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Every Little Piece of Me (Brinley and Marston’s story, includes their prequel novella)

Every Sweet Regret Stella and Kace’s story)

Every Time I Fall (Abbi and Dean’s story)

Every Chance with You (Savvy’s story, coming in 2022!)

 

The Boys of Jackson Harbor
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Straight Up Love (Jake’s story)

Dirty, Reckless Love (Levi’s story)

Wrapped in Love (Brayden’s story)

Crazy for Your Love (Carter’s story)

If It’s Only Love (Shay’s story)

Not Without Your Love (Colton’s story)

 

The Blackhawk Boys
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Rushing In (Chris’s story)

Going Under (Sebastian’s story)

Falling Hard (Keegan’s story)

In Too Deep (Mason’s story)

 

LOVE UNBOUND: Four series, one small town, lots of happy endings

 

Splintered Hearts (A Love Unbound Series)

Unbreak Me (Maggie’s story)

Stolen Wishes: A Wish I May Prequel Novella (Will and Cally’s prequel)

Wish I May (Will and Cally’s novel)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Splintered Hearts: The New Hope Trilogy

 

Here and Now (A Love Unbound Series)

Lost in Me (Hanna’s story begins)

Fall to You (Hanna’s story continues)

All for This (Hanna’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Here and Now: The Complete Series

 

Reckless and Real (A Love Unbound Series)

Something Wild (Liz and Sam’s story begins)

Something Reckless (Liz and Sam’s story continues)

Something Real (Liz and Sam’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Reckless and Real: The Complete Series

 

Mended Hearts (A Love Unbound Series)

Playing with Fire (Nix’s story)

Holding Her Close (Janelle and Cade’s story)

 

OTHER TITLES

 

Hot Contemporary Romance

Text Appeal

Accidental Sex Goddess

 

Decadence Creek (Short and Sexy Romance)

Just One Night

Just the Way You Are
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First, a big thanks to my family. Brian, Jack, and Mary, thank you for giving me the time and space to write and for understanding why my books are so important to me! To my mom, dad, brothers, sisters, in-laws, aunts, uncles, various cousins and cousins-in-law, thank you for cheering me on—each in your own way.

 

This book is dedicated to my friend Kim Jackson (no relation to the Jackson Harbor clan), who is not only an incredible person but who was instrumental in helping me understand the most important facets of this book. I went to her for help on the legal implications of Veronica’s custody battle and came away understanding Colton’s character so much better. Thank you, Kim, for being so generous with your knowledge and so open about your journey. Any errors are my own.

 

To everyone who provided me feedback on this story along the way—especially Tina Allen, Larissa Cardozo, Heather Carver, Lisa Kuhne, Samantha Leighton, and Janice Owen—you’re all awesome. Rhonda Edits and Lauren Clarke at Creating Ink, thank you for the insightful line and content edits. You both push me to be a better writer and make my stories the best they can be. Thanks to Arran McNicol at Editing720 for proofreading. Thank you to Sarah Eirew, who took the gorgeous cover photo and did the design. I’m grateful for this team!

 

To all of the bloggers, bookstagrammers, readers, and reviewers who help spread the word about my books, I am humbled by the time you take out of your busy lives for my stories. I can’t thank you enough. You’re the best.

 

To my agent, Dan Mandel, for believing in me and staying by my side. Whew! It’s been a year!

 

Finally, a big thank-you to my fans, who couldn’t get enough Jackson Harbor. I thought I was leaving after Shay’s book, and when I missed my fictional little beachside town, your enthusiasm persuaded me to return. Because of you, I live my dream every day. I couldn’t do it without you, and I don’t take one second for granted. You’re the coolest, smartest, best readers in the world. I appreciate each and every one of you!
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From New York Times bestseller Lexi Ryan comes a sexy new enemies-to-lovers office romance about two people who never thought to hope for their own happy ending.

 

Two and a half years ago, I hit rock bottom and lost everything. Since then, I’ve turned my life around—no more booze, no more drugs, no more self-sabotage. With a new business to run and old promises to keep, the last thing I need is smart-mouthed hellcat Veronica Maddox disrupting my world.

 

Veronica’s as beautiful as she is infuriating. She pushes all my buttons. Maybe that didn’t matter before, but now she’s working for me. She keeps this place running. As a business owner, I appreciate that. As the man she hates and the one who can’t forget our wild night together, I’m slowly losing my mind.  I told myself I could resist her, but we only get along when our hands are doing the talking. Before I know it, our relationship is anything but professional.

 

As a single mom, Veronica has a difficult past of her own, and when it comes knocking at her door, I find myself feeling inexplicably proprietary. Because no matter how much I try to convince myself otherwise, what started as two enemies looking for release has developed into something neither of us imagined possible. And while Veronica’s a complication I never wanted, she is exactly what I need.

 

 

Not Without Your Love is the seventh novel in The Boys of Jackson Harbor series. These books can all be read as standalones, but you’ll enjoy reading them as a series!
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Veronica

 

I read a lot of romance novels, but until Colton McKinley came into my life, I never understood what the authors meant when they talk about the hero growling. What is he, a bear?

After some quality time with the tall, sexy jackass who’s also sorta-kinda my boss, I consider myself enlightened.

Colton has two kinds of growls: the panty-shredding I’m taking you right this minute hungry rumble of a man about to do some serious ravishing, and the I should really fire your ass angry snarl of an employer to his delinquent employee.

While I might actively—and frequently—fantasize about the former, my life is brimming with the latter. Especially this morning when I push through the door, harried and hands full, and the first words out of his infuriating wet dream of a mouth are “You’re late.”

“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” I juggle my purse, coffee, planner, and notebook as I pull the keys from the front door and kick it closed behind me.

“A half-hour late.”

Shit. I plop my coffee and my purse on the front counter and glance at the clock, praying he’s wrong on this. Alas . . . I give him my most innocent smile. “You must’ve been so worried.”

His eye twitch tells me he’s not amused. “I need you to be on time or I’ll find someone who will be.”

My hackles go up. When I was scrambling to get out of the house this morning, I was mentally reciting the apology I’d give him, but now that he’s gone and growled at me, I don’t want to give the self-righteous ass the satisfaction. “You keep saying that, and yet here I am.”

“Don’t push me.”

Oh, but I want to. I spend way more time than is healthy imagining what it’d be like to finally push equal parts asshole and hottie Colton McKinley over the edge. As my friend Star likes to say, God puts the biggest assholes in the hottest packages. It’s the only way to preserve their species.

Colton folds his arms and glowers. “What the fuck am I supposed to say, Veronica? I literally can’t do my job if you aren’t here to do yours.” He rocks back on his heels and looks me over with the slow, thorough appraisal of a guy who’s mentally cataloguing all the reasons he wants to take a girl home. But I know better than to think he takes any enjoyment out of his visual perusal. We had one night together before either of us knew the other well enough to understand we’re vinegar and oil. One night that was impulsive and reckless and So. Fucking. Hot. Until, suddenly, it wasn’t.

Colton hates me as much as I hate him.

His gaze lands on my coffee before flicking back up to meet mine, and murder lurks in his eyes. “Now I have a guided ATV expedition that’s going to start late because you thought putting on makeup and getting coffee were more important than my business.”

I could tell him that neither the coffee nor the makeup played any part in my tardiness, but why should I reason with a man who assumes the worst of me and can’t be bothered with basic decency? Propping a hand on my hip, I bat my lashes and give him my best pouty mouth. “Maybe if you didn’t stare at me all day, I’d do a better job remembering my appearance isn’t supposed to be a priority.”

“No one here cares what you look like, Veronica. Next time, choose punctuality over the smoky eye.” He turns on his heel and strides into his office. I take the opportunity to ogle the muscles stretching the back of his white T-shirt. After seeing him work on the boats, it’s obvious those things aren’t just for show. He has the kind of strength necessary to throw a woman over his shoulder and carry her to his bedroom. Or throw her on his desk and have his way with her. Not that I’ve imagined such scenarios. Much.

He slams his office door, yanking me from my fantasy and making the walls shake.

They say Colton used to be this wild thrill-seeker, but the guy I know has a stick up his ass and lives to remind me of my shortcomings—of which, let’s be fair, I have many.

I watch the door and wait for him to remember he’s supposed to be washing the ATVs for this morning’s guided trail tour.

He reemerges after three seconds, and I flash him a smug smile. “Have fun!” I call after him, resisting the urge to show his back my middle finger. When it comes to Colton McKinley, I’m shamefully immature. Except for what he does to my libido. That is definitely more mature.

I walk around the front counter and sink into the chair at the desk stationed behind it, shoulders sagging. The phone blinks with messages, and there’s a stack of paperwork waiting for me.

I really, really don’t like being late, but it turns out that along with the other thousand reasons sharing a bedroom with my almost-three-year-old isn’t ideal, I need to add “Jacks can now climb out of his crib” to the list.

He’s never done it before, but this morning he somehow managed while I was sleeping. And since he loves buttons, it’s not even surprising that he turned off my alarm. I can’t be mad at him—not when he woke me up with kisses on my cheeks, whispering, “So pitty, Mommy. So pitty.”

How could I be mad about anything that gave me that moment?

I’m firing up the computer and pulling out my notepad when Amelia wanders in from the docks, her dark hair twisted into two shoulder-length braids and her light brown skin glowing from a morning fishing expedition.

“Back already?” I ask. The sunrise tours usually stay out another hour.

“City folk. They got a couple of good ones and were done.” She shrugs, accustomed to the various kinds of clients who use the services of Heartbreak Bay Adventures. “Who pissed in Colton’s Wheaties?”

I raise my hand. “Me. As always. I just got here, so he’s late preparing the ATVs for his booking.”

She glances at the clock and cringes. “Again? Girl.”

I sigh. “I know. Trust me.”

“What happened this time?”

“I don’t know for sure, but when Jacks woke me up, he was out of his crib, and the alarm was on the floor with all the settings changed. He must’ve climbed out and played with the buttons.” And now I need to figure out the logistics of moving him to a toddler bed.

“Did you tell Colt that?”

I grimace. “Are you kidding? It’s the single-mom version of the dog ate my paper. I’d rather he believe yesterday’s makeup and this coffee are behind my tardiness.” At the reminder of the makeup, I pull a baby wipe from my purse and rub it under my eyes. I fell asleep at the computer last night, and when I realized I needed to drag myself to bed, I couldn’t be bothered to wash my face.

Chuckling, Amelia props her elbows on the counter. “Why don’t you just tell him you drop your kid off with Star at the coffee shop? Why let him think you stand in line for coffee even on the days you’re running behind?”

“Because it’s none of his business. He’s the one who assumes the worst. That’s on him.” I toss the wipe in the trash and reach for my lip gloss. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror when I brushed my teeth this morning, and it’s downright insulting that Colton believes I took time on this look.

“You sure push his buttons.”

“Understatement of the century,” I mutter. There’s not much about me that doesn’t piss off Colton. “I’m pretty sure he would’ve fired me by now if he weren’t so worried about staying in the Jacksons’ good graces. Hell, I would’ve fired me already.”

“The guys won’t let him. You’re too valuable to fire, and they’d kick his ass if they lost you because of his temper. He knows that.”

“If you say so.” Colton and his friends are all equal owners in Heartbreak Bay Adventures, but while I know the other guys might appreciate me more than he does, Colton could make a hell of a case against me if he wanted.

Because you can’t seem to get your shit together and you sabotage everything good in your life, the old familiar voice in my head reminds me. I slam the door on that bitch, take a deep breath, and focus on my work.

I click through emails, clearing out the spam and forwarding the messages that Colton or his business partners need to handle to their respective addresses.

“You look tired,” Amelia says, watching me work. There’s so much worry in her voice that I can’t be offended. “Another late night writing papers?”

I nod, my attention half on an email inquiry about weddings on the lake. “At least this one was interesting. The correlation of abstinence-only education and college dropout rates among women. I could’ve aced it, but the student was aiming for a B.”

“If they’re paying so much for a paper, don’t they want an A?”

I shake my head. “The perfect paper makes instructors suspicious.”

Amelia makes a sour face. “I hated writing papers in school. You couldn’t pay me to write someone else’s essay.”

“It’s not so bad.” I have more issues with the ethics of my side hustle than I do with the work itself. I have a teaching degree, for goodness’ sake. I believe students should write their own damn papers, not use their trust funds to pay a desperate single mom two hundred bucks a pop to crank them out for them. But ethical high ground is a lot easier to stand on when your nine-to-five pays the bills. “And it’s something I can do from home while Jacks sleeps. Win-win.”

“I still think you’re paying too much for that tiny room,” she says. “Wasn’t the whole point of renting a room from June that it’d be a small fraction of the cost of your own place?”

“It still is. Even after her rent hikes.” I’ve lived there less than six months, and she’s already raised the price for my room twice. The dark side of living without a lease. It’s overpriced, but so is everything in Jackson Harbor, and at least our place is safe until I can find something better for me and Jacks.

“But it’s temporary, right?” Amelia asks, worry pulling at her fine features. “You’re saving money to get a place of your own where you can have some privacy for once?”

I frown at the computer, unwilling to meet my friend’s eyes and let her see how stuck I am. “That’s the plan.”

“Thank God. You need to be able to bring a guy home and get yourself a little something for once.”

I scoff. “I wouldn’t know what to do with a guy in my bedroom. I’m in such a dry spell that even my vibrator has abandonment issues. Hell, at this point I’d settle for fifteen minutes alone to get reacquainted with her.”

Crosley emerges from the garage that’s tucked behind the reception area. He’s drying his hands on a shop towel, but streaks of motor oil are smeared across his forearms. He props the swinging door open with a jean-clad hip. “Reacquainted with who?”

“It’s with whom,” Amelia tells her brother.

Crosley rolls his eyes at his sister, and I bite back a smile. I’ve always liked Amelia and Crosley, but I might feel a special connection to them because, like me and Nic, they’re twins. “Reacquainted with whom?” He draws the words out with a fake British accent.

“No one,” I say at the same time as Amelia says, “Her vibrator.”

“Thanks for respecting my privacy, Mele,” I mutter.

Crosley wipes his cheek on his shoulder, grinning. “Your vibrator is a her?”

Amelia props her hands on her hips and glares at her brother. “Why are you still lurking?”

“I work here.” He turns to me. “Explain, please?”

“Variable speeds means she’s adaptable. She always gets the job done and never asks for anything in return?” I turn up my palms. “Obviously female.”

Crosley cringes. “Damn. What kind of lame-ass man gave you that impression?”

“All of them,” Amelia and I say in unison.

“That’s tragic,” he mutters.

“And you’re not part of this conversation, so go away,” Amelia says, shooting him a glare before turning her attention back to me. “You need more than a vibrator. You need a man. Or a woman, if you’re into that.” It’s officially been so long since I’ve seen any action that Amelia, one of my best friends, isn’t even sure of my sexual preference. Maybe she has a point. “But, you know, actual human lovin’.”

“And when would I find time for this? Between bath time and writing freshman comp essays for cheating college kids?”

Folding his arms, Crosley rocks on his heels and looks back and forth between us, clearly not intending to leave anytime soon. “I could swing by about then,” he says.

“Ew, Cros. Stop.” Amelia elbows her brother in the side, and he doubles over, laughing.

“I think I’ll pass on screwing my boss,” I say, winking at him, because as equal owner of HBA, he’s my boss as much as Colton is. We all know he’s just joking anyway, but if casual hookups were still part of my life, I might’ve had to consider taking him up on it.

Crosley’s a hottie—tall and strong, with big hands and an excellent sense of humor. He’s got the jaw line of a Greek god and intense brown eyes, but it’s the unexpected cuteness of his curly hair that somehow pushes his hotness over the edge.

Alas, the last time I tried to do casual, I ended up with my dress around my hips and Colton’s dirty words in my ear, his hands cupping and kneading my breasts until I shattered in the best orgasm I’d had in . . . ever.

All things considered, it wouldn’t have scared me off casual hookups—if he hadn’t ruined it.

“You work too much,” Amelia whines, pulling my thoughts out of my secret memory. “Please tell me you’re still coming out with us tonight.”

“Where?” Crosley asks.

“Girls’ night,” Amelia tells her brother. “We’re finally getting Veronica out of the house.”

He grins. “Girls’ night?” He shifts his deep brown eyes to me. “Will Star be there?”

“It’s her birthday,” I say, ignoring Amelia’s pointed glare in her brother’s direction.

“I’ll be there,” Crosley says with a broad grin. Despite his playful flirting with me and every other single female in town, his crush on our friend Star is the worst-kept secret in Jackson Harbor, which is saying something.

“You’re not invited,” Amelia says. “Stay away from my friends.”

“You’ll put in a good word for me, won’t you, Veronica?”

“Every chance I get.” I wink at him, but we both know nothing’s going to happen. Star is a single mom like me, but unlike me, her kid’s thirteen. Last I checked, she’s not interested in bringing anyone into her daughter’s life.

“So . . .” Amelia says, pressing her hands together. “Please say you got a sitter and can come. Don’t make me beg, V.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I say, laughing.

“If I had a nickel for every time I heard that,” Crosley says.

“You still wouldn’t be able to afford a piece of gum,” Amelia says.

Crosley ignores her and points his attention to me. “So, what’d you do to piss off Colton this morning?”

I duck my head, truly uninterested in rehashing this again.

“She was late and made him run behind,” Amelia says.

“Why didn’t you call?” Crosley asks. “I could’ve covered for you.”

“Because I was sleeping and didn’t know I’d be late.”

“And she’s too fucking proud to explain what happened,” Amelia says, “so Colton thinks it was for bullshit reasons.”

“Late is late,” I say, grabbing my planner and jotting notes for the day in it. “I’m not here to make excuses.”

Crosley drags a hand through his curls. “You ever think maybe you two just need to fuck and get it over with?”

Been there. Done that. I hide my cringe. “First, you offer yourself, and now you’re trying to get her to do the deed with Colt?” Amelia smacks his chest with the back of her hand. “You can’t say shit like that, Cros.”

He holds up both hands and bites back a smile. “I’m sorry, but you know you’ve thought the same thing. There’s tension when they’re in the same room, and it’s not the kind of tension I feel when I’m around folks I hate.”

“Just because you think it doesn’t mean you have to say it. Anyway, as Veronica’s already pointed out, she’s not dumb enough to sleep with her boss.”

I watch them from the corner of my eye but keep my head bowed. “That’s one on the very short list of mistakes I’ve managed to avoid.” Because Colton wasn’t my boss when we slept together. No, I didn’t start working here until later—after the coffee shop cut my hours and my sister asked Colt to give me a job. Of course, I didn’t know at the time it was a pity hire. I thought he truly wanted me to help with the new business.

There aren’t many secrets in Jackson Harbor, and yet somehow Colton and I have managed to keep ours. For now.

“Would you two get to work so I can catch up on these messages before the day turns crazy?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Amelia says.

It’s tourist season, after all, and come ten a.m., it seems like the phone never stops ringing. They both head out to the garage, and I put my head down and work, but a few minutes later the door whooshes open again. I look up as Crosley squeezes my shoulder.

“I forgot why I came in here to begin with. Will you have time to confirm tomorrow’s fishing expeditions before you leave?”

I tap my pen to my planner. “It’s already on the list.”

“You’re the best.” He hesitates for a beat then says, “You want me to talk to Colt about this morning?”

I force myself to exhale and smile up at him. Crosley’s a good guy, but I don’t want to be a wedge in his friendship or partnership with Colton. “If you’re going to talk with anyone, I’m pretty sure it should be me. I was the one who was late. Again.” I swallow. Time to be a big kid. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you wanted to hire someone else.”

“What? Are you kidding me?”

“You have a business to run. Colton’s right. I don’t expect special treatment just because—”

“Just because we need you? Just because you save our asses on a daily basis, and we’d sink without you?” He shakes his head. “Veronica, you’ve been late a few times, and it sucks. We’re a small business, and if one person is missing, the rest of us feel it. But it happens. I’m not going to fire you, and I’m not going to let Colton fire you. Hell, you might push his buttons, but he needs you as much as the rest of us do.”

I scoff. “Sure. If you say so.”

“I know so.”

I draw in a deep, shaky breath. “I’m still hoping to get a teaching position for the fall, so if you could put up with me for a couple more months, that’d be amazing.” When I imagine trying to find another full-time position for the summer while also trying to get in with the school corporation and keeping up with the side hustle and trying to be a halfway decent parent to Jacks, I feel myself breaking out in hives.

“I’m just happy you’re looking for a job that’ll keep your summers free,” he says. “We need you for high season.”

“Maybe have a chat with your business partner before inviting me back for next year,” I say, looking pointedly toward Colton’s office.

Crosley’s always-smiling face goes solemn. “He does care about you. He just acts like a hard-ass because he doesn’t know what to do about it.”

“You’re a busybody. Get back to work.” I force a smile as he retreats. He has no idea how wrong he is.

Colton doesn’t care about me. He can’t stand me.
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Colton

 

When my office door is open, I have the perfect view of the Heartbreak Bay Adventures reception area. At first, this was by design: I’d keep an eye on reception and take care of any walk-in traffic between dealing with the contracts, bookkeeping, and endless paperwork involved in running a business. Since we offer everything from sunset cruises to ATV rentals to winery tours, the “paperwork” side of things got overwhelming fast. I had to quickly find someone to cover the front so I could get anything done at all. I gave the job to Veronica Maddox as a favor to her twin sister, Nic. And now I have the perfect view of the only woman who’s ever gotten under my skin this way.

“Maybe if you didn’t stare at me all day, I’d do a better job remembering my appearance isn’t supposed to be a priority.”

I can’t even scoff at that because she’s right. Most of the time when Veronica’s around, I have trouble looking anywhere else. This whole arrangement would be easier if my irritation with her weren’t matched by a borderline obsessive attraction.

I never should’ve followed her away from the crowd at the Jacksons’ cabin last summer. I never should’ve kissed her. Definitely shouldn’t have touched her or made her come. I’m fucking haunted by the sounds she made and the way her eyes fluttered closed and her head fell back as she came apart.

Crosley slaps the back of my head. “You’re staring again.”

I wince, rubbing my scalp and glaring up at him from my desk chair. “That hurt, asshole.”

“Sorry. Next time I’ll kick you in the balls instead.”

I make sure Veronica isn’t looking our way before I add, “And lower your voice.”

His lips twitch. “Is it a secret?”

I shove the contract at him, shaking my head. “Is that all you need?”

He takes the stack of papers and nods. “You okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I hear you were in a mood this morning. Made our receptionist think she needs to be job hunting.”

“She was late.” But hell, it wasn’t her fault I was so on edge. My mood was less about my late departure from the office and more about the call I got on my way to the office. I’ve been sober for two and a half years, but learning an AA friend relapsed always sucks. Not only am I worried sick about Mike, but something about seeing him fall off the wagon makes me feel vulnerable as fuck. It’s an unwanted reminder that I’m just one bad decision away from losing the life I’ve had to fight so damn hard to build after destroying my old one.

“Shit happens,” Crosley says. “And Veronica has way more on her plate than the rest of us. You need backup in here, pick up the fucking phone. If I’m not in the shop, I’m upstairs and I’ll cover.”

I give a casual shrug. He’s right, of course. When we bought this place, we debated renting out the run-down apartments that sit over the office and garages. We decided we’d be better off living upstairs ourselves—we’d renovate them as our budgets and schedules allowed and eventually charge what the bay-view apartments are really worth. It also meant we’d be right on site when extra hands were needed and could run upstairs to clean up between excursions. I know all this, and yet when it comes to Veronica, I lose my goddamned mind.

I was a dick this morning, and I owe her an apology. I’ll swallow my pride and make sure she knows I’m not planning to fire her. Maybe I’ll even ask if we need to adjust her schedule. She’s a single mom juggling a lot. I’m a compassionate guy under normal circumstances, but there’s nothing normal about how I feel when Veronica is around. “I’ll talk to her and fix it.”

“Good,” Cros says. “Coming out with us tonight?”

I arch a brow. “We’re going out?”

“Jackson Brews after work. What do you say?”

“Sure.” My first year sober, I avoided bars like the plague, but Jackson Brews is low-key, and their new selection of nonalcoholic beer makes going feel like a treat instead of a test. Especially when I get to drink it while kicking Crosley’s ass at pool. “Rematch?”

“We’ll see,” he says, grinning and backing out the door. “I’m heading upstairs. I need a shower, but I’ll meet you there.”

“Good deal,” I say, turning my attention to my computer. Only when Crosley’s gone do I realize I forgot to tell him to close the door.

My gaze drifts to the reception area again. To Veronica. She’s wearing a little white sundress that seems to be one of her favorites. It has skinny straps that slip off her shoulders all day, and the hem barely reaches mid-thigh. And if she forgets a sweater, which she usually does because she’s a hot fucking mess most of the time, her nipples get hard in the cool air conditioning, and the dress is too thin to disguise it. That fucking dress haunts my dreams.

She leans on the counter, helping a customer scroll the iPad we keep loaded with details and pictures of our services, and I have the perfect view of the curve of her ass and the exposed backs of her thighs. If she leans over just a little more, I might get a glimpse of her panties. Are they the same silky fabric as the ones I stroked between her thighs last summer? The ones I took home and still haven’t returned.

I’m dying to know, and I fucking hate myself for it. I don’t want to be that creepy coworker who puts his eyes where they’re not welcome. I don’t like to think of myself as her boss. That just makes this whole situation even more fucked up.

The guy at the counter says something I can’t quite make out, and Veronica’s full laugh fills my ears. His gaze drifts down to her cleavage, and I want to kick the asshole right out the door. Even if the impulse makes me a fucking hypocrite. Maybe because it makes me a hypocrite.

I force my attention back to my computer, and within a few minutes, I’m lost in preparing new contracts and mapping out future expeditions.

The day gets away from me again, and it’s not until I hear Veronica closing up that I realize how late it’s gotten. We have a private party going out with Wes tonight, and I needed their signed contract yesterday. Veronica promised she’d get their signatures today.

“Do you have the Hammish contract?” I push out of my desk and stride toward reception. I should’ve asked earlier, but, truth be told, I was avoiding her.

Veronica locks the front door and turns the sign instructing people to go online for reservations or try back tomorrow. All the while, she doesn’t spare me a fucking glance. Why should she? I’m just her boss. Just the asshole with the temper who didn’t bother asking if she was okay before letting loose on her this morning.

But it doesn’t change the fact that I need that paperwork. I soften my tone. “Veronica? The contract?”

She sighs. “I put it in the shared drive like you told me to.”

“I didn’t see it there.”

“Are you sure?” Her full lips pull into a grimace, and the urge to kiss it away fuels my shitty mood.

“I just refreshed.” I sound like a dick, but we shouldn’t be working together. She makes me fucking crazy. I focus my glower on the wall behind her head while she circles back to the computer to check. I’m trying really hard not to use the moment to get another look at her thighs.

Most days I can’t decide if I want to fight with her or fuck her, and, yeah, even if she didn’t hate my guts, it’s not a good look. I’m not that guy anymore.

Just the fact that I want her pisses me off, and I grit my teeth as she leans over the desk to get a closer look at the monitor.

“Shit,” she whispers, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think that was embarrassment in her tone. “Here. I’ll move it now.” She clicks her mouse a few times before closing the laptop and straightening, no trace of chagrin on her face as she meets my eyes and lifts her chin. “It’s there now.”

“You want a parade? I asked for it by lunch.” I pointedly shift my gaze to the clock. Five p.m.

Her cheeks flush a pretty pink. “Don’t be a dick,” she snaps.

“I hired you as a favor,” I say, all plans of apologizing out the window. “You’re here to make my life easier, not harder.”

Her jaw drops, and I hear the words I just said. I’m an asshole. I’m a horny asshole who apparently can’t handle keeping his hands off Veronica Maddox without turning into a raging dick. But hell, this would be easier if I didn’t know how good it feels to be inside her. It would be easier if I didn’t remember the sounds she made when I scraped my teeth over the swell of her breast.

Creep.

“What exactly do you think I do out here for eight hours a day?” she snaps. “My nails?”

Of course I know she works hard. That she even has to ask proves that I’m screwing this up. I grimace. “I didn’t—”

“Never mind.” Veronica steps away and doesn’t spare me a glance as she opens my office door. “I have to go pick up my son.” She grabs her purse off her desk and shoves out through the front door. And I watch the swish of her hips with every step.
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Veronica

 

Sometimes life as a single mom feels like a series of ticking clocks. I wake up in the morning and I’m on the clock. Shower, dress, wake Jacks—if he somehow isn’t awake yet—to change and feed him, and hustle out the door. Don’t forget our lunches or Jacks’ blankie. I drop him off with Star at Ooh La La! because preschool doesn’t officially start until nine, and she can walk him across the street on her break. Once I leave Jacks with my best friend, I rush to get to work on time. There, I work against the clock again, trying to reply to as many messages from our email and social media accounts as possible before turning on the phones and opening the doors for the day. At lunch, I’m on the clock again—rushing to the preschool to pick up Jacks and take him to daycare for the afternoon. Then I get back to work to finish my day. If I leave on time, I have an hour between when I leave work and when I pick up Jacks. Seems like plenty of time, until that hour becomes your only opportunity to take care of errands you need to do alone. Christmas and birthday shopping are a must without Jacks, but half the time, I’m squeezing in a run to the store for this or that.

Tonight, I’m using my precious hour to shower and get ready for a rare night out with the girls. Normally, I pass when Amelia and Star try to get me to go out with them. I just don’t have the kind of life that lends itself to regular evenings out with friends. My sister would be happy to watch Jacks, but I try not to ask very often. Tonight, however, is an exception. It’s Star’s birthday, and all she wants is a night out with her girls at Jackson Brews. How could I say no? I only do this a few times a year.

No one takes a shower as fast as the mother of a toddler, so in record time I’m clean, dry, and exiting the bathroom with a towel wrapped around my body and another around my wet hair. A glance at my phone tells me I can spend nineteen minutes on my hair and makeup.

“Damn, girl. Look at you.”

I grip the top of the towel more tightly and bite back my cringe. Landon, my roommate’s boyfriend, is standing in the hall.

Mostly, I like living with June. Mostly, I feel safe here. But then there’s the week every month or so that her boyfriend’s around.

He works on an oil rig in Texas most of the time, and when he’s in town, he spends more time here than I anticipated. He’s not slimy—not exactly. But any time June’s not around, his glances in my direction turn to leers. I’ve made it a habit to never be alone with him. But today, I forgot. “Hey, Landon.”

He drags his bottom lip through his teeth and stares so hard at my towel that I wonder if he’s attempting telekinesis or something.

I sidestep him, headed to my room, but he blocks me, standing in front of my door.

“I think it’s time we talk.”

“I’m in a hurry.” Dread makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I stare at his chest, unwilling to back down but uninterested in seeing what lurks in his expression. “I have to get dressed and pick up my son.”

“Ask June to do it. You know she would, and that would give us the time we need.” He lifts a hand, taking a stray lock of wet hair between two fingers.

I jerk back. “We don’t need time, and I have to get my son. We have plans.”

Landon chuckles low. “Come on, now. We both know you’re not scared of me. Stop pretending.” He licks his lips then follows my gaze to my bedroom. “If you were my girl, you’d have more than a little room to live in. I’d take real good care of you.”

“You’re with June,” I say, as if the reminder will do any good.

He lifts a shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “We’re casual. She knows I’m not too serious about her. Knows I’m keeping my options open.”

Bullshit. I squeeze my eyes shut and give myself until the count of three to be upset about this. This isn’t my first rodeo. The silver lining of a bumpy life is becoming a pro at recognizing garbage humans. Landon is trash, and part of me has always known that if anything screwed up my arrangement with June, it’d be him. When I open my eyes, he’s smiling, like my moment of weakness was some sort of win for him.

This time, I meet his eyes. “Get out of my way.”

“Sure.” His smile grows. “If you drop that towel.”

Garbage human. “No.” I set my jaw. “Get out of my way so I can get dressed.”

“Come on, Ve-ron-i-ca.” He pronounces the four syllables of my name as if they’re each their own word and closes the distance between us with each beat. I swing around him, lunging for my room and slamming the door behind me.

“Your loss, bitch,” he mutters in the hall.

I bite my lip, knowing anything I shout in reply will only drag this out.

A quick look at my phone tells me I have seventeen minutes before I need to get out of here.

I should call June. I should tell her what happened.

My gut clenches as I look around the little bedroom Jacks and I call home. It’s not much, but it’s a lot more than my sister and I had for most of our childhood. What if I tell June about what just happened and she blames it on me? What if knowing that her boyfriend came on to me is too much for her to handle? Nic would take me and Jacks in, but any space we’d have in her house would never be ours. We’d be visitors. Imposing. I don’t want to ask that of her. I spent most of my life dragging her through the mess I made. I’ll never drag her down again.

With a deep breath, I shove down the worry and lock it away. Sixteen minutes now. Sixteen minutes to do my hair and makeup and get dressed. The clock is always ticking.
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Veronica

 

“May I have a hug before I go?” I call to Jackson, who’s already chasing his cousin Lilly into the living room.

He changes course, races back to me, and gives me a quick leg squeeze. I barely land a kiss on his forehead before he’s out of my grasp and turning toward the living room again.

“He’ll be fine,” my sister says, one hand on her growing belly. “Have a good time tonight. You deserve it.”

My son loves to spend time with his aunt Nic and her family, but I still struggle when I have to leave him. I know he’s fine. I know the time apart is good for both of us. But I also know that I’d do anything to make sure my kid knows he’s loved. That I’d do anything for him and give up anything to keep him in my life. Nic and I never had that.

I drag my bottom lip between my teeth and stare toward the living room, where Jacks has disappeared. “Call if you need anything at all. If he’s homesick or gets cranky or . . .”

Nic squeezes my shoulder. “He’s going to be fine.”

“Hey, Veronica,” Ethan calls from the top of the stairs, heading down. “Thanks for bringing Jacks over. Lilly’s been asking when she’d get to see him again.”

I cough to cover my laugh. That is such a typical Jackson thing—to do me a favor while somehow pretending I’m the one doing them a favor. There’s a reason I named my son after this incredible family—even if their perfection is a little hard to swallow sometimes.

“She’s doing the thing,” Nic tells her husband as he wraps his arms around her from behind.

“The thing?” he asks, sweeping a kiss across her neck.

“The guilt thing.”

“The mom thing,” I say.

“You’ll understand soon enough,” Ethan tells his wife, grinning down at her.

They’re so cute it’s sickening. Not only is their financial position enviable—they live in this amazing house but are in the middle of construction on their forever home—their marriage is the stuff dreams are made of. Love and lust and friendship all braided together in this unbreakable bond most of us can only imagine. Until I saw it for myself, I didn’t believe relationships like that existed outside of novels.

“Yep,” I say, backing toward the front. “Bye, you two. Call me if you need anything.”

“We’ll see you in the morning,” Nic says.

I force a smile before slipping out the door and jogging to my car.

I am so happy for my sister and the life she’s built with Ethan, but sometimes I long for what she has so badly it hurts. I’ll never have someone who looks at me like that. I’ll never have an equal partner in bringing up my son.

My sister’s
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