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            Saving yourself for the perfect moment is one thing.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saving yourself for the wrong brother?

        That's a whole other story.

      

        

      
        After ten years of pining for my best friend, I finally worked up the courage to do something about it. The plan was simple: sneak into his cabin, confess my feelings, and finally—finally—give him my v-card.

      

        

      
        What wasn't part of the plan?

        His grumpy older brother being there instead.

        The same brother who now happens to be my stone-cold, devastatingly handsome new boss.

        The one whose heated kisses I can't seem to forget, no matter how hard I try.

      

        

      
        Now I'm trapped between my decade-long crush and the forbidden attraction that threatens to destroy my career—and my heart.

        But the real trouble started the moment I realized that maybe, I've been saving myself for the wrong brother all along.
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            Prologue

          

          Pearl-6 years ago…

        

      

    

    
      The day I met my best friend Trevor Winthrop was the day I fell in love with him. We were barely seven years old and on the playground during recess.

      I complimented his Empire Strikes Back t-shirt.

      And he…threw a rock at my face.

      Later he apologized...or rather, he showed up at my house with his mother forcing him to apologize. By then, I had developed quite a shiner, and I partially hid behind my mom so he couldn’t see it. A few years later in middle school, he confessed to me that he had a crush on me and his friend’s teased him about me—that’s why he threw the rock. I guess it was some way to prove to them that girls were nasty.

      “I can’t believe you’re going all the way to Chicago for college. You totally bailed on our plan to study at UC Boulder.” I flop back on his bed, sending a pile of his neatly folded graphic t-shirts tumbling to the floor.

      “Do you mind? I recall you saying you were going to help me pack, not make more of a mess,” he teases as he bends over to pick up the fallen shirts. I sit up and begin to refold the pile. I smile as I look through them; each one tells a little story about a time and place.

      “Hey, remember when we went and saw this movie?” I hold up the battered X-Files: I Want to Believe tee. “We bought fake IDs because we thought they’d toss our asses out!”

      Trevor shakes his head and chuckles. “For the record, I wasn’t that worried but you were so certain they would know we were only 12 you had a constant line of upper lip sweat the two days leading up to the show.”

      I wipe away tears of laughter at the memory. The attendant didn’t even ask for ID. He was barely sixteen and I’m sure couldn’t care less that two twelve-year-olds were going to see a PG-13 movie.

      There wasn’t a lot to do in our small town of Grand Lake, Colorado. We spent the majority of our time at the movies, one of our houses, or the local hobby shop looking for comic books we hadn’t yet read. With a population of just over 500, everybody knew everybody in this town.

      Trevor and I had become inseparable after sixth grade. He had outgrown his shyness of being friends with a girl, and it certainly helped that I was just as big of a nerd as he was. We spent our summers building forts and pretending to hunt elk with our homemade bow and arrows. We’d swim in the lake and look at the stars at night as we laid out on my giant trampoline. No matter what was going on, Trevor could always make me laugh. He’d point out a cluster of stars and tell me some ridiculous story about how it was a recently discovered constellation in the shape of a donkey named asseus major. The truth is though he was incredibly smart. He would teach me all about space and black matter, how intricate our solar system was and how insignificant it made him feel. I knew from a young age that Trevor was destined for great things.

      “What are you thinking about?” I didn’t realized that I was lost in my memories, staring at the floor, an unfolded t-shirt wadded up in my hands. Apart from the few girlfriends he’d had in school growing up that took away his time, we’d spent almost every day together, and now, he is moving over a thousand miles away. To say I am struggling to cope would be an understatement.

      “Oh, nothing; just excited for you is all.” I try to choke back tears but one escapes and trickles down my cheek.

      “Hey, P, don’t be sad.” He wipes the tear away and pulls me in for a hug. I love that he calls me P. Nobody else does. “I know we always talked about going to college together, but the University of Chicago has one of the best mathematics and statistics programs in the country.”

      I pull away from him and smile, sincerely this time. “I know, Trev; I meant it when I said I’m happy for you. You’re way too damn smart to be stuck in this town. Besides, you’ll come home to visit and we can spend summers together. Hell, maybe I’ll get out to the big city and visit you.” I playfully punch his arm before making my way to his bedroom door.

      “I promised my mom I’d be home to help her with canning some veggies from the garden. I’ll come to see you off tomorrow; I promise. Just promise me one thing...don’t forget about us here in the mountains when you make it big time okay?” He laughs and shakes his head before I head out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Pearl

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      “Pearl, you’ve got a table of pissed off customers. They said they’ve been waiting twenty minutes for their beers!”

      I roll my eyes at Delilah and grab a pitcher from the kitchen, walking over behind the bar to fill it from the beer tap.

      “Well, maybe if someone wasn’t too busy ogling the local talent, I could get some damn help around here,” I practically shout as our bartender Will ignores me and tries his hardest to look down the top of a very well endowed stranger he’s chatting with.

      I drop the pitcher off at the table of pissed of guys, apologizing and promising them it’s on the house. I make my way around to the rest of my customers and make sure everyone is happy...for the moment.

      “Del, I am so sick of this shit.” I pull angrily at my apron strings before pulling it over my head and taking a dramatic seat on a few empty crates in the back. “Why did I even go to college if all I am is a beer wench?”

      “The problem isn’t that you went to college, sweetie; it’s that you came back to this shit hole town,” she says, not missing a beat as she plates up four orders of country-fried steak and mashed potatoes. “We both know you had no business coming back here.”

      “My mo⁠—”

      “And don’t you dare say your mama needed you because this town takes care of its own; we would see to it that her needs were taken care of, and you know that.” She gives me a stern look before loading up her tray and backing her way out of the kitchen.

      She’s right. I don’t want to admit it, but at the same time, this is my home. I love my small town. I have big dreams for it. I want to see more businesses come in and be successful. Of course, I hope they would also hire me as their marketing manager so I can get out of this rat-hole diner.

      I let my chin sink down onto my hand, daydreaming about what life in Chicago is like for Trevor. I haven’t seen or heard from him in over two years.

      All those plans we had about spending summers together never happened. He met a girl first semester and spent every free minute with her family on the East Coast. Can’t say that I blame him.

      He came back to town once after graduation, and he wasn’t the skinny nerd I’d fallen in love with all those years ago. He was a man. Tall and built with a thick mop of floppy brown hair that framed his sparkling green eyes perfectly. He looked like a damn model. I could see happiness radiating from him and I knew he’d never end up back in Grand Lake. I was silly and naive for thinking nothing would change between us. I couldn’t deny the intense physical reaction I still had when I saw him. His voice sounded like it had dropped about two octaves, thick and rich like molasses.

      We had agreed to meet up for drinks, and I was going to tell him how I felt, finally. When he touched the small of my back as he walked me to my mom’s doorstep that night, I felt a sense of electricity between us. That’s when he told me he had something to tell me...he was engaged and permanently settling in Chicago. I felt my heart shatter into a million little pieces that night. I lived with regret since then. Well, actually I lived with regret long before that. I didn't want to break up his relationship; I just needed to tell him how I felt.

      “Pearl!” Will shouting my name from the front of the restaurant startles me back to reality. I jump to my feet and retie my apron before shoving my way through the kitchen doors.

      “What?” I snap back with my chin tucked against my chest as I finish tying the strings around my waist. I look up to a pair of piercing blue eyes, clear as the sky staring back at me. Blake Winthrop: Trevor’s older brother. He has the same strong look, but with an edge. His jaw is prominent, with a thick smattering of dark, almost black scruff. His hair is shiny and lays an inch or two past his collar. He reaches up a well-worn hand and rubs it gruffly against the side of his jaw, making an audible scratching sound like sandpaper.

      “Oh, hey, Blake. What can I get you?” I stammer a little.

      “My ma sent me. She wants you to come by the cabin office when you get off. What time can I tell her you’ll be by?” He doesn’t bother with pleasantries. Something I’m used to with him. We haven’t had a lot of conversations over the years, but I often saw him around his parents’ house when I was hanging out with Trevor. He terrified me as a kid. He was big, way bigger than Trevor. He had outgrown their dad by the time he was in eighth grade. I remember he always had a different girl around the house, usually out back in his parent’s hot tub when they weren’t home.

      “Uhh, regarding what, exactly?” I love their mom, but it is a little strange to have her beckon me over. Why not just call or text me?

      “You’ll have to take that up with her. What time?” He shoves his hands deep into his Levi’s without breaking eye contact. I’m a grown-ass woman now and this man still intimidates me. His broad shoulders strain against the fabric of his flannel shirt. He’s the antithesis of Trevor and always has been. He was the star quarterback of the football team growing up. He always had a muscle car he was rebuilding and a big-boobed girl that was right alongside him.

      My eyes catch a glimpse of the tip of his pink tongue as it darts out to lick across his full lips. I’ve always found him attractive, you’d have to be completely blind not to, but seeing him standing in front of me right now, I notice things I hadn’t before. The small thatch of curly dark hair at the base of his throat, the way small lines form around his eyes, giving him a distinguished, sexy appeal.

      “Jesus Christ, woman, are you having a seizure or what? I ain’t got all day.” He throws his hands up in the air, exacerbated, as I snap back to reality.

      “Oh, uh, sorry...uh, I’m off at three, so I’ll swing by after.” I quickly turn and race back in the kitchen before the blush on my cheeks betrays me. What the hell was that?

      By the time three o’clock rolls around, I’m itching to race over to the Winthrop’s cottages to see what Adele needs. Normally, I’d be worried, but Blake didn’t seem to have any concerns. Speaking of Blake, I wonder if he’ll be there too.

      Since when do I care what Blake Winthrop is up to?

      I pull my sputtering Beetle into the parking lot of the Grand Lake Cottages and make my way up the steps of the office. A neon VACANCY sign flickers a few times as I knock on the door before letting myself inside. “Knock, knock!”

      Adele jumps up and pulls me into a tight hug before gesturing to a small table next to a chair. “Here, I have some tea and a snack for you. I know you’ve been hard at work on your feet all day. Take a seat.” I thank her before diving into the cookies and casually looking around to see if anyone else will be joining us.

      “Well, I’ll get right to it, Pearl. I need your help.” She sits back behind the desk and gestures around the room. “We’ve slowly been losing business over the years and I need a young, millennial...is that what you kids are called? I need help with the Facebook and social me—whatever it’s called. I know you went to school for that so I’d like to bring you on.”

      I can’t help but smile. I’ve been dying for the chance to actually use my degree and finally get away from waitressing. “Now, before you get too excited, this is just part-time. I need help a few days a week and maybe if you like it, we can talk about a full-time position if business gets too busy.”

      “Mrs. Winthrop, I would love to! I am beyond excited for this, so thank you!” I jump back up and pull her in for another tight hug.

      “Well, that settles it, then. I’ll have you come in tomorrow and sit down with Blake. He can fill you in on everything.”

      “Blake?” I say, trying to sound casual.

      “Yes, he’s taking over the business now, so he’ll be your boss.” I swallow down a lump in my throat. Great: the Big Bad Wolf is my boss. “Oh, and before I forget, Trevor is coming back to town this weekend.”

      “Really?” This time I can’t hide the excitement.

      “Yeah, unfortunately, he broke up with his fiancée, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not too excited about the idea of taking over my parents’ failing cabin rental business and now I have to babysit my brother’s nerdy best friend in the process?

      I climb into my truck and run my hands over my face, letting it sink for a moment. I’ve never been the golden child in my family. Even when I was the star quarterback and prom king, my parents were too focused on Trevor’s science fair projects and his accelerated classes. I’m not bitter or angry at Trevor, we always got along just fine, but I felt more like a second father to him rather than an older brother. The nine-year age gap and the fact that I always felt I had to protect him from bullies in school contributed to that. Growing up in a small town, our entire kindergarten through high school was all in one building.

      The shrill ringing of my cell phone brings me back to reality. I answer it without even looking at the name. “Hello?”

      “Hey, big brother, how’s it going? You sound like I caught you sleeping.”

      “Hey, man, how’s it going? When you getting your ass back to town?” I jump back out of my truck and kick at the dirt on the ground.

      “I’m actually in an Uber heading to the airport now. My flight gets in around eleven. I was hoping you could set up a cabin for me if there’s any available?”

      “Ha, yeah, you can have your pick of the litter. We currently have only two occupied, one by me.”

      “The business is doing that bad, huh? Man, Mom didn’t let on that it was that serious of a situation.” I could hear the worry in his voice.

      “Yeah, she’s in denial. Don’t worry about it; I’ve got it under control. You just get your ass home and buy me a beer.” I don’t let on that I’m just as worried. After dad passed, mom tried her best but she couldn’t keep up. I was around to fix things here and there but my contracting business kept me away and on the road most of the time. It wasn’t until recently that I decided to put my business on hold and take over the cabins. I told my mom this was it; this was a last-ditch effort. If it failed, she needed to consider selling the business.

      I hang up the phone with Trevor and got back in my truck. I need to get over to the cabins and get one set up for him. My phone pings again with a text and I look down to see a message from my mom.

      Pearl accepted the position and she’s real excited about it! I told her you’d be back around five to show her around.

      I toss the phone on the seat next to me. “Great, just what I need. A peppy girl hanging around getting in my damn way.”

      An hour later, I’m pulling back into the cabin parking lot. I had to run to town to pick up a few things I didn’t already have to get the renovations started. I see Pearl leaning against a baby blue Volkswagen Beetle. Why the hell you’d drive that car living in the Rocky Mountains is beyond me. She stands up and offers a hesitant wave as I back my truck in next to her.

      I don’t have anything against the girl. Hell, she was always a cute kid and she grew up to be a beautiful woman. You can tell she doesn’t realize it, though. She isn’t that obvious beauty that knows it and flaunts it. She’s demure; her strawberry blonde hair is usually always swept back in some haphazard way with pieces falling out around her face. She has the biggest blue eyes I’ve ever seen; I remember her dad calling her birdy as a kid because of those eyes. I just don’t need the distraction of a million questions and some young smart-ass college grad who thinks they’ll know how to run this business better than me.

      “Pearl,” I say, giving her a curt nod before walking behind my truck to let the tailgate down.

      “Uh, hey, hi, Blake. I’m sorry if I interrupted your schedule. Your mama said you’d be around to give me a tour and talk about things?” She seems nervous.

      “No bother. Just need to unload this before the rain lets loose,” I say as I grab the two-by-fours and hoist them over my shoulder. I make my way towards the tool shed when I hear a small grunt. I turn around to see Pearl attempting the same move I just made and failing.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” I drop the wood on my shoulder and run back towards her, catching her around the waist with one hand and grabbing the wood with the other. She was about four seconds away from falling straight on her ass.

      “I don’t need your help with this, Pearl. Just wait over there and let me handle this.” My words come out harsher than I intended but this is exactly the kind of situation I was dreading. The over-eagerness of a twenty-four year old making things harder than they need to be.

      I glance down at my arm still halfway around her waist and pull away. Her warmth feels good against my chest and hips, and the scent of strawberries and vanilla wafts up from her hair as she half turns to look at me. I shake my head to clear the thoughts, most likely because I haven’t been with a woman in almost a year. I grab the wood she dropped and take it back over to the other pile and take them into the shed.

      I finish unloading the truck and make my way back over to where Pearl is standing. I hadn’t realized how petite she is. Her jeans cling to her as if they’re painted on and the cuffs are tucked into some hiking boots. She tugs absentmindedly at the sleeves of her light pink hoodie and squints at the setting sun. She’s gorgeous. I run my hands through my hair. I have no business noticing things like this with her. She’s way too young for me and I know she’s always had a thing for my brother.

      “You ready?” I ask her. She smiles broadly and walks over to meet me. I walk her around the property, showing her the cabins and giving her a brief rundown of our current reno plans.

      “So, when does Trevor get home? Your mom told me he was coming home?” I’m surprised it’s taken her this long to ask.

      “I spoke to him earlier, and he gets in tonight around eleven. I actually need to get a cabin ready for him. Well, it’s ready, I just need to make sure the water heater is on and set the AC to a nice temp.” I run my hands through my hair again. I can tell I’m rambling a bit and I’m not sure what else to say to Pearl.

      “Your mom said he’s single now?” Ah, there it is.

      “You still holding out for that, huh?” I say the words before thinking and I can tell I’ve embarrassed her.

      “What? No, no. I was just asking. What do you mean still holding out?” She crosses and uncrosses her arms as she speaks.

      I can’t help but smile and shake my head. “It’s obvious, Pearl, always has been. You’ve been in love with Trevor since you were a kid.” Her mouth pops open but she doesn’t respond. “Now’s your chance, I suppose. Like my mom said, I guess he’s single now.” I turn and make my way toward cabin three to get it ready for Trevor. I pull the key from my pocket and slip it into the door.

      “Do you think he’s into me too?”

      I spin around to see Pearl on my heels, her hands in her back pockets. Jesus, I should have kept my damn mouth shut. I let out an audible sigh and step into the cabin.

      “Hell if I know, Pearl. Now run along; I don’t need your help. I’ll see you on Monday.” I make my way through the back to check the water heater but she’s still on my tail.

      “Do you think you could ask him for me? Like, not tell him I’m asking, but maybe see if he would be interested in me?”

      “Are you kidding me? What is this—high school? Pearl, I don’t have time for your silly crush. If you want something with my brother, you need to approach him about it. Now, for the last time, I’ve got a lot of work today. Our meeting is done.”

      She spins on her heel and stomps out of the cabin. I feel a little bad I might have hurt her feelings but the last thing I need is to get involved in this childish stuff. I’ve got my own relationship issues to deal with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Pearl

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to tell him. I’m going to confess everything and finally tell him how I feel,” I say, downing the rest of my margarita.

      “Are you sure, Pearl? I mean...that’s a huge risk putting yourself out there like that,” Jade says. I wouldn’t expect her to understand; I wouldn’t expect anyone to understand. There’s more to it than just having a life-long crush on Trevor...I’ve kept myself for him.

      “I mean, yeah, it is a huge risk but the reward will be worth it. I…” I lean forward, looking around to make sure nobody can hear me. “I’ve been saving myself for him.”

      “You’re a virgin?” Jade practically shouts as her eyes double in size.

      I lunge across the table and slap my hand across her mouth, but it’s too late; a few people are staring our way. “Seriously? You couldn’t have read my body language when I leaned in that I was telling you a SECRET?” Now I’m the one whisper shouting.

      “I’m sorry! I just...wow! Wait...are you saying you’ve made the conscious decision to NOT have sex so that you can give your virginity to Trevor?”

      “Well, I mean, not exactly. You know this town; there’s nobody here and I⁠—”

      “You went to college in Boulder for four years, Pearl; you had plenty of opportunities. Don’t bullshit me.”

      I let out a sigh and lean back in my chair. “I guess, maybe, yeah, I did hold out for Trevor. Er, have been holding out for him. I think I just...I got it in my head when we were so young that we’d end up together, and I just didn’t see the point in wasting my time with anyone else.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Jade reaches out and grabs my hands across the table. “You’ve really screwed yourself here. I guess that’s not the right way of putting it.” She laughs. “But seriously, you set yourself up for some serious heartache. I know you guys have always been best friends but you’ve told me he’s been in a serious relationship for years and you guys drifted apart. What if he isn’t moving back here? You going to move to wherever the hell he lives?”

      I pull my hands back. “I know, and that’s why I have a plan. Okay, hear me out...I know he’s only in town for a little while but maybe I can convince him this is where he belongs. I think if I remind him of all the fun and amazing times we had growing up, he could want to stay, have a fresh start after his heartbreak.” I smile, hoping Jade agrees, but I can see on her face that she doesn’t.

      “Pearl—”

      “Look, I’m sick of being a virgin, Jade, and Trevor is the only guy I trust. I’m doing this whether you agree or not.” She just shakes her head and smiles at the waiter as he hands us our credit cards back.

      “Just keep in mind he might not be the same boy you fell in love with. A lot can happen and change in a few years, babe.”

      “So, what about you? How’s the online dating world?”

      Jade sighs and lets her head fall back.

      “That bad, huh?” I rub her back as she sulks.

      “It’s just a shit show. The guys either just want a hookup, or they’re a catfish and they show up and they’re thirty years older than their picture. Time for me to adopt a dozen cats and accept my fate.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’ve missed you so much,” I say into Trevor’s neck as he squeezes me tightly. I can’t help but inhale his cologne. It smells expensive, not like the Axe body spray he used to wear in high school. That’s not the only thing that’s changed. The last time I saw him was the summer between sophomore and junior year of college; he had changed a little back then but now...now he looked like a sophisticated man that stood out in this town.

      I take a seat next to him at the bar and take a sip of my beer. “So...what’s new?” I say a little shyly. I feel a little like I’m sitting next to a stranger. His once curly, dark hair is now cropped short in a professional no-nonsense cut. His crisp, navy button-down is tucked into matching dark jeans complete with a camel-colored belt and suede wingtips. He looks expensive.

      “A lot, I guess. I’m still living in Chicago, and I just accepted a professor position at the University of Chicago. They told me the average age of a professor is forty so I guess I’m a little ahead of my time.” He chuckles and takes a sip of his water. “Before I even finished my Master’s, they had their eye on me. I’m working through my Ph.D. now so I guess I’m staying pretty busy.”

      I half-smile. “Yeah, sounds pretty crazy. I’m so proud of you and happy for you.” I want to ask about his ex, but I don’t want to seem too nosy.

      “What about you? I thought for sure you’d have a couple little ones running around by now.” I’m a little taken aback at his remark. Maybe he didn’t know me as well as I thought he did.

      “No, no little ones. I just accepted a position with your mom at the cabins. I guess she and Blake are doing some renovations and they want me to do some social media marketing and build a new website. I went over there the other day and met with Blake. He’s still ...moody,” I say with a nervous laugh.

      “Yeah, he told me about that a little. He’s harmless, just a grumpy old man. I swear he’s gotten worse since Tracy broke his heart, but he’ll never admit that.”

      “Tracy? How long ago was that?” I should take this opportunity to bring up his ex but I’m curious about this woman who broke Blake Winthrop’s heart. I know I’d seen the two of them around town in the past but not enough to remember her.

      “About a year, I think.” He takes another long drink of his water. “I guess she got tired of the small-town life. She moved in with him for a few months but missed her life back in Denver and bailed on him. Just moved out one day.”

      “Damn, that’s harsh.” I roll my beer bottle in my hands, “So what about you? Got a Mrs. back in Chicago waiting on you?” I can see his shoulders tense up before motioning to Will.

      “Could I get a double Jack and Coke?” he asks before folding his hands on the bar-top. “Funny you should ask. I, uh, I am recently single.” He leaves it at that before picking up the drink from Will and taking several large gulps.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, reaching out and rubbing his arm.

      “Ah, it’s for the better, I guess. I proposed, we seemed happy and then she said she needed space. Good to know we aren’t on the same page.” He lifts the tumbler to his lips before draining it. “How about...we do some shots for old time’s sake?”

      We’re a few shots and Jack and Cokes in before we’re laughing and teasing each other like old times. I know Jade was wrong; he’s the same boy I remember from childhood, the same boy I’ve dreamt of giving my virginity to.

      He glances down at his phone. “Shit we’ve been here for four hours. It’s already after eight. I promised Blake and my mom I’d stop in and spend some time with them. It’s been great P, it really has.” He reaches out and places the palm of his hand against my cheek before leaning in and placing a kiss on my forehead. I can smell the whiskey on his breath and I’m tempted to pull his mouth down to meet mine. He leans back and for a brief second, he glances down at my lips as if he’s reading my thoughts. I let my eyes close softly before they shoot open again to the sound of his phone ringing.

      “Hey, Ma, yeah, I’m heading over now. No, I’m not driving. I sent Blake a text to pick me up. Okay, I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

      “Well, Blake will be here any minute.” He reaches out and squeezes my hand. “You haven’t changed a bit, P. You’re still that same beautiful girl from high school. I’m sad I let time get away from us. I promise I’m going to do more to keep you in my life.” He gets up and walks out.

      I have to tell him...tonight.

      I sit in my Beetle and stare at my phone. It’s almost midnight and I’ve been sitting here for close to thirty minutes trying to muster up the courage to march up to cabin three and tell Trevor I want him. None of the lights are on in the cabins, and being this far up in the mountains, it’s damn near pitch black, especially with the clouds blocking the moon.

      I pull down my mirror and give myself a once over. I slick on my favorite strawberry gloss and pop a mint. “This is it. Just tell him.” I flip the mirror back up and exit my car, making my way quietly toward his cabin.

      I walk across the small porch and grab the handle of the door. “Please be unlocked,” I whisper to myself. I turn the handle and the door pops open with a squeak. I quickly look over my shoulder and then slip inside. I leave my shoes by the front door before tiptoeing toward the bedroom door that’s partially open. I look inside and his naked back is toward the door. I can barely make out the color of skin as I approach him. The room is so dark, not even a sliver of light shines through the drapes that are drawn closed.

      I reach down and softly stroke his shoulder as he stirs awake. “Don’t panic; it’s Pearl. I just...I need to tell you something.” He sounds like he’s about to speak but stops when I interrupt him. His shoulder and back feel so strong under my touch.

      “I...I’ve been in love with you for as long as I can remember.” I let my hand travel over his arm, and a small moan escapes his lips. I don’t know what comes over me but I don’t hold back. “I’ve wanted you so badly. I can’t help but fantasize about you. I...I’m a virgin and I want my first time to be with you.”

      I climb on top of him as he rolls over, and place my lips on his. They’re soft and full. His tongue darts out to lick at my own and then delves into my mouth. The kiss deepens instantly. I reach down and pull my sweater over my head to reveal my bare breasts and press them against his naked chest. My hips start to grind against him and I can feel him harden instantly. I can’t believe the instant connection I feel. The warmth and wetness build in my panties as I grab his hands and pin them above his head.

      “Trevor, take me. Make love to me...please. I need to feel you,” I say between kisses.

      I’m lost in the moment before I realize he’s trying to stop me. He pulls his hands from mine before sitting up. I let my hands slide up his arms and into his hair...his long hair?

      I panic and jump to my feet, covering my naked breasts as I scramble to find my shirt in the dark. I trip over something and fall flat on my ass just as Blake flicks the bedside lamp on.

      “What the fuck, Pearl?” He says, handing me my sweater while attempting to avert his eyes.

      “Why’d you kiss me back?” I’m embarrassed and angry and wish I could crawl in a hole and die.

      “You kissed me first! In the middle of the damn night, in my bed. What the hell?” He’s rubbing the back of his head, and that’s when I notice the sheet that’s barely covering his very awake manhood. I’ve never seen him without a shirt on and it’s a sight to behold. His chest and stomach are tanned from working out in the sun and sprinkled with dark hair. His pecs are full, accompanied by broad, masculine shoulders and very defined abs. He has the kind of body that a man gets from manual labor, a body that has me staring. I feel like my mouth has gone completely dry.

      Without another word, I grab my sweater, turn, and run out of the cabin.
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      I sit in the stillness for another moment, trying to process what just happened. Pearl’s fruity gloss is still on my lips, and I dart my tongue out to taste it again. I smile and shake my head as I close my eyes and lean my head back against the headboard. “What the hell?” I say aloud to myself, dragging my hands over my beard.

      As the hilarity of the situation wears off, the shadowy image of her breasts pops into my head and I can feel myself twitch. Is she really a virgin? She didn’t kiss like one. Her lips moved against mine like a woman who knew exactly what she was doing, not to mention the way her hips ground against me. I stir a little, frustrated that my mind and body are having this kind of reaction to her.

      I think about Trevor; if she had done that to him like she supposedly intended, would they be naked by now? Would he have taken her? I can feel my blood pressure rising at the thought. Why should I care? I have no claim on Pearl Davenport; she’s always been my little brother’s nerdy best friend.

      I recall seeing her peeking out behind a living room curtain when I was out back in my parents’ hot tub. She thought I couldn’t see her but I did. Back then, she was just a little skinny girl that hung around my house. Now...now she’s a full-grown woman who I’ve felt pressed up against me. Who I’ve tasted.

      The next morning, I wake to a pounding on my cabin door. “Come on, old man, you said breakfast was on you.” I grunt and roll over, grabbing my phone off the nightstand. It’s barely past seven.

      “Out in fifteen!” I practically growl as I drag my half-asleep ass to the bathroom. I stand in the steamy shower for barely a minute when images of last night’s incident come rushing back to me. I can’t help but smile, but then an image of Trevor flashes through my brain. Should I tell him? What if Trevor has been in love with her all along? Before I can decide, I step out and towel off, looking at myself in the mirror. I can still feel her soft, warm breasts pressed against my chest.

      The thought pisses me off. “I need to get laid,” I say under my breath as I comb my hair. I quickly throw on a flannel, jeans, and my work boots and step out into the sunshine.

      “Take any seat in the house, boys. I’ll be right out with ya,” Delilah shouts at us as she ducks into the kitchen.

      “Man, this place hasn’t changed a bit. Still looks exactly like the day I left, including Delilah.” Trevor glances around the restaurant.

      “You realize you’ve only been gone for about six years now; it’s not like it’s been decades.” The Place has been in our town for as long as I remember. Delilah and her husband Chip ran it. After Chip passed a few years back, she managed to keep it going with the help of some locals, including her son, Will, who attempted to manage the bar. The only thing he ever did was hit on women and ignore paying customers.

      “Boys it’s so good to see you back together. Give me a hug, Trevor.” Delilah scurries over to our table with outstretched arms as Trevor stands to embrace her. “You look more and more like your dad every day, you know that? I just wanted to say a quick hello. I’ve got to get in the back so Pearl will be out shortly to get your orders.”

      I forgot Pearl always worked the weekend morning shifts at The Place. I’m about to tell Trevor what happened last night when out walks Pearl. She’s holding her notepad against her chest with her chin as she ties her apron around her waist. “Morning, gentlemen, what can I get started for you?” she says before looking up.

      Our eyes meet when she finally lifts her chin and grabs the pencil from behind her ear. I can see the blush start at her neck and quickly creep up her entire face. She involuntarily crosses one arm over her chest as if she’s covering herself.

      “Hey, P, I didn’t know you still worked here. That’s crazy! What’s it been now? Ten years?” Trevor asks as he gives her a friendly bump on the arm.

      “Uhh…uh, yeah. It’s been...just about ten years.” She squishes her face as she scratches behind her ear. She is doing everything she can not to look at me.

      “I thought you guys already played catch-up. We ordering or not?” I say a little gruffly.

      “Well, apparently someone’s a little hangry.” Trevor laughs. “I’ll do the egg white omelet with extra veggies, turkey bacon, and black coffee.”

      “Turkey bacon? Seriously, bro? You watching your weight?” I roll my eyes.

      “Umm, I don’t think we have turkey bacon? I’ll double-check with the cook but probably not. I’m sorry.”

      “No worries. I’ll just do a side of fruit. Some of us care about our cholesterol,” he jokes as he leans across the table and pokes at my stomach.

      “I’ll have the ultimate breakfast platter, extra bacon,” I say without even looking at the menu. “And a screwdriver.” She glances up at me from her notepad with a bit of a strange look before turning on her heel and walking away. Before she can get too far, I say after her, “Oh, and, Pearl, make sure the screwdriver is virgin.”

      She stops in her tracks and turns back around slowly. “So, orange juice? You want a glass of orange juice?” she practically spits out. I just smile broadly as the blush returns to her cheeks and she stomps off.

      “What was that about?” Trevor looks between us.

      “Nothing. So, what’s going on with you and the woman back in Chicago? Ma said you scared her off?”

      “I didn’t scare her off. We’ve been dating since undergrad; we’ve lived together for about two years and I proposed. She seemed genuinely happy and said yes, but about a month ago, she decided she needed space.”

      “Someone else?” I ask.

      “What? No. No, it’s not like that. She said that she feels like we should take some time apart. We’ve been together for so long, and through some pivotal years in our lives. She just thinks she needs some time before making a commitment like that.”

      “To sleep around, then?”

      “You know what, Blake? I’m not going to share shit with you if you just make it all into a joke or turn it into some bitter diatribe about you and Tracey.”

      I raise my hands in surrender. “Sorry, was just teasing.” The silence returns between us just as Pearl approaches with our drinks. I don’t bother teasing her anymore; I want to return to the conversation with Trevor.

      “Food should be right up, boys,” she says, walking away from our table.

      “Well, you’ve always got a number one Trevor fan in Pearl if things don’t work out with your lady.” I toss it out there to test the waters.

      “Ha, yeah. P and I are like brother and sister; that would be weird. Besides, I can guarantee you she never saw me in that way. To her, I was just her nerdy best friend that might as well look like a Ken doll down there.”

      I smirk to myself. Man, he’s a complete idiot. Even though I’m nine years older than both of them, I saw it from a million miles away when they were growing up. I didn’t realize that she still felt that way about him, though.

      “I want to work things out with Katherine more than anything. She’s the love of my life and my best friend. I get that she feels like she’s been in this relationship forever, I just...I really hope she sees that I’m the man she wants to marry.” He takes a sip of his coffee and looks out the window for a moment. “I forget how beautiful it is here. How much I miss the mountains.”

      “Think you’d ever move back?” I ask as I see Pearl come through the kitchen door with our food.

      “You know, it’s always a possibility. Pearl, come here, sit down.” Trevor grabs her wrist and pulls her into the booth next to him. “Blake tells me you’re going to be running some marketing efforts for the cabins. I think that’s great.”

      She glances nervously at me then back to Trevor. “It’s only part-time for now but I’m excited. Your mom is amazing for giving me this opportunity.”

      “Well, if Blake here is an asshole as a boss, make sure you let me know. I’ll make sure he behaves accordingly. He’s known to be a little rough around the edges.” Trevor puts his arm around Pearl and motions towards me with a big, goofy grin on his face.

      “I think I’ll be okay,” she says, removing Trevor’s arm from her neck and scooting out of the bench. “I know it’s my first real job so honestly, I’m just eager to learn.”

      “Well, don’t be surprised if it gets uncomfortable or even painful at times. Everyone’s first time is a little awkward,” I say with a wink.

      Trevor chuckles as she rolls her eyes and disappears again. “You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re the one Pearl has a crush on.”

      I choke on the last bite of my eggs and try to wash it down with the orange juice. He’s an idiot; there’s no way in hell Pearl has a crush on a grizzled old man like me. I can’t tell him exactly how I know that’s true but I’m sure he’ll find out from her soon enough.
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      I take a deep breath and inhale the scent of the Aspens. The sun is shining through in beautiful golden ribbons. One of the things I love most about Colorado is our three hundred plus days of sun each year. I look overhead to see a few falcons swarming and enjoy the soft breeze as it hits my face. I don’t know why anyone would ever want to leave here. It’s peaceful and serene.

      “Is this a millennial thing?” I’m startled out of my trance by the sound of Blake’s deep voice.

      “You know you’re a millennial too, right?” He shakes his head and grunts. “I was just taking in the surroundings. You know, I think us natives often take Colorado for granted. It’s so beautiful here.” I don’t know if he’s listening but I follow behind him as he makes his way to the tool shed.

      “Can I help you with something?” He doesn’t look at me.

      “Can we...can we pretend that the other night didn’t happen? I realize you are loving the jokes but can we keep it professional?”

      “Wasn’t sure if you picked up on those at breakfast yesterday.” I can see he’s smiling to himself.

      “Uh, yeah, I’m not stupid and you laid it on pretty damn thick, Blake.” I turn to walk toward the office when I remember what I really wanted to ask him. “Hey, you didn’t te⁠—”

      “I didn’t say a word. That’s between you and him.” I nod and make my way to go meet up with Adele.

      I spend the next few hours talking over my plans with her. I spent some time over the weekend mocking up a website, a Facebook page, and an Instagram and Twitter account.

      “You think all of that is necessary?” she asks, looking overwhelmed.

      “Absolutely, but don’t worry: I’ll manage all of it. This is my generations ‘thing.’” I say with a wink. “Trust me, it’s free advertising. I can promise you with the renovations that Blake is doing and with all of this marketing and rebranding I’m doing, we are going to see a complete turnaround in business.” I can’t hide the excitement in my voice. Not only am I finally excited and motivated by my job, but I want so badly to save her business.

      “I think that we can do a grand re-opening around the Fourth of July. We already have the parade and the barn dance and it always brings in a lot of tourists. I glance at my phone. “It’s only April third, so we have some time to get traction and start booking up these cabins. The renos will be complete by then, so I think it’s a great plan.”

      She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “You are just what we needed my dear. You know...I always hoped that you and Trevor would end up together.” She smiles and the wrinkles around her eyes deepen.

      I laugh nervously, unsure of what to say. “Well, he’s an amazing man, so any woman would be lucky to have him.”

      “Well, you know his fiancée left him? I hate to see my boy heartbroken but it could be a good time to remind him how important you once were in his life,” she says, nodding her head. “Still hard to believe that Blake went through this same thing just shy of a year ago.”

      “He what?” That got my attention.

      “Yes, his fiancée left him. Tracey. I never really cared for her. She always wanted...or expected, rather, for Blake to do everything for her like she was a princess. Anyway, she left town one day with a note and he hasn’t heard from her since. Poor boy, I know it broke his heart.”

      “Guess that could explain his personality.” I snort to myself just as I hear someone behind me clear their throat. I slowly hang my head and turn around to see Blake leaning against the doorjamb with a look on his face that says I’m in trouble.

      “Professional? You want to keep things professional? Where was that when you were in there discussing my business with my mom?”

      “Hey, she brought it up! I didn’t ask her about it!” I shout as I stomp after Blake.

      He spins around and points a finger in my face. “Yes, you did. You asked what and then you made your dumbass comment about my personality.”

      I cross my arms across my chest. “Aren’t you a little too old to be this immature? Why are you so butt-hurt that your mom is talking about her sons with someone they grew up with? It’s not like we were gossiping about you.”

      I watch as Blake removes his flannel shirt and takes a long sip of the cold water he had gone inside to get. Beads of sweat run down his neck and chest in rivulets. I watch his Adam’s apple bob with each gulp. His tanned abs glistening in the sun and the small happy trail of dark hair that dips below his low slung jeans. I’m staring; I try to count the ab muscles before he’s done, but I’m caught.

      “See something you like?” he asks as he wipes his mouth with the back of his arm.

      I roll my eyes and scoff before walking back up to the office. I hadn’t realized that I broke out in a small sweat while watching him. I remember seeing him in the hot tub when I was younger, but his body is different now. He’s probably put on thirty pounds of muscle and grown another few inches. He’s at least six-four with a neck like a tree.

      I stop right before I get to the door and turn. I can still see him. He pulls on his gloves and goes back to chopping wood. I didn’t even realize people still chopped their own wood till now. His body is like a fine-tuned machine, his muscles bunching and rippling with each blow of the ax. I lick my lips and remember how his rock hard body felt against mine. The heat that radiated off his center. I don’t even realize I’m squeezing my thighs together till I hear the crunch of gravel and see Trevor approaching in his mom’s car.

      I let out the breath I was holding and wave at him, hoping he doesn’t catch on to the fact I was spying on his very shirtless brother.

      “What are you doing out here?” I ask as I approach him.

      “Just thought I’d come out to visit with you and Mom. See how things are going and if I can help out.” He shrugs his shoulders and it reminds of Trevor from high school. He’s changed a lot, grown up and filled out, but I still see the boy I’ve always known in his mannerisms. He’s not as tall as Blake, just under six feet, and still lean. He has a runner’s body, long with sinewy muscle. For the first time, I wonder what his ex looks like.

      “I’d love to show you my plans. I just went over everything with your mom, but maybe you could give me a second opinion?” I try to act cute…although if I’m honest, I don’t have the slightest clue how to flirt. I purposely reach out and pull my hair out of my ponytail, fluffing it to one side and attempting to pout my lips a little.

      Trevor either doesn’t notice or ignores my sad attempt because he claps his hands and then rubs them together. “Sounds like a plan; let's do this, P-brain.”

      Ahh, another one of his silly little nicknames he used for me growing up. I like to think of them as terms of endearment, but now I’m worried they’re more like kid sister names.
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        * * *

      

      “I need to make him jealous.”

      “What? Who?” Jade looks confused as she stands in the door of her apartment.

      “Can I come in or what?” I say, holding up two bottles of wine.

      “Lead with that next time. Now, what the hell is going on?”

      I walk over to her tiny galley kitchen and grab two wine glasses. “Trevor. I need to make him jealous. That’s the only way this plan is going to work.”

      “Oh, Jesus, have mercy, you’re still on this plan?” She flops onto the couch before reaching up and taking one of the glasses from my hand.

      “Hear me out.” I take a big gulp before diving into my plan. “I spent several hours with him today at the cabin office and he just sees me as a guaranteed thing, right?”

      “I literally have no idea what you’re saying, but go on.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, so growing up, he was the one who would have a girlfriend here and there and he was the one who would be too busy. I, on the other hand, have always been the one to be at his beck and call. So, I was thinking I make up a boyfriend or something so he thinks I’m seeing someone. That way when he wants to hang out, I’ll be too busy or have a date!”

      Jade still looks completely confused. “Okay, sweetie, this plan...I don’t love it. Have you tried just being honest with him about how you feel? Just tell him you’re interested and you’d love to see where it goes?”

      I take another slug of wine and avert my gaze.

      “What’s that look? What happened?”

      “Nothing. I thought about that approach, but I don’t think it’s the right one. He just got dumped so he’s hurting and I think he’ll just say the ‘I just got out of a relationship’ line and it will just be too easy to set myself up for failure.”

      I can tell she’s not buying the plan. I reach out and grab her arm. “Jade, I just want Blake to see me for who I am. See me as a grown-ass woman and not just the nerdy, Star Wars lov⁠—”

      “Blake?” she asks.

      “What? Why’d you say Blake?”

      “No, you said Blake. You just said I want Blake to see me as…”

      “No, I didn’t!” I feel my cheeks heat up.

      “Yes, you did, and your voice is like crazy high right now. What is going on?”

      I panic. “It’s just the wine. I haven’t eaten all day and I had an argument with that shithead Blake today at work. You know I meant Trevor.” I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince more: her or me.

      “Whatever you say. Blake is hot as hell, though. He’s got that older guy, daddy thing going on.”

      “Ugh! Please never say Blake and daddy in the same sentence again, ok?”

      “Hey, I’m just saying he’s hot; you can’t deny that. I’d take him over Trevor any day.” She lifts her glass before finishing it.

      “Really? He’s so...moody, though.”

      “Yeah, and the quiet, moody ones are always the ones that are good in bed. I bet he’s dominant but in a sexy, passionate way. I saw him dance at last year’s Fourth of July party and whew! That man can move his hips.”

      I can feel my face on fire; thoughts of his hips moving beneath mine flash into my brain. The way he loosened his hands from my grip before flipping me onto my back. Jade wasn’t wrong about his dominant side. I wonder if we had gone further, how he would have taken me.

      “I bet he has a huge co⁠—”

      I sputter wine out my nose before Jade can finish her sentence and thank god because I can’t deal with those thoughts right now. I rush to the bathroom to clean myself up, splashing some cold water on my face and neck. I have to get these thoughts of Blake Winthrop out of my head.
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      “Vampires? That are cyborgs?” I snort. “That’s the dumbest load of shit I’ve ever heard.” Pearl swats me playfully against the arm.

      “It is not! Please, it’s no different than your obsession with throwing a ball around a field and pretending like it’s more than just a game.” I can tell she regrets saying it the moment it leaves her mouth.

      “Not...not you. I’m sorry, I know that was a big part of your life.” Her words trail off as she nervously glances around.

      The last few weeks have been a bit of bittersweet torture. Pearl has insisted on following me around the property on her lunch and even after hours. I can tell her father must have let her help out growing up. It’s a good quality for an independent woman to have, but not when she smells like sweet vanilla and tastes like minty strawberries.

      She’s only paid for part-time hours but she spends more and more time out here. I can’t pretend not to notice the way her hips fill out her jeans or how I catch her watching me while pretending to have her nose buried in one of her silly sci-fi books.

      “You know, you should just give the book a chance. You never know, you might end up loving it. Here, let me explain. So this warlord sells his soul to a vampire for immortality and then as time progresses from the fourteenth century to thirty thirty, he has to adapt from human form to cyborg form. So now he not only has to worry about bloodborne pathogens but also possible viruses in his computer mainframe!”

      “Okay, I gotta stop you right there; I’ve got work to do.” As much as I love to listen to her talk and even love watching how excited she gets over the most ridiculous sci-fi crap, I need to keep my distance.

      “Hey, wait,” she hops off the fallen tree she was perched on. “Trevor said he was coming back to town this weekend.” She just stares at me for a moment. I had almost forgotten her eternal flame for him since he’d gone back to Chicago for a week.

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, I was thinking maybe you could ask him if he’s still single? Or maybe see if he has any interest in m⁠—”

      “Pearl, come on,”

      “I promise this is the last time I ask!” She throws both hands up as if to drive home the sincerity of the statement. Part of me wants to tell her the truth...tell her that he has no interest in a life with her. That he’s in love with someone else and will never be in love with her. But I can’t bear to break her heart.

      “Okay, I’ll ask him. But I’m not playing matchmaker or whatever hairbrained plan you’ve got brewing in that head of yours.” I motion to her head before turning to walk away, but not before I see her punch a fist triumphantly in the air with excitement ...this is a huge mistake.

      “Hey, Mama,” I grab a beer from the fridge in the office and sit down on one of the new couches. I bounce up and down a few times. “These are uncomfortable as hell.”

      “They’ll get broken in with all the new tourists we got coming; don’t you worry.” She henpecks at the keyboard while squinting at the giant computer screen in front of her.

      “Oh yeah?” I savor the cold, bitter flavor of the beer.

      “Didn’t Pearl tell you? We’ve got bookings all the way through September. I have to say, you two make a fantastic team. The cabins are looking amazing, and she’s a whiz at this FaceSpace and Twitter stuff.”
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        * * *

      

      I flip through the channels for what feels like the four hundredth time. I can’t focus on anything. The promise I made to Pearl last week is looming in the back of my head. Trevor gets in tonight, and I told him I needed to speak to him. It’s time I tell him what happened between Pearl and me and let him know how she feels about him.

      Just dumped my stuff at Mom’s place, be over there in a few?

      I read the message and type out a response.

      Sounds good, bring more beer.

      A little while later he walks through my front
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