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      I frowned at Emma, the only girl friend I had. I had never really gotten along with girls growing up, and that had continued into my adult years. Being raised by a single dad had turned me into a tomboy. Dad worked construction, and the way he was had kind of rubbed off on me.

      Most girls didn’t understand me. Most women didn’t either. They didn’t understand why a woman would choose to wear steel-toed boots and work twelve to sixteen-hour shifts a day doing hard, manual labor.

      But I was comfortable doing it. It was all I knew. Even as a kid, I had loved getting my hands dirty and learning how to do hands-on projects.

      “Just wear the dress,” Emma said, getting frustrated with me as she shoved the dress in my direction. “It’s just for a couple of hours.”

      “I don’t know why I can’t just go in what I’m comfortable in,” I told her as I grabbed the dress from her and tossed it onto the bed. There was no way in hell I’d be caught in that – not even dead. “Why pretend to be someone I’m not?” I demanded. The entire reason I had asked her to set up this blind date was so that she could potentially set me up with someone that liked me for me. But it was embarrassing to have to be set up on a blind date. I hadn’t even told my best friend about it.

      How did you confess to your best friend that had absolutely no problem pulling in women that men were so put off by you that you had to have another friend set you up on a date?

      She huffed, throwing her arms up in the air in defeat. “I give up,” she muttered. “I’m trying to give you a damn head start. Maybe if he sees how great your legs are, he’ll give you a chance.”

      I wanted to smack her, but I restrained myself. Sometimes, Emma spoke without speaking, but I knew her heart was in the right place. Shaking my head, I walked to my dresser and snatched out a pair of jeans, yanking them on before I grabbed a black tank top, shrugging on a black and red checkered flannel shirt over it.

      I left my dark brown waves hanging down my back and shoved my feet into a pair of combat-style boots. I planted my hands on my hips, arching my eyebrow at Emma. “Better?” I demanded.

      She frowned. “Can I at least do your makeup?”

      My hand instantly went up to the scar that sliced through my eyebrow. I’d been working on a site a couple of years ago and had been badly injured. I lost part of my memory, though it eventually came back after a few months. It had left me with a bad scar. I didn’t notice it most of the time unless someone made some kind of comment about my face.

      “Shit, I didn’t mean it like that, Natasha,” Emma quickly rushed out.

      I forced a smile on my face. I knew my scar put people off. I shook my head. “No make-up,” I told her. I grabbed my wallet and shoved it into my pocket, attaching the chain to my belt. “Rodeo’s, right?” I asked my friend, mentioning the bar I was supposed to be going to.

      “Yeah, Rodeo’s,” she confirmed, following me out, grabbing her purse up.

      I blew out a soft breath. Here went nothing. Time for another man to shoot me down the moment he saw I wasn’t the kind of woman he’d been picturing, especially since I could probably bench press just as much - if not more - that he could.

      “Good luck,” Emma said to me. “And I mean it. Even if you two decide to never see each other again, maybe you can get laid.”

      I snorted.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know what I was expecting when I got to the bar, but I was certainly not expecting to see Ryder waiting on me. Ryder was my best friend. We’d met when my dad’s construction company got hired to remodel his parents’ house years ago when we were kids. We’d been inseparable since.

      He was dressed in a pair of faded jeans and his work boots, a black t-shirt on under an open leather jacket. He flashed me a grin. “Why do I have a feeling we just got set up by our friends?” he laughed.

      I grimaced, brushing past him into the bar. “Well, thank God I didn’t allow Emma to put me in that dress.”

      He barked out a laugh and pressed a hand to the small of my back, leading me up to the bar counter. I took a seat on the stool, and he stood behind me, but slightly to the side, his hand still on my lower back just like it always was when we went out together like this. He was protective, though he knew I could hold my own.

      “They’ve got those Rum-Balls you’re in love with,” he told me, leaning down to my ear so he didn’t have to yell.

      The only guy I’d ever been interested in was Ryder. He was all man, and he wasn’t afraid to work alongside me. He’d never judged me. In fact, we got along so well because I was basically like one of the guys.

      But that was the issue.

      All Ryder would ever see me as was one of the guys.

      I would forever be in the friend zone.

      So, I was stuck trying to find a guy willing to get to know me without brushing me off just because of my appearance.

      “Order me a whole basket,” I told him, waving down the bartender so we could order drinks. “Since I’m not getting laid tonight, I might as well get drunk.”

      Ryder barked out a laugh, but it sounded strained. I looked up at him. Nothing showed on his face except his usual laid-back expression.

      Maybe I had hallucinated it.

      “What do you want?” Ryder asked me as the bartender walked over.

      “Something strong,” I told him. “Your choice.”

      I was planning to get shit-faced. Everything in my life was perfect.

      Except for my love life.

      And I wanted to forget about that part.
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        * * *

      

      I drunkenly giggled as Ryder and I stumbled out of the Uber at his house. He latched his arms around my waist when I almost fell, but we both fell into the snow. He was no better off than I was.

      We’d drunk what I felt like was our weight in alcohol, staying out until the bar closed for the night. We had been flirting like crazy, but I was guessing he was too drunk to notice who he was flirting with.

      I was going to soak in every bit of his attention that I could and deal with the consequences tomorrow – well, later today.

      He rolled me to my back and kissed me. I moaned, my fingers tangling in his hair, my lips opening beneath his. He growled and gripped my hips before parting our mouths. He stood up, dragging me up from the snow after.

      I giggled again as he led me towards the house, my feet slipping on the cement path. He yanked me towards him, wrapping an arm around my waist as he led me up the steps.

      God, he felt so good – so strong.

      I watched as he punched in the door code before he shoved the door open, leading me inside. I moaned when he spun around, his lips meeting mine again. Somehow, he walked me backward, leading me down the hall to his room. We were already tearing at each other’s clothes. I wanted him naked - needed it like I needed my next breath.

      To hell with the consequences. If I was finally getting my one chance with Ryder, I was taking it.

      “Wanted you for years,” Ryder mumbled as he unsnapped my jeans.

      His words were too good to be true.

      I pressed my upper body to his, my nipples rubbing his chest. I whimpered low in my throat, raising my lips to his again.

      He didn’t deny me. His lips covered mine again as he led me back to the bed. The backs of my knees hit the mattress, and I laid back on it, sliding across the comforter until I was laying fully across his bed.

      He yanked my boots off and then grabbed my jeans, pulling them down my legs. “God, a fucking thong,” he rasped as he hooked his fingers in the lace, slowly sliding them down my legs. I moaned. His hands were rough and calloused, and they felt blissful. “Who knew you held such dirty little secrets?” he rasped.
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