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      Dear reader,

      

      This book contains references to past deaths of parents and young sibling by illness or accident. There is also a character struggling with past alcohol abuse and addiction.

      Thematically, this entire series is a little more heart-wrenching than my other books, but there still is humor—because life is messy, but it’s also funny.

      I provide this warning so you can make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed. If you would rather read something more lighthearted, please check out the Imperfect series or The Dorky series if you haven’t already!

      

      Take care of yourself,

      <3 Mary
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      Taylor

      

      I turn the key in the ignition for the seventh time, as if by some miracle this time will be different than the past six.

      The engine sputters, giving me a half-hearted cough before wheezing into dead silence.

      “Please work,” I mutter into my steering wheel. “Please, please, please, don’t do this to me.” The mantra of anyone who’s ever had their vehicle crap out in the middle of a freaking blizzard at night.

      I’m less than ten miles from my family home. The road in front of me is blanketed in white, the flakes winging through the night air like I’ve been plunked down in the center of a snow globe and shaken up.

      Ten miles. So close, and yet way too far to try and trek the rest of the way on foot.

      I should have stopped for gas an hour ago, but I thought I could make it.

      Killing the headlights, I slip from the driver’s seat into the back of the VW bus, grabbing my bag from the sink and pawing through it for my cell. The screen is black. Dead.

      It’s an old phone, the charge never lasts long, and I am eternally forgetting to plug it in. I like to use my old iPod to listen to music when I’m on the road because I don’t have to worry about music cutting out when I’m driving through the backwoods, or if a call comes in. Plus, without music playing, I lose my ever-loving mind.

      Of course, now, I may be losing my ever-loving life.

      Staring blankly out the darkened window, I consider my options.

      There are houses spread out along this route. Ranch-style homes with lots of surrounding property. Bonus, I grew up in this town, so I know most of the residents.

      It’s the night before Christmas Eve. Someone has to be home. I just don’t know how far away the nearest house is since the windows reveal nothing more than squares of black flashing with snow.

      I could hunker down, sleep here, possibly die of hypothermia.

      Or venture out in the storm, possibly die sooner.

      At least my family won’t be worried. They also won’t be coming to the rescue.

      Last week I told Finley I couldn’t make it until tomorrow, and I meant it at the time. I didn’t want to spend more hours than absolutely necessary with Mindy.

      The thought of spending even a minute in the same room makes me want to jump out of my own skin.

      At the moment, I have more pressing things than my sister feud to concern myself with, like dehydration. I have maybe half a liter of water, no heat, and a box of expired Froot Loops in the cupboard.

      Think, Taylor, think.

      I stare blankly out the window. A light glints, flickering through the driving snow.

      There.

      Is that a porch light?

      It disappears a second later as the snow increases in intensity, blocking it from view.

      I blink. Am I imagining things?

      I’ve been stranded for five minutes, and I’m already hallucinating.

      I sit up, moving closer to the window, eyes straining through the thick flakes dumping outside.

      There is it again.

      My heart lifts. That is definitely a light. There is no question about it. It has to be a porch light. It might be the Petersons’ place. Paul worked with Dad sometimes around our family property. He’s a brawny guy, well over six feet tall, and barely speaks. His wife, Moira, was the school nurse when I was in elementary school. She was tiny, half his size, and a ball of fire. They also had two girls, both almost ten years younger than me.

      Or maybe it’s Delilah Gardner’s place. She retired from city hall years ago. It could be the Minellis’. Their son was a couple of years ahead of me at Whitby High.

      Whoever it is, someone must be home. I have to try it.

      If no one’s home, I’ll come straight back to the bus and bunker down.

      Please, someone be home.

      I pull on thermal pants and a long-sleeve shirt, covering them with thick sweats, a sweater, and my coat. Wind blasts, shaking the van and nearly knocking me on my ass.

      Okay then.

      I remove the outerwear and sweats, add another layer of clothes over my thermals, then cover it all up again. I step into my best waterproof boots, grab my overnight bag, and head into the storm.

      The icy wind sucks the breath from my lungs. Pinpricks of freezing snowflakes pelt me in the face, stinging my skin. I duck my head under the hood of my coat and trudge in the direction of the light, glancing up periodically to make sure I don’t go off course.

      Halfway there, my eyes locked on the glowing bulb ahead, it winks out, as if smothered by the surrounding blackness.

      A gasp flies out of my throat, creating a misty cloud of air in front of my face. I halt in my tracks.

      I glance behind me, the bus obscured by the flying snow.

      Keep going. I push ahead, forging through snowdrifts. This is taking forever. I must be off course.

      Out of nowhere, the porch appears in front of me, as if it just erupted from the earth.

      I stomp up the wooden steps and bang on the bright blue door with a gloved fist. This must be the Petersons’ place. I remember the colorful door. I came here with Dad once when he needed to borrow some kind of tool or something. I must have been a freshman in high school.

      The covered porch blocks out some of the wind. I shove the hood off my head and glance around.

      Only the sound of my breathing breaks the stillness. The windows are dark and silent.

      Maybe no one is home. Maybe they went somewhere for the holidays. But I swear that light was on.

      I glance behind me, into the night beyond. It’s only around seven, but the sky is as oppressive as the dark side of midnight.

      Making my way over to the window by the front door, I peer inside. My heart leaps at the flickering light behind the curtain. What is that? A fireplace?

      My stomach rumbles, an audible reminder that I haven’t eaten since breakfast.

      The door swings open and I spin toward the sound.

      I look up. And up. Every cell in my body stands to full attention.

      A hulking man looms in the doorway, holding a pillar candle in one hand. The gentle light glances over his glossy dark hair and highlights his prominent, high-bridged nose and a square jaw lined with stubble. The shape of his mouth is full with pouty lips, a contrast to the sharp angles of his jaw.

      A gust of wind blows past us, into the house, knocking out the flickering candle in his hand.

      “Come on in.” He steps back, motioning for me to enter.

      I follow him inside.

      He shuts the door and I tense.

      What am I doing? I walked right into some strange man’s home without a second thought.

      “The power went out.” His voice is a deep rumble that vibrates down to my toes.

      “I can see that.”

      We stare at each other, him still holding the unlit candle, me clutching my bag strap like it’s a weapon.

      Who is this guy? He doesn’t ask why I’ve appeared on his doorstep in the middle of the storm of the century, like the ghost of Christmas past.

      What if he’s a serial killer? What if he broke in and the Petersons are tied up in the basement? My fingers are gripping my bag so hard my fingers ache. I have pepper spray. Is it in the main pouch or the side pocket?

      I swallow and shift on my feet, my gaze darting to the door behind him. “Um. Are you related to the Petersons? This is their house, right? Do they still live here? Are they around somewhere?” My heart pounds in my ears, my palms sweaty in my gloves. The fireplace illuminates the room, and I absorb the details in flashes, taking in a beige couch, a dark wood coffee table, and Tiffany lamps on the end tables.

      “Moira is my aunt. This is their house. They still live here, but they’re out of town for the holidays.”

      The words break through the looming panic, bringing with them a fuzzy piece of knowledge.

      That’s right. They had a nephew who moved in with them during high school.

      Wow. The recovered memory bursts over the surface of my mind, sending chills up my spine. How had I forgotten? I reach for his name in my mind, but it escapes me.

      He moved to Whitby in the middle of our junior year. The same year everything changed. I went from honors student to barely managing to squeak through my senior year, aided by teachers with pitying eyes.

      High school ceases to be important when your little sister dies.

      The grip on my bag relaxes an inch. I know him. He’s not a murderer. Then it comes rushing back to me.

      “Wait.” My mouth pops open. “Atticus?”

      His eyes widen. “You remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” Some, anyway. He was always quiet, always off to the side, like a shadow in the corners of my already dim memories.

      The Atticus of my youth looks nothing like the rugged Adonis standing in front of me. He was tall when we were in high school, but he was so gangly then. His eyes are the same, warm brown with caramel highlights. His hair was longer and eternally draped over his face, like he was trying to hide himself from the world. It’s shorter now, but still long enough for the disheveled strands to tickle his neck.

      “I’m Taylor Fox,” I say automatically, still weaving through forgotten recollections from high school. Something shimmers in the back of my mind, an image flashing to the forefront. Atticus’s hands on a steering wheel while afternoon sunshine pours through the windows, warming the cab of a truck. What is that?

      “I know.” He sets the candle on a table by the door, then opens a drawer, fumbling inside. He pulls out a flashlight, clicks it on, and hands it to me. Then he uses a lighter to relight his candle, before putting it back in the drawer.

      I unlatch my fingers from my bag strap, happy for the heavy weight of the flashlight in my hand.

      “You can put your things down wherever you like.” He motions to the chair on my left.

      After a second’s hesitation, I put my bag down and then shrug out of my coat.

      He takes it from me, draping it over the back of the chair.

      My stomach growls, loud enough to fill the quiet space and cover the crackle of the fireplace.

      He frowns.

      I wince, my face heating. “Sorry.”

      Without a word, he stalks past me, a whiff of fresh soap mixed with a trace of cedar cologne breezing by. He smells good. Clean. I probably smell like stomped ass since I’ve been driving stressed for hours. At least I showered this morning.

      I lift the flashlight and follow, the beam tracing over his gray Henley. The shirt is just tight enough to highlight the broadness of his back. The light trails down to his tapered waist, illuminating the jeans hugging his ass.

      Wowza.

      Awareness rushes through me, and I force the flashlight up.

      Do not ogle Atticus.

      I should be too exhausted to be turned on. I’ve barely slept over the past week of traveling, prior to which I was at the Beale Street Music Festival in Tennessee.

      My gaze slips down again.

      Don’t think about his ass.

      An impossible feat when it’s just there, taunting me.

      I clear my throat. “I’m so sorry to barge in on you like this, on the night before Christmas Eve and all.”

      He passes through an open archway leading into a country-style kitchen. I shine the flashlight around, taking in the white cabinets, butcher block counters, and copper sink.

      He sets his candle down on the island, casting a gentle glow on the surface, then opens a cupboard, pulling out a loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter. He lifts his brows at me. “Peanut butter and jelly okay?”

      My stomach groans in anticipation. I would eat cat food right now. “That sounds perfect.”

      “How many?”

      I shrug. “A million.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches.

      “Two would be great.”

      I set the flashlight on the counter, pointing it in his general direction to offer additional illumination without blinding him.

      He opens the fridge, grabbing a jar of jelly.

      I hop into one of the upholstered chairs next to the island. “My bus ran out of gas, and I saw the porch light and I didn’t know what else to do because my phone is dead. Do you have a phone I could borrow? I should call my family.”

      He stops midspread with the butter knife, setting it to the side before retrieving a sleek black phone out of his back pocket, unlocking it, and sliding it over to me.

      “Thanks.” I stare down at the screen. I’ll call them after I eat. I nibble my bottom lip. Or maybe I won’t. I don’t want them to worry.

      I push the phone to the side. “Where are Paul and Moira? And your cousins?”

      “They’re out of town.”

      I frown. “Without you?”

      The knife stills over the open jar of peanut butter. “I had work through yesterday. They don’t know I’m here. I didn’t know I would be able to make it home in time for the holidays until the last minute.” He shrugs, giant shoulders shifting up and down. “I’m only here for a few days anyway. They went to Bermuda.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “I’m a field botanist. I sort of work everywhere. Anywhere they need me.”

      “Oh.” I’m not sure exactly what that means, but before I can ask, he turns around, handing me a plate with the double stack of sandwiches.

      All thoughts go flying out the window, my attention turning to filling the gaping hole in my stomach.

      I take a giant bite and suppress the urge to groan. It’s probably because I’m starving, but this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.

      Once I’ve wolfed down the first sandwich, I come up for air. “I didn’t think I would make it home today either. My family doesn’t even know I’m here. Not because I was working or anything, but because—I travel a lot,” I finish lamely. Because I only work on a needs-must basis, and usually at some random dive bar or restaurant to make quick cash for gas, necessities, and to cover the cost of traveling to various music festivals around the country. Last year, I also put some extra funds into hiring a private investigator, which meant I had to work a little more than usual, but it will be worth it.

      I hope.

      I stuff sandwich number two into my mouth while he puts away the foodstuffs.

      “Water?”

      I nod, mouth full, and he grabs a bottle from the fridge and sets it in front of me.

      When he leans back, the glow from the candle glints on a silver chain around his neck, disappearing under the neckline of his shirt.

      I stop chewing, a memory rushing over me.

      That necklace. I know what’s at the end of that chain, concealed by fabric.

      I stared at it, one sunny afternoon while Atticus drove me home from school, shortly after Aria died.

      My entire world had been shattered into smithereens. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. Every waking moment was like breathing in wet concrete.

      During lunch, I would hide in the library because I didn’t want to interact with anyone. Death is awkward. Most people don’t know how to respond in the face of such senseless tragedy. Some offered uneasy sympathy, others pretended nothing had happened, while a bunch of my so-called friends gave me a wide berth.

      One day, Atticus found me in the recesses of the library, hiding in the back of the stacks.

      “Do you need a ride home?”

      I nodded and then followed him out without a word.

      The entire drive, I sat in the passenger seat, my gaze continually drawn to his profile.

      After a few minutes of staring, he tossed me a glance before his eyes focused back on the road and a flush crept up his neck and into his cheeks.

      “I like your necklace.” I could only make out the edge of it in profile. The sun streaming through his windshield made the thin silver chain sparkle against his skin. I’d seen the pendant before, when we’d crossed paths in school, and earlier when he’d found me in the library. It was a tree, the branches sprawling and twisting out from the trunk, reaching for the edges of the smooth circle surrounding it.

      “My mom gave it to me.”

      There were whispers when he first moved to town. His parents had died, and he’d been sent to live with his aunt and uncle.

      So he knew.

      We drove in silence, until curiosity poked at me. “What does the tree mean?”

      “It’s the tree of life. It represents a force that connects us all, through life and death.”

      Life and death. Two sides of the same coin. One is not possible without the other, a fact I’d been confronted with when we buried my baby sister.

      “It’s beautiful.” The word cracked in my mouth. I averted my gaze from his profile, staring out the window, swallowing back the heaviness that threatened to consume me at any given moment.

      Sometime later, he pulled off the main road and onto the gravel drive. I directed him through the Fox Cottages property and up to the house.

      I paused, fingers on the door handle. “Does it ever get better?”

      “No.” The word was soft, quiet, apologetic.

      I pushed open the door. Before I could shut it behind me, Atticus spoke again.

      “She’ll always be gone.”

      And isn’t that the worst part? Always is too interminable to fathom. I’ll never hear her laugh again. I’ll never braid her hair, tease her about her crooked smile, or be there when she falls in love and has her heart broken. She won’t experience any of it, cut from life too soon.

      “Eventually, though, you’ll be able to breathe.”

      “When?”

      “I . . . I don’t know. It takes as long as it takes.”

      Without another word, I shut the car door, and I never looked back.

      The entire interaction became lost to the black fog that encompassed those months.

      “Did you want anything else?” Atticus’s voice yanks me back to the present. “I think we have some stale pretzels somewhere.” He leans back against the counter, arms crossing over his chest.

      The forgotten memories of a kind boy only add to his current brawny appeal. I drink in the broadness of his chest, the way his figure tapers down to his waist, and how his thighs fill his jeans.

      Do I want anything else?

      Why yes, I think I do. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone. Way too long since I experienced this level of attraction. Atticus is beyond tempting.

      I tap on the water bottle. “Do you have anything stronger to drink?”
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      Atticus

      

      If someone had told me yesterday that I would be sitting on my couch, sharing a nightcap with Taylor Fox in front of a crackling fire, I would have laughed in their face.

      And yet, here we are, chatting like we’re old friends.

      “So why did you have work so close to the holidays?” She sips bourbon from the tulip glass nestled in her hand and tucks her legs underneath her, angling her body in my direction.

      We’re sitting on opposite ends of the couch, only a couple of feet apart.

      I swirl my own glass in my hand. “I do botanical surveys and environmental inspections for utility and construction companies. It’s a lot of travel.”

      “You get paid to travel?” She rubs her lips together, the plump bit of skin glossy from her drink.

      I nod and try not to stare, try not to imagine what the bourbon tastes like on her lips.

      “That sounds incredible.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “The work is great, but constantly being on the road is not so great.”

      Her head tilts to one side. “You don’t like it?”

      I take a sip of my drink, considering how to answer the question without sounding ungrateful. “I’ve been working almost nonstop since graduation. I love being outside, and the work itself is fulfilling, but I don’t know. I guess I feel like even though I’m constantly on the move and seeing new places it’s like I’m missing out on something.”

      Like this holiday trip. My family went to Bermuda, and I’m here alone. It’s no one’s fault except mine. They wanted me to join them, but I told them to go on without me.

      She chuckles. “I’m the opposite. It’s like if I’m not out somewhere, actively moving and on the go, I’m missing out on everything. The FOMO is real.” She pulls her hair off to one side with her free hand. The strands are dark and shiny, flowing in waves down to the middle of her back.

      I clear my throat and try to clear my mind of thoughts of Taylor’s hair spread across my pillowcase. “Where do you go?”

      She takes another sip of her drink and then stares down at the glass in her lap. “I travel all over the country and go to music festivals and events and things like that. I don’t get paid to do it, but it makes me happy.”

      Before I can make a comment, she keeps going, her eyes downcast, her fingers fiddling with the edge of her sweater. “It can be an uncomfortable conversation at parties or weddings.” She pitches her voice higher, “What do you do? Oh, I live like a vagabond, party a lot, and have no idea what it means to have a 401k or gainful employment in general.” She laughs, but the sound is brittle.

      My hand clenches in my lap. A person shouldn’t be defined by what they do, but by how they treat people. Even when I was the new kid who was too tall and too quiet and too weird, Taylor was always kind. She would wave to me in the hall and chitchat when we were in line at the cafeteria, and she smacked Jonathan Leland in the back of the head when he teased me for being a beanpole.

      The crush was massive.

      I lift my glass to her. “It takes courage to do what makes you happy, despite other people’s expectations.”

      Her mouth spreads in a slow smile. “Thank you.” Her eyes flicker over me before darting away.

      Was she checking me out?

      I shift in my seat, swallowing hard. Pull it together. “How did you get into it, all the traveling and festivals?”

      “I went to Bonnaroo after high school with some friends and it changed my life.” Her smile falters. “I needed to get away from Whitby and it was the perfect escape.”

      I’ll never forget that day in the library after Aria died. Taylor was huddled in a ball in the farthest corner, her face devoid of any of the radiance that normally animated her features.

      For me, Whitby was a refuge from my mourning.

      For Taylor, it’s a reminder of everything she lost.

      She’s regained some of that glow, but the darkness is still there, muted now, but present all the same. Grief isn’t something that you leave behind, it’s something you learn to live with.

      “I’ve never been to a music festival.”

      Her eyes widen and she leans forward. “What? Seriously, you have to go.”

      “You’ll have to give me tips. Let me know which ones are the best for a first-timer.” I angle in her direction.

      “Absolutely. Oh!” She reaches out with her free hand, grabbing my arm. “You have to go to Electric Forest, it is incredible. It’s so much more than a music festival. The lights are amazing, the art is fantastic, it’s like exploring another world. But the best part is the vibes. Everyone is so lovely, and they take care of each other, it’s like you’re suddenly family with strangers.”

      She doesn’t move back, her hand still on my arm.

      I look down at where she’s touching me, and then our eyes lock.

      Electric heat crackles around us. Lust shoots up my spine and spreads through my limbs, coating my body with a lazy warmth.

      She swallows and pulls away, taking a larger sip of the drink in her hands.

      I take my own hefty gulp. Is this a one-sided attraction? The aftereffects of my childhood crush painting the situation in bold strokes?

      I clear my throat. “Do you miss your family when you’re gone?”

      She sets her drink on the side table, the flickering candle beside it glinting light off the glass. “I come home a lot to visit. They’re . . . mostly supportive of my lifestyle.”

      “Mostly?”

      Her soft laughter curls through me. “They tease me all the time.”

      “Why would they tease you?”

      She waves a hand. “I know, right? I’m the Empress of Awesome. Of course Jake likes to call me the Overlord of Lame.”

      I huff out a laugh. “How is Jake? What has he been up to?” I didn’t talk to Jake much in school since he’s a year younger than Taylor and me, but Whitby High was fairly small as far as high schools go. There were only about a hundred people in our graduating class.

      “He works at Camp Aria with Finley.”

      My brows lift. “Camp Aria? No more Fox Cottages, or is it an addition to the rental properties?” The Fox family has owned a bunch of short-term rental cabins right outside town for as long as I can remember. I haven’t spent much time back in town over the past few years, and Paul and Moira don’t share local gossip. Before my cousins went to college, they were always the ones who kept me apprised of the local gossip.

      She shakes her head. “Nope, not an addition. Fox Cottages has been no more since last year.”

      “How did that happen?”

      She blows out a breath. “It’s kind of a long story.”

      I motion to the dim room. “I’ve got time.”

      The corner of her mouth quirks up. “Finley took over the property after Dad passed. She and Jake managed it by themselves for a while, but it wasn’t sustainable. The cabins were old and falling apart and basically bleeding money. Then, this big-time investor wanted to buy it. Oliver Nichols, have you heard of him?”

      “No.”

      “He’s actually dating Piper now, which is a whole different story, but anyway, he started pestering Finley to sell and buying up all the properties around ours. Finley refused because the property has been in our family forever, and it’s home, you know?”

      I nod.

      She continues. “Finley held out long enough that Oliver sent in the big guns, a guy known for making deals happen. His name is Archer. Archer managed to make everyone happy with a joint-ownership deal between them. We got to keep our family home, and Finley agreed to convert the rentals into a camp for disadvantaged kids. And now Finley and Archer are together. He helps manage the property too.”

      “He likes the work?”

      She purses her lips in thought. “I think so. Jake is hard to read, all he wants to do is make jokes and eat.”

      “It must be a fulfilling job—working with kids.”

      I considered going into social services when I was in college, because of the experience I had after my parents died. I was placed in emergency foster care for a couple days before they sent me to live with Aunt Moira and Uncle Paul. I was lucky. So many have no one.

      “I love that they named it Camp Aria,” I add. I didn’t know her well, but Aria had the same glow Taylor did, the ability to light up any room with a smile. It was a shock when she died, the accident ricocheting through the community and leaving devastation in its wake.

      Her eyes soften. “Me too. It was Finley’s idea.”

      “How are the rest of your sisters doing?”

      She bites her lip and I zero in on the movement.

      Her eyes track over my face. “I don’t want to talk about my family anymore.” Her voice goes husky, the sound brushing against my skin.

      My heart thumps in my chest, my body firing to attention.

      She shifts in my direction, one of her hands lifting to trace a line from the tips of my fingers up the side of my arm to my shoulder, bringing herself even closer. The gold flecks in her dark eyes are mesmerizing. Intoxicating. The sound of her breath moving in and out between her parted, glossy lips is hypnotic. It would be so easy to get drunk on her.

      My focus zeroes in on her mouth, the need to kiss her so overwhelming I have to physically fight to keep myself still. But I won’t make the first move. She came here seeking shelter, and I won’t take advantage—until I know for sure she wants me as much as I want her.

      She lifts up on her knees, moving slowly but inexorably closer, swinging one leg over to straddle my thighs.

      Breath whooshes out of my lungs.

      My arms lift automatically, gripping her hips, my heart a hammer in my ears.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      I focus on her face, the heat in her eyes, the smile dancing around her lips.

      Her hands squeeze my shoulders. “Is this okay?”

      Unable to speak, I barely manage a nod.

      “Good.” She leans forward and presses her lips to mine.
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      Taylor

      
      His mouth is soft. He tastes like afternotes of the bourbon we drank: oak and berries. Sweet with a hint of tartness. The kiss moves from warm to blazing in seconds, burning hotter than the fire heating the room.

      When his tongue brushes mine, a groan rumbles up from the back of his throat, the sound triggering a response in my body as if he flipped a switch that has a direct line between my legs.

      I grip his shoulders and lean in closer, pressing myself into his chest.

      His fingers slide into my hair, gripping with silent possession.

      He presses soft kisses down my jawline to my neck, the scruff on his jaw scratching against my overly sensitized skin sending erotic tingles through me.

      He pulls back to search my eyes. “Is this okay? We’ve been drinking.”

      “I had one glass. I am completely in charge of my faculties. You?”

      His head dips once. “Same.”

      “Then this is more than okay, it’s fantastic.”

      “Good.”

      We shift and he lifts me up slightly, rearranging our bodies so he’s spread out underneath me on the sofa, our legs entwined, and then we’re kissing again, mouths moving in tandem.

      I’ve never been so easily manhandled. Not something I would have thought of as a turn-on, but for some reason his strength combined with his attention to my comfort, the way he asked for permission to proceed . . .

      It’s all so incredibly arousing.

      I pull back slightly. His lips are red and swollen from our kisses.

      Addicting.

      I dip my head and then we’re kissing again.

      I want to gorge myself on his lips, his mouth, the glide of our tongues.

      This is the best foreplay I’ve had in years.

      There’s something so appealing about how he’s this rough-and-tumble mountain man, but under the rugged exterior, he’s sweet. Kind. Understanding. A good listener. And interested in what I have to say, his focus absolute and sincere.

      Dammit, that’s hot.

      One of his hands stays in my hair, and the other smooths down my back, stopping just above my jeans against my lower back.

      I wriggle against him, his length growing and hardening even through all the layers of clothes between our bodies.

      I slide my fingers down the front of his shirt, skimming over his flat stomach, keeping one palm pressed on his chest. Shifting to one side, I brush over the insistent bulge in his pants.

      His heart stutters under my fingers, his voice going ragged. “Taylor.”

      My name passes through his lips on a groan sparking a rush of pure female satisfaction. It’s gratifying, having a giant who could crush me with one arm sprawled under me, relinquishing all control and enjoying the hell out of it.

      “Atticus.” My lips feather over his. “I want you.”

      Our eyes meet and lock, breath mingling. “I want to touch you first.”

      Who am I to turn down a man interested
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