the length of my body before sucking her plump bottom into her mouth as if she were craving to take a bite out of some delicious morsel. I had to admit, I loved the thought of me being that morsel. 
 
    “I bought my sister out of her half of the house. I was… ready for a change.” 
 
    “You’re from New York?” 
 
    I dipped my chin and lifted my brows, more than a little curious as to how she’d figured that out. Instead of getting bashful this time, though, her smile grew and her eyes twinkled with mischief. 
 
    Damn, I’m going to enjoy knowing this girl. 
 
    “I saw the plates on the moving vans. New York.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I laughed, then swung my arm wide as I sat up, sending the half-drained glass off the stairs’ edge and into the tall grass. I peered over the side. “I don’t think it broke.” I got to my feet and headed down the stairs to retrieve it. 
 
    “What are you building?” 
 
    I stopped. “I don’t think I want to tell you. You’ll laugh.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. Don’t tell me it’s a sex bench or something.” A flushed colored her cheeks and I cocked a brow at her. She shrugged meekly. 
 
    “A gazebo. We had one where we grew up, and it was always a favorite spot for my grandma. Decided to build one here, you know, for nostalgia’s sake.” 
 
    I moved around the side, hoping she didn’t think I was some softy or something. I spotted the glass and stepped with a long stride—I’d felt it instantly but there was a long moment where I couldn’t think. I growled in pain like a vicious beast as the nail from a forgotten plank sliced its way through my shoe and out the top of my foot. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Constance exclaimed as she bounded down the stairs. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted, not wanting to have a nail go through her perfect feet. 
 
    She got the hint and carefully waded through the grass. Getting on her knees, she held the board down as I yanked my foot back off it, an action that filled my vision with stars. 
 
    As soon as I could see straight, I lifted my foot to access the damage. A steady stream of blood dripping from my shoe. This was going to be a bad one, I just knew. Not that I did this often. 
 
    “That’s it. I’m taking you to the hospital. Right now,” Constance declared in a voice that said that there would be no debating it. 
 
    I wanted to tell her no way was she taking me anywhere dressed in those tiny little shorts and that barely-there top, but I kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t her father, but I sure as hell felt sorry for the poor sod who was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    I screeched my car to a stop in front of the emergency room, ran in, managed to snag a wheelchair and brought it out to my car. From there, Anders’ foot left a droplet trail of blood from my car all the way up to the registration desk. As soon as a nurse spotted the drip-drip-drip creating a bright red pool below where he sat, he tied a plastic bag around Ander’s foot. It was an agonizing—and I do mean agonizing—hour and a half wait after that. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said hoarsely and I could tell he was trying not to be a tough guy about it. “Just a bleeder is all.” 
 
    By the time they got us into a little nook of a room behind a drawn curtain and surrounded by odds and ends of medical paraphernalia, Ander’s face had gone from splotchy red to pale cream until it finally settled into a hue that hinted at chartreuse. If I hadn’t been so distressed about the amount of pain Ander was in, I would have been fascinated just to watch the changing palette of his face. It was everything I could do not to pull out a pencil and sketch the tense lines of his brow, eyes and mouth on the little line-free pad I always carried in my purse. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked when a moment of silence had stretched on longer than I knew what to do with. 
 
    “Good,” Ander answered with an attempted ease that I didn’t believe for a second. He shifted his weight which tilted his foot and his face scrunched with an obvious surge of pain. We hadn’t talked much out in the ER waiting room. It had been packed with a mix of people operating at the brink of overwhelming stress or so sedate that I thought they might pass out and fall on the floor. It had been noisy, and we had mostly sat in silence, but now I was determined to finally offer my services as something other than a chauffeur by giving him something else to think about besides his foot. Hell, if I’d thought it would help, I would have stood up on his bed and done a strip tease. 
 
    My mental images of me slowly pulling my top off over my head as Ander stared up at me in ogling wonderment were interrupted by Ander clearing his throat. “I’m sorry I pulled you into this. I’ve ruined your whole afternoon. If you’ve got plans—with a boyfriend or whoever—I don’t mind you taking off. I can grab a cab back.” 
 
    Score! It took effort not to throw my arms up in the air in a two-handed fist pump, but instead I played it cool. Leaning back in my chair and doing a slow crossover of one of my very naked legs, I said, “No boyfriend. No plans. Afraid you’re stuck with me.” I couldn’t quite contain my smile when his eyes drifted over me to watch my body move. Then, it was my turn to clear my throat. “You got a wife, fiancé, girlfriend… boyfriend, anyone you’d like to give a call, let them know you’re here?” I pulled my cell out of my pocket and waved it in the air. 
 
    This time it was Ander’s turn to smile. “Nope. None of the above.” 
 
    My heart leaped and my nipples tightened thinking about all the possibilities that simple answer opened. 
 
    Together, we sat giving each other a knowing look, smiling, and I found myself dragging my fingertips over my bottom lip before I realized what I was doing. Ander’s smile turned into a lopsided grin, and I felt my cheeks heat. At least I’m distracting him, I mused. 
 
    “Tell me about New York,” I demanded suddenly. I was going to keep him talking without putting myself in an early grave by way of my own embarrassment. It was time to put the spotlight on him. “I mean, who moves from the Big Apple back to the windy city?” Having an art gallery show in New York was on my bucket list. New York was a “to” location for me, not a “from.” 
 
    “The people were great. The city is amazing, but”—he shrugged his impressively broad and muscular shoulders— “It wasn’t home.” 
 
    We heard the voice of what I assumed to be a doctor just beyond the curtain that acted as a fourth wall for the room we were in and our attention together shifted to it, but the voice’s owner soon walked on and I shifted my gaze back to Ander. I waited, being sure not to speak. I wanted it to be him who filled the silence. 
 
    He shifted again, trying to get comfortable, and I could see in his expression that there was something he wasn’t saying. He shook his head. “If I’m being honest, there was more to it than that. A good buddy of mine, someone I grew up with, got sick. Real sick. Then he got better before I’d even known he’d been sick and had almost died. Something about it flipped a light switch for me. I’d always imagined I’d come back to Chicago when I was ready to settle down, but it was always a someday plan. Never a today, know what I mean? When I heard about my buddy, it finally hit me. I’ve been waiting for the rest of my life to start, and it was time to stop waiting and to start doing. So, I sold my business, bought my grandma’s house and moved back.” 
 
    “What was your business?” 
 
    He gave me another crooked grin. “Carpentry.” 
 
    I tried to stifle the burst of laughter that came out of my mouth with the cover of my fingers, but I wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    “I know!” He waved a hand at his foot. “Been doing the job for over twenty years, I retire, and then I have the worst accident I’ve ever had.” He shook his head. “I should’ve checked the weeds, should’ve had on my work boots.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was a nail! I mean, we’d be here anyway, right?” 
 
    “No, my work boots are reinforced. The nail never would’ve reached my foot. Rookie move,” he said with a huffed laugh, shaking his head some more. 
 
    “How are we doing in here?” a tall woman with wispy blonde hair pulled back into a now-messy bun asked as she pulled the curtain aside. The doctor went into a discussion of Ander’s test results and explained that no permanent damage appeared to have been done. A bone was nicked but not broken, and rest was prescribed for the next several weeks. Healing was going to be slow. Then, after making sure he had someone to drive him home, they gave him a happy-pill narcotic to ease his pain. 
 
    He fell asleep on the way home and was still sleepy-eyed when I got him in his house and settled on his couch. I made a PB&J and left it with a glass of water on his end table before slipping his house key off his keyring and tucking it away in my pocket. I didn’t ask, but as I covered the peacefully dozing man beneath a throw so that he’d wake up warm and cozy, I didn’t care. I was coming back and I wasn’t going to do it by creeping over his backyard fence. 
 
    Kneeling, I gave his sleeping lips a little kiss. His lips were soft and tender, and I was going to make damn sure the day came when he kissed me back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sweet smoky smell of bacon frying teased my senses awake a few seconds before its sizzling registered in my brain. I opened my eyes and stared at the textured ceiling as I oriented myself with where I was and why my foot hurt so damn much. It kept up a perfect throbbing tempo in time with my heart. 
 
    The sound of an angel humming reached my ears next. I caught movement from the corner of my eye and turned my head to get a full view… and what a view it was. Constance was dressed in a long sleeved, form-fitting, midriff-exposing shirt and a see-through, ankle length floral skirt that had a slit all the up to its waistband, perfectly framing the cream-colored miniskirt beneath. 
 
    “Well look who decided to wake up,” she said, flashing me a smile that could have left me warm even if it had been an early winter morning. She was that beautiful. “I was beginning to think I was going to have to set up a coffee IV to get you going.” 
 
    “I need those.” I pointed to the mound of clothes she held in her arms which she must have just picked up from the floor. My voice was raspy, and my thick throat was sluggish to respond with sound as if I hadn’t spoken in a week. 
 
    “But they’re dirty. You even got some blood stains on them,” she countered. 
 
    “I’m naked.” I lifted the throw that covered me just enough to allow me to peek underneath. “Yep, totally bare.” All I could think was thank God, I wasn’t sporting morning wood, then I saw her blushing cheeks and imagined her under me and that morning wood was becoming a fast inevitability. “Mind tossing them to me?” 
 
    Her eyes rounded and her plump lips parted in a silent “O” when her gaze shifted to my middle. She’d moved my clothes in her arms and had looked ready to toss them on my stomach, but my body’s response to her nearness had given her other things to think about. 
 
    Then, the worst happened. She giggled. Giggled. But, instead of making my manhood shrivel up with embarrassment, it throbbed and surged to a high salute as if determined to set right any misgivings she might have about it. That turned Constance’s giggle into a gasp, and that damn gasp of hers made me throb all the harder. My pecker had all my attention; I wasn’t even feeling my foot. 
 
    “I think the bacon is burning,” Constance said, dropping the clothes next to the couch. The bacon smelled fine to me, but I wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    Risking being spotted bare-assed, I tossed the throw off as soon as Constance rounded the corner into the kitchen. Gathering my discarded clothes, I stood with a groan and then did a fast hobble down the hallway toward my bedroom and out of sight. 
 
    It was the growing pain from my foot that talked the swelling of my cock down more than anything else, but I was glad that it had done the trick. I got dressed in a pair of jeans and the longest t-shirt I had before limping painfully toward the kitchen. If the little man forgot his manners again, I was hoping I could at least keep him camouflaged. 
 
    “Breakfast smells amazing,” I said, reaching the kitchen’s doorway. My foot was now throbbing so hard that I’d gotten an in-sync eye twitch to go with it. 
 
    “What are you doing? Sit down!” Constance said, shooing me out of the kitchen like she owned it. She followed me to the dining table and had a chair and pillow ready to lay my foot on by the time I sat down. Picking up my foot, she gently propped it up before doing a quick examination of my bandages. They were looking a bit splotchy from the seepage from my wound. 
 
    “I’ll change this for you before I go,” she said before bringing me a glass of orange juice plus my antibiotics and some Tylenol. “Take these, then it’s time to get some food in that belly.” 
 
    I was grinning so hard my cheeks hurt. The whole thing was strange having an unfamiliar, but no less gorgeous girl waiting on me. Felt good, too. 
 
    “What?” she paused on her way to heading back to the kitchen. 
 
    “You. You’re mothering me. I love it! I haven’t had anyone fuss over me this hard in…” I paused in my thoughts, not wanting to age myself too much in her mind by saying that it had been longer than she’d been alive. Sure, I was old compared to her, but I knew things the boys her age didn’t. I knew how to pay attention to her body’s wants and needs. I knew how to put her first. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I can’t have that foot of yours rotting off. You’ll be bugging me left and right to help you run errands and do things for you. This is just me taking care of future me.” Her words were harsh but her voice was soft and her pretty lips were turned up at their corners. She couldn’t even bring herself to look me in the eye as she tore me down. 
 
    God, I want her. I’d never seen anyone prettier, both inside and out. I’d known her less than a day but she was making me feel like a rutting bull. I felt the need to make sure that no one else got within a hundred feet of her. I didn’t want that pretty smile and those shining eyes looking at anyone else like she looked at me. I might have had a hole in my foot, but I was feeling like the luckiest man alive. It wasn’t just her Goddess-like beauty either. She was funny, sweet and she sure as hell didn’t have to be here. 
 
    She brought out plates of eggs, bacon, biscuits, and hash browns. I hadn’t had more than a protein bar or a bowl of cereal for breakfast in years. We ate, we laughed, and then she pulled my house key out of her pocket and slid it across the table. I wanted to tell her to keep it, but then she’d think I was insane. 
 
    “I made myself a copy,” she said with a wink. “Don’t want any splinters from having to climb over your fence every time you need help.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll just change the locks when I’m better,” I teased knowing full well that those locks weren’t going anywhere. I had her right where she wanted me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey! You’ve got more food in your fridge,” I called out as I stood in front of it with its door open. I’d come over to take care of Ander for the last few days, and I’d found myself thinking about the chance to see him again every night as I drifted to sleep wearing a silly little smile. 
 
    Well, but not last night. Last night I’d fallen into a restful slumber after crying out his name into the empty darkness of my bedroom. After I was done, I’d turned on my side and curled up with my arms around a pillow, wishing it was him. The man was my new catnip, and I couldn’t get enough of him. I only hoped that he was feeling the same. 
 
    “I had a delivery service drop it by,” Ander called from his spot on the couch. “You know, you don’t have to do this. I can make something for myself.” 
 
    When I heard his groan, I glanced quickly around the corner to find him trying to back up his words. He’d hoisted himself halfway off the couch and had his leg extended precariously in front of him with his heel on the ground and his toes sticking straight up. His expression was pained, and I could tell that he was trying to work up his nerve to put actual weight on his injured foot. 
 
    “Stop!” I called out with an exasperated laugh and watched as he collapsed back onto the couch with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “I can do this, I swear,” he said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said, returning to the task of putting bread and cheese stacked on a skillet over a low flame. “I’m starting to wonder how you even make it to the bathroom.” Then a thought occurred to me. If he was having that much trouble getting around, he might need help taking a shower. His hair looked fine and I hadn’t noticed any funk coming off him, but it wasn’t as if I’d gotten up close and personal with him to be able to tell. Images of him naked as I washed him down filled my mind until the smell of toasted bread pulled me back to the present. 
 
    “This is almost done,” I called out. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll have the tv tray ready,” Ander called back. After that first morning of sitting at the dining table, we’d opted to keep things simple by eating at the couch where Ander could keep his foot elevated and immobile. 
 
    I carried one large plate out of the kitchen loaded with two ooey-gooey grilled cheese, one for him and one for me, and left it on the little tv tray that Ander had set up. I was back a minute later with two glasses of sweet iced tea. I set them down, grabbed a chair from the dining table, and joined Ander to eat our lunch. 
 
    As he’d done on every other day, Ander waited for me before starting in on the meal. As soon as I sat down, he handed me a Kleenex to use as a napkin, and we both dug in. 
 
    I picked up my sandwich and pulled it in half, watching the melted cheese stretch between the two parts as Ander took a big bite. His eyes closed as pleasure softened his features, and I drank the sight of him in. He was so handsome, and it was everything I could do to keep myself from cupping his face. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to do so much more with him… and I wanted him to touch me, too. 
 
    “Mmm.” He hummed on his mouth full and then swallowed. “How do you make the simplest things taste so good?” Those were the words that came out of his mouth, but when his eyes opened and focused on me, I could see that they held a different question. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a little laugh, feeling nervous under his scrutiny. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get in trouble with work? I don’t think you should come by tomorrow. I love how amazing you’ve been, but you’ve been here at least twice a day every day since the accident.” 
 
    Uh oh, we were about to have “the talk,” the one that either had people backpedaling away from me, getting way too eagerly interested in what I did and thinking it meant I was a bit of a slut, or soundly putting me in the friend category. Ander was about to learn what I did for a living. 
 
    My silence as I mused about how to tell him what I did must have dragged on for a heartbeat too long, because Ander’s voice and body language changed. Instead of leaning toward me, his torso shifted the tiniest amount so that he was leaning away from me, and when he spoke his voice was lower, softer and filled with sympathy. “Uh, sorry. Didn’t mean to pry. You know, if you’re between jobs or something, it can happen to the best of us.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I was hard at work by 6 AM this morning,” I said with a teasing smile. I loved to work with paints in the early morning light. It cast a hue on the colors that provided vivid contrasts in the finished piece that somehow worked. “I stopped just before coming here to take care of you.” 
 
    Ander’s face was one of blank confusion for half a second before understanding clicked into place. “You work from home?” he asked, pointing his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of my house. “Don’t tell me, are you a sex operator?” 
 
    I could tell he was teasing, but he didn’t know how close to the truth he was. “How did you guess!” I teased right back. His expression shifted from joviality to the barest uncertainty before breaking into a hearty laugh. 
 
    “No seriously, what do you do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, giving him a wink. “I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting on my couch I leaned forward, putting my elbows on my knees and my hand on my face as Constance fanned out seven paintings in front of me with their faces pointing away. I was nervous at first, afraid that I wouldn’t like what it was that she was about to show me. I hadn’t known Constance for very long, but at the moment she was the best thing about my life, and whatever we had between us, I wanted to keep it going. 
 
    So, I put on my interested face, prepared to feign rapture if that’s what it took to protect her feelings, but then it happened. One by one, she turned the paintings face-forward, and what I saw was nothing short of amazing. 
 
    Okay, what I saw stunned me at first, but then I looked past the subject matter to her technique and the layers of emotion captured within each stroke of paint. What I saw blew me away. Her talent was real—raw and energizing. Nothing about her style flinched away from the beautify found within the most exposed moments. I’m a big, gruff man who used to drive steel through planks of wood with the brute force of my pounding arm, but what I saw before me made my heart ache. 
 
    The first painting she turned around had my brows leaping halfway up my forehead. A man was sitting in a chair with his long legs open at the knees where a young woman knelt with her mouth and hand on the young man’s engorged cock. But then, I saw the way the man looked at the woman with his head titled and his eyes half lidded, then I noticed how his open fingers were slipped into the silky tresses of her blonde hair. Suddenly, the lewdness of the moment captured slipped away to reveal a naked intimacy that made me want to stop and stare as my eyes traced every intricate brush of smeared pigment across what had once been a blank canvas. It was beautiful, and I was in awe. 
 
    “Constance,” I whispered, “This is incredible.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open with surprise, and the tension I hadn’t even realized she’d wrapped around her entire being dissolved away. “You do?” 
 
    “I do!” I wanted to jump up and hug her, but my scream of pain would have derailed the unveiling of the rest of her paintings, and I really wanted to see what else she had done. 
 
    She turned around the next painting, and I took a moment to drink it in. This one was a painting of a fully naked, gorgeous red head. She had her luscious backside and elegant back turned to the artist’s eye, but she stood before a full-length mirror so that the front of her could be seen as well. She had the gentlest fullness to her lower abdomen, a detail that added to her feminine beauty rather than detracted from it, and though she was young, gravity had touched her succulent breasts in a way that made my palms crave to cup them, to hold them up and caress them. She was glorious as she stood before the mirror with one arm up and her chin tipped down as her probing fingers examined the supple, pliant flesh of her breast. A bronze placard at the bottom of the frame bore the paintings name, “Self-Examination.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I was speechless. I waved for Constance to continue in her reveal and one by one she turned the paintings around for me to see. This private viewing made me feel somehow singled out as special or unique. I felt as though I could have been a king being presented with priceless treasures because that’s what they were to me. Priceless. And that Constance’s hands had created such wonders for my eyes to see made me want to kiss each one of her fingers and then her eyes and the spot in the center of her forehead where it said that the third eye resides. Only someone who could see so much more than me—and most others—could highlight the simple magnificence of each small moment before me. 
 
    “So, you like them?” Constance asked after she had turned the last painting around to face me. 
 
    “I love them,” I said. There was no exaggeration in my voice. None was needed. Everything that I needed to say poured its way up from my heart, and Constance had done that. She’d evoked this response from me. She had manipulated me and shaped me just as she had done with the paints smeared across the canvases before me. My response was an extension to her artist’s stroke. 
 
    Constance crossed her legs and played with her fingertips like a shy little girl, and the contrast between her sweetness and her ability to see and capture such beauty in truth had my blood raging with the desire to know her in a way that a man knows a woman when all the world is stripped away and is no longer an obstacle between them. 
 
    “Do you have a favorite?” she asked. 
 
    To my surprise, I did. “It’s the middle one.” She bent forward from where she stood at the end of the line of paintings so that she could see the one I meant. There, in the middle, stood a painting of a naked man sitting in a chair with the back of his bare shoulder visible as he crossed one ankle over his knee. His arms rested on the chair’s armrests, and his long-fingered hands hung limply off the end. The ease of his body bespoke an acceptance of the place he was in within his life, but his head leaned forward the smallest degree at his forehead and his eyes were fully open as he stared out the window before him, as if looking for what next was to come. The picture reminded me of myself. I’d “retired” when I’d sold my carpentry business, even though I’m only forty-two. That is young by anyone’s standards, and, God willing, I had a lot of life yet to live, I just had to figure out what that life was. 
 
    “So… you don’t think different of me? It’s always weird showing people my work for the first time. Never know how they’re going to react.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath as I pulled my eyes away from the sitting man and trained them on her. “I think more of you… I mean, now there is more of you for me to think about. These are incredible.” I waved my hand at the paintings without taking my eyes from her. “You’re incredible. You’re an artist. The real deal.” 
 
    The lids of her eyes fell as she looked at the ground and her cheeks pinked. 
 
    The girl was going to give me blue balls. But she’s allowed me to peek into her life, a very intimate part and it swelled my heart in a way I’d never known before. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you use live models?” Ander asked as I sat down on the couch next to him. 
 
    “Only when the dead ones won’t do,” I answered with my best straight face. 
 
    “Huh?” Light dawned in his eyes a second later as a smile lit his face. 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said, sneaking a little tickle of his ribs. It was the first time I’d touched him for anything other than when I’d helped him at the hospital or for wound care afterward, and I worried that I was trying to take things in a direction that he didn’t want. Maybe he only saw me as the nice girl next door. Maybe we didn’t have enough in common for him to be interested. Or, worse yet, maybe he saw me as just a kid and not as someone he could ever get serious with. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the paintings, and I did the same. We sat in a comfortable silence. I’d been to my fair share of art galleries and I knew enough to stay quiet and to let a person have time in their own thoughts when they looked at a piece of art, so I resisted the urge to fill the silence and patiently waited for Ander to be the one to speak first. 
 
    “I feel like I can see inside of every person up there, and then I remember that it’s through your eyes that I’m seeing. It’s just incredible,” he said finally. “Where do you find your models?” 
 
    “Here and there.” I pointed at the middle painting, the one that was Ander’s favorite. “I found him at a coffee shop. He was sitting at a little table reading a book, and he had this… I don’t know, this sad knowing on his face. It made me think of a hundred-year-old granny sitting up to watch her newborn great-great-granddaughter struggle to survive her first night with the accepted certainty that she wouldn’t make it to the first morning’s light. But, it was all there in a young man’s face who shouldn’t yet know that much life. Turns out he was worried about being able to afford tuition.” 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    I nodded, lost in my own thoughts as I remembered painting him. “I almost slept with him.” It had been a desire to capture some small essence of who he was, then it hit me what I’d just said. My eyes tore away from the painting to look at Ander to find his eyes on me, and what I saw in them made me swallow as my heart did a jackrabbit start and my breath came quicker. He wanted me. 
 
    “Sleeping with your models…” he said with a low voice that rumbled out from somewhere deep in his chest. It was a sound that made my toes curl and my sex squeeze tighter. “What’s the world coming to when a guy can’t sit naked for hours in front of a girl without her wanting to jump his bone?” 
 
    “Hey!” I exclaimed, redirecting all my desire to launch myself at him into a verbal parry instead. “If he’d been a woman and me a man, he’d have been expected to give it up!” 
 
    “Maybe two-hundred years ago,” Ander said with a laugh, but his body leaned toward me just a little, and I imagined that I could feel his heat. I wanted to slide my hands under his shirt and over his muscled chest as I nibbled his neck. He was so damn intoxicating! Every time I got near him, his scent of sweet, oaky musk made me wish we were both stripped naked so that I could rub my body over his and make myself smell like him. I wondered if I could sneak a shirt from his laundry basket to take home with me. There would be only one thing better than holding his shirt close in bed once night came, and that would be snuggling myself up to him. 
 
    “No, no,” I said, shaking my head as I readied my response to his claim. “See that red head in that painting? She told me that she recently posed for a guy that expected her to blow him after every session. When she didn’t, he threw a huge tantrum and acted as if she’d insulted him, even demanded she apologize.” I couldn’t hold back my laugh. The guy’s expectations had been over the top, but they hadn’t been unheard of. Truth was, he’d been so offended by her saying no because everyone else he’d painted had said yes. 
 
    “So, you’re saying that if I posed nude for you that I’d be safe from you trying to molest me, cause I’m not buying it. I think we should test it out right now. Go get your paints and I’ll be all fainted-lady on the couch here.” He was smiling like he was joking, but there was still that heat in his eyes. 
 
    I opened my mouth as I tried to figure out what to say, but then closed it again. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to proposition me or not. If he was, the answer was a big, “Yes!” But, I really wasn’t sure. 
 
    Ander’s smile faltered as he took a sudden deep breath and the color in his cheeks deepened. “I just made things weird, didn’t I? Oh God, I—uh—I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, no.” I reached out a hand and put it over top of his, but I had to withdraw my touch just as fast. If I didn’t, I would have been on top of him a second later, pressing my lips to his to make it clear exactly how I felt and what it was that I wanted to do to him. 
 
    An awkward silence filled the space between us. “I’ll go, let you rest,” I said as I got up and collected the paintings. My cheeks were hot thinking of how I would compose a nude of Ander, and it was everything that I could do to get out of his house without spontaneously combusting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made my own lunch of grilled chicken breast over salad fixings. I topped it off with oil and vinegar plus some sun-dried blueberries for sweetness. Constance hadn’t been by in three days—the longest three days of my life. 
 
    “Why’d I have to go be a C.O.D.?” I grumbled to myself as I limped my way over to the dining table. Creepy. Old. Dude. That’s what I was. I should have kept my damn mouth shut. Now that she thought I was a total perv, she was probably house hunting, eager to get away from me. 
 
    My mind tripped over different scenarios of how I could make things right between us as I sat down and propped my throbbing foot up on a nearby chair. The pain was an annoyance now more than anything difficult to bear. The nail had sliced through muscle, had possibly nicked a tendon, and had given a hairline fracture to one of the smaller bones, but all in all, I was feeling pretty good. Foolish, but pretty good. 
 
    I stared out at the unfinished frame of the gazebo in the backyard through the set of oversized windows before me. “If I got the thing done, I could invite her over to show it off,” I mumbled to myself, hoping she’d appreciate the artistry of creating something where there once was nothing with wood. I knew what I did required a different kind of artist’s vision, but I hoped that she could appreciate the beauty of it anyway. 
 
    I was outside a half hour later, and this time I had on proper work boots, ones that a sharp nail wouldn’t be able to puncture. I started back in on the frame, measuring, sawing, and nailing boards into place to create each side of what was going to be an eight-sided gazebo. I’d been at work for an hour and a half when I lifted my head at the right time and spotted Constance beyond my fence’s gate. She was carrying trash out to the curb. 
 
    I started to lift my arm to wave at her when her face shifted to my direction. I got it halfway up before realizing that her eyes were downcast and that she wasn’t even looking my way. Pivoting at the hips, she reached for another bag of trash, but this one tore as it snagged on the jutting lip of the large green trash can. 
 
    Dropping my hammer in the grass, forgotten, I did a hopping limp—a hop on my good foot and a limp on my injured one—out of my yard. Kneeling on the ground as she tried to wrangle the contents of her torn bag back in place, she finally looked up when my fence gate banged close behind me. 
 
    “Let me take care of that,” I said. “I’ve got gloves on.” 
 
    She didn’t argue but instead stood and moved aside as I knelt to capture coffee grounds, paper towels and other kitchen related discards and put them back inside the torn bag. Mixed in with the foodstuff were empty paint tubes, paint stained rags, and an empty turpentine container. 
 
    Glancing up, I noticed the dark circles under her eyes and the pale sallowness of her skin. “You okay?” I asked as I stood, placing the reconstructed trash bag carefully inside of the trash can. 
 
    She nodded while she was overtaken by a huge yawn. I wanted to be mad at her, to turn a chill shoulder her way. I’d grown accustomed to her company, and I felt as discarded as her trash that she hadn’t been around. But something about her seemed frail and used up, and it made me forget my feelings of rejection. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out working on your foot yet. The doc said it was pretty messed up,” she chided after her yawn had past. 
 
    “Speaking of docs,” I said as I stripped off my gloves, “Have you seen one?” 
 
    “Huh?” Her eyes went wide and her attention finally fully focused. Before that moment, she’d felt only half here. 
 
    “Have you slept? Have you eaten?” I wanted to take her by the hand, drag her inside the house and take care of her for a change. 
 
    “Oh!” Constance smiled sheepishly and then rubbed the back of her hand on one eye as she fought off another huge yawn. She finally gave in, and I saw her body waver, unsteady, as it past. 
 
    I was a half second away from scooping her into my arms and carrying her inside my house. 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. “I get to working sometimes and forget to do anything else.” Her large eyes looked down and away then as a timid smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “You are talking about modeling for me just took over my head and I had to get it out. I’ve been painting since later that night.” 
 
    My breath hitched in my chest and mini-me between my legs woke up. “You’ve been painting me? A nude?” Dang it. If she’d just asked, I’d have been over there stark, buck naked letting her do anything she wanted to me. I wouldn’t have made her work from her imagination. “Did you at least cover the bald spot?” I asked with a laugh to hide the fire of desire she was stoking into a torrent of flame within me. 
 
    “You don’t have a bald spot,” she answered with complete candor, “But you are thinning just a little.” 
 
    Holy fuck. It took every ounce of my self-control not send my hands to my hair. 
 
    “I’m teasing!” She gave my arm a little slap, but instead of breaking the contact, her hand lingered on my arm. Her delicate fingers trailed down over my sleeve until they hit skin where they created a path of desperate want. Finally, her fingers hooked with mine, and she gave me the gentlest of tugs. “Want to see it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered, nodding. It was all I could make my mouth say. There was no witty response on my tongue. My mind was too full of her soft touch to do anything but follow her in the hopes that the touch of her fingers would grow to the touch of her hand, her lips, her body. She could have been leading me to a firing squad and I would have followed. Anything, just so long as I had the gift of her touch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you hungry? Have you been eating?” I asked after we’d got inside. My house was laid out like his house, except that my bedroom was upstairs. 
 
    “Me?” Ander laughed. “I want to know if you’ve been eating.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said with an embarrassed chuckle. “I get so caught up in my work sometimes that I forget.” I still had him by the hand, and I was leading him to the glass doors at the back of my house where I did most of my painting. I knew that I should let go, but it felt so good to touch him. I’d been sketching and painting him for days now, and I felt as though I already knew him inside and out. I felt as though we’d already made love and our holding hands now was simply the aftermath. 
 
    “After you show me what you’ve done, you’re going to rest and I’m going to cook for you,” Ander declared. 
 
    What I’ve done… Those words hung ominously in the air for me, and my belly tickled from a host of tumbling butterfly wings within me. Whenever I’d painted from memory, inspired by someone or something I’d seen, the people I painted always morphed and combined with other people. But not this time. This time my hand stayed true to the soft lines of Ander’s face and the sloping flare of his bottom lip. I didn’t deviate from the way his eyelids always appeared closed part way or the crinkle that could be an old scar that cut up into his eyebrow on one side. 
 
    My heart beat faster as we reached the back of the house. My dining table was strewn with all my art supplies, and two easels stood with their faces pointing away, turned to capture the natural light from outside. On one was a canvas, its paint still wet. The other held a two by three-foot sketching pad on which charcoals were my preferred medium instead of oils. 
 
    I held my breath as I brought Ander around the front to see the images I’d created, starring him. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    My heart plummeted, lost within the now-tornado of twirling wings within my stomach as Ander stared at my painting of him. In it he wore a corduroy jacket as he stood in grass that hadn’t seen a mower in weeks. In his hands was a hammer that had been pitted by time and use, and he studied it as if he could see its entire history, from its birth forward. 
 
    “You don’t like it…” It had been hard to say those words without sounds as though tears might follow them, but I managed it. I didn’t normally care what my subjects thought of the paintings I did of them. They were my interpretation of a single part of them, and it wasn’t overwhelmingly important that they like my vision—but this time, I was crushed. 
 
    “I do like it. It’s just that, well,”—his voice was heavy with disappointment— “I’m wearing so many clothes.” 
 
    Understanding finally dawned for me, and relief brought with it a bark of laughter. 
 
    Ander turned his gaze to meet mine, and soon I saw his disappointment fade into his usual good humor. “It’s not like you spend your time painting a bunch of old dudes like me.” His hand slipped away from mine and he shoved it in his pocket, a solid barrier between us. 
 
    I turned my attention over to the sketchpad. On it was a charcoal version of the oil painting. Stepping over to it, I flipped the huge, visible sheet over the top to reveal the drawing beneath. It was again of Ander, but this time he wore no shirt and his low-waisted jeans exposed miles of tone, muscled chest and abdomen as he held a stretched measuring tape up to the length of a piece of wood. 
 
    “Oh…” It was the same thing he’d said earlier, but this time it was more thoughtful and carried a note of surprise. Before I could stop him, he stepped forward and flipped another sheet. 
 
    This time, I had to turn my gaze away from both the man and the sketch. This time both the shirt and the jeans were gone, and Ander stood in all the glory of his flesh with his backside showing as he stood before a bed some distance from him, where I’d drawn myself, languishing in a tangle of sheets. 
 
    “Ohhhhh…” This time his voice fell into his chest so that the sound vibrated out of him. I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him or the drawing I’d never meant for him to see. “This one… it’s my favorite.” 
 
    I looked up sharply and studied his face. He was still staring at the drawing, but not at himself. He was looking at me, laying in the bed. “Why aren’t you married?” It was bold of me to ask, and possibly none of my business, but I needed to know. I didn’t want a night with him. I wanted a future. If I couldn’t have that, I’d take the night, the affair, but I wanted more. 
 
    His attention shifted from the drawing to me. His gaze was unflinching and unrelenting. “I never let anyone or anything come between me and the success of my business. The business always came first. I’d told myself it wouldn’t always be like that, but it always was. I didn’t know how to give it less of me so that I could make room for more, so I sold it.” He swallowed. “I want more.” His eyes never wavered from me. 
 
    “Oh…” It was my turn to speak the sound as I picked at my fingertips and felt heat rise in my cheeks. 
 
    He turned so that his entire body faced me. He seemed to have grown, to have become larger than life. His shoulders were so broad, and his chest swelled with each breath he took. He tilted his chin forward as he looked down at me, and his hands were no longer in his pockets. And when he spoke, his words hung heavy and large in the quiet air between us. “What is it that you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    Constance blinked her big doe eyes. Once. Twice. And fear sliced into me that I had ruined the fragile friendship growing between us. The drawing meant nothing. It was her allowing her artist imagination to explore unfettered. It was what she did, what she had to do, to allow herself to explore the possibilities that an artist’s stroke could capture. 
 
    For me, though, I wanted more. I wanted her. I wanted her laying naked in bed atop of sheets we’d soiled with our enjoyment of one another. I wanted her looking at me like the her in that drawing looked at that man. 
 
    She blinked again, licked her lips, then took a deep breath as if filling herself with courage. In the next moment, her body was rushing toward mine. She threw her arms around my neck, plastered her sweet body against me, and kissed me with lips that were more intoxicating than the rarest wine. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. I was sure that she was going to poof away as I woke from sleep, but her body was warm and supple and fit against me with a solid surety that gave me hope that this was real. 
 
    “Upstairs. My bedroom,” she whispered against my lips with a rush of need that swelled my cock harder and faster than anything else had. 
 
    I grunted my response, not trusting myself to say anything coherent, then I bent, put my shoulder into her hip and picked her up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I gave her ass a firm slap and smiled at her squeal as I limped my way over to the stairs and climbed them. Maybe when I’d been twenty I could have taken them two at a time as I carried her upstairs. While I was older now, I still wasn’t dead yet and I was wise enough to know that taking one step at a time would get me where I wanted to go. On top of that, I had a hell of a lot more experience at making women… squeal… now than when I was twenty. 
 
    “Left!” she called out when we reached the top of the stairs, and I followed her directions to her room until I was throwing the door open and limping my way to her bed. 
 
    I’d meant to toss her down on top of it, but her legs wrapped themselves around me and pulled me down on top of her. A second later and she had me on my back as she straddled my chest with her knees on my biceps. I didn’t fight it, rather I laid back and enjoyed the show as she stripped her shirt off over her head. Her bra came off a next, making it infinitely harder for me to keep my hands where she’d put them. 
 
    Her breasts were fuller than I’d imagined—and I had imagined. They would fill my hands and then some, and her swollen, puffy nipples stood out from her glorious globes with a proud defiance that made my mouth water. I needed to taste them, to devour them. 
 
    Pulling my arms free from where she had them pinned beneath her knees, my hands were on her waist next and I flipped her over so that she was under me. I kissed her mouth, then her long neck until I was traveling down over her chest until I captured her first mound in my teeth. I bit and pulled until she whimpered, arching her back up, before I sank my mouth over her flesh and pulled her into me. I twirled my tongue around her tip and only broke away to allow my shirt to pass as she pulled it off my body. 
 
    Her hands were on my jeans next, and there was no shyness in how she tore at them to get them off and I turned my attention to doing the same for her. 
 
    It wasn’t until we were both bare of any thread that our race to experience each other slowed from a haphazard sprint to a leisurely walk. There, on the bed, without anything between what God had given us, I brushed her silky hair away from her flawless cheek. 
 
    I knew that if I wanted to be invited back for a repeat performance that I had to make the first time count. I kissed her lips, her neck, and traveled down her chest. But this time I didn’t stop at her breasts. No, I kept going down the slender canvas of her belly until my shoulders were between her lifted thighs and my mouth was on her nub. 
 
    She cried out as soon as I latched on, her hips lifting off the bed, but I rode her. I stayed in place as she bucked and swooned. My tongue danced and swirled as my come-hither fingers dove into her liquid heat to stroke her to a screaming height that had her fingers clenched in my hair. Her walls clenched as her body trembled, her hips lifted off the bed as her panting breaths filled the room with the sounds of her ecstasy. 
 
    She was the sweetest ambrosia on my lips as her pleasured juices slicked my hand, and I dined on her until her cries softened to satisfied sighs and her demanding hands loosened on my hair to stroke me rather than pull me into her. 
 
    Leaving my place between her legs, I traveled back up her body only to be put on my back. She straddled me, stretched to her bedside and retrieved a condom and unrolled it down my length as I watched her talented fingers work. She shifted, then, raising up and reaching between us. I gasped as her tight channel engulfed me. Then, when she rocked her hips to grind herself against my base, my eyes damn near rolled back in my head. All I could do was put my hands on her and hold on as she used me in every way she needed to. 
 
    “You’re so hot,” she moaned as she planted her hands on my chest and rode me. “You feel so good.” Her back was arched and her breasts bounced with each grinding roll of her hips. Gone was the girl who I’d seen blush so many times. This was a woman who knew what she liked, and I did my best to keep up… and keep up. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and curled my toes as my balls tightened with a heavy pressure that demanded that I let my seed flow. But I couldn’t, not yet, not until she’d come again. 
 
    I dared a glance and her face was rapturous as her nails dug trails against over my chest. It hurt in the best way, and I knew that I’d wear her mark tomorrow, but I couldn’t cum. Not yet. Not until she finished. 
 
    Her quickened breath became laced with whimpered cries. Her hips struggled to maintain their smooth rhythm and they jerked, forcing me to provide guiding assistance with my hands. Holding her hips, I worked her as much as she worked me until her voice grew to a keening as a crimson red blush worked its way up her chest and neck. She tightened around me, then jerked to the side, breaking my last hopes that I could hold on a moment longer. 
 
    She was past her crest but I was just climbing mine. Pulling her down on me hard, I thrust myself into her depths with an overwhelming urgency to spill myself within her depths. It burned away conscious thought leaving only carnal need. 
 
    With a shudder, everything I had to give her poured out of me and into her as a moan stole its way from my lips. 
 
    I was spent, utterly spent, but I must have done something right, too, because her limp body folded itself over me so that her cheek rested on my chest. 
 
    I held her there, wrapping her in my arms in absolute wonder that a creature as perfect as her would want anything at all to do with a man like me, but it wasn’t a question that I was in any rush to ask. Instead, I’d trust that she was exactly where she wanted to be. 
 
    I knew that I sure as hell was… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a moment for the sound that was in the background of my head to make its way forward to my consciousness. It wasn’t until then that I recognized it for what it was. Someone was knocking on my front door. 
 
    I considered ignoring it. I’d done it before when I was immersed in putting the finishing touches on a piece, but the knocking started again, bashing its way through my connection with my art. 
 
    “Dammit!” I threw the paint laden brush down on a pad of old newspapers atop the dining table and marched my way to the front door, ready to rip whoever stood there a new one. Swinging the door open, a stream of obscenities dissolved away on the tip of my tongue as a smile stretched my lips. 
 
    “Ander,” I said, though it came out sounding more like a sigh.  He was wearing jeans and a button-up pale blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and in his arms, he had a grocery bag brimming over with an assortment of fresh produce. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you forgot to eat again today,” he said, his low voice washing over me like a promise of other things to come. 
 
    “I…” I had started to counter with more than a little bit of indignity that I had eaten, but as my mind reached back through the start of the day to figure out what, my mind was a complete blank. The best I could do then was to smile brighter and open the door a bit wider. “Maybe I would have remembered to eat if you hadn’t snuck out and left me asleep in bed,” I chided. I wasn’t even sure how long I had slept, but however long it was, it was too long. I had stuff to do, and the clock was ticking. Besides that, I’d been miffed that after our first time together, I didn’t even recall getting a kiss goodbye. 
 
    I stepped aside as Ander stepped through the doorway, closing the door behind him and then following him through to the kitchen. He eyed my mess of paints and canvases as we passed the dining table. “Have you been up all night?” I could hear the concern in his voice. “That looks like a hurricane hit it. I mean, it looked bad yesterday, but only Saturday-night-drunken-brawl bad, not all-out-chaos bad.” 
 
    “I have a gallery show coming up in a few weeks.” I shook my head. “I’d thought I was ready, but the closer it gets it seems like the things I need to take care of are multiplying. The harder I work, the more there is to do.” 
 
    We reached the kitchen and Ander put down his bag of food. “How about you go take a nap while I make us an early dinner.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Really, you can go.” I was more tired than I thought. It took me several long seconds to even notice the pained expression on Ander’s face. “What I mean—” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Ander said interrupting as he pushed past me on his way back out of the kitchen. “Yesterday was fun. When I didn’t hear from you today, I got the message. I just didn’t want to believe it. But, everybody needs a good stress-relief fuck now and then. Glad I could be of service.” Those were the words he spoke, but his voice and his body language said something much different. I’d hurt him. 
 
    I let him get far enough past me that he had his back to me, then putting my hands on his shoulders, I hoped on his back. I had something to say, and I was going to make damn sure he heard it before he ran away. “I sorry,” I whispered into his ear as I locked my legs around his waist. 
 
    He stopped walking, and his strong hands cupped my legs. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I can be callous and self-absorbed. I can be a terrible friend and an even worse lover.” 
 
    “I don’t know, you weren’t so bad,” he chuckled, and relief flooded through me that his good humor was back. 
 
    “I’m going to disappoint you and almost never do what you think I should. I’ll talk about my paintings for hours and spend time alone with other naked men while they pose for me. I’m difficult and obnoxious and I really, really hope that you’ll still think I’m worth spending time with… because I really, really like you.” 
 
    Ander’s hands moved to my arms and gently coaxed my release of him. I slid off his back, and he pulled me around to his front. There was a smile on his face and a quiet sincerity in his eyes. “Obnoxious, huh?” he said as he pulled me into his arms. 
 
    “Uh huh.” I nodded adamantly as a happiness that was more than I’d felt in a long, long time filled all my senses. 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like you want me around for more than just sex.” He brushed my hair away from my forehead with the soft brush of his thumb. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said again, snuggling in closer against him with my upturned chin resting on his chest. “Kiss me.” 
 
    One of his brows quirked up. “Where?” 
 
    My breath hitched as my clit pulsed with the memory of what his mouth had done to it. “There.” 
 
    He growled, and I giggled. In the next moment, I was over his shoulder and we were heading for the stairs. “After this, you sleep, then you eat!” 
 
    “You remember when I said I’d almost never do what you thought I should?” His hand landed firm on my ass and I squealed and then laughed, pretty sure that he was going to get his way… this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped back and examined the erected frame of the gazebo. It looked good, and I smiled at the thought of how much my grandmother would have liked it. I pictured the wood tile roofing I’d picked out and colorful mums planted around the base. I planned to string fairy lights along the trellises and the ceiling to give it a soft glow. I hadn’t built very many things for myself and figured I was due. I’d always been focused on what I could do for other people, so this was a rare treat, and I was enjoying it more than I ever thought I would. 
 
    My mind filled with the vision of being able to sit out here with Constance. It was my goal. She had her house and I had mine, but I wanted a special place that was ours. Maybe—If I were lucky—we have a house that belonged to both of us. I looked forward to building a white picket fence. 
 
    “That’s looking awfully good,” came a voice off to my side. I knew who it was before turning and had a big, welcoming smile in place by the time I saw Constance’s head peaking over the top of the wooden fence. 
 
    “Hey, you.” I walked toward her as she climbed over the top of the fence. Lifting her down was easy, and holding her in my arms so that I could give her a kiss was heaven. “How’s your work coming? Hope I didn’t disturb you too much with all the banging.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good… now.” Her eyes twinkled as she looked up at me, and I couldn’t stop himself from tasting her lips again. 
 
    “You getting nervous yet? How much longer before the gallery showing?” I wasn’t invited, but it didn’t bother me overly much. I was just happy to see her looking so much better than that first day I’d invited himself over to her house. Every day, just as she’d done for me, I was making sure that she had food in her belly, except that now I had the bonus task of wearing her out every night until she fell asleep, sated in my arms. 
 
    Constance took a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips, and I felt some of the tension in her body leave under the touch of my hands. “One more week. That’s all I’ve got.” Her gaze fell away from mine as a shy little smile pulled at her lips. She twirled out of my hands and put distance between us as she moved with the aimless wonder of a little girl with her hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    I knew her well enough now that he could see that something was up. She was nervous, but it wasn’t about the upcoming gallery show. It was about me. 
 
    I shoved his hands deep into my pockets, doing my best to wait her out, to let her find her words. After a long moment, I finally prompted her. “Babe, got something on your mind?” 
 
    “My Dad is going to be at my gallery show,” she blurted suddenly, doing a half-spin and walking backward, making it possible for us to keep eye contact. 
 
    My mind reached for why that was important information. My mouth formed a silent “Oh” as I glanced back over the fence at her house, where she created her art, before returning his gaze to her. “So, your Dad doesn’t know what you paint?” I could see how that could be awkward. 
 
    “Oh, no! He knows,” she said with an enthusiastic nod. 
 
    I was stumped. “Okay, so why you nervous about him being at your gallery show?” 
 
    Constance plopped herself down on the unfinished steps of the gazebo, sitting with her knees pressed together but her feet planted wide. Her flouncy skirt pulled halfway up her thighs, showing off her gorgeous legs. “Well,” she said, playing with her skirt’s hem, “I didn’t know if that was a problem for you.” 
 
    Confusion overtook me again, and I made my way to the gazebo to sit down on the steps next to her. “Why would I mind your Dad coming to your gallery show?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to be there too. You know, meet the Dad and all.” 
 
    My mouth fell open as the implications struck me. I hadn’t been in a meet-the-dad situation in years. It just didn’t come up that much with women my own age. Constance must have seen how surprised I was, because she reached over, took my hand, and pulled it into her lap. 
 
    “We’ve been having a lot of fun,” she said, her voice soft and her words sounding as if they were being chosen carefully. I got the impression of her tiptoeing through a mine field. “But I’m hoping that we can be more than just fun.” 
 
    Her eyes were on mine, studying me and watching for my reaction. Meet the dad. I blew out a breath, and then fixed my gaze on her and let a slow smile pull at my lips. “If I can take a railroad spike through my foot, I can meet your father.” 
 
    She squealed in delight and threw her arms around my neck, pulling me over on top of her. The things I wanted to do… I resisted sliding my hand up her thigh just so I could watch her come apart to the strokes of my hand. 
 
    She kissed me, then said, “You got to make a great impression with my Dad, soften him up, make him like you before he finds out that we’re, you know…” She blushed. “…Together.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that you’re my girl?” I ran my hand down over the curve of her hip, her body warm and supple, but instead of leaning in more, I propped my head on my hand so that I could see her. Her answer mattered, it mattered so much that waiting for it made my heart ache. 
 
    Slowly, she nodded her head. “If you’ll have me.” 
 
    “Baby, haven’t you figured it out? You’ve captured me. I’m your prisoner. Your. Very. Old. Prisoner.” I arched my brows for emphasis, and she gasped, hitting me in the arm. 
 
    “You’re not that old,” she declared. 
 
    “I am almost twice your age.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, give me some time and you’ll only be a third older than me,” she shot back. 
 
    I couldn’t fault her logic. She was right, and I hadn’t thought of it that way before. “I’m falling for you,” I whispered then, causing her eyes to go wide, but then everything about her softened as she pulled me down onto her. 
 
    “You better be,” she murmured back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ug! I’m running late!” I said as I rummaged around my room limping with one high heel shoe on while I searched under my bed for the other one. The shoes were black stiletto’s, and I’d have my neck broken before he night was done. 
 
    “Want me to come in?” Ander asked over the speaker setting of my phone. 
 
    “No. Stay out!” I was harsh, but thankfully I heard Ander chuckle. 
 
    “Breathe, babe. It’s going to be okay. The gallery’s not going anywhere. And by getting there a little late, you’ll be able to make a grand entrance.” 
 
    On my hands and knees with my head craned to look under my bed, I screamed in triumph when I spotted my other shoe. Plopping down flat on the floor, I stretched my arm until I thought it would pop out of its shoulder socket, but the tips of my fingers reached its tiny straps and I jerked it out from its hiding place. A second later and I was sitting on the bed, affixing the insidious torture device to my foot. Whoever had invented high heels had been a damn sadist. 
 
    “I’ll be out in just a few more minutes, honey. I promise,” I called out loud enough for my phone to pick up my voice from where it sat on the other side of my bed. “If you came in, it would just slow me down.” 
 
    I got up and staggered over to stand in front of my full-length mirror, then hissed. I had my hair pulled back in a messy up-do with one—count them, one—dangly earring. “Where is that thing!” With my arms stretched out a little, I turned in a circle just like a neurotic dog. “Where. Where. Where,” I chanted, as my gaze shifted and fell on a hundred different place. “The bathroom!” 
 
    I can’t say that I ran to the bathroom, but I can’t say that I walked, either. If I’d been drunk, that could have explained my staggering, bouncing off walls rush down the hall, yet I breathed a sigh of relief when I reached the bathroom and found my other gold hoop next to the sink. I put it on with shaky hands, and then forced myself to stand still while I accessed the finished product. 
 
    I was ready. I had to be ready. There wasn’t any more time. Forty-five minutes across town, my paintings were placed on walls with artfully positioned lighting. If I was very, very lucky, people were already there, strolling from one piece to the next with a thoughtful look on their faces. And, if I was extremely lucky, the Chicago Tribune art critic would be there, too, before the night was over. But, everything that could be done had been done. Ander was right. All that was left was to get me there, too, so that I could watch my opportunities grow or spiral down in a pit of flames. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” I mumbled, forcing away the cold sweat that prickled my brow. All I could say was thank God Ander was driving, because the drinking was going to start early tonight. My nerves couldn’t stand one minute more of wondering if my artist’s vision would be warmly accepted or trashed as a has-been that never-was. 
 
    I grabbed my phone and clutch from the bedroom and then teetered my way down the stairs. Opening the front door, I stepped out just in time for Ander to turn around and see me for the first time that evening. 
 
    “That’s uh… That’s uh… Where’s the rest of your dress?” The little black number I was wearing reached a third of the way down my thighs, and the scooped neck showed off just about as much chest as it covered. 
 
    I glared at him, and he held up his hands in supplication. “I mean you look gorgeous. Amazing!” 
 
    Placated, I stepped forward and accepted his hand. He escorted me to his Dodge Charger and helped me into the passenger side before jogging around to the other. 
 
    The drive to the gallery felt long, and I did my best to take the opportunity to rest. I closed my eyes and let the road lull me until Ander’s gentle touch brought me back to full awareness. “We’re here,” he said. 
 
    “We’re here?” My heart skipped a beat as panic flooded it. 
 
    “We’re here.” He squeezed my hand. 
 
    A moment later and he was helping me out of the car, and I was walking into the gallery on his arm. But, as soon as I was spotted and a wave of clapping grew as face after face turned to me, Ander’s arm slipped away from me and I felt him leave my side as I walked forward into a chorused sea of accolades. 
 
    As people, I didn’t know hugged and congratulated me, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure that Ander was still there, and as soon as I saw the way he was looking at me, with pride and happiness in his eyes as he clapped along with all the others, I knew that I was okay. Some men can’t handle a woman being the center of other people’s world, but I should have known. Ander was Ander. He was not other people. 
 
    I blew him a kiss and then stopped fighting the pull of hands and encouraging voices that swept me away into a future that was suddenly looking very brighter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing in the corner out of the way of the little groups of people migrating from one painting to another, I enjoyed capturing little snippets of their conversations. 
 
    “She should have called this one tripod,” A girl giggled as she looked at the painting of a man sporting an erection while in a downward dog yoga pose. Some of the comments he overheard were like hers while others stood and stared at this or that painting for a half an hour, doing their best to absorb what it was that each of Constance’s brush strokes was saying. And I knew the feeling. I couldn’t count how many hours I spent staring at her various paintings. That, and I never imagined erotic art had such a following. Once you saw past the initial shock of what it was that she was painting, the paintings’ depth snuck up on you, shocking you… or at least that’s how it was for me. Now when I looked at her paintings, I barely noticed their sexual nature. Instead, I sought out the soul and essence I knew to be contained within the swirls of color she’d managed to turn into a living, breathing work of art, ready to step off the canvas. 
 
    I was staring at a man that I was sure had discovered the quiet depths of Constance’s art when I felt a presence settle into position next to me. I glanced over and smiled at a man about my age, and then looked away again. But, a memory nudged me, waving its arms inside my head and I looked back at the man once more. He was a couple of inches shorter than me, and his face was a little thinner than the memory that was struggling to gain my attention, but when I saw recognition light in his eyes as well, I knew that I was on to something. 
 
    I stared a moment longer. “Jack?” I had known him back in our college days. We’d been best friends. Inseparable. But the years, chasing life and the distance had left us falling out of touch. 
 
    The man’s brows pulled together and then his eyes widened. “Ander!” 
 
    I reached out a hand, and Jack took it in a hearty shake before letting go and clapping me on the shoulder. “What the hell are you doing here, man?” he asked. “Your old lady drag you out for a night of culture?” Then he tilted his head to the side. “Wait, shouldn’t you be in New York?” 
 
    “Jack! How you been?” The words came out of my mouth before I’d put any real thought behind them. I winced, but Jack didn’t miss a beat. He’d heard that Jack had been sick, real sick.  Hearing about how bad he’d gotten was what had made me reassess my life. It’s what had triggered me to sell the business and move back home. Living the life I had been wasn’t getting me the life I wanted, so I’d done something about it. 
 
    “I’ve been good,” Jack said. “Really good. I don’t know if you know, but I had a health scare.” 
 
    “Shit, man, I heard you had more than a scare.” Having a doctor say the C word to you was right up there with Jack the Ripper chasing you down a dark and deserted alley as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “I did,” Jack nodded. “But I’m better now, better than I’ve been in years. And, I know what matters now.” His eyes shifted to stare across the room where Constance was surrounded by a group of well-dressed ladies.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, one of those beauties yours?” I asked, eager to hear about his wife and the life he’d made for himself. As far as I was concerned the man was light years ahead of me about getting his shit together. He had life figured out, and I was still at the starting line, a total straggler while my peer group was so far ahead that I couldn’t even relate to them anymore. But, being able to relate to them or not, I was envious as hell. 
 
    “I sure do. That beauty right in the middle,” Jack answered, a big, proud smile on his face. 
 
    “Huh?” I looked back at the group of women again, and sure enough, Constance was still standing in the middle of it. 
 
    “That’s my baby,” Jack said, not seeming to notice my sudden panic. “She did all this.” He waved his hand to indicate the entire gallery. “My little girl.” 
 
    His little girl… My brain screeched to a halt except for two little words that echoed off the insides of my cavernous skull. 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every step was like walking on pins and needles, and I was desperate to take my shoes off. For a girl who spends most days—all day—in my pajamas, I was feeling pretty good about how well I managed to clean up. The people who had attended my gallery show ran the gambit between struggling art student and rich socialite, but my simple little black dress had fit in with them all. It managed to be both hip and elegant without diving off the deep end into trashy. The dress was a definite keeper, but the shoes, I was going to burn them as soon as I got home. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” Ander’s deep voice soothed into my ear as his large, warm hands slid over my shoulders and squeezed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I moaned, closing my eyes and leaning into his chest. His hands were magic. My tense muscles hurt as he massaged them, but every roll of his thumb left pleasure in its wake. “That feels amazing.” My eyes popped open, and I turned around to face him. “I saw you talking with my dad!” 
 
    “Yeah, about that—” 
 
    “I knew you two would get along,” I gushed. Ander still looked uncertain, but I wasn’t. I’d seen how long they’d talked over in the corner before my dad had finally broken away to come kiss me on the cheek and tell me he was proud of me before heading home. I’d seen how their shoulders were relaxed and how easy they’d laughed and smiled with each other. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the bro code?” Ander asked with worry pinching his brows together as he rubbed his hand up and down my arm. I felt as though I was being consoled for a death, and I frowned up at him. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The friend code… that code that says that a man can’t date another guy’s girl. That includes ex-girlfriends and daughters.” 
 
    “Okay…” I drawled the word out, filling it with all the confusion I was feeling. 
 
    Ander took a deep breath as if fortifying himself for what he had to say, but I beat him to the punch. 
 
    “Are you dating some other guy’s girl? Is this what this is about? You got an ex out there who doesn’t know she’s your ex?” I wasn’t sure, but I thought that steam might have been coming out of my ears and there was a chance that my eyes were glowing red. I’d never gone from being so over-the-top happy to out-of-controlled enraged so fast in my life. My gaze darted around the gallery, trying to spot some woman lurking in the shadows, watching us with some pensive longing for what was mine. 
 
    I heard Ander suck in a breath, and I trained my daggered gaze on him again. 
 
    “No!” He shook his head adamantly, his eyes wide. “That’s not what I was—” 
 
    Ander’s voice stopped cold, but it wasn’t because of another voice cutting him off. He stopped talking when the scratchy cheek of another man slid its way over mine and long arms slipped easily around my waist in an intimate hug. “Your show’s amazing,” the tenor voice murmured near my ear. 
 
    Brandon! I spun my way out of my ex-boyfriend’s embrace and stepped away from him. “Brandon, what are you doing here?” We’d been on again, off again for three straight years until I called it off cold turkey six months ago. I’d grown tired of the yo-yo act we repeatedly worked on each other, pulling and pushing each other away. Even though he’d been in my life for a long time, I hadn’t invited him to this event. I’d moved on, but I’d heard from my best friend Nina that it wasn’t the same for Brandon. Every time she’d talk to him, Brandon would always ask about me and he make references insinuating that he saw me as the end game. We’d go our own way, have our fun, sow our oats, and then settle down so that I could play wifey to his over inflated ego. And there was a time in my life when that idea had worked for me, but then I’d met Ander and my perspective about what it meant to have a good man in my life clarified. Even if Ander got his by a bus tomorrow, me and Brandon were done. 
 
    “Baby, I just came out to show some love to my best gal. This”—he twirled a finger in the air to indicate the whole gallery— “is fucking amazing, babe. You did it. Just like you always said you would. I’m so proud of you.” He reached a hand out to brush a way a lose tendril of my hair from my cheek. It was an intimate touch. It wasn’t the way you touched someone you didn’t still want to take to bed, and he was doing it right in front of Ander. I could see him out of the corner of my eye. His already large muscles seemed to have bulked up another six inches in every direction. His shirt sleeves were straining against his biceps, and I seriously thought that the fabric might tear. 
 
    “Brandon,” I said, stepping forward as I kept my voice low and reassuring, “I’m glad you came.” It was a lie. If I hadn’t seen him for another five years, that would have been just fine with me. And if he had been married with four kids when I saw him again, that would have been all the better. My breath felt stuck in my diaphragm, but I forced my next words out regardless of the fear of how Brandon would react. “Have you met my date?” I motioned toward Ander. 
 
    Brandon glanced toward Ander dismissively and then did a double take. “Your date? I thought this was your uncle or something!” 
 
    It was my turn to do a double take. “My uncle? Why would you think that?” Ire replaced the fear that had replaced the anger that I’d originally felt at Ander when I’d thought he had a girl on a side—a question that would be explored more thoroughly as soon as the current situation was dealt with. 
 
    “Why the fuck do you think?” Brandon’s voice was raised, and I noticed a couple of people look our way out of the corner of my eye, despite that, my gaze darted to Ander. 
 
    I stared for half a second and then shook my head. No, Brandon was talking out his ass as usual. My dad was older, and Ander was… well, he was Ander, not my dad! They were nothing like each other. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and refocused on Brandon, ready to let him have it. The way his nostrils were flared and his laser gaze was locked on me, I knew that his slightly raised voice was only the beginning. We were getting ready to lay it all out with some top of the lungs yelling. 
 
    “Hey, hey…” Ander said. I saw him put a hand on Brandon’s shoulder before he stepped between us, blocking my view. Brandon backed up a step and Ander went with him. I shifted to the side so that I could see as well as hear the exchange. “Sounds like you really care for Constance.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do!” Brandon said, his answer carrying the residual heat of his and my argument. 
 
    “Well this gallery event, it’s a big deal to Constance, and not just for tonight, it’s a big deal to her whole career. This is her launching party.” 
 
    “I get that,” Brandon said. His expression was still etched with anger, but his voice was calm now, and the anger I’d seen in his eyes was gone. Even though I’d introduced Ander as my date, Brandon wasn’t hating him. Ander was that good. 
 
    “So maybe you and me, we should let her have that, you know? Let her have her moment without any of our stuff getting in her way.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… I get that.” Brandon said, nodding. Then he looked over at me. “You did good, Connie,” he said, using his nickname for me. “Just wanted you to know that. You did it all just like you said you were. I really am proud.” 
 
    “Thanks, Brandon,” I said, meaning it. All my anger was gone, not an ounce of it was left, and I smiled up at the man I’d known for years as I slid my hand into the arm of the man who I’d only just met but who meant more to me than I ever knew someone could. 
 
    Brandon left, then, without another word, giving a nod to Ander before he went. That’s when Ander turned to me and took my face in his hands. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    Looking up at him, I forgot about where we were or why we were there. “I’m great,” I said, collecting one of his hands in mine so that I could bring it to my lips and kiss it. “I have never been better. I just hope he moves on already. But that went better than expected.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Ander 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I got Constance home, she had her shoes off and was still barely able to walk a straight line. As soon as she got her front door open, I scooped her into my arms and carried her up the stairs. Once we got to her bedroom, I got her out of her dress and straddled her to give her a long, overdue massage. 
 
    “Ohhhhh…” she moaned into the bed. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “You’re amazing. Did I tell you that I overheard a reporter saying that it was a bold collection?” I didn’t know much about art critics, but I was pretty sure that “bold” was generally considered high praise. 
 
    “You did?” she asked, suddenly energized. “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know his name. He was kind of short with a bit of a comb-over.” 
 
    Constance sucked in air and managed to twist under me so that their hips were down but her shoulders were turned enough that she could look up at me. “The critic from the Chicago Tribune?” Her eyes were huge, and her normally pink cheeks were flushed red. 
 
    “I guess…” I had no clue. 
 
    “Yes!” Constance fist pumped the air and then bucked her hips under me like she was determined to dance with glee even though she was lying down, pinned under me. I got off to give her more room, but that only resulted in her getting up and tackling me. Before I knew it, I was on my back and she was sitting astride me, bouncing up and down. 
 
    “Honey, you keep doing that and you’re going to be bouncing up and down on a big, sticky wet spot,” I laughed, only half joking. 
 
    Constance stopped bouncing and came down for a kiss instead. She left my lips tingling with her heat by the time she sat up again. “You were amazing tonight,” she said, slapping my chest. “The way you were with Dad and my ex…” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry about Brandon. He’s… We were complicated.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, not one little bit, and my instant tension must have registered her with her because she quickly added, “But he’s the past. Even before you, I’d decided we were done. I need you to know that.” 
 
    I breathed a silent sigh of relief, not sure why it was that I was feeling like everything was okay. We still had another hurtle to jump, if we were going to jump it at all. I was sleeping with my one-time best friend’s daughter. That was breaking some major bro code in any language or culture. I had stepped way, way, way over the line. True, I hadn’t known I was sleeping with my one-time best friend’s daughter, but I wasn’t sure he’d see that as an excuse. 
 
    I sat up, picking Constance up as I did and setting her to the side. “Baby, we’ve got to talk.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice suddenly small and uncertain. It was a sound that made me want to hit my forehead against the wall so that I’d never have to hear it again, but there was no way around it. There were things that needed to be said. 
 
    “Do you remember that friend I told you about when we first met, the one who had gotten sick?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I saw the hesitation in her eyes. “Was that you… were you talking about yourself? Are you sick again?” She reached for my hand and grasped it tight. 
 
    “No baby,” I reassured her, giving her a weak smile. There was no helping it. There was no easy way to say it. I had to dive straight in. “Baby, that friend was your dad. He and I, we were best friends back in high school.” 
 
    Constance’s face lit with delight. Letting go of my hand, she bounced up onto her knees. “See! I knew you two would get along. This is great!” She watched my face with anticipation, as if waiting for me to join in the celebration, but when I didn’t, she sat back down. “I don’t get it. Why is this a problem?” 
 
    “Honey,” I said exasperated, “Men don’t sleep with their best friend’s daughter! If you were my daughter and some guy my age was putting his hands on you, I’d have him laid out flat. I’d break his fucking nose.” I said it, and I meant every word except that I was leaving out the part that instead of hitting him with my hand, I’d probably hit him with a sledgehammer. 
 
    “I’m a grown woman and you’re a good man.” She said, pouting, and the sight of her in contrast to her words made me want to laugh, but I didn’t. 
 
    “Sweetie, you are a grown woman, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m slipping the sausage in my best friend’s little girl.” 
 
    Constance’s face contorted as her eyes looked up and to the left. “Wait… When I was three, one of dad’s friends sent me a plushie toy. It was my favorite and I hung on to it for years. It was handyman Paddington Bear. I loved that thing.” She turned accusing eyes toward me. “Please don’t tell me you sent me that toy?” 
 
    There wasn’t anything I could say. Nothing I had to add would make the situation better. I had sent the toy. “I had just heard he had a baby girl but I was late by a few years.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Constance moaned, closing her eyes as she pulled a pillow onto her chest to hug. 
 
    Constance opened her eyes and refocused them on me. Her gaze was intense, unwavering, and unapologetic. Whatever internal conflict she’d been having had seemed resolved, leaving me in awe once again at her internal fortitude. Just like that, she seemed to have shifted back into know exactly who she was and what she wanted. “Well we can’t unpop that cherry,” she said. 
 
    “No, no… that had already been done before I met you.” And, thank God for that. If she’d have been a virgin… I shivered as I imagined Jack running me over with an enormous steam roller, feet first. I wouldn’t have blamed him one bit. 
 
    “I’m just saying,” she said, sitting forward, “You’ve already ‘slipped the me sausage’ as you put it. The damage is done, so there’s no reason for us not to keep on doing what we’ve been doing.” She got up on her knees, put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me onto my back before straddling me. “Besides. Like I said before, I can make my own decisions.” 
 
    There was no denying it, she had me right where I wanted her. Now if I could just get inside those amazing, slick walls of hers. 
 
    Maybe I was damned. Maybe Jack was going to kill me. But looking up at Constance and feeling her body next to mine, it was a death worth living for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    While holding a bottle of wine in one hand, I watched as Ander wiped his brow with the back of his other hand. The night air was cool standing outside the front door of my dad’s house, and we’d driven there, we didn’t run, so there was no reason for Ander to be breaking out in a sweat… other than of course that he was about to out himself as the man slipping it to his best friend’s daughter. 
 
    I felt a little sorry for Ander, I did. But more than that, I felt giddy and happy for myself. I was in love! And, I was about to introduce the man I loved to my father. It was as simple as that… for me. I understood that they would have baggage that they would have to overcome, but it was their baggage and had nothing to do with my relationship with Ander. If my best friend, Nina, had issues with Ander, I wouldn’t take those out on Ander. I’d love him and treat him just the same, and that was all I was asking of Ander to do with me. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I said, slipping my hand inside of Ander’s elbow after ringing the doorbell. 
 
    “Does Jack have a gun? He didn’t have a gun back in high school, but what about now? Does he have one?” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up out of me. Ander was so cute when he was scared, which was rare. “He does, but he keeps it in his safe and half the time he can’t remember the combo,” I reassured, at least I tried to reassure, but Ander’s expression of worry shifted over into pitiful. 
 
    I moved to give him a hug and a kiss, but the front door opened before I managed to put my arms around him. 
 
    Dad’s excited smile faltered as his gaze went from me to Ander and back again. “Hi, sweetie. I thought you were coming with your boyfriend. Brandon, isn’t that his name?” 
 
    “We broke up a while ago, daddy, but this is someone else I want you to meet.” I put my hand on Ander’s arm as I glanced over at him. The poor man had a panicked smile plastered on his face. 
 
    “Hi, Jack,” Ander said, raising a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” my dad said, stepping out of his house to give Ander a hearty handshake. Then he said to me, “Me and Ander go way back. Did you two just happen to show up at the same time?” 
 
    He really wasn’t getting it. I was going to have to spell it out, and I could feel some of Ander’s nervousness rubbing off on me as butterflies took flight in my stomach. “This is my next-door neighbor, daddy. Um, and he’s my date tonight.” 
 
    “Come again?” Dad’s hand froze mid-handshake as his attention turned to me. I gave him my best apologetic smile with a small shoulder shrug, which sent his attention back to Ander. 
 
    Dad let go of Ander’s hand and shoved both of his own deep into his pants pockets. “One of you want to tell me what this is about?” 
 
    I looked up at Ander and imagined that I was wearing the same deer-in-headlight look that he had. The scent of lasagna reached me, and that’s when I caught my spark of hope. 
 
    “Dinner smells really good, daddy. Did you make it yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” He said with a shoulder shrug. 
 
    “Even the pasta?” 
 
    “Yeah, pasta too.” 
 
    “You make pasta from scratch, Jack? You couldn’t fry an egg in college,” Ander said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, things change,” Dad said with his attention back on Ander. He pointed at Ander accusatorily. “You broke the sacred code!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Can we come in, daddy?” 
 
    His gaze went from me to Ander and back again before he caved. “Yeah, of course. Get in here,” he said, waving us in. Ander handed Dad the bottle of wine and reached a hand back for me. I took it and, with us holding hands, we stepped into my father’s house. 
 
    Dad disappeared as soon as he could after that, and I could hear him fussing in the kitchen. Mom had died back when I was still in grade school, and I showed Ander all her lovely pictures. 
 
    When we sat down for dinner, Dad said grace and then he doled out hearty portions onto plates and handed them over. The lasagna was as creamy and delicious as it ever was, and he’d made a fresh, lightly dressed salad to go with it. It was perfect. I looked over at Ander. Everything is perfect. I loved him so much. I knew that once Dad understood that, understood how good Ander was to me, that he’d accept him as a part of my life. 
 
    “So, what have you been doing with yourself?” my dad asked Ander, catching him with his mouth full. Ander took a drink of wine, and I could see him composing what he would say in the few seconds that it gave him to think. 
 
    “I, uh, went to New York, as you know… I’m sorry about us falling out of touch.” 
 
    “It happens,” Dad said dismissively. 
 
    “Well, I started working for a small carpentry group and then bought the owners out when they retired about five years later. From there, I grew the company, working seven days a week, twelve-hour days.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the drill,” Dad said, familiar with long days and hard work himself, and I hoped that he would appreciate that similarity between them. 
 
    “It was about a year ago, and I heard through the grapevine that you’d got sick and had almost died.” Ander looked uncertain about continuing with this topic, but after taking another sip of wine, he forged on. “When I heard that, it made me take stock of everything. I realized that I’d put twenty years of my life into my business, but that was the only thing I had to show for my life. Without the work, my life was empty, and I decided that just wasn’t enough of a reason to keep doing what I was doing.” He glanced over at me and then back at Dad. “I wanted things to change. So, it took a while to find a buyer, but I sold my company and retired.” 
 
    Dad stopped mid-bite. “You retired?” 
 
    Ander shrugged. “The sale of the company, it made me comfortable, not rich but comfortable. I could retire outright, but I don’t want to. I figure I’ll start a small for-order business of custom made furniture and cabinets. With the internet the way it is, it opens a world market, and I’ll be able to take the jobs I want to take and turn down the rest. I can find a pace to life that I’ve not had before. I can…” He looked over at me and then back at Dad. “I can make room for someone in my life.” 
 
    “That what you’re doing’?” Dad asked, jumping onto Ander’s words. “You are making room for my daughter in your life?” There was nothing wrong with the words themselves, but he spit them out as if throwing insults. 
 
    Ander reached over and took my hand. “Your daughter is an amazing woman. So, yeah, I’m making room for her in my life. No that’s not right. I’m making room for my life around her. She is front and center, first and foremost. It’s her and then it’s everything else after her.” 
 
    My heart wanted to burst with happiness at hearing Ander’s words. 
 
    “Ander, she’s my daughter. Haven’t you got any respect for our friendship? You don’t do that, man. You stepped way out of bounds!” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Ander said. “When I moved back into town, I bought my grandmother’s house. My sister and I, we inherited it but neither of us could do anything with it. When I retired, I bought my sister out and I moved home. I wanted to be here, Jack, back in Chicago. I grew up here, and I wanted to find love here. I wanted to start the rest of my life here instead of hanging around New York waiting for the rest of my life to start… I didn’t know that your daughter was living next door. She was just this amazing woman that I got to know. I didn’t make the connection until the other night at the gallery. Jack, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Dad threw his napkin down on the tabletop. “Sorry my ass! You’re as old as me! My daughter or not, you’ve got no business being with a girl like her.” 
 
    “I am ready to stand by her side, to be there for her, to put her first,” Ander said, his voice raised to a yell to match my dad’s. “I’ll have you know—” 
 
    “Stop it!” I jumped to my feet and clapped my hands in the air, just the way my dad used to do when I was a little kid and he was wanting to drive a point home. “Don’t make me send you to your room,” I said, shaking a finger at dad, enjoying the way his mouth fell open. “And, you! I’ll be sending you to bed without any dessert if you can’t manage your tone.” I put my hands on my hips, doing my best to channel Mom. 
 
    “You nailed her, sweetheart,” Dad said, his eyes sparkling. “You are so much like your mother, more every day.” 
 
    I sank back down in my seat. “And Mommy made a great choice when she married you,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that—” 
 
    “No, she did. I know she did. That’s why you got to trust me, daddy. Ander’s a good man, you know that. And, he takes care of me. He’s good to me, respects me, and never tries to get in the way of my dreams. He doesn’t try to limit me, daddy, not the way Brandon did. He never tells me what I can’t be. He lifts me up and takes care of me when I forget to take care of myself.” 
 
    Dad’s eyes shot to Ander. “You do that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ander answered, showing my dad the respect he deserved. 
 
    Dad smiled big. “She did a sculpture as part of her graduation portfolio. She wore the same clothes for a week and a half, slept on the floor of the garage,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Daddy!” I complained, but it was too late. They were off and running now, sharing stories about how terrible I could be when I got obsessed with my art. 
 
    “I had to make her eat and take naps!” Ander exclaimed. “She didn’t want to sleep at all the closer time got to the gallery show.” 
 
    Dad reached a hand across the table and gave Ander another hearty handshake. “Alright then.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I mumbled to myself as I watched them trade stories back and forth as they laughed about what it took to keep me well and sane when I was deep into my art. It was two against one. “What have I done.” 
 
    But it was good, I knew that. My dad and Ander had found their peace, a place where they could stand united, and that place was taking care of me. It wouldn’t happen overnight, but I knew they’d reforge their friendship. I was a very lucky girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Constance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, daddy, you’ve worn me to the bone,” I said laughing. “Since when did you decide to be a gardener?” My feet felt as if they weighed ten pounds each and my entire body ached as I walked the path from his car to my front door. He’d called me up a week ago, declaring that I had to be at his house by sunrise today. After I got there, he worked me nonstop all day, and I couldn’t wait to immerse myself in a bubble bath. But, when I’d gotten out to my car to escape his evil clutches, it had refused to start. That meant more time being exhausted as dad cooked us a meal from scratch before driving me home. He promised to have a tow truck pick my car up tomorrow and said that he would take care of whatever it was that needed fixing. 
 
    That was an offer I couldn’t pass up. It had been months since my gallery show. My sales from the show had been good. No, they’d been excellent, but since then the sales from my website had trickled back off. They were better than they had been before I’d had the show, but there was definitely room for growth. 
 
    “Thank you for spending the whole day with your old man, honey,” he said as my hand reached the door. “I know that days like that will be farther and farther in-between.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, daddy? I’ll always be your girl.” I gave him a wink as my hand clicked open my unlocked door. Stepping inside, I called out, “Ander?” I hoped he was there, otherwise, I’d left the house in a much bigger hurry than I’d meant to. I never left my door unlocked. 
 
    “I’m up here!” Ander’s voice called faintly from some place far away. 
 
    I leaned to stare up the stairs, still feeling unsure about exactly where Ander was. His voice had sounded too far away. 
 
    “Where?” I started up the stairs, aware of dad following along behind me. I really wished that Ander wasn’t upstairs. I was exhausted! “Honey?” 
 
    “Up here!” Ander’s voice called again, sounding closer but still not as if he was on the 2nd floor. Turning the corner out of the stairwell, I spotted where the attic’s trapdoor was open and its ladder extended to the floor. Then, Ander’s head popped out from the ceiling upside down. “Up here.” 
 
    More stairs! I was feeling desperate. My thighs were trembling with every step. At this rate, dad would have to push me up the ladder while Ander pulled. But, when I reached it, I put one hand and one foot after then other as I climbed rung after rung until finally I emerged into the dusty, old attic. 
 
    Except… it wasn’t dusty anymore, and it didn’t look old at all. In fact, it looked fantastic. I glanced down at my feet. “Is this cork? Did you install cork flooring?” 
 
    “I did,” Ander said with no small amount of pride. He looked as though he’d had a long day, too. His clothes were splattered with paint—the same color as the freshly painted walls—he had a tear in his sleeve, and dust on his wide shoulders. Everywhere I looked, there were finishing touches amid the bare beams of the rafters. My easels stood in the corner. There were baskets for my paints, spots to hang drying brushes, and unused canvases leaning up against the wall in the corner. There was even a utility sink, freshly installed! But, the most amazing thing about my attic was that it now had French doors at one end that led out onto a tiny banister, one big enough for me and whatever art I wanted to take outside with me. Natural light was best to work with, especially when working with paints. Reflected color off other surfaces had a way of throwing off the eye, but with natural light outside, the color you saw was the color you got. 
 
    “You did this? For me?” I said, turning my gaze to Ander. I felt like crying, and the light sparkled in my vision through my unshed tears. No one had ever done anything so wonderful for me in my life. 
 
    “I did,” he said nodding. “I got permission from your landlord to make the changes, and your dad kept you busy so that I could bring in a crew to get it done in a day.” He flicked a nervous dart of his eyes toward Dad and then back at me. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Ander, don’t chicken out now,” my dad said, laughter in his voice. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, knowing that something was coming but unsure of what, but then it happened. Ander got down on one knee. 
 
    My hands flew to my mouth as tears fell down my cheeks as Ander reached down into his pocket and pulled out a ring. He held out his empty hand to me, palm up, and with understanding, I slipped my hand into his. 
 
    “You have made me the happiest man in the world no matter what you say right now. My life began when I met you. I don’t even remember what it had been like without you. You’re who I think about when I wake up in the morning and you’re my last thought when I go to sleep at night, but it doesn’t stop there. You fill my days. You fill my heart. But most of all, you fill my life. Constance, my sweet love, will you be my wife?” 
 
    “Yes… yes!” I cried, throwing my arms around his neck and falling to my knees with him. I held on with all my might, not even letting go when, with his arms around me, he stood up, lifting us both. 
 
    “Congratulations, Ander,” I heard my dad say and felt as one of Ander’s hands left me to shake my dad’s hand. 
 
    “Thanks, Jack,” Ander said before holding me tight and spinning me in a circle. 
 
    Pulling myself away from him far enough that I could see him, I took his face in my hands. “Today is the first day of the rest of my life.” 
 
    He pulled my hands from his face, held them and kissed them both. “I never knew what I was missing before you. I knew it was something, but I never knew what.” 
 
    A mischievous thought tickled a smile from my lips. “I’m going to paint you tonight,” I whispered, leaning forward just for his ears. “Nude, when you’re still glistening with my wetness on you.” 
 
    Ander sighed as he leaned into. “Okay, so I might not live to be an old man from marrying a woman like you, but dammit, I’ll be a happy one.” 
 
    I bit his ear, and he gave my ass a slap, then we laughed as Dad chided us. “Okay, now that’s enough of that, kids.” 
 
    Ander pulled me out to the balcony to show off his work, and looking back in through the open doors, I took the opportunity to stare at the two men I loved most in life. It was an image that I stored away in the recesses of my brain, one that I would someday paint, and when I did I would call it “Love.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 About the Author 
 
      
 
    In the mood for something decadent, delicious, and provocative? Meet Mia Madison, purveyor of Forbidden Fantasies Romance. Come in, sit back, and relax. The candles are lit, and the dancing shadows on the wall promise sexy, seductive tales of spine-tingling love, leading to a pleasure-drenched happy-ever-after. 
 
      
 
    You'll discover young women eager for experience, who have scorching encounters with older men who know exactly what they're doing between the sheets. In Mia Madison's world, anything can—and does—happen. So leave your inhibitions at the door and come along for the ride. 
 
      
 
    To get more hot, delicious details on Mia, sign up for the mailing list by clicking here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Want to read more stories by Mia?  
 
      
 
    Dad’s Best Friend stories 
 
    Marcus Mine, Latin Spice, Forever My Lady, Zayum Zaddy, Dad’s Billionaire Buddy, A Day and Forever, Falling for the Star, His Shy Librarian, My Secret Crush, Dad’s Royal Buddy, Hot Single Dad 
 
      
 
    Naughty Boss stories 
 
    My Dad’s Boss, Bossy Christmas Party, My Boss’s Boss, Business with Pleasure, Bossy Valentine, Dangerous Curves Ahead, Bossy Daddy, Forbidden Intern, The One and Only  
 
      
 
    Sexy Professor stories 
 
    What Happens In Vegas, Late Night Confessions  
 
      
 
    Other Older Man / Younger Woman stories 
 
    Bossy Billionaire, Weekend in Paradise, Head Over Heels 
 
      
 
    Fireman series 
 
    Playing With Fire, My Filthy Fireman, Burning For You, On Fire, Babysitter Wanted, Caught by the Fireman, My First Time Fireman, Light My Fire 
 
      
 
    Adamo Family series 
 
    Tempting Tonio, Kissing Kosta, Craving Carlo, Vexing Victor, Reaching Rico, Lone Wolf, Dreaming Dante 
 
      
 
    Love at First Sight series 
 
    Touch & Taste, Work & Play, Protect & Serve, Wants & Needs, Bend & Break, Past & Present 
 
      
 
    Foxworth Stud Ranch series 
 
    My Cocky Cowboy, The Blacksmith, The Cowboy’s Virgin Princess, The Polo Prince 
 
      
 
    Let Me Love You series 
 
    Let Me Love You, Let Me Taste You, Let Me Keep You 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
THE
NEXTDOOR





