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Cody

I had just finished up for the day and was heading toward my truck when King motioned me over. I had a feeling I knew what he wanted. Earlier, he’d mentioned something about doing some minor repair work on Dotty Simpson’s back deck. He took on small jobs like that just to give him something to do, but these days he preferred to spend his free time with Mia, his new wife, so he passed the jobs off to one of the guys on his crew.

I couldn’t blame him. Mia was a real sweetheart—and a knockout—and after the shit he’d gone through with his bitch of a first wife, King deserved what Mia brought into his life. Hell, the man was going to be a dad again, and after he’d gotten over the shock of learning this news, he was on top of the moon. Especially now that he knew he was going to have a son.

“What’s up?” I inquired when I reached the spot where he was leaning against his truck, wiping the sweat off his brow with a stained handkerchief.

He grinned, tucking the cloth into his back pocket. “Gotta job for you, if you want it.”

I ran my hand over my lower jaw, feeling the length of my beard and realizing that I needed a trim. “Dotty’s place?” 

He nodded. “Yup. As fussy as she is, I wouldn’t trust anyone else to handle it.” 

I snorted at the bullshit, but didn’t call him on it. He trusted everyone on his crew to do the job right, or we wouldn’t be working for him. I gave him a smirk. Lincoln, Cramer, Max, and I had served with him in the Marines for twenty years, so he knew what kind of men we were. We were more than friends. We were brothers. 

We were also big, tough, mean sons-of bitches, which probably explained why none of us were married, with the exception of Cramer, and now King.

I, for one, never wanted to get married. 

“What the hell are you grinning about?” King asked in his usual gruff tone.

I released a heavy breath. “Been expecting you to ask after the others turned you down.” King knew that I liked to spend my weekends working on my own property, a sweet little isolated cabin deep in the woods. I liked being alone.

He laughed. “Cramer has a family thing with his wife. Lincoln’s gonna handle the crew up on Stoney Ridge, and Max has a root canal in the morning.”

“On a Saturday morning?” That didn’t surprise me. It wasn’t like the old days when businesses closed on the weekends. Doc Peterson kept his office open one Saturday a month for the folks who couldn’t make it in during normal work hours. I nodded thoughtfully. “What about King?”

We both snorted a laugh. “King has family plans, too.”

“Maybe we should hire a few locals for these little projects that pop up.”

King didn’t hesitate. “Nope. I don’t mind taking on the occasional odd job here and there.” Coldwater was a small town, and King had a problem saying no to the folks he’d known all his life. He mostly took the jobs to keep us busy, perhaps because he felt guilty about talking all of us into following him to Maine when our service was up. “Do a little logging to stave off the boredom,” he continued, “but more men mean taking on more work, and we’re supposed to be retired.”

He was right about that. King was the only one of us who was originally from Coldwater, and he’d convinced the rest of us to move there. One of the main draws had been all of the hunting and fishing we’d planned to do, but it hadn’t taken us long to realize there was only so much of that we could take. We weren’t used to relaxing and being idle. Before long, we were all bored and getting fat. While Cramer still had what they called a dad-bod going on, thanks to his wife, who was an amazing cook, the rest of us were back in peak physical condition. 

“It’s bad enough I’ve got a full crew up on Stoney Ridge Mountain now.”

King owned a logging company and ran it because no one else in his family wanted to. He intended to sell it once the jobs they’d already committed to were complete, but that was still another couple of years away. 

I finally huffed out a breath of resignation, realizing that I was going to do it. Not because I needed the money, but because King needed me, and I wouldn’t let him down. With any luck I might get a home-cooked meal or two from Dotty. “Give me the deets.” 

“Dotty expects someone there first thing in the morning.” 

I raised my brow because he knew better than that. 

He grinned. “Whenever you get there is fine. She’s got some rotten wood that needs to be replaced. She also wants a new ceiling fan put up. The materials and tools you’ll need are already on site.”

I frowned. “That’s it?”

King nodded. “Yeah, well, I’m sure she’ll tack shit on once you get there. We’ve agreed on a price for the labor though, so it’s up to you how you want to handle that. You know how she is.”

Yeah. Dotty was a sweet lady that used her age and the fact that she lived alone to her advantage. She could be a pain in the ass about some things though. 

“Alright. Got it.” I turned to head back to my truck. “Say hi to Mia for me,” I said as I walked away. 

I pulled myself up behind the wheel and sat there scratching my head for a minute. Damn. I thought about the work I’d planned to do tomorrow. My cabin had been in rough shape when I’d purchased it, which had been good for me because I’d gotten it for a steal. It needed a lot of work. 

Four years later, I had all the electrical done, a new well-drilled, and the windows replaced, the roof just needed a little patching, and the rest of the structure was weathered and grey, yet solid. The inside was going to be the biggest challenge, but before I could start on that I’d had to build a workshop for storage and a place to keep my bike when I wasn’t riding. 

From the outside, it looked like a rustic getaway surrounded by towering white birch and balsams. I kept the grass tall because I liked the unkempt look, and the abundance of wildflowers that grew throughout made the whole area look like a Thomas Kinkade painting. It wasn’t unusual for wildlife to get comfortable in my sanctuary. Many evenings I could sit out on my small porch with a beer and watch the deer amble on by. 

Damn things weren’t around during hunting season though.

As I neared the turnoff to the barely visible drive that led to my house, I came up to a car that was parked on the shoulder of the gravel road. The first thing my gaze zeroed in on was the rounded, denim-covered ass bent over the open trunk. Whoever it was seemed to be digging around for something. 

My gaze went back to that mouthwateringly sexy ass.

“Holy shit,” I muttered beneath my breath as she wiggled that thing back and forth. “I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on that.” I slowed and pulled up a few feet from her car. She must have heard me approach, because she straightened and turned around, her long, black hair falling over her shoulder with her movement. 

Our gazes locked, and I fell headfirst into a pair of the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Her beautiful face was flushed, but there was a sparkle in those smiling eyes that held me captive. Almost as much as the full tits that were stuffed into a t-shirt that read, “What’s better than sex?” and below that, the answer—“Coffee.” 

I had serious doubts about that, but it gave me a legitimate reason for keeping my gaze on her chest.

Shit.

She was a keeper, and I didn’t do keepers.

Maybe she was just driving through the area. Maybe she was married with a half dozen kids. Maybe, if I was lucky, she played for the other team. Because one thing was certain—if she was a local, I was in trouble.

Big trouble.
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Alina

The distinctive sound of gravel crunching beneath the tires of an approaching vehicle warned me that someone was driving up behind me. I straightened and turned around to see a large, single-cab truck pulling over to the side of the road. I wasn’t an expert on vehicles, but I could tell that this one was new and expensive and probably had a custom paint job. 

My gaze locked onto the man who was sitting behind the wheel as he turned the truck off. From what I could make out, he fit the large truck, because he was big, with a mop of deep brown hair on top of his head. It wasn’t until he got out that I saw that the sides of his head were shaved and there was a sprinkle of grey in his beard. I guessed his age to be somewhere around mine, in his mid-forties.

The second thing I noticed was that the man wasn’t just built big, he was tall. Way taller than my five-foot-six, and the closer he got to me, the smaller I felt. I had to look a long way up. My ex was tall, but even this man would tower over him. I hid my sudden nervousness behind a smile. I didn’t recognize him as anyone I’d known growing up in Coldwater.

I wasn’t really scared of the man. But I was instantly and insanely attracted to him.

That kind of thing didn’t happen to me often. 

I stepped back to put a little distance between us when I bumped up against my forgotten car. I gasped at the bruising contact and hoped that I didn’t appear like a frightened virgin expecting to be ravished by him. I’ve always been told that my expressions give away whatever I’m feeling. With that thought in mind, I took a deep breath and straightened my back, which only made it look as if I was thrusting my breasts out to him. I groaned internally when his gaze, which had already checked me out once, dropped again. 

Shit!

The interest in his gaze was obvious, and I watched a slow and sexy smirk spread across his rugged face. “Car trouble?”

Oh, lord! His voice had the kind of deep, raspy timbre that instantly made me think of hot, sweaty nights filled with rough sex. A lot of it. I was suddenly tingling in places that had been neglected for way too long. I felt my cheeks burn, and I glanced toward the ground between us for a minute to pull myself together. 

“Ma’am?”

Ma’am? Did he just ma’am me? My eyes flew back up to see the full-blown amusement swimming in his. He couldn’t know what I was thinking! Could he? I chewed the inside of my mouth, fighting the urge to ask what he found so funny. He looked like the kind of man who wasn’t afraid to speak his mind and wouldn’t hold back when he did.

From the look of him, I guessed that he’d just gotten off work. He looked a little dirty and rough in old jeans, muddy boots, and a flannel shirt that fit over his muscular frame, revealing how robust he was. He was handsome in a rugged, man-of-experience sort of way. Like he’d already lived a lifetime or more. He had a strong, masculine face, from what I could see of it. A square jaw, a straight nose, and sun lines that fanned out from the corners of his dark, brown eyes. His lips were smooth, the bottom one fuller than the top. 

Realizing that he was still waiting for my response, I finally said, “Flat tire.” 

The man tilted his head and glanced around me at the tires on the driver’s side. 

I smiled. “Front passenger,” I explained.

He nodded and stepped closer to me. “Got a spare? I’ll change it for you.” When he reached the back of my car he glanced down into my trunk before turning his gaze back on me with a question in his eyes. “Looks like you’re moving.”

He glanced down at the boxes and other junk that was crammed in my trunk, and I nodded. “Yeah. Sorry.” I reached for the nearest box. “I’m gonna have to take some of these out before we can get to the spare.” I struggled with the box and knew instantly that it had to be the one that was filled with my cookbook collection. I’d told my brother not to put them all in the same box when he’d helped me pack, but as usual, he hadn’t listened to me. “I’m actually moving back,” I huffed.

“Here, let me.” He took the box from me as if it weighed nothing and set it on the ground. 

“Thank you.” I returned his smile. “I’m Alina, by the way.” I held out my hand.

“Cody.” His huge hand engulfed mine for a brief shake. It was warm and calloused, and I felt a charge like static electricity zip through me. His eyes widened slightly as if he’d felt it too. “Welcome back to Clearwater. How long were you gone?” He reached for another box.

“Ten years. My brother, Dan, moved to San Diego for a job, but he got into a bad car accident a year into it. I went there to help him while he recovered and, well, met someone and decided to stay.” I was telling him way more than I needed to. 

Cody’s eyes were heavy with amusement when they flickered to me briefly as he set another box on the ground. “I trained at Camp Pendleton.” 

“Small world,” I laughed, removing a small box marked “Toiletries.” “We could have run into each other and not even known it.” I would never have forgotten running into a man like him.

He paused before reaching for another box, his gaze fixed on me in an appreciative way that I recognized. “No, ma’am.” The quality of his tone seemed warm and intimate. “You’re a beautiful woman. I wouldn’t forget running into you.” 

Oh, my... I caught my breath at the unexpected compliment. A warm flush spread over my body, coupled with a pleasant tingle that I hadn’t felt in a long while. My initial thoughts about Cody had been spot on. He wasn’t afraid to speak his mind. There was something sexy about that.

“What made you decide to come back?” 

“A breakup,” I admitted. “And my mother’s failing health.” 

Cody remained silent after that, and I watched as he pulled out the spare tire and the tools to change it with. Once he had everything in place, I watched him work while admiring the strength and movement of his hands and arms. He’d rolled his sleeves up to his elbows, and he had about the sexiest arms I’d ever seen. Every strain intensified the definition of his muscles, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the thick, blue veins running down the length.

As the silence grew uncomfortable, I felt like I needed to say something. “Are you still in the military?”

“No, ma’am. I retired after twenty years.” This time when he said “ma’am” I didn’t take offense. It had nothing to do with my age and everything to do with respect and was probably a product of his military training. Some habits were hard to break. 

He didn’t look up as he worked. “So, you retired and moved back home? How do you spend your time now?” I was being nosey, but I couldn’t help myself. 

Cody shook his head. “I’m not from around here. A friend of mine retired at the same time and talked a bunch of us into moving here.” He snorted and glanced up at me with a crooked grin. “We were going to spend our days fishing and hunting, but there’s only so much time you can spend doing either one, and the boredom in between hunting seasons got to us fast. We spend our free time cutting down trees for King’s logging company and doing a little construction now and again.” 

He pulled the flat tire away from the rim and examined it. “Here’s your problem. You picked up a nail from somewhere. Take it into Charlie’s. He’ll repair it for you.” He rolled it toward the rear of the car.

“I can’t believe Charlie is still around.”

“Yup. His son helps run the garage now.”

“That’s one of the things I’ve always loved about Coldwater,” I said, giving Cody a smile when our gazes briefly met. “Small-town living and family-owned businesses that are handed down from generation to generation.” 

Cody added with a humorous chuckle, “And everybody knows everyone.”

“And their business,” I followed up. 

It was true. Coldwater was a small town with small-town troubles—or benefits, depending on how you looked at them. 

Cody finished changing the tire and put the tools back where they belonged. Then we loaded the trunk back up with my boxes, which held all of my worldly belongings. We worked quietly side-by-side until we’d finished, and then he shut the trunk and turned toward me. 

“Guess that’s it.” He ran his hand across the bottom of his whiskered jaw, and I got the impression that he was considering something. 

A quick glance at his ring finger revealed that it was bare, and for a second, I got my hopes up that he was going to ask me out. “Guess so.” 

“Guess this is goodbye then.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to say goodbye. I didn’t know why but I felt there was more we should be saying to each other, like exchanging last names and phone numbers. But if Cody was interested in me, wouldn’t he make the first move? He didn’t strike me as the kind of man who doubted his actions or his effect on women. 

I hadn’t been out of a relationship long enough to have gained the confidence to make the first move. I’d been with Eddie for ten years, most of which had been good years, but we’d still managed to grow apart. I was afraid of making a fool of myself or of getting rejected. Besides, I didn’t even know if Cody was married or had a girlfriend. Not wearing a ring didn’t mean anything.

Two people being attracted to each other didn’t always lead anywhere either. 

Realizing that for whatever reason this was goodbye, I said in a lighthearted tone, “Thank you for your help, Cody.” I moved toward my driver’s side door. “It was nice meeting you.” I opened the door and turned back to him. “You never know, maybe we’ll run into each other again.” 

“Maybe we will.” 

I closed my door and started the ignition with mild disappointment. I could have sworn he was attracted to me. Maybe I’d imagined it. 

Maybe I was just horny. It had been a while. 
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Cody

Damn. I watched for a moment as Alina drove away. I regretted not getting her phone number. I hadn’t been afraid to ask. I’d just questioned my intentions. I wasn’t into hurting women, wasn’t into serious relationships, and I got the impression that it would hurt her when she realized that all I wanted women for was to scratch an itch. 

I had been involved in a committed relationship once, and it hadn’t ended well. Love was a hard emotion to move on from, and I’d loved Maggie with everything I had in me. 

Betrayal was even harder to get over. I’d thought she loved me too, only to find out that she’d cheated on me with our neighbor every time I’d been deployed, which was often. Learning of her betrayal had nearly destroyed me.

Keeping shit friendly and casual and non-exclusive suited me and my fuck buddies. Still, there had been something about Alina, aside from her beauty, that had drawn me in surprisingly fast, something deeper than I was comfortable with acknowledging. 

I sighed heavily and headed for my truck, thoughts of a hot shower, something to eat, and a few cold ones calling my name. I made the turn onto my property, and my cabin came into view about a quarter-mile down the makeshift dirt road. But that wasn’t the only thing I saw. My lips turned down into a frown when I saw Evelyn’s car parked in front of the house.

What the hell was she doing here? I didn’t like this, not one bit. Sure, we dated occasionally and fucked, but she knew what we were and what we weren’t. She knew that I dated other women and that I had no interest in pursuing anything permanent with her. This was the first time she had just shown up uninvited, and the fact that she wasn’t sitting in her car told me she was inside the house.

I knew I should have gotten my key back from her.

I stomped my boots on the mat right outside the door before opening it and stepping inside. Since my living space was an open floorplan, I was able to see that Evelyn was doing something at the stove. And then the aroma of something warm and delicious assailed my nostrils. 

Her back was to me, her movements drawing my gaze to her generous ass. She was dressed as if we were going on a date, and I had to take a minute to search my memory. Did we have a date tonight? Nope, I hadn’t forgotten anything. 

I realized now that I had made a mistake in giving her a key. I resented that she’d made herself to home in my domain. I rarely brought women into my personal space because I didn’t want them to get the wrong idea. “What the hell are you doing here, Evelyn?” I shut the door behind me irritably, forgetting to kick off my work boots.

She turned from the stove, all smiles and looking hot in a clinging, wrap-style dress that did wonders for her curves. There was no question that she was a looker—tall and graceful with long, blonde hair and brown eyes, her full lips bright red because she knew I liked seeing that shit on my dick. Her agenda was clear. 

“Hi, handsome! I thought you might like to come home to a hot meal after working all day,” she explained with an innocence that I knew was contrived. She stepped close to the island that separated us. 

Her expression revealed that she was going to ignore the scowl on my face. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d used her sex-appeal to get what she wanted. Usually, I caved to that manipulation because she was good in bed, but her appeal to me was over the minute she’d assumed I would welcome this. 

I worked hard at keeping my emotions out of any physical connection I had with the women I dated. If I began to suspect that they were developing feelings for me, I ended it between us without an ounce of remorse. That was one of the reasons I made it clear with women from the start that I did not have monogamous relationships.

“I made your favorite.” 

Meatloaf was my favorite, but hers wasn’t all that good. Of course, I’d never told her that. A horny man could put up with a lot of things if he knew he was going to get laid. I held out my hand. “You take a lot for granted,” I growled. “Key.”  

Evelyn stared at me for a minute, as if she were trying to determine how serious I was. Something in my expression finally got through to her because she released a sigh and reached for her purse. She dug around inside until she found the key and then slapped it on the counter none too happily.

Her smile was completely gone now. “There!” 

So, now she was mad. I decided to remind her of our situation. “You know what this is, Evelyn. I told you from the start that I wasn’t interested in a relationship. Friendship, an occasional meal, sex. That’s all.”

“So this is an occasional meal,” she clarified, and then pouted when my expression didn’t change to her liking, “You gave me your key, Cody.”

“The only reason I gave you a key was because you wanted to cook for me on my birthday.” A mistake I wouldn’t make again with any woman. “I’m sorry if you misunderstood.” She hadn’t misunderstood anything. Evelyn was a smart, sophisticated woman. I knew in my gut that she knew exactly what she was doing. “We’re not exclusive.”

She jerked back slightly, as if I’d offended her. I hoped that she didn’t try to claim that she wasn’t screwing anyone else, because I knew about her and Ty, a fellow veteran from the legion hall who I was friends with. 

“Listen, thank you for cooking dinner. I want to take a shower before we eat.” I picked up my key and headed for my bedroom. I knew I would have to break things off completely with her tonight before she left. It was clear that Evelyn wanted more than I could give her.

I stripped and stepped into the shower. I had just gotten the water temperature the way I liked it when I sensed Evelyn outside the shower door. I could make out her outline as she undressed, and I knew that I should stop her. But I didn’t. She slid open the door and joined me. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d showered together.

I could tell from her expression that she was unsure if she was welcome. As I lathered my chest, she reached forward for my dick. It didn’t take long for her to make me hard, and with a knowing, slightly victorious smile she dropped to her knees and took me into her mouth. Evelyn was good at giving head. I knew I was a bastard for letting her give me a blowjob when I’d already made up my mind to cut her loose, but my body didn’t seem to care.

I closed my eyes and threw my head back on my shoulders with a groan. In my mind, it wasn’t Evelyn sucking my dick. No, my hand was lost in long, black hair, and it was a curvy little pixie with startling blue eyes who had her mouth wrapped around my dick. Fuck! When was the last time I’d imagined another woman while I was in the presence of someone else? 

I was suddenly glad that I hadn’t asked Alina for her number. If I was feeling this strongly about the attraction I had for her, I might have done something stupid. I forced the image of her beautiful face out of my mind and focused on the present. 

I began to move my hips, fucking Evelyn’s mouth until the tip of my dick hit the back of her throat. Her moans mixed with mine, and she began to caress my balls enthusiastically. I wasn’t going to last long. I knew she would expect me to fuck her afterwards, but that wasn’t going to happen. I could get her off with my fingers. 

With a deep groan, I exploded in her mouth and continued to work my hips, slowing down as the feeling of utopia died away. The sound of my breathing was harsh in the small enclosure of the shower, and I relaxed the hand in Evelyn’s hair so she could climb to her feet. There was a satisfied smile of triumph on her face that said more than words.

“I better go check on dinner.”

I didn’t say anything as she left. 
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Alina

I lay in bed for a few minutes after waking from a good night's sleep in my old iron bed. I glanced around my childhood bedroom, feeling as though I had never left. Nothing was changed. Mom had kept it exactly as I’d left it. It needed a new look, and I decided it would be the first thing I tackled when I had the time. But first, I had to get my shop up and running.

I’d had a small, successful coffee and dessert café in California, which I’d sold for a pretty penny after I’d decided to leave and return home. I planned to open a new café in Coldwater, but I still had to find a location for it. There were three empty spaces on Main Street in town. I knew there was already a bakery that served coffee, and I didn’t want to infringe on their business by picking a site that was too close, so I planned to check them out to see what they offered once I got settled at my mom’s house. 

I hadn’t planned to move in with my mom after I moved back to Coldwater, but Dan and I had decided that because she’d recently been diagnosed with type 2 diabetes and was getting up there in age, she could use the help and the company. 

It felt good to be home again. The night before, Mom and I had enjoyed dinner together
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