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            ZANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      As I drive through the busy Friday afternoon traffic, I glance in the rearview mirror and grimace when I catch my sweet daughter Daisy’s reflection. I love my daughter more than life, but if she keeps singing that damn alligator song and chomping her hands together, my brain is going to explode into a million tiny pieces. Have you ever seen that scene from Pulp Fiction where John Travolta’s character Vincent accidently shoots Lamarr in the backseat of the car? Brains everywhere. Yeah, any second now, and we’re pretty much going to have a reenactment of that.

      Okay, okay, I get it. The alligator song is about teaching kids pattern recognition, and it’s great for auditory skills and expressive language. That’s all well and fine. But what is it teaching us parents? Oh, my guess would be how to find the bottom of a scotch bottle sooner rather than later.

      “Hey Daisy,” I say, and she puts her toy iPad down and blinks up at me. “Did you have fun at daycare today?”

      Her head bobs emphatically, and my heart beats a little harder in my chest as her dark lashes blink rapidly over big blue eyes. How her mother could have just dropped her tiny four-month-old baby on my buddy Jonah’s doorstep a few years ago is beyond me. What kind of woman uses a child to trap a guy? As if that wasn’t bad enough, Daisy wasn’t even Jonah’s child to begin with.

      No, she was mine. We found that out later when her secret plan to marry Jonah backfired on her. Now she’s nowhere to be found, and I have full custody of my little girl.

      Nevertheless, back when it happened, Jonah stepped up to be the man the little girl needed. In the end, he had a hard time handing Daisy over to me when the truth came out, but that doesn’t mean he’s not a part of her life anymore. Not only is he my best friend, he married my sister Quinn, and now he’s Uncle Jonah to Daisy.

      “Daddy,” she says, and reaches for her doll. “I want to play with Scotty.”

      Th-snotty.

      I chuckle at that, even though I shouldn’t. Daisy has a hard time with her s’s, which I why we’re currently on our way to Andover to see the speech pathologist my sister Quinn recommended. I also shouldn’t laugh because she’s calling her one-year-old cousin ‘snotty.’ Although with the allergies he’s been suffering from lately, that’s not too far off from the truth.

      I glance at my GPS, and turn right as I enter an older suburb of Andover, a good forty-minute drive from our home in Cambridge. I slow down as kids run up and down the sidewalk, some kicking a ball, others using chalk on the driveways. I glance at the house numbers and when I find the one I’m looking for, I slow down and pull up to the curb.

      “We can’t play with Scotty today, because we’re going to see that nice lady Samantha. Remember I told you about her?”

      “But I want to play with Scotty.”

      “You played with him all morning, honey, and will see him again tomorrow.” My sister Quinn owns her own daycare, and while I’d like to keep Daisy with me during the daytime, next year she starts kindergarten, and I know the interaction is good for her. Playing for the Seattle Shooters means being on the road during hockey season. I don’t like to give up any time with Daisy during my summer breaks, but I need to do what’s best for my child.

      I turn the car off and climb from the driver’s seat. Daisy is already unbuckling herself by the time I open her door.  I love her fierce independence. Truly, I do. But God help me when she becomes a teen.

      Abandoning her toys, she slides her tiny palm into mine, and I help her from her car seat. I honestly have no idea how this session is going to go, or what I’m supposed to do or expect, but Samantha was recommended by Quinn, so I’m willing to make the long commute and put my child’s care in her hands.

      “All set?” I ask, and hit the fob to lock the car.

      I slow my steps to match hers as we make our way up the cracked and pitted walkway. It’s an older home, as many of them are in this suburb. I pull Daisy close so she doesn’t brush up against the car in the small driveway.

      Daisy clings to my leg, and while she’s not normally nervous around strangers, I sense her worry. I explained this whole meeting to her, but she’s too young to really understand. I pick her up and she cups my cheeks with her hands.

      “Daddy, you look like Andi,” she says, and she squeezes my cheeks together and laughs. Andi is her goldfish, and no way do we look alike.

      “Oh, is that right?” I ask, and tickle her sides as I make goldfish lips and move my mouth, not the most attractive look, I know. I play with her like that for a minute, until a voice interrupts us.

      “Hi.”

      Lips still puckered, I go perfectly still—and shift my gaze to see the hottest woman on the planet, holding her door open and trying to bite back a grin.

      Shit.

      I stop puckering, and she extends her hand to me. “You must be Zander.”

      “I am,” I say and slide my hand into hers, taking note of her softness, the light, sweet vanilla scent of her skin. It reminds me of the icing we used on the cupcakes last night.

      She turns her attention to Daisy. “And you must be Daisy,” she says, and produces an alligator puppet from behind her back.

      Daisy giggles and reaches for the alligator. “Chomp. Chomp,” she squeals.

      “I…uh…” I begin. “I take it you’re Samantha?”

      “I am. You can call me Sam,” she says, as I stand there like an idiot and try to think of something intelligent to say.

      This gorgeous woman is Sam, the speech pathologist? When Quinn gave me her name and set up the appointment for us, I never for one second thought Sam would be young and beautiful. The vision in my mind was one of an older lady, grey hair, tall and slender, a strict disciplinarian with kids. But holy hell, this is no Nanny McPhee. Quite the opposite actually.

      As she uses her puppet to nibble on Daisy’s toes, I take that moment to look her over. Yeah, okay, I know, I know. I should not be ogling my daughter’s speech pathologist. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a woman, and this one—with her long dark hair piled high in a ponytail, her fresh girl-next-door looks, and curves to die for—quickly remind me of that. It’s not that I’ve been off women. I just had other, more important matters at hand. Like taking care of Daisy, being careful who I bring into her life, and playing hard for the Shooters.

      Oh shit, she’s saying something to me.

      I scratch my chin. “Ah, what was that?”

      “Come on in,” she says and steps back to give us room to enter.

      I step inside and set Daisy down. When I turn back I note the way Sam is struggling to get her screen door shut. “Need a hand?”

      “I got it. I just have to give it a good hard tug. I think it’s the hinges. I haven’t had a chance to fix them yet.”

      She fixes her own hinges?

      Does that mean she doesn’t have a man in her life? Not that a woman needs a man to do her handiwork, and I’m sure she’s quite capable herself…but dammit, I’d love to get my hands on her hinges, slide them right into place for her.

      She gets the door closed and turns to us. A smile lights up her face as she zeroes in on Daisy, and I already feel the connection between the two. She’s obviously great with kids. She holds her hand out to my daughter.

      “Daisy, would you like to see my playroom?”

      Daisy nods her head but sticks close to me. I give her a nudge to let her know it’s okay, and she takes Sam’s hand. Two ponytails bounce as I follow behind, and I go quiet as Sam engages my daughter in conversation, no doubt to gauge her lisp. I glance into the living room as we pass and take in her bookshelf, small TV, and soft leather sofa and chair. The place is small compared to mine, but homey, and I like that.

      My own place is too large for just Daisy and me. Quinn insists I fill it with more kids, and I insists she’s crazy. Truthfully, I’m not about to bring anyone into my life who could possibly hurt Daisy. We’ve both had enough people run out on us.

      Yeah, it’s clear I’m jaded where women are concerned.

      But can you blame me? My own mom left when Quinn and I were little and much of the responsibly of raising my younger sister landed on me—not that I’m complaining. Toss in a puck bunny who used Daisy to snag herself a hockey player, and then gave up custody when her plan backfired. On top of that, my girlfriend left me when she discovered Daisy was mine. She wasn’t prepared for a ready-made family, and just up and left without so much as a backward glance.

      Yeah, I’m a cynic when it comes to long term. No one ever sticks around. But sex and relationships are two different beasts, and this woman is reminding me it’s been too long since I breathed in sweet-smelling skin, found myself between a soft pair of thighs.

      We go down the hall and step into a room, likely a former bedroom, that has been converted to an office.

      “Why don’t you go check out the toys,” she says to Daisy. Daisy bounces off, and Sam straightens. She has a soft pink flush on her face when she turns back to me. “Excuse the mess.”

      “Looks perfectly good to me,” I say as I catalogue the room.

      “It’s probably not what you expected.” She waves her hand. “But I’m hoping to break that wall down and put a door in the…the…” She pauses for a second, like she’s trying to gather herself, then says, “I would like for the office to have direct access to the outside, so clients won’t have to go through my home.”

      “Have you been here long?” I ask.

      “No, just a couple months, and just getting set up. I really appreciate Quinn sending work my way.”

      Daisy squeals when she finds some orange stuffed bear, and Sam gestures to a chair. “Please have a seat so we can get the consultation underway, then if it’s okay with you, I’ll ask you to have a seat in the living room, so I can have one-on-one time with Daisy.” She opens a file, and slides a paper across the desk. I glance it over, fill in my information, including my insurance, and lift my head to slide it back.

      When I do, I find Sam watching me. Her eyes go wide and she tears her gaze away fast, then goes about fussing with the papers.

      “I…uh…okay.” She closes the file, takes another breath like she’s trying to center herself again, and says, “Everything looks in order.”

      “Do you think you can help her?” I ask.

      A warm smile comes over her face as she turns her focus to Daisy. “I’ll do my best.” She stands and I follow her up. “We’ll take it slow. Best not to rush things or put too much pressure on her.” Her big brown eyes narrow. “Have you been working with her at home, trying to get her to enunciate properly?”

      I reach behind me and rub the back of my neck. “Uh, not really. Should I have been doing that?” I ask. Dammit, I guess I’m not about to win any father of the year awards here.

      As if sensing my unease, Sam puts her hand on my arm. “Oh, no. Not at all. There will be exercises later, but right now it’s best not to put pressure on her.”

      “Whew,” I say and exhale loudly. That brings a smile to her face. I lower my voice. “I just don’t want to screw up with her, you know?” I gaze at my daughter as she talks to the stuffed orange bear. “It’s just her and me, and I don’t always know if I’m making the right choices.”

      “I understand,” Sam says quietly, and I shake my head.

      Why am I telling her this? Then again, I’m guessing if she’s a friend of Quinn’s, she’s well-versed in the situation that made me a single dad. I’m about to leave the room, take a seat in her living room, when her voice stops me.

      “You’re not what I expected,” she blurts out, then her eyes go wide again, like she said something she shouldn’t have.

      “What did you expect?” I ask.

      “I…I…” She laughs, but it’s strained and uneasy. “I’m sorry, Zander. I shouldn’t have said that. That wasn’t professional.”

      I put my hands into my pockets and her gaze drops for a brief second as my jeans sink lower on my hips. “For the record, you’re not what I expected, either.”

      “What did you expect?” she asked, her eyes flying back to mine.

      “Nanny McPhee,” I say, and her mouth drops open.

      “Are you serious?” I nod. “Why?” she asks.

      “Beats me,” I say, as my thoughts stray, turn to the bedroom, and all the things I’d like to do with her beneath the sheets.

      Okay, dude. Cool it. You are not, under any circumstance, going to have your way with your daughter’s speech pathologist, no matter how hot she is.

      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you,” she says quietly, in a very non-flirtatious manner that makes me want to play with her, tease her a little.

      “I never said I was disappointed,” I return, my voice lower, deeper.

      Stop flirting already.

      She draws her bottom lip between her teeth as the color on her cheeks deepen. She points to the door. “There are some magazines on the coffee table to help you pass the time.”

      I reach for the door, needing the distraction. “Thanks.”

      She bites back a grin. “I was going to suggest you practice your goldfish lips, but you’ve already nailed that.

      Nailed that.

      I laugh at her joke, but deep between my legs, my cock is jumping at her choice of words. Damned if I don’t want to show the hot speech pathologist how good I am with my words, too.
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      Holy mother of all that is hot.

      I had no idea my friend’s brother was such a hottie. I only knew the hockey player they call the ‘Hard Hitter’ by reputation. Unlike my hockey-obsessed father, I don’t follow the game and was ill prepared to come face to face with that panty-melting smile of his. I shouldn’t have blurted out that he wasn’t what I expected—sometimes my mouth works faster than my brain, which has gotten me in trouble in the past.

      Truthfully, I expected an egomaniac, a guy who strutted around like he was the cock of the walk. What I found instead was a guy who cared about his daughter’s well-being. A guy whose words made my thoughts go in a direction I didn’t want them to go. I’m off men for a while, maybe even forever. A relationship is not in my near future, considering how many of them I’ve screwed up in the past. Now I’m all work and no play, my business my main concern.

      How’s that working out for you, Sam?

      Not great, judging by the way my body reacted when faced with six feet of pure testosterone. A hot, dominant male with calloused hands that have undoubtedly brought a lot of pleasure.

      I take a deep, steady breath and pull myself together as my office door closes with a soft click. Even though he’s gone, his scent—that of freshly showered skin—and his presence still dominate the small space. Working to clear my thoughts and get my much-neglected body under control, I turn my attention to sweet little Daisy as she happily babbles with the bear. Zander might be the hottest guy I’ve ever seen, but I’m not about to spend this session thinking about him.

      But later…when I’m tucked into bed. Oh, how I’ll imagine all the dirty things he says between the sheets, all the filthy things he’ll demand of me.

      Stop it, Sam!

      Good God. I’m a professional, and getting involved with a client’s parent is anything but smart. Not that I think I’m his type or anything. He probably dates perfect women. Perfect hair, perfect bodies, perfect speech…perfectly proper.

      While I might come across as that nice girl, deep down I have cravings…needs. Not that I’d ever express them. Not ever again, anyway. It was less than a year ago, after I’d blurted out in bed that I wanted it a bit rough, that my fiancé went ballistic. He made me feel small, embarrassed, saying there was something wrong with me. Nice girls like me shouldn’t want such filth. He was disgusted with me, and when I tried to explain, my damn stutter came back, making me feel twice as foolish.

      He’d looked at me with disdain, his lips twisted in derision. I’ll never forget the way he made me feel. Never want to feel that way again. After he dumped me, broke off the engagement, I locked up my longings, buried my cravings, and put my focus into my business.

      Truthfully, when it comes to relationships, I have a penchant for ruining them. Before my fiancé, I once blurted out that I loved the guy I’d been seeing. That sent him running. And before him, the guy I’d been dating said I didn’t pay him enough attention. I’d been studying too much, apparently, and failed to create work/life/balance.

      Yeah, I’m a screw up.

      Now, relationships are not on my agenda. Since I can’t quite figure out the whole balance thing, my entire focus is on work—growing my business so I can pay down my student loans and still make my mortgage payments.

      “Daisy, I see you found Mr. Giggles.”

      “Mr. Giggles,” she says her ‘s’ coming out at a ‘th’.

      I drop down onto the floor next to her and for the next half hour, spend some time getting to know her. From the other room, I hear my front door open, the screen door clanging shut. I’m guessing Daisy’s father must have gotten bored with the magazines and decided to get a breath of fresh air. Not that I can blame him. It’s a beautiful day. I spend the rest of our time practicing a few more enunciation games with Daisy, then climb to my feet.

      “Want to go see what Daddy’s up to?” I ask her.

      She gives me a smile and nods her head. “Daddy said he would get me an ice cream later.”

      I check my watch. It’s late afternoon, and Daisy was my last client of the day. “Well aren’t you a lucky girl.” I open the door to the office. “What’s your favorite kind of ice cream?”

      “Chocolate.”

      A girl after my own heart. “Me too,” I say and lead her down the hall.

      But when I spot Zander at my front door, screwdriver in his hand and fixing my hinges, I stop dead in my tracks.

      “What…what are you doing?” I ask.

      He glances at me over his shoulder, his eyes lingering a moment too long, then he grins and says, “Fixing your door. I hope you don’t mind?”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “What can I say, I was bored. When I’m bored, I like to put my hands to use.”

      Before I can help myself, my gaze drops to his hands—big, calloused hands—and my thoughts race, thinking about other ways he might put those hands to use…on my body.  Roughly.

      Oh, God…

      “Daddy, the big bear is named Mr. Giggles,” Daisy says and chuckles.

      “Is that right?” Zander asks, and holds his arms out for his daughter. She darts toward him, and he scoops her up. “Did you have fun?” She nods her head, and her ponytail bounces around her tiny shoulders.

      Zander looks at me, his eyes holding so many questions.

      “She did just fine,” I say. I step closer and tap Daisy on the nose. But when I do, tension arcs between Zander and me.

      Holy! Never in my life have I felt such electricity, such deep desire stirring in my body. This kind of thing never happens to me. Nevertheless, I’d be smart to ignore it. I can’t let anything distract me from my business. Not when I’m in the danger zone. All my focus and energy must go into my career, getting it in the black so I can start paying things down.

      “I guess I should book another appointment.”

      “Same time next week?” I ask. Then again, maybe he has better things to do on a late Friday afternoon. Like get ready for a hot date or something. “Unless you have plans,” I say.

      He thinks about it for a second, then nods. “No plans. That will work.”

      “We’re getting ice cream,” Daisy says.

      “That’s right. Those are our big plans for the night.”

      “Sam likes chocolate too. Daddy likes vanilla, but I don’t.”

      “Vanilla is good,” he says, his nostrils flaring, like he can smell the body wash I showered with earlier.

      “Can Sam come with us?”

      Zander’s gaze shoots to mine. “Uh…”

      “Thanks for asking, Daisy. But I’m not able to come,” I say. “I have plans.” Not really a lie. I have a meal that needs to go in the microwave and a date with Netflix.

      Zander gives a curt nod. “We’ll get out of your way then.”

      He’s about to leave but stops when I say, “Thank you for fixing my door. I really appreciate it. Can I pay you for it?”

      His eyes narrow, like he’s surprised by that. “It was nothing.  But maybe…”

      “Maybe what?”

      He scrubs his chin, looks at his daughter as she cups his cheeks, and then shakes his head, as if to get it on right. Is he changing his mind about what he was going to say? He winks at me. “Maybe a cup of coffee or something next time I’m by.”

      My cheeks heat, mortified. My God, my mother would kill me for my bad manners. I always offer a beverage to the parents. But this time I was so thrown off by his good looks and charm—the way he dominated my space—my manners packed a bag and headed south…meeting up with my suddenly overactive libido.

      “I’m…I’m so sorry,” I say. Don’t stutter Sam. “Excuse my bad manners.”

      His smile falls. “No, no. It’s okay. I was just kidding. I had a coffee in the car on the way here.”

      Okay, so if he was teasing about the coffee, what was he really going to say?

      Oh, maybe you can make it up to me with a hot, dirty roll in the sack, where I hold you down hard and give it to you even harder.

      My entire body buzzes to life.

      “Ice cream, Daddy,” Daisy sings out, breaking the tension. Zander smiles at his daughter.

      “Ice cream it is.” He gives me a nod and walks through the door. The screen glides shut behind him, and I open it and close it again, checking out his handiwork. He’s a hockey player, good with a stick, but I guess I never took him for a handyman, too. From what Quinn told me, after their mother walked out on them when they were young, their father worked long hours as a mail carrier and wasn’t there much for the family. A lot of the responsibility fell on Zander.

      As my thoughts go to Quinn, I grab my cell from my back pocket and send her a text.

      Zander and Daisy just left.

      Three dots repeat as she texts back.

      How did it go?

      Great, Daisy is a sweetie.

      I stare at the phone as she texts back, debating my next words.

      She really is. Zander is doing a great job with her.

      Speaking of Zander…

      Your brother is nice.

      I leave out the hotter-than-hell part. Best not to give Quinn any ideas. I haven’t known her that long—we met a couple years back, after she started her own daycare and was searching for a speech pathologist—but she’s always trying to set me up. I had just graduated when she first reached out to me, working at a clinic to gain experience. We hit it off, but she’s always at me—you need to date, Sam. You need to get out more.

      She’s not wrong.

      He fixed my door.

      That was nice of him.

      Like I said, he’s nice. I’d like to repay him. Any ideas how?

      Three little dots pop up again, and I fully expect her to come back with something inappropriate. Then again, maybe not. This is, after all, her big brother.

      He likes pie.

      I stare at that for a moment and wonder what she’s getting at. Pie? I text back. Where the hell is she going with this?

      Yeah, homemade. Especially cherry.

      Are you suggesting I make him a cherry pie?

      And deliver it to him. He’s home with Daisy tonight. I’ll send you his address.

      I ignore the odd little thrill that he’s not on some hot date.

      Don’t you think that’s a bit much?

      No.

      His address comes through, and I do a double take. He’s in one hell of a posh area of Cambridge. Then again, it shouldn’t surprise me. He’s a hockey player worth millions. I can’t imagine what he thought of my rundown little place, or what he’d think of the small house I’d grown up in. It wasn’t much, but I had the love and support of my mother and father.

      Gotta run, Scotty is crying.

      I slide my finger across the phone and end the call. Turning, I stare down the hall and into my kitchen.

      Wait, I’m not really considering Quinn’s suggestion, am I? How weird would it be to find myself on Zander’s doorstep with a cherry pie in hand—a homemade cherry pie. I do make a mean one, having spent a lot of time in the kitchen baking with Mom when I was young.

      The man fixed my door. A cherry pie to thank him is overkill, and he’d probably think I was crazy. Okay, enough of that. I am not going to bake him a pie and deliver it. No way. No how.

      I don’t think.
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      I step from a hot shower and wrap a towel around my waist. As I saunter to my room to tug on a pair of clean jeans, I glance in and smile when I see my daughter sleeping soundly in her pink convertible bed, a gurgling sound coming from the fish tank in the corner.

      My heart wobbles a bit as I stare at her. I really want to do right by her, and give her the world. I know I can be an overprotective dick at times, but that’s just part of who I am. It’s important to me that I don’t make the mistakes my parents made—leaving us to fend for ourselves—yet I don’t want to turn her into one of those self-entitled children I see in the parks and at Quinn’s daycare. It’s a balancing act for sure, and I’ve read all the books. Still, there is no one answer. Every child is different.

      I pull her door, leaving it open an inch, and pad quietly to my room. I’m about to drop my towel when my doorbell rings.

      Who the fuck would be at my house this time of night?

      I glance at the clock on my nightstand and shake my head. Fuck, I’m twenty-nine, and now I consider eight o’clock late. Shit, whatever happened to the guy who stayed out all night, partied endlessly with the puck bunnies?

      He grew up.

      Yeah, he grew up in a hurry, especially after finding out he had a daughter to raise, single-handedly. Well not really. I do have Quinn and Jonah.

      I drop my towel and hurry into a pair of jeans. Foregoing a shirt, I race down the stairs and make my way to the front door. I yank it open—

      And find Sam on my stoop, a pie in her hand.

      I stand there for a second, my brain racing to catch up. She blinks up at me, arousing the animal in me.

      Am I hallucinating? If not, what the fuck is going on?

      “Hi,” Sam says, breaking the awkward silence. “I was talking to Quinn, and she said cherry was your favorite.” She holds the pie out and my stomach grumbles. Tonight’s dinner consisted of grilled-cheese sandwiches—and that was hours ago.

      But why is Sam bringing me pie?

      As if reading my mind she says, “I wanted to thank you for fixing my door.”

      Ah.

      “You didn’t have to go through the trouble.” Her smile falls, and she takes a small step backward, the pink flush crawling up her neck making her look so adorable. She opens her mouth, but I cut her off and say, “But I’m glad you did.”

      Her smile returns, and it’s like a punch to the gut. My God, she’s gorgeous. Which begs the question, why is she home baking a pie for me on a Friday night, and not on some hot date?

      “It smells delicious.”

      She beams up at me. “It tastes even better than it smells.”

      “You made it?”

      She nods. “My mother’s secret recipe.”

      “The kind of secret where if you tell me, you’d have to kill me.” She laughs at that, and I wave my hand toward my hall. “Then let’s see if you’re right.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t…”

      “You don’t know the pie rules?” I ask, before I can second-guess what I’m doing. Christ, I haven’t had a woman in my home, other than my sister or Daisy’s nanny, for years now.

      She crinkles her nose and shifts from one foot to the other. “There are pie rules?”

      “Sure. If someone makes you a pie, you have to have the first slice together. If you don’t, you’ll have seven years of bad luck.”

      She plants on hand on her hip. “You’re making that up. Seven years bad luck comes from breaking a mirror.”

      “Well, if you’re willing to risk the streak of bad luck… I know I’m not.” I keep the smile from my face as she eyes me. Probably trying to decide if I’m kidding or some kind of weirdo. “Scouts honor,” I add for good measure, and because I never was a scout, I’m not really lying. Wait, does that even make sense?

      “Fine, I don’t need any bad luck either,” she says and walks through the threshold. She stops a few feet inside, and my gaze lands on her ass as I close the door behind us. She looks to her left, then to her right, taking in my place.

      “Sorry about the mess,” I say. I hadn’t had a chance to clean up after Daisy tonight.

      “It’s not messy. It’s homey,” she says and turns back to me, a small smile on her face. Her gaze leaves mine and drops to my bare upper body. “I…uh…you…”

      “What?” I ask.

      She takes a deep breath, a gesture that is becoming familiar, and says, “If you point me to the kitchen, I’ll cut the pie so you can go put a shirt on.”

      Is my near nakedness throwing her off?

      If so, maybe I shouldn’t put a shirt on.

      Dude, get it together. You are not sleeping with this girl. Enough that you brought her into the house.

      “Yeah, okay.” I take her shoulders, and her entire body goes tight when I spin her around. She sucks in a fast breath, and the tension in her body travels all the way to my dick, gives it a nice slow stroke. Fuck, man, if I knew she was going to show up at my door, I would have tugged one out in the shower so I wouldn’t be so tempted. Everything about this girl brings out the animal in me, and reminds me I haven’t had a good hard fuck in ages.

      I hurry upstairs and tug on a shirt. I rake my hands through my mess of hair to smooth it down and by the time I get back downstairs, Sam is placing two slices of pie on the table.

      “Damn, that looks good.” She dips her finger into the sauce and brings it to her mouth. She makes a moaning sound, and my cock jumps in my pants.

      Motherfucker. This is going to be a long, hard night.

      “Good, huh?” I ask. Shit, is that my voice?

      “Delicious.”

      “I can’t wait to try it.”

      I take a step toward her and she pulls a chair back for me. “Then have a seat.”

      “How about a drink?”

      “Sure.”

      “Wine okay?” For some reason, she strikes me as the wine type.

      “If it’s no trouble.”

      “No trouble at all,” I say and pull a chilled bottle of white from the fridge. Quinn brought it the last time she came for dinner. I uncork it, and Sam sits there with her hands on her lap, waiting patiently for me to join her at the table. I kind of like that she hasn’t dug into her pie. She has great manners, and that makes my thoughts stray to the bedroom. Everything in me tells me she’s prim and proper, a nice girl. But I get the sense that her tastes match mine behind closed doors.

      I pour wine into two glasses and hand her the stemware. I hold mine up for a toast, and say cheers. She averts her gaze, goes to clink glasses, and I stop her.

      “Wait, are you telling me that you don’t know the rules of toasting?”

      Her brow furrows and she gives me a suspicious look. “What’s with you and all the rules?” she asks. “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who follows many.”

      I laugh at that. “Well, this is an important rule. You have to make eye contact after clinking glasses and before drinking.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Bad sex for seven years.”

      Her big brown eyes go wide. “You’re making that up.”

      “Look it up,” I say and gesture to my laptop on the kitchen counter.

      “Fine, I will.” She grabs my laptop, opens it and hands it to me to type in my password. Typing fast, she does a quick search…and starts laughing. “Oh my God, you’re right!” She turns the computer for me to see. “Apparently there are five reasons to make eye contact, and number three is seven years of bad sex. How did you even know about that?”

      She closes the laptop and reaches for her wine glass again, like she’s ready to give it a second try.

      I give her a sheepish look. “I think I might have too much time on my hands after putting Daisy to bed.”

      “Maybe you need a hobby.” She shrugs. “Earlier today, you said when you’re bored you like to put your hands to use. Perhaps in the evenings, you need something to occupy your hands,” she says casually.

      My mind takes that moment to imagine my hands on her body, touching her in all the ways I’ve wanted to since first setting eyes on her.

      I swallow. Hard. I take my glass in my hand and lift it. There is such an innocent quality about her, I’m not sure she meant those words to be sexual, but something tells me she’d like my dirty brand of sex. My brain takes that moment to expand on those filthy thoughts, twisting them in my head until my cock grows another inch.

      “Cheers,” I say, and her big brown eyes meet mine. The second our gazes lock, hold a minute too long, hunger rips through me. Fuck, man, I want this woman in my bed. Simple as that. It might not be wise or smart, but there it is. I want my hands and mouth on her body.

      “Cheers,” she says, and keeps her eyes on mine as she brings the glass to her mouth for a swallow. She pulls the glass away and licks the moisture from her bottom lip. “This is delicious.”

      “Yeah, delicious,” I say, my mind on other things. I take a drink and set my glass down.

      “Tell me what you think,” she says.

      I’m about to open my mouth and tell her exactly what I think when she gestures to the pie.

      “Tell me that’s not the best thing you’ve ever put in your mouth.”

      Jesus, the speech pathologist is killing me with her words.

      Damned if I don’t want to do the same to her. How would she react if I let loose, told her what I really wanted, holding nothing back? Would she run the other way, or would the sweet girl next door like the way I use my mouth?

      I pick up my fork, cut into the flaky pie, and slide it into my mouth. Flavor explodes on my tongue. I swallow and wash it down with a drink. Sam sits beside me, waiting for my response.

      I cut another piece and bring it to my mouth. “I think you’ve ruined me,” I say before eating.

      “Ruined you?”

      I chew and swallow. “I’ll never be able to eat cherry pie again. They’ll all pale in comparison.”

      She chuckles softly. “Does that mean I’m going to have to keep you in cherry pie for the rest of your life?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Well, how about this, as long as I’m working with Daisy, I’ll make you all the cherry pie you want.” She shrugs. “I actually enjoy baking, and it’s nice to have someone to bake for again.” As if she said too much, her head rears back. “I mean…I just…I used to bake with my mom when I was younger, and I…”

      “That’s nice, Sam,” I say, coming to her rescue. “You were close to your mom?”

      She nods. “Still am.”

      My heart wobbles at that. She had the kind of upbringing I wanted for Quinn, still want for Daisy.

      “I’m close to Dad, too.” She takes a big bite of pie, like she’s trying to fill her mouth before she blurts out something else. I think it’s adorable, actually, and can’t help but wonder what she’d say, how she’d react if I blurted out all the dirty thoughts pinging around inside my brain.

      I finish the pie and drain my glass. Standing, I bring the bottle back to the table and pour more into her glass first.

      “I won’t be able to drink that. I’m driving,” she says.

      “Then I guess you’ll just have to stay a bit longer.” I pour more into my glass and take her empty plate away.

      “It’s late. I should probably go.” She stands, and our bodies bump. She sucks in a fast breath, and there’s no way she’s not feeling this crazy sexual tension between us. Her cheeks are a deeper shade of pink, and the black in her eyes had bled into the brown. Whether she wants to admit it or not, she’s as aroused as I am.

      “What’s the hurry, Sam? It’s Friday night and it’s still early enough. Maybe you could stick around, help me figure out how to keep my hands busy.” Our fingers brush, and she makes a soft, sexy bedroom sound that cups my balls and massages gently.

      “I…I…”

      “If you want to go, no problem,” I say causally, even though there is a storm of want roiling through me. “But you should know…” I pause, and wait to see if she takes the bait.

      “Know what?”

      “I’m not so sure you were right about the pie?”

      “Not right about it. What do you mean?”

      “I think there might something else in the running for the best things I’ve ever put in my mouth. But I’d have to taste it first to be sure.”
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      Ohmigod. Did he just say what I think he said? Or is my sexually frustrated body interpreting his words wrong. Flabbergasted, and unsure of what’s really going on here, I falter backward, but he slides his hand around my body and brings me close, close enough for me to feel the missile between his legs.

      Alrighty then.

      In a bold move, completely uncharacteristic of me, I move against him slightly, take measure of what he’s working with.

      A growl catches in his throat and snaps me back to reality. I blink quickly, shake my head to get it on right. I look past his shoulders, toward the front hall. I should go, get in my car and drive away, never to set eyes on this hot guy again. Not only is he my friend’s brother, he’s a client’s father, and everything about him makes me want to be bad…dirty…something a good girl like me should never want, right?

      I should run, but can’t seem to pull myself away from the thickness between his legs. As heat zings through my body and dampens my panties, I open my mouth to tell him this isn’t a good idea, but instead, I find myself saying, “What exactly is it that you have to taste first?”

      Holy God.

      He grins at that. The hot, dirty-talking hockey player is actually grinning at my question.   Probably because he knows he’s got me right where he wants me, and the truth is, I’m right where I want to be too, because dammit, it’s time I had some much-needed fun.

      Tomorrow, I’ll set him and Daisy up with a new pathologist—one with more experience than me. It’s a win-win, right?

      Oh, who am I kidding, this is all kinds of wrong, and there isn’t a thing I can to do stop it, not when he’s running his thick index finger over my lips and looking at me like he’s going to devour me whole.

      Yes, please.

      “This mouth,” he begins. “These lips.” He dips his head and brushes his mouth over mine, so softly, my entire body quivers. “Do you have any idea what I wanted to do to this mouth of yours since I first set eyes on you today?”

      “No,” I say, hanging on his every word and hoping they get dirtier. Good God, what is going on with me? I’m a good girl who shouldn’t want—crave—to hear filthy words. But my ears are perked up, wanting just that. I move against his body, rub my softness against his hardness, and he puts his mouth to my ear, his growl vibrating through me.

      “I nearly tugged one out in the shower as I pictured you on your knees before me. You worshipping my cock as I fed it to you.”

      “Zander,” I say quickly, his name slipping from my lips.

      “Yeah, you like the idea of that?”

      “I…” Be honest, Sam. Take a chance.

      As I think about that, the humiliation of last time hits like a sucker punch.

      “Do you?” he asks again, a little more force behind his words. I lift my eyes to his, and his gaze searches my face.

      He knows! He knows how I want it—and every instinct I possess tells me he likes that.

      Answer him, Sam. Be honest.

      “Yes,” I say. “I like the idea of that.”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, he gathers me up, carries me up the stairs and into his bedroom. He shuts the door softly with his foot and sets me down. I glance around his massive bedroom, my gaze landing on his king-size bed. My legs tremble beneath me, my body so worked up it’s hard to focus. Am I really doing this?

      Before I can second-guess myself or change my mind, his lips are on mine, his tongue invading and conquering my mouth, until I’m a quivering mess of need. He breaks the kiss and we’re both breathless. As I stand there trying to fill my lungs, he puts his hands on my shoulders, and guides me to my knees.

      “Fuck yeah, just like that,” he says as I instinctively put my hands on my thighs and lift my head, my mouth opened slightly. “You want my cock, Sam? You want me to feed it to you?”

      I gulp, excited by the way he talks to me. “Yes,” I whimper.

      “Take your top off, show me your pretty tits, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      I unbutton my blouse, shrug it from my shoulders. As it falls from my body, my skin comes alive, little lightning strikes zapping all my erogenous zones as his gaze moves over my near nakedness. I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on in my entire life.

      He rips open his pants. “Keep going,” he demands in a firm voice that teases my clit.

      I reach behind my back, unhook my bra and let it fall from my body. The hiss that escapes his mouth fills me with a new kind of need, and bolsters my confidence.

      He pulls out his cock, and I open my mouth for him, letting him know I’m ready. He grips my hair, wraps it around his hand and inches his cock into my mouth, offering me only his crown. I try to move, to take more of him in, but he controls the depth by tugging on my hair. I whimper, my body burning up, on fire as he takes charge.

      “Such a greedy girl,” he says, and gives me more, until he hits the back of my throat, and I choke a little. He pulls out, but I don’t want that. I want it rough and hard. I want to choke. I know I shouldn’t want that. Nice girls don’t want it dirty, right?

      As I fight that war, I glance up at him, and he’s looking at me very carefully, like he can sense my struggle.

      “Rub your tits for me, Sam. Pinch your nipples. Hard.”

      Oh, God.

      I do as he commands and pinch my nipples, pulling and stretching them until pain bleeds into pleasure. His hips jerk forward and he hits the back of my throat again. I moan with want, and he pumps into me a few more times before tugging me to my feet.

      His hands slide down my back, and he slaps my ass through my jeans. I revel in the sting his big palm leaves, wanting nothing more than to remove my pants and have him redden my ass.

      “I need to taste you,” he says. “I want my mouth right here.” He pushes a hand between my legs, and rubs my sex through my pants. He puts his nose to my neck and inhales. “You smell like vanilla. Will you taste like it, too?”

      Before I can answer, he drops to his knees, using deft fingers to open my pants and slide them to my feet. I hold his shoulders as I step out of them, standing before him in nothing but my thong.

      “Nice,” he says and stands back up. He circles me, and I quake as he grips the front of my thong, giving it a little tug. It tightens over my inflamed clit, and I whimper in bliss.

      “Yes,” I murmur, and let my head roll, my hair falling down my back.

      Touch me.

      “Tell me what you expected?” he says, taking me by surprise.

      “What?”

      “Earlier today. You said I wasn’t what you expected.”

      “You’re better than anything I expected,” I admit honestly.

      He chuckles. “So are you.” He tugs on my panties again, and I nearly climax. “Did you think about me after I left?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “What did you think about?”

      “I…I…” Oh, God, what am I supposed to say?

      “Sam, don’t you know the rules?”

      “Rules?”

      “Every truth gets you closer to what you want,” he says, and slides a finger over my sopping-wet sex.

      “Zander, please…”

      “Answer the question, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      “I thought about you. Thought about touching you, maybe kissing you.”

      His hands go to my breasts and he squeezes them. I let loose a moan. “What else?”

      I take deep breaths, not sure I can do this. What if, like the time with my ex, I go too far and it freaks him out.

      What if it doesn’t?

      “What else,” he demands, his voice dropping an octave.

      “I…I thought about going to my knees for you.”

      “Fuck,” he curses under his breath, and slides a thick finger into me. My hips canter forward, taking him all in and wanting more. He strokes the hot bundle of nerves inside me, and I’m so goddamn close it’s a struggle to breathe.

      “And…”

      Since I’m too far gone to back down now, I take a chance and say, “And then I thought about you having your way with me, bending me over and driving your cock into me so hard and deep, that I’d still be able to feel you next week.”

      “Motherfucker,” he says, and none too gently shoves a second finger into me. He sinks to his knees and closes his mouth over my sex as he fucks me hard with his fingers, and draws my cleft between his teeth.

      “Yes!” I cry out, and grip his shoulders, the dual pleasure taking me higher and higher, to a place where the air is thin and nothing exists but this man and what he’s doing to me. He changes the pace and tempo, finger-fucking me with hard, blunt strokes. As he indulges, eats at me, pleasure hits between my legs. My knees weaken, and I lean forward to ride out the delicious, pulsing waves of ecstasy.

      “That’s it,” he murmurs from deep between my legs. “Come all over me, Sam.”

      I do as he says and completely let go, revel in the way this man talks to me, forces me to say what I really want. I come and come and come some more, and when my body finally stops spasming, he climbs to his feet and presses his lips to mine.

      I taste myself on his tongue, and as he kisses me, he murmurs, “Vanilla. Now that’s the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

      My entire body heats up again, because this sex is anything but vanilla. This sex, well…it’s what I crave—what I swore I’d never ask for again.

      He slides a finger into me, and I clench around him. He chuckles softly as I yelp. “I’m going to put my cock in here,” he says.  He’s not asking, he’s telling, and a cry of pleasure catches in my throat. “I’m going to fuck you, Sam. I want your hot cum on my cock.”

      He kicks off his pants, removes his shirt, and guides me to his bed. The back of my knees hit, and he turns me until I’m facing the other way. One hand goes to the back of my neck, and he tucks the other around my stomach. With a tug, he bends me at the waist and guides me down, until my breasts are pressed against his mattress. My ass is in the air to him, and while I should feel self-conscious, I don’t. Even though I’ve only ever had nice-girl sex with my ex, and have always felt ashamed of my wants, in this moment, the only thing running through my brain is his fat cock, and how much I want it inside me.

      “Please fuck me,” I murmur.

      “I will,” he says, his calloused hands running over my ass. “Once you tell me another truth.”

      “What?” I cry out, willing to admit anything so I can get him inside me. He slaps my ass, and I wiggle as he rubs the sting left behind.

      “Why did you come here tonight?”

      “To bring you pie.”

      He slaps me again. “Why did you come here tonight?”

      “I…I wanted to see you.”

      “Why did you want to see me?”

      Oh, God, just fuck me already.

      “I wanted you to…do things to me.”

      “Like fuck you?”

      “Yes,” I say shamelessly.

      “But you don’t normally do things like this, do you?”

      This man can read me like an open book. “No,” I admit.

      His nightstand opens and foil crinkles in my ear. Yes!

      He sheathes himself and pushes his crown into me, and I grip the bed sheets, curl them in my hand as his fat head stretches my tight opening.

      “Then why tonight? Why me?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest.”

      “Not a good enough answer,” he says—and starts to inch out.

      “No, wait!” I cry out. “I just…there’s something about you. Something confident and dominant and I…I thought you could give me what I wanted.”

      “And what do you want, Sam?” he asks as he pushes back inside. My breathing changes, grows harsher, and I take deep, gulping breaths as he grips my hips for leverage, his fingers biting into my flesh hard enough to bruise me.

      “Dirty sex. Filthy sex,” I finally admit.

      In one fast thrust, he shoves his cock into me, hitting places so deep, I nearly black out from the pleasure.

      “Ohmigod, yes, just like that,” I say. He pulls out and drives back in again, hard, punishing strokes that push the air from my lungs and shut down my brain until all I can see is stars. I whimper, wiggle and push back against his thrusts, and his fingers dig into my skin harder.

      “The good girl wanted to play with the bad boy,” he says. “But you’re not really a good girl, are you, Sam?”

      “No,” I say.

      He leans over me, and his balls slap against my body as he pounds against my sex. My body burns from the inside out and, unable to fight it any longer, I give in to the pleasure. I come all over his cock, and it drips down my thighs.

      “You are so fucking hot,” he murmurs, and slams home. He stands back up, and I glance at him over my shoulders. His eyes are closed and each forceful thrust is for him now. I squeeze my muscles, and a growl catches in his throat as his hips curl into me. I’ve never seen a sexier sight. Except next time, I want to watch his cock slide in and out of me.

      Next time?

      Oh, God, there can’t be a next time. There probably shouldn’t have been a first time.

      “Sam,” he murmurs, and his body goes still as he comes inside me. His cock thickens, and the pulses against my tight walls feels glorious.

      When he finally stops spasming, he pulls out of me, and in that instant, as reality comes creeping in and I realize that my ass is in the air to him, unease moves through my blood. I swallow against a tight throat, and my mind quickly revisits all the things I said to him, all the things I admitted.

      Oh, God.

      He turns to discard the condom, and I stand up, gather my clothes from the floor and dart into the en suite bathroom. I take a look at myself in the mirror, the pink flush on my cheeks, the messy state of my hair.

      I use tissue to wipe myself down, then hurry into my clothes. I stand there for a minute longer, embarrassed by my needs. Good girls don’t fuck like that, right? Lord, I come from a religious family. My father is a minister, for goodness sakes.

      A knock comes on the door. “Sam, are you alright?”

      I gulp. “Yes,” say quickly. “Just getting a drink.” I turn the tap on and let it run as I work to pull myself together. One breath, two, three.

      I open the door and find Zander standing there in nothing but his jeans. His brow is furrowed, and there is a concerned look on his face as his gaze moves over me. “Hey,” he says softly, his fingers grazing mine.

      “I should go.”

      He reaches for my hand and holds me in place. “Did I do something wrong?” he asks.

      Wrong? Oh, God no. He did nothing wrong. In fact, he did everything right, and that’s the problem, because I shouldn’t want my sex to be rough and dirty.

      But I do…oh, how I do.
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      It’s been a whole week since Sam ran from my bedroom like she was being chased by the big bad wolf himself. I spent the last seven days trying to figure out what the hell went wrong.

      Personally, I like my sex hot and dirty. I like to take charge, and the second I touched her, used my words to torment and tease her body as I controlled our play, it sealed my suspicions that her likes coincided with mine. Isn’t that why she came to me? She sensed I was the guy who could give her what she craved?

      If so, then why the hell did she run out on me after the best fucking sex of my life? With the way she came in my mouth, and all over my cock, it’s clear it was good for her, too. She’s not a girl who sleeps around, that much is obvious, and she admitted that to me. Was she embarrassed by her wants and needs? It’s the only thing I can figure, and if that’s the case, I need to get her in my bed again, show her it’s okay to unleash between the sheets and take what you need.

      Okay, if I’m being totally honest here, that’s not the only reason I want her in my bed again. Sex with the sweet speech pathologist blew my fucking mind. I’m not sure if it’s because it’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman, or we really just connected in an intense physical way. Either way, I want her again.

      My heart pounds a little harder in my chest as I park my car on the curb outside her house. I have no idea what to expect when we enter, considering she hasn’t responded to any of my messages. I called her place a couple times, even sent an email through her website, but no reply.

      “Hey kiddo,” I say and glance at Daisy in my rearview mirror. “Are you exited to play with Sam again?” She nods her head and unbuckles as I climb from the car.

      “I like Sam, Daddy.”

      ‘Tham’.

      “She likes you, too.”

      She smiles at me and I scoop her up. As we walk along the driveway, the front door opens and out comes a mother and her son. Sam’s eyes stray to mine, and her lids flutter rapidly. She turns her attention back to the young mother, and I listen as they schedule their next appointment. I nod to the woman, who is looking at me with recognition, and her son as they pass us on the sidewalk, and Sam steps from her house, her door gliding closed behind her. It takes my mind back to the day I fixed it, to the night she showed up with pie.

      “Hi Daisy,” she says, and Daisy wiggles from my arms. I set her down and Sam takes her hands. “Want to go play with Mr. Giggles?” Daisy chuckles and Sam casts a quick glance my way as she opens the door. I follow her and Daisy down the hallway, and wait outside the office as Daisy goes in search of the stuffed bear. For a second I think Sam is going to close the office door on me, but then she steps into the hall.

      “Zander,” she begins, her voice breathless, like she’d been running up a set of stairs—like she was sprawled on my bed, letting me do dirty things to her. “About last week.”

      “What about it?” I ask.

      “It probably shouldn’t have happened—”

      “It did happen, and we can’t ignore that,” I say.

      She glances over her shoulder to check on Daisy, then tugs on the door, leaving it open a small crack, just enough to see and hear her. “It was a mistake,” she says, so quietly I have to strain to hear her.

      “A mistake?”

      “I probably shouldn’t even be working with Daisy, not after…what we did.”

      What we did?

      Jesus, after the hot sex we had, she can’t even bring herself to say the words.

      She continues with, “But then I thought about it and decided it wasn’t fair to her. I’d like to finish what I started last week with her, but you and I…”

      “Were a mistake.” I say it for her after her words fall off, and she nods. I narrow my eyes, search her face. “Is that what this really is, Sam?”

      She fiddles with the buttons on her blouse. “What do you mean?”

      “We had sex. Great sex. But it’s over because Daisy is your client.”

      “Yes, exactly. It’s a conflict of interest. And…”

      “And what?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not looking for any type of relationship, Zander. I’m trying to get my business of the ground.”

      “I’m not looking for more either, Sam. I have a child to take care of, and a hockey career that takes me on the road. We had fun. Nothing wrong with that, and nothing wrong with us wanting to have a bit more fun.”

      “I just…can’t.”

      “Okay, fine,” I say, not about to push this. No means no, and I respect that. “But just remember, you were the one who came to me, and you should probably spend some time thinking about the real reason you ran away so fast.” Her eyes go wide, and she takes a step back. “I’ll be outside. I need air. Please bring Daisy to me when you’re done.”

      With that, I walk back down the hall and leave the same way I came in. I put my hand on the wooden handrail as I descend the steps and it wobbles beneath my palm.

      Dammit. It could let go anytime, and if Daisy or any other child were holding on to it, they’d topple over onto the concrete walkway right along with it.

      Worried about the safety of Sam’s clients, and needing something to occupy my hands and mind, I go to my trunk and open it. I glance at the toolbox that’s been sitting there for years, since I helped Jonah do a few repairs on the daycare space Quinn rented. I grab a hammer and a few nails and make my way back to the steps. I pound the nails in, and once I’m sure it’s secure, I shove my tools back in my trunk. I plunk down on the steps and glance at my watch.

      Maybe bringing Daisy back here wasn’t such a great idea. Seeing Sam again is fucking with me in strange ways. In the end though, she’s probably right. We shouldn’t have slept together.  She’s working with Daisy, and there is a relationship there built on trust. But goddammit, that’s not stopping me from wanting her physically again.

      Still, I can’t help but think there is more to this, a deeper underlying reason for why she ran away. Is it possible that I’m right about her being ashamed of her needs?

      I brace my elbows on my knees, then grab my phone from my pocket. Fuck, I haven’t been out in ages. Maybe it’s time I hit the bar and found myself a hot puck bunny—someone to help take my mind
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