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Emily is too young for me, but I can’t shake how much I want her. I want to rescue her from her isolation. I certainly want to rescue her from that gold-digging little creep, James. 

I want to love her and be loved by her and wake up to her face every morning. And, of course, I’d love to make her mine. Even if our age difference didn’t make me hesitate, James is doing his best to get and stay in the way, even after Emily throws him out of her life. He’s stalking her; he’s stalking us. And he’s way too interested in my little girl for comfort. I’m determined to have Emily in my arms, safe from him and from the world’s other predators. And when I finally get what I want, it’s paradise. For a while, I haven’t thought twice about that little brat and his complaining. But James isn’t done. And as Emily and I work toward our first of what we hope is many Christmases to come, he’s going to take his revenge. I’m a patient man. But when he endangers my lover and my little girl, it is time for a reckoning.
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Emily

As I stare out the window of my new mansion as a handsome man kisses my neck, the only thought in my head is that I wish he would stop distracting me. The thought shocked me as soon as it crossed my mind—James Parrish is beautiful, blond, and dashing—but it’s true. There’s something about his hands on me, his lips pressing softly and wetly on my pulse, which leaves me feeling soiled—like he’s leaving behind some sticky residue wherever he touches.

He’s trying harder than usual to be seductive, but after everything that's happened, it’s all I can do not to flinch away. 

I have to hide my discomfort. The last time I begged off from having sex with him, he demanded to know what was wrong with me. All normal girls want to fuck him once he puts the moves on them, or so he claimed. 

I had to tell him that it must be the trauma from being on the streets and the fact that I’m not used to being touched. But afterward, I felt so much worse about myself that I’ve since made sure to never let on that I don’t want him again. It's ridiculous that I have to work so hard to spare his feelings when we've only been together for a little while—and when he's never spared mine.

So I continue to let him kiss me and play with my tits through my sweater while I distract myself. I stare out past the drops of rain clinging to the glass and down the long, grassy hillside to my neighbor’s backyard. Grant Norton is out there in the rain, letting his two Golden Retrievers, Pogo and Mike, run. I smile to see him, a warmth running through me that James can’t evoke anymore.

The trick works; James chuckles, thinking my smile is meant for him, and pulls me closer, nuzzling my cheek as I hold him limply in my arms. He thinks I’m a slow starter when it comes to romance—and I am, having no real experience with sex or affection. But if I stay cold and still and don’t smile, he’ll get insulted again and sulk and kick up drama.

So I look at Grant to get my heart racing—and since I can't have him, I turn around and settle for James.

“Aw, come on, Red, what’s so interesting out there?” he wheedles, tugging at one of my strawberry blonde curls. 

I look back at him and smile. “Everything.”

It’s true. After a life filled with institutional halls and filthy alleyways, my house in Woodstock is paradise. Looking out the window at all that green, gold, and crimson would soothe my soul even if Grant wasn’t out there.

I drink him in with my gaze as I lie across the bottle-green velvet couch that dominates my living room. His tall, broad-shouldered form stands under a black umbrella as he tosses neon orange squeaky balls up the slope so the dogs can race after them. His dark hair ripples in the breeze along with his black overcoat; his strong face is a tanned blur at this distance, but I can picture his strong features in my mind.

Grant is the best part of living in Woodstock—besides being able to afford it, that is. After spending a chilly spring on the streets of Brooklyn, an amazing stroke of luck six months ago changed everything in my life. Now, I have a big house in the woods, a hot neighborhood, a fridge full of food, and a life to look forward to... once I recover from what I went through before it took a turn for the better.

Grant—watching him in his yard, talking to him, having lunch with him and his adorable daughter Molly—makes me happy to get up in the morning. His existence in my life reminds me of all I now have to be grateful for—and all I still wish I could have. His pale green eyes, so startling against his tanned skin, are full of kindness, and his smile is contagious. A few minutes of conversation with him helps my mood no matter how bad things get.

“Hey, are you listening, baby?” James whines, and I look back up into his blank blue eyes and force a smile.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t really sleep. What did you say?”

He rolls his eyes, the corner of his mouth turning up. James is almost ethereally beautiful, with smooth skin and the face of a marble angel. I used to find that babyish look cute, but I’m starting to get tired of it—along with his whiny tone when he wants something. “I said, Baby, order us some pizza! I’m getting the munchies, and I know you haven’t eaten all day.”

He’s right about that last part. I’m still getting used to the idea that I can fill my belly whenever I want, and I have a bad habit of neglecting that need. It’s almost as disorienting as looking at my account statements and wondering at all those zeros. It all still seems so foreign to be able to satisfy my hunger whenever I need to. 

“Okay, okay.” I dig in my pocket to see what cash I have: none. I usually don’t carry much cash around. It’s an old habit, too, but this one’s too smart to leave behind. “I can place the order, but I have no cash on me. Can you get the tip?”

It’s a simple request—it’s only five dollars. But the petulant look on his face deepens, making my heart sink immediately. “Oh, come on, baby, you know I’m broke until my app rolls out. It’s just another few weeks. And I know you’re good for it.” He gives a charming smile, and my stomach clenches with the sudden urge to tell him to go away for good. I know I have more options in the romance department than James wants me to think.

But no matter how many options I may have, none of them are the ones I want. None of them are Grant, who is a widower twice my age with a little daughter and who, as far as I can tell, does not date. I’ve had a crush on him since I moved in here, well before James got in my face two months ago and refused to leave.

James tells me that he’s crazy in love with me. He tells me that there’s never been anyone like me before and that he wants to spend the rest of his life with me. Then he comes over and plants himself on my couch for hours, pushing for sex, expecting to be fed, and always asking for money.

I don’t know what love is supposed to feel like, exactly, but I’m pretty sure it’s not meant to feel like this. I think it’s supposed to be more like how I feel when I’m around Grant or when I see him with his daughter. All warm inside—with no reservations. 

Right now, there's a chill deepening in my womb as I sit up, using it as an excuse to pull away from him. “Fine,” I sigh. “What
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