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“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or are you just going to sulk all night?” His voice low and his mouth near her ear, Hallie’s husband, Ethan, places his hand on her elbow and gently steers her away from the rest of the guests at her brother, Samuel’s barbeque. “You’ve been in a foul mood all night, and considering we were as right as ninepence before we left home, clearly, I’ve done something to upset you. Care to explain what it is so I know what I’m apologising for?”

“Who said it was you who upset me?” Hallie snaps, immediately realising her mistake when he looks triumphantly back at her. Her stock reply is usually that she’s fine, and the victory she reads on his face that she’s just proved something is wrong is annoying in itself when she really doesn’t want to talk about this.

“Then who has? Tell me who’s upset you and I’ll beat the living crap out of them.”

“It’s nothing,” she replies, lying through her teeth. “No one’s upset me. I’m not upset.”

And there goes her second mistake in as many minutes. Saying that she’s not upset in such a way that makes it quite clear something is bothering her all the same.

“Come on, baby,” Ethan whispers, backing her up against the wall of the outhouse and flattening his body against hers. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s eating at you. A problem shared is a...”

“You can’t fix this,” she interrupts before regretting snapping at him yet again. “Look, forget it, will you? It’s something and nothing. It’s just me being silly. I’ll get over it. I just need time.”

That’s kind of true. Time helped the first time this particular problem reared its ugly head. Actually, time helps every time this particular problem rears its ridiculously handsome head. Twenty years’ worth of it, to be precise. Although honestly, she hasn’t thought of her brother’s best friend for the last ten of them at least.

“This is about Carter?” Ethan says, his eyes following hers towards the man who unwittingly broke her heart all those years ago by failing to notice she even existed. “He’s said something to you? What? Tell me,” he growls protectively. “He might be a few inches taller and several pounds heavier, but I could still take him.”

“He’s an amateur wrestler,” she says looking from her husband towards the six-foot-and-more Norse god-like creature who seemingly still has the ability to turn her brain to mush whenever he’s around, and she knows that because otherwise she would have had the foresight to deny her issues were anything to do with him at all.

“So? If he’s wronged my woman...”

“He hasn’t,” she cuts in quickly. “Forget it. It’s nothing. It’s all in the past now and...”

“Yeah. Obviously, it isn’t though. And now you’ve got me thinking because he’s not been able to take his eyes off you all night. Which hey, I can’t blame him for that, but what I’m coming to appreciate is how you’ve struggled to keep your eyes to yourself, too. I kind of figured it’s perfectly natural. If someone stares at you, it becomes a compunction to stare back, but this is more than that, isn’t it? I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner. You like him, don’t you?”

Hallie shakes her head. Too quickly. Too damn quickly for it to be the truth, and she blushes furiously as Ethan’s eyes light up with barely contained mischief.

“Did something happen between you two back in the day?” 

She shakes her head, taking a deep breath and rolling her eyes towards the stars when Ethan pushes his tongue into the side of his mouth and grins as his gaze flits between her and Carter. 

“But you wanted it to. You fancied him, right? And don’t tell me didn’t. I mean, don’t tell me you don’t because you still fancy him now, right?”

Hallie’s about to shake her head until she realises what’s the point. She’s been married to Ethan for eight years now, and if there’s one thing that he seems to have a knack for, it’s identifying when she’s not quite telling the truth.

“Well, shit,” Ethan says with wide eyes. Just when it looks like he’s just had an epiphany of some kind. “He’s the one, isn’t he? You mentioned having a crush on someone when we first got together. He’s the guy, for real, and according to the look on your face, it was even more serious than you let on, wasn’t it?”

Serious enough that she was still secretly in love with Carter when Ethan first asked her out. And by then, Carter had moved away from the area with his job, and she hadn’t actually seen him for three years at least.

“So, what if I do like him?” she says nonchalantly. “You’re always looking at that woman in the greengrocers. I’m sure you’d be on her like a rat up a drainpipe if she just...”

“If you wanted to hook up with him. I mean, I wouldn’t mind,” Ethan interrupts before she can even finish her accusation. “It’s kind of like unfinished business, isn’t it? You like him. He likes you. You get together and do the deed and everyone’s happy.” 

Hallie’s eyes trail over the length of Carter’s body and she sighs. “It was such a long time ago, and he never even knew I was alive back then,” she whispers, her eyes finding and holding Ethan’s. “I tried everything to get him to notice me. Everything. What makes you so sure that he’d be interested in me now?”

Ethan smirks, and pulled out of her dream-like state, Hallie scowls, annoyed with him even though she has no idea what he finds so funny.

“What?” she says, shaking her head and very nearly growling as Ethan’s smirk turns into a chuckle. “What’s gotten you so damned amused at my expense?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he says, leaning in and his lips brushing softly over hers as his laughter turns sultry. “Maybe just the fact that I just gave you carte blanch to do the one thing you regret not having the chance to do all those years ago, and your biggest concern is how I can be so sure that he likes you?”

Ethan stares at her, and Hallie makes her biggest mistake of the evening. It isn’t even that she just did exactly what her husband has accused her of, or that she doesn’t deny it, but rather that as he grins at her, she clasps his hands in his face, and demands he tells her the one thing she really needs to know.

“If you’re serious. Really serious. Tell me. Tell me now. What the devil is in that for you?” 
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“You’re admitting it?” Ethan asks as he guides his wife by the elbow into the shadows. “You like him. So much, that you’d do him?”

“Do him?” Hallie says, shaking her head at her husband’s poor choice of words. “You’re serious? For real? You want me to...”

“Have sex with him. Yes,” Ethan cuts in, his eyes sparkling as he backs her up against the wall and presses his hard body to hers. “And as for what I get out of it. I watch, baby. I watch while he helps himself to your body. And then when he’s all done and you both have smiles on your faces, I get mine.”

“Which means what exactly,” Hallie says in a hoarse voice. She’s kind of shocked. At him. At what he’s just said, but also at the way her insides clench as Ethan’s fingers side sensuously up her bare arms before gripping her shoulders so fiercely that it feels like the weight of the world is pressing down on them.

It isn’t.

Not quite.

The only thing resting squarely on her shoulders is the realisation that her husband is deadly serious and that thought alone excites her.

“You’re really turning me on,” he murmurs, eyes flicking between hers and breasts. Or maybe it’s her nipples that he’s staring at. The pointed peaks in the satin of her blouse. And the more he stares, the harder they get.

“Ethan,” she whispers, meaning to censure him, but all that actually happens is his name leaves her mouth on a moan. And then he’s kissing her, his tongue pushing hungrily into her mouth, and if the way she kisses him back wasn’t cluing enough of how turned-on she is, then the way she reaches out and cups his obviously hard cock in her palm certainly is.

“That’s a yes?” he asks, breaking the kiss and gripping her chin as he lifts her head and forces her eyes to meet his.

“Theoretically,” she whispers with a blush. “If it wasn’t an impossible question, but if you think I’m going to waltz up to him and just ask if he wants to shag, then you’re very much mistaken.”

“It really wouldn’t be that complicated,” Ethan replies, grinning as she moans softly when he suddenly eases his hand down the front of her shorts and plunges his fingers into her knickers. Finding her clit. Stroking it, and then when she’s about to tell him off for doing this where someone might see, she’s twisting her fingers into the material of his part-open shirt and dragging his mouth hungrily towards hers.

“You have to stop,” she says breathily as he teases a finger inside her.

“Why do I, Hallie? You’re my wife. I can touch you. It’s allowed. I have a piece of paper to prove it.”

“That doesn’t mean you can do this
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