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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rocky

      

      

      I tried to release my death grip on the weapon. I really did. Those tiny black words on the innocent, thin, fibrous, good-for-the-environment trees cut deep. A paper cut wasn’t supposed to hurt so much, but this one killed me.

      Because it was important.

      Life and dreams important.

      So much so my heart beat a techno rhythm inside my chest, and nausea danced in my stomach as visions of my shop being yanked out from under my feet due to the fucking series of complaints swarmed me.

      How could those innocuous symbols hold such much power over someone’s livelihood?

      It was fucking terrifying.

      First, the zoning complaint and now these bullshit ones. A noise ordinance and nuisance complaint and traffic and parking issues which could lead to the Environmental Protection Agency’s involvement. Just what I fucking needed on top of the city coming down on me, the EPA’s unwanted attention.

      So with each step Feldspar’s Vice Mayor, Kevin Reynolds, took toward my office door—even if it was a beautiful custom glass door etched with swirly sapphire letters spelling Sterling Custom Auto—my fist clenched tighter and tighter around the documents.

      And the noose around my neck shrank the closer he got.

      Because if Kevin’s highly inferred matrimonial suggestion for saving my shop was real, then death was imminent.

      His.

      Literally.

      Mine… It felt like a million lacerations slashed through me. My father’s dream, my dream slowly leaking from each cut.

      It wasn’t that Kevin wasn’t a good-looking man. He absolutely was with hair the color of wheat but as soft as cotton—unfortunately, I knew what it felt like—and his sparkling blue eyes that twinkled when he set them on you. That alone made a woman take notice. His attire? Yeah, he rocked the retro Ward Cleaver suit, tailored in a trendy way. And his mannerisms? Complete gentlemen.

      It was an appealing package if you wanted to be June Cleaver waiting on him hand and foot with no other ambitions.

      Ambitions like I was currently standing in.

      My late father’s legacy. My dream come to life. Everything I worked to achieve since he died, and it was all at risk.

      A shot of fear blasted through me, and my hand spasmed around the offending noose of papers, releasing them. They fluttered onto my desk, and I choked back the hysteria lodged in my throat that even my beloved chocolate that it landed on couldn’t remove. No effing way was I going to let Kevin take away my livelihood, my dreams, or my life with some trumped-up series of bullshit complaints.

      He stepped into my office, and his sky-blue eyes scanned my face. “You look a little tired, Raquel.”

      In more ways than one. Not that I’d tell Kevin. Any sign of weakness, no matter how little, and he’d pounce. I glanced down at the papers–case in point–and back at him.

      I really needed chocolate.

      “What can I help you with?”

      “I came by to see if you had time to talk. I’m sure we can resolve the zoning grievance before tomorrow’s city council meeting. I was hoping we could sit down and talk, just the two of us, and figure all this out. Come to an agreement that suits everyone. It seems like all this is getting out of hand.”

      His serene smile, topped by his absurd statement, sent my blood racing through me like a geyser, where the only thing I could hear was the roar in my ears.

      Come to an agreement? Was he genuinely insinuating what I thought he was? Me at his side, and all this would disappear? He wouldn’t. Would he? It was always so thinly veiled that I couldn’t be sure. Angry chills traveled over me at the audacity he had to use his position of authority to persuade me to his way of thinking or my livelihood, my life would suffer.

      The world around me disappeared, and the only thing I was aware of was Kevin’s isn’t-everything-great smile.

      No, it fucking wasn’t.

      But I was frozen in fear, staring at that ludicrous expression. I was scared I wasn’t woman enough to run the shop my dad started. I was scared I wasn’t woman enough to oversee a typical male-run business. I was just plain scared that I wasn’t woman enough.

      “Raquel?”

      Kevin’s grating voice pulled me out of the draining pool of dread, forced calm into my cells, and gave me the restraint to not kick Kevin’s butt right out of my office.

      “This,” I pointed to the various violations on my desk, “is very much the definition of out of hand. This,” another jab at the offensive papers, “very much indicates a boatload of seriousness. And not something that will simply disappear,” one more angry jab that jolted the used chocolate wrappers into the air, “if we come to an agreement.”

      He remained focused on the sheets of paper on my desk as confusion replaced his earlier carefree attitude.

      Had I read him wrong? Was my fear making me believe the worst in him?

      Then, I saw him.

      Tall. Taller than Kevin, who was no slouch. He easily topped Kevin by at least three inches, maybe four. His shoulders were massive, inches from fitting between the door frame, and stubble hid his jaw. Stubble I just knew would leave evidence of his touch. Marks I desperately wanted to mar my skin. My body shivered uncontrollably at the prospect.

      Now, he was a man who could make a woman forget chocolate.

      “Raquel?”

      I struggled to pull my gaze from the newcomer’s bourbon-colored eyes and woodenly shifted my attention to Kevin. The wrinkles between his eyes told me he wasn’t again pleased with me.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have kept you out so late at the mayor’s birthday party.” The confusion creases remained firmly in place on his face.

      What?

      “I believe you should close the shop and do something more suitable for your sensibilities.”

      My sensibilities? As in home and hearth sensibilities? Or children-rearing sensibilities? The words coming out of his mouth were like cold water poured over me—jarring.

      “Mr. Reynolds, can I do something for you automotive-wise?” It was more than a job, more than a business to me, a fact Kevin did not comprehend.

      He scanned my face. “I see you need a little more time. I’ll sincerely await your presence tomorrow for our date.”

      “No need. Mr. Quincy and I will see you at City Hall for the council meeting where all the complaints against Sterling Custom Auto will be addressed.”

      Not.

      A.

      Date.

      “Raquel, there is no reason to include your attorney in these proceedings. I could quite easily dismiss all this zoning business if you’d take the time to meet with me.”

      He was implying if I dated him, then he’d veto the crap out of the violations.

      My hands curled into fists with the desire to punch Kevin. A feat I barely struggled not to follow through with. No reason to include Mr. Quincy? He was talking about my deceased father’s legacy, not some dilapidated shack that caused an eyesore in Feldspar’s historic downtown. As for meeting with him? I’d rather jam a spark plug in my eye while attached to a live battery than give up my father’s shop, much less marry Kevin and become his Stepford Wife.

      My silent count of ten didn’t do anything to lessen the itch to throttle Kevin. Damn the potential customer.

      It took me to the count of twenty and a vow I’d sic Mr. Quincy on Kevin and his highly illegal proposal.

      “Mr. Vice Mayor, the answer is still no. It will remain no,” I leaned toward Kevin, “forever.” Okay, maybe I hadn’t fully throttled my desire. My chest expanded as I sucked in a massive breath in an attempt to regain my composure. “If there is nothing else, I have a customer waiting.” I glanced at hunkalicious, who hadn’t moved from his spot by the door, scowl and all.

      Kevin’s nod was slow and reluctant. “I genuinely wish you’d reconsider going home to rest. It is evident our late weekend did not sit well with you. On that note, I will bid you a good afternoon, hoping to ease some of your stress.” He faced the newcomer and said, “Good day, sir.”

      The sullen but handsome stranger jerked his chin up in acknowledgment.

      The jangling of the bell above the door confirmed Kevin’s departure as I focused on the handsome man before me. His scowl only intensified his lusciousness. It made me want to reach out and pet him until he softened under my touch. However, a quick inspection of the rest of him made me realize flaccid wasn’t what I wanted. His feet were encased in well-worn hiking boots planted shoulder-width apart. Moving up, I saw his jeans were as worn in as his boots, with the denim around his knees faded from use and…

      I jerked my eyes up, and my cheeks blazed. Here I was, checking out a potential new client right in front of him—no need to worry about Kevin making me seem unprofessional. I was doing a bang-up job all by myself.

      A hint of a smile graced his lickable lips.

      Whoa.

      A rush zipped through my body. A barely there twitch of his lips, and I was ready to jump him.

      “Welcome to Sterling Custom Auto. How may I help you?” There, that sounded professional—nothing like the desire coursing through my body.

      “Mornin’. I have an appointment with Rocky to discuss the restoration of my car.”

      His voice resonated through my body like the bass in a timeless jazz tune and warmed me like a smooth shot of bourbon.

      Oh boy, I truly needed to stop my mind from associating sex with this man and concentrate on professionalism.

       I swallowed to moisten my suddenly dry mouth. “Your name and vehicle?”

      “Max Hudson. I have the convertible ’67 Cadillac DeVille.”

      Not potential. An actual customer.

      I walked around my desk and extended my hand. “It’s great to meet you, Mr. Hudson. I’ve spoken with your brother, Paul, regarding your grandfather’s car. She’s a beauty.”

      A warm, calloused hand engulfed mine, and sparks shot directly to all my womanly parts.

      Great.

      Now my body was wholly participating in my waking sex dream.

      Pulling my hand away, I tried subtly wiping it on my jeans, hoping to smother the embers that danced through my body. Because with that one simple touch, I knew I’d never want chocolate again if I had the pleasure of experiencing the completely uncensored Max package.

      “It was, is. I’m hoping Rocky can make it so again.”

      A chill slowly swept through me at his words. I shouldn’t have been surprised. He wasn’t the first man who glazed over me in search of a man—looking for Rocky.

      “Well, I have no doubt we’ll be able to get your baby back in pristine order. Shall we go check her out?” I fell back on years of training, plastered on a professional smile, and headed toward the side garage door with a pitstop at my desk for some much-needed confectionery delight.

      Screw the optics to the customer. After my morning, I could only handle so much without my edible vice.

      I opened the door, waiting for Max as he stood there and contemplated whether he should follow. This introspection wasn’t unusual. It was one of the normal responses I received from my male customers. Not quite sure if they should follow the little lady out, and if they did, thinking I was taking them to meet Rocky or insisting they speak with Rocky before they ventured any further.

      My skin bubbled with irritation, and my heart squeezed as another man dismissed me. Being female and young, twenty-six years young, this feeling happened too frequently. I sucked in another deep breath and exhaled my disappointment as I waited for Max to decide.

      Max chose option number one as he made his way to me. Not waiting for him to reach me, I entered the cubby area that separated the office from the actual workspace. The entire length of the cubby area was windowed so you could watch the progress of any vehicle. Each bay was staggered so that you could see each bay with tool stations placed in intervals. Yes, chocolate was a tool, too. So, no matter what station you were at, you had access to whatever tool you might need.

      It also allowed us to watch Clay as he stepped back from his build, pointed at Bruno, and busted into a badass air guitar performance to the rock music blaring through the shop. This interaction was one of the many reasons I loved the cubby area—to watch the guys enjoying themselves.

      Dad set up this area for different reasons. First, it allowed customers to view their babies' progress before entering the work zone. Second, it was a place where he could discuss the projects with everyone and anyone. Last but not least, it also served as a place where his employees could grab a break from whatever pesky automotive issue bothered them at the time.

      It wasn’t their official break room. No, that was in the back, away from all the hustle in the shop. Dad was a firm believer in separating business from personal. So, when his employees were off the clock, they were off the clock—even if it was for ten minutes.

      Mom, Ash, and I agreed with Dad. So after he passed on, Mom and Ash took control of the shop while I finished my business degree, and they kept all of Dad’s rules and systems in place. It wasn’t broken, so why change it?

      “That’s some shop.”

      “Yeah, she’s a beauty all right.” I tilted my head toward the bay in question.

      His bourbon eyes gazed down at me. Who knew eye color would want you to take a sip of…

      “After you.” Max opened the door and waited for me to walk through.

      I broke the contact and felt my cheeks pinken again. Good Lord, Rocky, get a hold of yourself.

      I hightailed it to the DeVille, nodding at the guys as I passed them. I fell in love with the Caddy when she first came in–rust and all. Her lines, edges, and curves–gorgeous.

      “She’s looking better already,” Max commented as he walked around her.

      I ran a hand along the hood. “Yeah. Once we stripped her of everything, we gave her an overdue bath to see what we were working with. She wasn’t as bad as we initially thought. The rust was pretty stubborn and refused to leave. It took a little work, but once we got it all off, we got all the dents and scratches out pretty quickly. From there, sanding her was easy.” It’s like she was working with us to get back in shape as fast as possible.

      “Why didn’t Rocky start the priming then?” he asked.

      “We don’t start that process until the remainder of the work is almost complete. There is too much activity inside and out of the DeVille before that type of preparation can occur.” I bent down to the partially disassembled engine–since most of it was missing–picked up the shiny carburetor and stood back up. I held it toward Max and said, “For example, this baby here was filthy. Grease and dirt caked on it with a family of spiders nestled inside. The latter made me drop it atop the still-assembled engine.” I shivered at the memory of the little guys running around the inside of the hood. “So, we err on the side of caution.”

      I had his full attention. The intensity in his eyes smoldered me as I watched him work out what I had just said. I knew from experience he was trying to figure out if I genuinely worked on cars or not.

      Max eyed me across the hood. “How did Rocky do all this work by himself in such a short time?”

      “Well, this gal helped. She didn’t fight me–too much.” I wiped some dust off the hood with the rag from the tool bench.

      “You?” The incredulousness in his one word grated on my nerves.

      “Yes, me.” I gave him the respect he didn’t give me, bent down, and placed the part back, which hopefully gave him the time to regroup from his disbelief. I eyed the box of chocolate on the rack and debated whether or not I should grab a piece as another option to delay some time.

      Or as a way to keep my mouth shut instead of giving Max an earful on his sexist ways.

      “I was told that Rocky would be working on my car.” He didn’t give up.

      “And I am. However, I won’t be the only one handling your baby. We work as a team and float between all our builds.” Even though I was used to this type of response, having it come from Max bothered me more than usual. Something I’d have to ponder later. “If you come around to this side, I can go over what I’ve found regarding the engine spread out here, and then we can come up with some scheduled times for you and your family to stop by and check on her.”

      Max walked around the DeVille and stopped by the tarp across from me. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were Rocky. I was…” He looked down at the engine parts before he looked back up and said, “I can’t spin or excuse what I thought.”

      “Thanks.” I was at a loss for words. His apology was a first for me. Every other man made excuses. None of them ever outright admitted they were being a misogynistic ass for thinking it and coming from Max–my whole body somersaulted in joy.

      We spent a good thirty minutes reviewing the work I had completed and scheduled regular check-ins. The entire time, I struggled to focus on Max’s questions and my answers. I’d catch myself watching his mouth move, thinking I’d love to taste his lips, or staring at his eyes, wondering if they darkened when he was sexually excited. And his fingers? Every time he pointed at something, I’d imagine what their thickness would feel like inside me.

      Max truly tested my business etiquette, and I questioned whether I’d be able to handle all the checkups with him in attendance.

      So, when he finally left, I shoved a chunk of chocolate in my mouth and thought maybe I would include a vibrator in my chocolate fest tonight.
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        Max

      

      

      Sitting in my office at Hudson Flight School, I thought about kicking Paul’s ass for not telling me about Raquel. A simple heads-up would have sufficed. But, instead, he let me walk in there and make a fool of myself. The little shit deserved at least a solid smack upside the head for the omission.

      “Hey, Max. What’s up?” Paul’s baritone resonated in my ear.

      Fuck the pleasantries. “Why didn’t you tell me Rocky was female?” Even to my own ears, I sounded like a sexist ass.

      “Because her gender doesn’t matter.” Paul paused. “Or does it?”

      Normally? It wouldn’t matter, but this wasn’t a normal situation. And neither was Raquel, not that I would tell Paul that, though.

      “If she can mislead her customers with something as simple as this, then what else is she hiding? How do you know she can genuinely get the job done?” I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to imagine Raquel getting any job done.

      Naked.

      On the hood of the DeVille with her thick hair spread out around her, one hand cupping her generous breast. The other hand glided down to her core as she opened her legs, exposing herself to me.

      “Max!” Paul’s shout penetrated my fantasy of Raquel.

      “I’m…” I cleared my throat. “I’m here.”

      “What the hell is going on with you?”

      Great question. I had one goal—give my dad back his ’67 DeVille before… But, instead, I found it rusting away in someone’s cornfield, missing practically everyfuckingthing. Finding someone to quickly restore it to its original condition was a miracle. But to be confronted with the other stuff?

      “Why did you pick this shop? How sure are you about the quality of the work she does?”

      “It’s a highly-rated shop. We were lucky Rocky was able to fit us in.” Paul’s voice dropped as his concern overtook him. “What exactly happened?”

      “A dissatisfied customer plus ordinance issues.”

      “What?”

      I stared unseeing at the pile of papers on my desk. “When I arrived, I ran into an asshole outside the entrance. He warned me against utilizing Sterling Custom Auto, stating they would only steal my money while handing me a subpar product. He suggested running the other way, fast. Not even two minutes later, I entered the office and was confronted with Dick Number Two. This one wants Raquel home, barefoot and pregnant. To top it off, Dick Number Two states Sterling Custom Auto has some sort of violation, which he will address at the council meeting tomorrow. How solid is the contract you signed?” And what could I do to discover what was happening with Raquel’s shop? “Plus, she has chocolate all over the shop. It’s like a damn chocolate factory exploded in there.”

      I heard nothing but silence on Paul’s end.

      “You there?”

      “What exactly does Rocky look like?” I could hear Paul’s smirk.

      Why he was smiling, I had no idea. “What do you mean? I thought you met her when you signed the contract?”

      “No, I met with Bruno when I signed the contract. I never met Rocky.” He was definitely smiling.

      “What the hell are you smiling about?” There wasn’t a single thing funny about any of this.

      “Max, I do believe you have the hots for Rocky.” Paul’s chuckle vibrated through the phone.

      “Fuck you.”

      Paul’s laughter bellowed through the phone into my ear. It took more control than I wanted to admit to not hang up on him, but I knew he’d be on the horn with Cole and Vic the second I did.

      Damn nosey brothers.

      “When do you go back?” Paul spoke through his dying laughter.

      “Why?” My body tensed as leeriness spread through me.

      “Because I’m going with you. I can’t wait to meet Rocky.”

      He sounded way too happy for my own good.

      “We scheduled regular check-ins. I’ll email everyone the dates and times later.” I hesitated. Not sure if I should admit anything to Paul. “But I plan on being at the council meeting tomorrow.”

      “Oh, I’m absolutely coming with you.”

      “The fuck you are.” For some reason, I didn’t want Paul near Raquel.

      “Oh, yes, I am. I gotta see who’s got my big brother’s nuts all twisted.” I didn’t think he stopped smiling during the whole conversation. “Don’t even think about leaving me. I’ll follow your ass.”

      Damn it. I knew he would too. “You know what? That’s a great idea. Then we can confront her about the zoning issue and get out of the contract.” I smiled because it worked out great. “You’re a freaking genius, baby brother.”

      “Yes, I am. Thank you.”

      I ignored the sound of Paul’s smugness. “Who was the second option for shops? We need them lined up to move Granddad’s car over.”

      “There wasn’t a second shop.”

      “What do you mean there’s no second shop?” If Paul pushed me to state why, I wouldn’t be able to give him an answer because there is no way I’d admit Raquel was hitting all the right buttons.

      A quiet seriousness poured through the line. “We want the best for Granddad’s car, and we want it done quickly for Dad. We’re not going with second best because you got the hots for the owner. Granddad, dad…” Paul cleared his throat. “Sterling Custom Auto is the only damn choice.”

      “Damn it.” I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Besides, I looked into a dozen or so shops in the area and out. None of them come close to Sterling Custom Auto’s reputation. And, if you pushed me to choose a second, we’d have to transfer the car seven hours away and wait over a year for them to fit us into their schedule.” Paul didn’t let up.

      “If she’s so damn good, then how can she fit us in?” Why was I pushing so hard on this? I didn’t give a fuck a woman was doing the work.

      “I asked her the same thing because I was surprised too. She comes that highly rated. She said a customer backed out–and no, she didn’t tell me why–and that left a slot available. More importantly, you need to trust that I’ll do the right thing for Granddad’s car and that I’d never do anything to jeopardize this for Dad.” Paul fought his corner and chastised me for doubting him, rightfully so. “Now you wanna tell me what your problem is because I know it’s not that a female is working on the car.”

      Nope. Because Paul was right. Raquel drew me and until I figured out why she did, I wasn’t going to give my little brother any ammunition to fuck with me. “If she can mislead us with something as simple as a name, what makes you think she won’t mislead us on something regarding the DeVille?” I sucked in a breath because I was being a Grade-A Jackass. “I just don’t want anything getting in the way of the restoration. It’s too important.”

      “First off, she didn’t mislead us. If you had looked at any of the information I sent you, you would have known she is Rocky. And do I fucking have to repeat it? You should trust me and my judgment.” Paul’s usual jovial self vanished.

      “Sorry, man. I just…” Needed to clear my head. “I’m just in a sour mood and taking it out on you. No excuse, but I was a dick.”

      “Yes, that you are.” Fucking little brothers. “Now, tell me, what’s got your nuts all twisted?” Awesome little fucking brothers.

      “Nothing. I’m just thinking about Dad and his heart, and I need the DeVille to bring him some happiness.” I didn’t completely lie to Paul.

      I heard Paul blow a breath out. “Yeah, I feel you. Trust me, Rocky will restore the car to pristine shape in no time. Dad will love it so much we won’t be able to get him out of it.” He did his best to alleviate some of my concerns.

      “You’re right, and not just about Dad. About Raquel too.” I put aside my irritation and conceded to what I already knew to be true. My absolute trust in Paul to do the right thing for our dad meant trusting Raquel was the right person for the job.

      Even if I wanted to bed her.

      “I know. Like you said, I’m a genius.” Paul chuckled.

      The dickhead didn’t even wait for a response.

      The papers swam before me as visions of my meeting with Raquel danced through my head. Her composure–even when she slightly cracked, when Dick Number Two tried to push her into making a hasty decision–remained level-headed and professional. The calm, capable way she handled the various auto parts and the obvious excitement when she discussed all the phases of the restoration. And the slight reddening of her cheeks when I caught her staring at my body.

      No doubt about it, there was definitely a spark between us.

      Dad’s name popped up on my cell screen, interrupting my cyclical thoughts of Raquel.

      “Hey, Dad. How are you doing?”

      “I’ll tell you how I’m doing. I can’t find ten minutes without Lucy or you boys on me.”

      Dad wasn’t upset with me. No, he was in a sour mood because his nurse ensured he didn’t veer from the doctor’s restrictive regiment after his heart attack. But, more importantly, without any allies in us boys, he couldn’t even get one of us to sneak him a treat or two.

      “It’s your damn fault. You raised us to be mule-headed.”

      Dad snorted. “I raised you all to mind me and look where that got me. Damn it, Max, would it kill you to bring me a burger from Harper’s? You were in Feldspar this morning checking up on the Cadillac. You couldn’t stop and bring me back a damn burger on your way home to Granite Creek?” he bitched.

      “Yes, because it might kill you. The doctor clarified that you had to change your lifestyle to beat this back and stick around longer. So, do what Nurse Lucy says and stop bitching about it.” No fucking way was I taking any chances. I couldn’t imagine not having Dad around. He made sure we stayed a family after Mom left. He was the rock in our family. “And I was there checking on the DeVille, not for a meal at Harper’s.”

      “All right, Max, don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’ll do what Lucy tells me, but I want you to know if I choke on the salad—” spoken as if it was a bowl full of prunes, “—she feeds me, it’s your dang fault,” Dad sniped. “As for the restoration, I’m not worried about it. That shop comes highly recommended. Whatever crap is happening doesn’t change the fact that the car is in the right hands.”

      “I hope so, Dad.” I really did. “And how often did you make us boys sit at the table until we finished every last vegetable on our plates? Countless. So, in my estimation, this is payback.” I chuckled.

      Dad’s tone changed immediately. “What a great idea, Max. Why don’t you boys join me for dinner? I’m sure Lucy wouldn’t mind making enough for all of us.”

      “Remember, Lucy is there as your nurse, not your chef, and I can’t make it tonight. I’ve got a private lesson.”

      “I’m hoping the more I bother her, it’ll make her want to leave.” He grumbled before switching topics. “Am I going to meet this one this time? You know, I’m not getting any younger. I’d like some grandchildren soon.”

      “It’s not that type of private lesson.” I walked right into that one. He’d been getting on all of us boys about grandkids for months. Maybe he knew something wasn’t right with his health all this time, and this was his way of ensuring we stepped up our family timeline. Not that any of us were ready to start the baby-making factories.

      Raquel’s face immediately popped up front and center. What radiant vision would she present with her belly distended with our young? With the glow only pregnant women achieved?

      My brain refused to veer from the track of visions of Raquel herding our children, love in every molecule of her being for them. For us.

      That was the image of a mother who would do anything in her power for her family. Did Raquel learn to douse everything in love from her mother? Her father? Did the two work together to provide a loving home for their family? Unlike the woman who gave birth to me–who split the second it got too hard for her.

      Instant dream killer.

      “Max, you there?” Dad grumbled.

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah, Dad. I’m here.”

      “I’ll expect Rocky at the family table at the end of the month.” Dad left no room for argument.

      “Dad…” I realized I wasn’t going to object to the thought of bringing Raquel around.

      Not that Dad gave me a chance; he spoke right over me. “I’ll tell your brothers to be on their best behavior when the time comes. We don’t want to scare her off,” Dad rattled.

      The image of Raquel fitting in with my brothers and dad wasn’t difficult to conjure up. The way she interacted with her staff told me handling Cole, Vic, and Paul would be a piece of cake for her.

      Dad. I blew out a breath. Dad always wanted a daughter. Mom said she did too, but after the fourth boy, she had her tubes tied without Dad knowing. It was one more disappointment—or betrayal—she portrayed against Dad and us.

      Meeting Raquel would be a dream come to life for Dad. She seemed like she’d be everything he’d want in a daughter, which was exactly what the doctor prescribed. No stress. A relaxing retirement filled with things that made Dad happy in order to reduce the strain on his heart and body.

       But was I willing to give him this happiness for his health?

      “... take care of it before the end of the month. Don’t worry about giving your brothers the news; I’ll handle it. Now, I see Lucy coming my way, so I’ll let you go before she has a fit I’m on the phone and not eating. See you soon, Max.”

      Shit. Dad wasn’t going to back down. I had to figure out how to slow Dad’s expectations while I figured out what mine were.

      Wait, how did Dad know Raquel’s name?

      Fucking Paul.

      Damn it, Dad played me.
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      I turned my attention to tomorrow’s flight lessons and hoped it would help keep Raquel off my mind. Anything to keep my focus off of how much chocolate she kept herself supplied with and, at the same time, thankful she didn’t hold back consuming it because her curves were undeniably mouthwatering. Even under her overalls, her thick ass declared it was the perfect handle for a pounding.

      I shifted in my seat and readjusted my thickening cock.

      Raquel was driving me mad.

      “Hey, handsome.”

      Instant dick deflator.

      Brandie leaned against the door jam with her arms crossed under her breasts, plumping them to their full melon size. She was the type of woman who utilized every physical part of her body to her advantage.

      She just wasn’t the chocolate sex I wanted.

      “Brandie, what brought you out here?” I asked, even though her display screamed her intention.

      She straightened away from the door; one hand rubbed the hem of her dress ever so slowly while the other twirled her hair against her breast, highlighting her taut nipple.

      “You haven’t returned my calls, so I thought I’d come to see you. I’ve missed you.” The slightest pout she used as an invitation. One I previously acted upon and regretted because while Brandie appeared the part of a sex goddess, she simply was not.

      “I’ve been busy.”

      I had a rule: I didn’t do second dates. It led the women to believe there was a possibility for more.

      There wasn’t.

      My mind screamed liar! as Raquel’s face flashed like a neon sign in my brain.

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts of Raquel and focused on when I was eleven and the lesson my mother taught me about women leaving when they wanted something better. Women like Brandie who thought they could hook me.

      She cat-walked her way to my desk with a teasing smile. She placed one hand on my desk, leaned over to better display her tits, and ran her finger along the v of her sweater. “Too busy for me?” she purred.

      There was a reason why I hadn’t called her back. Besides the fact she wasn’t all that great in bed and too clingy, she wanted a sugar daddy. So, she upped her actions to land me the second she learned I owned Hudson Flight School. So, I knew it would be a colossal mistake to take her up on her offer.

      She made an effort to strengthen her position and moved to stand between my legs with the desk behind her. She scooted her skinny rear onto it and placed one shiny black stiletto on my knee, and exposed her panty-free glistening pussy. She slid one hand down her body, spread her finger through her juices, and brought it toward my lips.

      I grabbed her wrist while maintaining eye contact with her I-think-I-succeeded-look and said, “Yes.”

      “I knew you wanted me.” A prize-winning smile spread across her face.

      Not even close. “Yes, I’m too busy for you.”

      That wiped the smug expression right off her face.

      I pushed my chair back, stood, and dropped her wrist. “Don’t come back, Brandie.”

      “I can’t believe you. You’ll never get anyone better than me.” She snarled and let her inner she-devil out.

      “I’ll take the chance.” A little voice in my head told me I had already met that someone.

      She stormed past me and made it out the door as Vic, the second oldest of us boys and my business partner, arrived.

      Vic’s eyebrow shot up as Brandie stomped past him. “I thought we agreed we wouldn’t bring our exploits to work.”

      “I didn’t bring her here.”

      “Is she gonna be a problem?”

      “No. Brandie always lands on her feet—or more like on another boy toy.” I sat back down and changed the subject. “I thought you weren’t coming by today.”

      Vic sat in the guest chair across from me. “I hadn’t planned on it, but I wanted to get some time in the air.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Have you visited Dad today?”

      “No. I spoke with him earlier after I pulled all this out.” I pointed to the papers on my desk that I hadn’t touched yet because Raquel wouldn’t leave my mind. However, after my phone call with Dad, I wasn’t sure a visit was the wisest choice. It also meant he hadn’t got a hold of Vic yet if he was asking me about Dad.

      Vic glanced down at the paperwork and back to me. “I thought you got here early to take care of it?” His lips turned up the slightest, letting me know he knew something.

      I tensed, knowing Paul had opened his big mouth. “I did. Something came up.”

      “Would that something be Miss Sterling?” Of course, his question was bullshit since Paul already blabbed.

      “You guys have too much time on your hands if you’re gossiping about me.”

      His laughter was that of a brother who’d teased his brothers mercilessly over the years. “Aww, so Maxie has a crush on the car chick.”

      “Raquel’s not a car chick. She’s…” So much more.

      “Ah, so Paul was right.” Vic’s amusement immediately vanished to be replaced with keen interest.

      “About what?” This couldn’t be good.

      “First, I called you Maxie, and you didn’t threaten to castrate me.” He carried on even as I flipped him off, “The other—nothing.”

      “If it’s nothing, then you won’t have a problem telling me.”

      He shook his head in brotherly wisdom. “A word of advice. Don’t hold on to the past.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I frowned.

      “Out of all of us, Mom hurt you the most.” He put his hand up to stop my objections. “Don’t. I know you don’t like to talk about it, but it doesn’t change the fact that what she did scarred you—it changed you.” Vic pointed to the empty doorway. “That…” His raised eyebrow completed his unspoken thought. “You’re only picking the ones who give off the I’m-up-for-a-good-time-only vibe. You’re keeping women at bay, expecting them to ditch you like Mom did.”

      “Mom hurt us all. I won’t deny it, but Dad suffered the most. The DeVille…” I coughed to dislodge the emotion clogging my throat. “It’s the least we can do for Dad, so he knows we appreciate the sacrifice he made for us. Besides, the doctor said no stress, to keep things cheery, so his heart won’t have to work so hard. So I think the DeVille qualifies.”

      “It all qualifies.” He leaned forward. “Because it’s all fucking connected. Granddad’s house burned down, leaving him with nothin’. He lost everything—not one single fucking thing left for him to remember Grandma by or the fifteen years he got to spend with her before she passed. Except for the Caddy. The car was the only memory he had…” He sucked in a breath as he sat back in his chair. “Granddad didn’t hesitate to give Dad and Mom the car when things got tight because he wanted them, us, to have what he and Grandma had. It was a serious kick to the gut when mom left because the Caddy represented what family was supposed to be, what it was meant to be. Mom flipped her middle finger at it, at us, when she left, and it killed something in Dad when he had to sell it to make ends meet. So, yeah, the DeVille more than qualifies for Dad. The question is, what’s it going to take for you?”

      “Not a fucking thing. This is about giving Dad what he needs and deserves, so don’t turn this around on me. This isn’t about me. You were there. We all were.” I bit out beyond mad at Vic for hitting too close to home. Mom proved when she left us all those years ago for a wealthy older man that women only sought one thing from a man—money. And not even five minutes ago, Brandie proved the same fucking point again.

      So, no, I didn’t want to have this conversation with Vic.

      “We could go back and forth all day about this.” He ran a hand through his hair and changed the subject. “Tell me about the restoration. Is it still on track for the original completion date, or will the zoning crap be a problem?”

      Years of built-up anger and pain pushed at me, wanting out, but I held it back with the same years of practice and gave Vic the change he wanted—the change I needed. “I don’t know if it will get in the way of the repair. So far, it has hindered any progress, even with the Vice Mayor being pretty adamant about it. Raquel did mention her attorney would be present to handle it, so I’m assuming he’s on top of things.”

      “Hasn’t Sterling Custom Auto been in the same location for years?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, which makes the violations confusing.”

      “Do you know who filed the original complaint?” Vic paused. “Paul mentioned the Vice Mayor has a thing for Rocky. Are the two related?”

      Damn it, I should have thought of that, but with Raquel constantly creeping into my thoughts, I wasn’t on my game. “No clue who filed it, but I don’t think the two are related. I got the impression Kevin and Raquel knew each other before this. If my gut is right, he should know she won’t back down.”

      Vic leaned back in his chair, placing his right ankle on his left knee. “Why would he need her to back down? Wanting her and her keeping her business are two different things.”

      I placed my forearms on my desk, thinking about Vic’s comments. Something about them struck a chord. “You might be onto something. Kevin seemed the traditional type to me. If he wants Raquel, forcing her to close her business would place her squarely in his time-honored gender roles.” I shook my head. “But that can’t be right. Surely, there must be some sort of clause that the Vice Mayor can’t be involved in the case if he was the one to file the complaint. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’m heading over there next week to check on the status of everything.”  To further fuel the fire taking root between Raquel and me. “I set up a schedule for all of us to drop in and see the progress. I’ll shoot that over to you in a bit.”

      “When are you going?”

      “Why?”

      “You’re not the only one with a vested interest in ensuring the DeVille is completed on time.”

      “I know.” But Vic was up to something. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      He ignored my question. “Are you going up today? Clearing your head?” The smirk on his face reminded me that sometimes being close to my brothers was a pain in my ass. He knew the skies were my way of clearing my head and

      And we were all close. Growing up the way we did ensured we were. But times like now, when I didn’t want to share, it sucked. Because Vic knew the empty skies were my escape. Add in his earlier commentary regarding Raquel and the smirk on his face from my reactions to his digging about her, it wasn’t too hard for Vic to put two and two together. So yeah, I needed the time alone without anyone in my ear reminding me of life and all its suckage. It was heaven. It was the main reason
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