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​Chapter 1
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I’m pressed against my neighbor’s house like a creep, and honestly? I’ve never felt more alive. The music thumps through the walls—bass-heavy and way too loud for a Tuesday. Well, technically it’s New Year’s Eve, so maybe the noise ordinance doesn’t apply. There are at least twenty people inside, all of them doing exactly what I should be doing... living, drinking, and making out with strangers in dark corners while pretending tomorrow doesn’t exist.

But I’m not that lucky. I’m out here playing Peeping Tom because apparently, I peaked in high school as a rule-follower and now I’m overcompensating.

I should be back at the dorms right now, probably studying or meal-prepping or doing whatever responsible college sophomores do during winter break. But noooo, my parents guilt-tripped me into house-sitting while they’re on some couples’ cruise, and now I’m stuck in suburbia watching other people have fun.

I’m being dramatic. But also, I’m not.

I rise onto my tiptoes to see over a massive plant on the inside windowsill that’s blocking my view. My breath fogs the glass. Okay yeah, there’s definitely some girl getting felt up against the wall. A pang of jealousy twists in my gut. I want that. I’ve spent my entire life doing what my parents told me to do, and now that I’m in college, I want someone to drag me into the dark and do filthy things to me.

Is that too much to ask?

“What the hell are you doing?”

The deep voice comes from behind me and I nearly jump out of my skin.

I spin around so fast my heel catches on a loose stone. Strong hands shoot out, gripping my waist before I can eat shit in the neighbor’s yard. My breath hitches as I find myself staring up—way up—into the face of James.

Oh fuck.

James. The guy from across the street who is easily in his mid-30s. The one who moved in last June and made me suddenly very interested in my parents’ landscaping choices. The one who mowed his lawn shirtless all summer while I definitely didn’t watch from my bedroom window. The one who politely shut down my thirsty-ass attempt at flirting when I showed up at his door in Daisy Dukes and a crop top asking to “borrow a ladder” to change a light bulb.

Yeah. That happened. He’d shown up at my house ten minutes later with the ladder, changed the light bulb himself while I stood there trying to look cute and helpless. The amused smirk on his face when he left still haunts me.

I’d gone back to college convinced I’d never recover from the humiliation. Yet, here I am. Apparently, I have no shame and even less self-preservation.

His fingers dig into my hips, steadying me, and my body zings alive as my nipples harden. Yep, I still have a crush on him. It’s so damn inconvenient to be lusting after the neighbor who probably thinks I’m too young for him, because let’s be truthful, I am. 

I should be embarrassed, but he hasn’t removed his hands. “Just checking if the party’s as boring as it sounds,” I say, batting my lashes like I didn’t just almost break my ankle.

He doesn’t step back and just arches one thick eyebrow, his mouth twitching like he’s fighting a laugh.

“Snooping, huh?” His thumb presses into the dip of my waist, just above the hem of my skirt. “Rachel, are you always this nosy, or is it just the immediate neighbors you like to spy on?”

Oh, he remembers my name. Not that I should be surprised since I’m the girl who showed up at his door looking like a porn parody of a helpful neighbor.

I swallow hard, but I don’t back down. “So I’m curious. Are you gonna call the cops, or are you gonna invite me back to your house for a drink?”

Shit, why did I say that? He’s going to turn me down. I made it very clear I wanted him last summer and he wasn’t interested, but I guess I’m a glutton for punishment. 

His chuckle vibrates through my bones and heads straight between my legs. “Bold little thing, aren’t you?”

“You didn’t think so last summer.” The words slip out before I can stop them, and I immediately want to die. Shut up, Rachel. Shut UP.

James gives me a devastating grin. “Oh, I definitely thought so.”

A flush creeps up my neck. “You could’ve said something.”

“You were way too young for me, babygirl.” He unexpectedly releases me and I stumble backwards before catching myself. All I can focus on is the heat rolling off him and the scent of his spicy cologne as he growls, “I’m not that guy, Rachel.”

“I’m older now,” I whisper, as if that extra few months matter.

His gaze drops slowly, tracing the curve of my breasts under my thin shirt, and the way my skirt clings to my thighs. I’m not dressed for the cold since I didn’t plan on being outside long. I was just going to peek in at the party and then leave. 

“You’re playing with fire, Rachel.”

My name on his lips sends a shiver down my spine, and I breathe, “Show me how hot it gets.”

Wow, where did that come from? I’m usually shy, but there’s something about him that makes me reckless—it happened last summer, and it’s happening again tonight. 

He stares at me for a moment and the expressions shifting across his face tell me he’s waging some internal war. He exhales sharply through his nose, like he’s holding back a growl, and without a word, he turns and strides towards the front yard. He doesn’t look back to check if I’m following.

But I am. Obviously. He didn’t say no. 
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His house smells like old books and his yummy cologne. I could get used to the smell. When the door closes behind us, the music from the party across the street cuts off. 

It’s just us.

My heart hammers against my ribs. I can tell tonight is different from last summer when I was here for the ladder. This time he’s not as resistant to me. 

I follow him to the kitchen checking out his ass. What is he packing in those jeans? Because the way the denim pulls tight across his ass and... other areas... suggests the answer is “enough to ruin me completely.”

He pulls a glass from the cabinet, then pauses, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Sprite okay?”

I lean against the counter, crossing my arms under my chest, pushing my breasts together just enough to make it obvious. “You think I’m underage?”

“I think you’re trouble,” he says as he turns toward me.

“Mmm.” I step up to him, close enough that my breasts brush against his chest. “And I think you like trouble.”

He sets the glass down and the air between us crackles. He brings his hand up and his fingers graze my jaw before he tilts my face up. His touch is rough, calloused. He has the kind of hands that know how to work. How to pleasure.

“How old are you, Rachel?”

I lick my lips. “Old enough.”

His thumb drags over my bottom lip, pulling it down just enough to expose my teeth. “How old?”

“I’m twenty,” I breathe. “Old enough to make my own mistakes. And I’m choosing you.”

A growl rumbles in his chest. His other hand slams onto the counter beside me, caging me in. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“I do.” I slide my hands up his chest and toy with the top button on his shirt. “I was watching you all summer. Every time you were outside. I know exactly what I want.”

God, I hope I don’t sound too desperate. I just admitted I was practically stalking him. 

His eyes darken. “What were you hoping for when you showed up asking for the ladder?”

My breath catches. “Whatever you wanted.”

His grip on my jaw tightens, just shy of painful. “You wanted me to bend you over your parents’ kitchen counter, didn’t you? You wanted me to fuck your tight little pussy while you pretended you needed help with a light bulb.”

Yeah, he definitely knew what I wanted. Heat floods between my thighs. “Yes,” I whimper.

“You’re still too young, babygirl.” His thumb presses against my bottom lip, pushing into my mouth. I suck it instinctively, my tongue swirling around the digit. “And I’m not a soft man. I’d fuck you hard.”

Oooh, god. Yes, please. Suddenly, I know I’ll do anything to get what I want. I pull my head back, forcing his thumb out of my mouth. “I’m not too young.” I press my palm against his cock, feeling the thick, heavy outline of him through his jeans. 

Holy shit. THAT’S what he’s been packing? I was right—it’s enough to ruin me completely. He hisses, his hips jerking forward involuntarily as I whisper, “I want this.”

His control snaps.

One second, I’m teasing him, the next, his mouth crashes onto mine as his tongue forces its way past my lips. I moan into the kiss, my nails digging into his shoulders as he lifts me onto the counter. It’s cold against my bare thighs, but I don’t care. All I care about is the way his hands push up my skirt, his fingers brushing my panties aside. 

He slides his fingers through my folds and groans against my lips. “Fuck, you’re dripping. You like this, don’t you? You want me to fuck you right here on this counter.”

“Yes,” I whimper, my hips rocking against his hand. I want him to fuck me, and I also want his cock in my mouth. “Please, James...”

“Please what?” His teeth graze my earlobe. “Use your words, babygirl. If you tell me exactly what you want, I’ll give it to you.”

My cheeks are burning, but I force
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